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      Breathing heavily, I put my head between my knees. I’m sitting down with my back against a bullet-riddled wall. How the hell did this happen! It should have been cut and dried. Arrest Mortilini, and take over the Magical Police Force, with Selina at its helm. But that didn’t work out as expected.

      It’s been a year now, and all hell has broken loose across the universe. Selina, thank God, got away, but it was a close call for her. And somehow she even managed to warn Sina and Monster Acadamia, the institution of higher learning I’m attending, and its campus. It seems that there is something wrong with the Stone of Truth. Mortilini was supposed to be Oathbound and should have heeded the command from Selina as if it had come from me.

      That’s when we knew something was up. Selina said she went to arrest him but instead, she was shot in the shoulder. If it wasn’t for the fact that she was a powerful Magician, she would have died, as Mortilini was aiming for her head.

      Even talking to William, the spirit within the Stone of Truth, proved to be completely useless. He said that he could tell there are Oathbound out there, all 3.4 million of them. But he couldn’t be precise about a specific person. He could only verify the connection is there, and they are alive. So we had no way of knowing how Mortilini was able to break the bond between himself and the Stone.

      Suddenly there is the crack of weapon fire, and bullets hit the wall I'm hiding behind. I reach around the corner, and with my wand, I shoot off a couple of fireballs, making a hit with someone. I know it’s a person because I hear a sudden scream. 

      This is the third safe house that had been attacked in so many months. It’s been a year of running. The only safe place is the Monster Acadamia Realm, but we couldn’t get answers there. After the accident with Selina and her coming to tell us that Mortilini, who was still in charge of the Magical Police Force, or MPF, which should have been impossible, Sina locked down the Realm of Monster Acadamia: no way in or out without specific access granted. Because I was the heir of Merlin, I had access. So did Penelope, Louetta, and Lisa, as my Bonded.

      We were not safely tucked away in the school because we needed to find out what was going on. We have been trying to figure stuff out, but that meant being in the line of fire. Sina was adamant that I shouldn’t be put in the line of fire, but that wasn’t going to get us any answers.

      Mortilini has essentially taken over the universe with all the ships at his disposal. And he used them to force worlds to shut down. The man has over 10,000 ships! Sina couldn’t figure out how Mortilini was doing it. All the Oathbound should be listening to me, not him. But somehow, they’re all listening to his commands.

      I almost died twice because I thought I had the power and authority to command someone in an MPF uniform to put down their weapons. Instead of listening to my command, as they should have, they lifted their rifles to shoot me. Both times, one of my Bonded killed them dead before they got their weapons raised even halfway.

      “We need one alive,” Penelope says through gritted teeth next to me.

      She’s in her Kitsune Foxgirl form, but she is wearing combat fatigues like me. We all are. Sina said we needed outfits that would allow us movement. Though when I told her we would rarely be in the bush, I learned these are apparently quite a bit different. They are magical; they change color and pattern as needed to help us blend in with our environment. Right now, they are a gray-white to match the walls we’re all sitting against.

      “I can’t even tell how many there are,” Louetta says, breathing heavily herself.

      “Let me check,” Lisa offers, and suddenly, she is a snake. Well, a snake made of slime, so to speak. Lisa is a female of the Slime race.

      She goes to the corner and sticks her head out, barely, and pulls it back. Then, she returns to her human-looking form, if humans were green with a slight sheen to their skin. Oh, and green hair.

      “There are five left,” Lisa supplies.

      “Why do we want one alive?” I ask Penelope. Most times, we just shoot first and ask questions later. It’s been what’s kept us alive so far.

      “We need to figure out why they are attacking you, Ian. This makes no sense. They are Oathbound to you and should be listening to your commands. Hell, they shouldn’t be attacking you!” she mutters in frustration.

      I know a lot of her frustration is because she isn’t able to protect me from attacks like this. It’s been a year of running from planet to planet, trying to figure out this whole situation.

      Suddenly there is a loud growling sound and we hear screams coming from the other side of the wall we’re hiding behind. We are in a warehouse next to the safe house, which proved to be known by the enemy. That enemy turned out to be Mortilini and the MPF.

      Penelope, Lisa, Louetta, and I all look at each other as the sounds come from the other side of the wall. They’re sounds of men screaming and dying with loud growls.

      Penelope is the first to swear, “Darkbeasts!”

      “Shit,” I murmur as I get up quickly, with a wand in hand, aimed at the corner.

      Just in time too, as around it comes a damn Darkbeast. The thing is eight feet tall, with a face that looks like a horror movie. No face, which is worse than, say, a mouth full of pointy teeth. But with the claws it has for hands, it more than made up for the lack of teeth. The claws are well over a foot long, at the end of long arms, dragging on the ground. Imagine coming up against a monster with small swords for fingers. That’s a Darkbeast. Its skin is gray, which I remember vividly from the first time I encountered one. I thought it looked like the skin of a seal, wet and slimy.

      Suddenly its face is smashed with four balls of white light, taking its head clean off. We have learned that most spells don’t work well against them. Like the first time that I saw Penelope fight one. White light seemed to work better. So I modified the Fireball spell to use white fire instead. That took some figuring out, but now the spell is really useful against them. I wanted to call it White Purifying Fireball, but Penelope reminded me that the longer a spell name, the more power it needed, so I shortened it to Holy Light. That made sense to me, because they seemed like demons. And well, they are named Darkbeasts. Obviously, Holy Light counters both of those.

      The girls are beside me, looking down the hallway, and there is only one more Darkbeast. It’s in the process of killing a man, with its claws in the poor man’s chest. And it looks up as if sensing our gaze. It starts to turn to come at us, but it doesn’t get very far before our four Holy Light spells smash into it, killing it instantly. As we watch, it turns to ash, and the ash disperses in the air.

      “What the fuck? Darkbeasts again?” Lisa swears vehemently.

      “What is going on?” Louetta asks. “That’s four times this month alone.”

      “I know. I’m not sure how they’re finding us. But more to the point, who the hell is sending them? Do you think it’s Mortilini?” Penelope asks us.

      I shake my head. “No. Like Sina said, these are sent by a practitioner of the Black Arts. Mortilini is something else. He isn’t a Magician. For anyone who practices the Black Arts, it changes them physically. And Mortilini wouldn’t be able to hide that. Sina says they cover their faces because their body changes. It gets black and scaly, with red veins, or that is the rumor.”

      “We need to check these guys. Gotta find a live one,” Penelope says, rushing forward towards the injured men.

      Right. Penelope wants to question one of them. So we all head towards the bodies to search for signs of life.

      “Got one!” Lisa cries from across the warehouse.

      We join her and look down at the man in question. He’s missing an arm, severed at the elbow. And he has stab wounds in his chest and stomach. He is breathing in shallow gasps. Chest wound, most likely a punctured lung. I bend down next to the man. His eyes track me, and I see fear there. Though I don’t think it’s fear of me, but rather the fear of dying.

      “Can you heal him to stabilize him?” Penelope asks me.

      Normally she can heal, but this was a lot of healing to do, and I had the larger power pool. But also, as a Wizard, I could use essence. I nod to her and place my hand on the man, who I see now looks to be in his early thirties. Slowly as we watch, the holes in his chest and stomach close. I can’t do much for his missing arm, though. I mean, I could, but I wasn’t about to waste the power. His MPF uniform is shredded, with blood all over it.

      “Lisa, Louetta. Can you both keep watch?” Penelope asks them. They nod and turn to face different directions, wands at the ready in case we are attacked.

      “Ask him,” Penelope asks me.

      I nod and ask the man, “What is your name and your MPF rank?”

      “Fuck you,” he says, now glaring at me since he isn’t in pain, and he knows I just healed him.

      “So, that’s confirmed. He won’t listen to your commands,” Penelope says. “Next is...” and without warning, she plunges a dagger into the man’s shoulder, making him scream in pain.

      The man tried to throw her off him, but I had expected that, so I had used a Vines spell to wrap around him to make it so he couldn’t move. The vines had come out of the warehouse floor, easily breaking through the cement. He tries to fight them off but might as well have tried to fight off steel cables.

      “Now, I will ask you again,” I glare. “Name and rank within the MPF.”

      The man is whimpering in pain, eyes closed tightly. He shakes his head. I nod to Penelope. She grabs the dagger and pulls it out, making the man scream in utter anguish, but then he howls fiercely as she slams the dagger into his other shoulder.

      “Mark Lout. MPF Captain!” he yells.

      “Good. Now here is where it will get interesting,” I say with a smile. I’ve been told it’s not a friendly smile. “Why aren’t you obeying my commands if you are Oathbound?”

      The man’s eyes open wide in shock at that question. He begins to struggle even more. I look at Louetta. “Sting him.”

      She nods, and suddenly her Succubus tail lashes out and stabs the man, causing him to flinch. He looks at her, mystified as to why she would do that.

      “Why are you not listening to Ian if you are Oathbound?” she demands.

      “Because I am not Oathbound,” he says, his voice slurred.

      One thing we found out about Succubus, or at least of the Royal Line, as Louetta is, is that their stinger injects a chemical, a sort of a truth serum. No one who’s been stung can lie to the Succubus who injected them. As you can imagine, it’s a very well guarded secret. If it got out that they could do that, they would be killed off, harvested for that chemical. Imagine having a real truth serum? Right now, most of the chemical ones out there, I was told, are iffy at best. They only work under stringent conditions. The Succubus chemical works all the time. Each and every time. But it doesn’t last indefinitely. Eventually, someone who’s been affected by the chemical will pass out. They can only answer so many questions before they’re out like a light.

      “What do you mean you aren’t Oathbound?” Louetta asks, before I get the chance to ask her to get that information out of him too.

      “I never went to this Stone of Truth,” he replies.

      I look at the girls, confused. I mean, he is wearing the MPF uniform. He just admitted he was a captain in the MPF.

      “How is that possible?” asks Louetta, just as confused.

      “Because the members of MPF are being slowly replaced with men like me. They are almost done too. Over three million, and that bitch Sina has no clue,” he says, his words getting more slurred. Shit. He’s almost out. We’re not going to get much more from him.

      “Are they being killed off?” I ask him. The man doesn’t answer me. It only works with the Succubus who injected them. Louetta nods at me.

      “Are they being killed off?” she asks him.

      “No.” His words are almost ineligible. “Lotus.” And then he passes out.

      “Lotus?” I ask, confused.

      Penelope’s voice is filled with dread. “Oh, Gods! They are being sent to the prison world, Lotus!”

      “What?” I ask, looking up at her.

      “That’s why the MPF is not listening to you and are mobilized the way they are. Because the men and women of the MPF, over three million of them according to what he just said, aren’t Oathbound,” she says. “Mortilini has been replacing the members and putting them on Lotus. No wonder William says they are still alive. Mortilini must have realized that killing them would mean the Stone of Truth would know!”

      “Wait, are you saying that Mortilini has replaced the MPF with over three million of his own men and women, who are loyal to him?” I say in a hushed tone.

      “According to what he just said, pretty well,” Penelope says. “It’s starting to make sense. We still have no idea how Mortilini broke his conditioning though.”

      “We need to let Sina know,” Louetta says.

      “Shit,” I say, I say standing up. “Kill him. We can’t have Louetta’s secret get out.”

      “I got it,” Louetta says. Her tail lashes out again and stabs the man under the chin, straight up into his head, killing him instantly.

      Death doesn’t bother me anymore. It’s been a year of constant death struggles, and I have learned it’s them or me. And I definitely prefer to be the one who is alive.

      I press a pin on my lapel. “Kyle, you there?”

      “Yes. I am. I heard. I recorded it for Sina as well. So it’s not just hearsay. And don’t worry. I cut out the part where Louetta injected him.” The voice of Kyle comes over the pin, clear as a bell.

      Kyle is the AI who runs the spaceship called the Eclipse, the best ship out there. He does that by using the joined forces of technology and magic. And the Eclipse is mine now to use. Thanks to Kyle. Kyle had also become one of my best friends. It’s odd, saying that about an AI. I’d only really considered him to be a ship, not a person when I first met him.

      “All right, I’m going to ask the girls for power, and I’ll use Teleport to bring us to you. I assume you’re still in the system?”

      “Yes. I am hiding just in space, fully cloaked,” Kyle confirms.

      “All right, get supper ready. I need food,” I tell him, a smile on my face.

      Before I can even ask, I receive power from all three girls. Thanks to that power, I can cast Teleport much further than is normally possible. The standard distance is 500 feet. But with the girls’ power, I can cast it to work over thousands of miles. Though it almost completely drains me. I don’t want to have Kyle come any closer. We know that in the world where we are, Mitlo, there are over a hundred ships.

      The girls all gather around me, touching me so as to be transported with the spell. Looking around, we make sure we didn’t forget anything. I cast Teleport; the warehouse disappears and we are back on the bridge of the Eclipse.

      “Welcome back everyone,” Kyle says.

      “Thanks, Kyle. We need to get back to the Monster Acadamia. What is the safest location for that now?”

      “Earth,” Kyle says right away. “It’s still a Forbidden zone, and so unless you have special permission, you won’t get through its defenses.”

      “And Sina gave you permission?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Of course not,” Kyle says with a snort. “We Metali are the ones protecting Earth. Nothing will get through the defenses unless we permit it. Including 10,000 ships.”

      “Damn,” I say in astonishment. “Can we use that against Mortilini?”

      “No, it’s a defensive system only,” Kyle says with a sigh.

      “Crap. All right. Let’s head to Earth then, as safely as possible.”

      “Very well. I am already starting supper. If you all wish to get washed up, I started the bath already,” Kyle says.

      “Gods, I knew there was a reason why I love you so much!” Louetta says, already running to the captain’s room. Lisa isn’t too far behind. Penelope extends her hand with a smile on her face. I take it, smiling as well, and let her drag me. Turning to face the screen from where I know Kyle is looking at me, I mouth the words, “Thank you!”
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      It took a week of system hopping to finally get to the Earth system. Kyle said it took longer because there were so many ships near the system. It seems that Mortilini is trying to block access to Earth. Thank God we have the Eclipse. Any other spaceship wouldn’t have made it. Kyle’s cloaking is the only thing that allowed us to make it through.

      A year of being out there trying to find out what is going has taken its toll on us. We barely had time to catch our breath. This was the first time we had a chance to question a member of the MPF. And as we found out, they aren’t really MPF members, at least, not as we know MPF members should be. They are supposed to be Oathbound. And most of the time, they don’t allow themselves to be captured. They usually go out with guns blazing.

      That Darkbeast that had come out of nowhere was a surprise for them, just as much as it was for us. And because of his injuries, we had the opportunity to capture and question him. It seemed the one thing they all have in common is a watch on their wrists. The watch is what causes them to die before they get captured. It’s a suicide device. It was just bad luck for that fellow that the arm with the watch on it had been cut off by the Darkbeast. But it was good luck for us. It was the break we finally needed.

      “We are over Earth now,” Kyle says to us. “I let Sina know you are on your way down.”

      We’re in the Captain’s room, lying down on the enormous bed. We’re waiting for that signal from Kyle. He had given us fair warning, so we were dressed and ready to go.

      “Thanks, Kyle,” I tell him with a nod. “See you soon.”

      The four of us get off the bed, and the girls reach out to hold on to me, and I cast the spell that will take us down to Earth and through a Portal door into Monster Acadamia. The room we’re in disappears, and next thing we know, we’re in my house on the school grounds. Damn, it’s nice to be home. The last time I saw this living room was over three months ago. Just then, I hear the front door, and Sina walks in.

      She still looks amazing, for someone who I know to be well over 2,000 years old at this point. She is wearing a white kimono with red flowers on it today. It complements her white hair. She too is a Kitsune. Today, she only has one tail out, but her ears are showing.

      Upon seeing us, her face lights up, and she rushes forward. She hugs Penelope, her granddaughter, and then does the same for the rest of us until she looks up at me with a questioning gaze. “You have something, Kyle said?”

      “I do,” I tell her with a sigh and I wave around to the sofas, gesturing for everyone to take a seat.

      After everyone is settled down, I launch into details about what our last three months have been like. Mainly running, but then I get to the last part, the part that made me want to come here quickly. I explain to Sina what this fellow, Captain Mark Lout, had said. And Kyle, still connected to me through the communication pin on my shirt, plays the recording for Sina.

      The whole time, Sina says nothing. When the story is all told, she gets up and begins to swear up a storm; I'm sure even sailors of olden days would pay gold to know some of those words. Her tirade goes on for a good five minutes, and even Louetta looks impressed. At one point, Louetta takes her phone out and begins to type. I’ll bet she is writing some of those swear words down for later use, which makes me grin, even with the dire situation we are in.

      Then, finally, Sina winds down and looks at me. “We have an issue.”

      “No...” I begin. I was about to say, “No shit,” but I decided not to add more swearing to the conversation. “You’re right. We do. How did Mortilini break the Sword of Truth’s condition? I thought it was impossible?”

      “No, it’s possible, but it takes a lot of power. And Ian, I mean a lot. Something or someone powerful wants you dead.”

      “Nan, we got attacked by Darkbeasts again,” Penelope tells her.

      Sina looks at Penelope quickly. “Shit. So it’s someone who can use the Dark Arts. This is something that has been going on for at least two or three decades, I would say. There is no way you can replace three million people that fast. And you are sure he said Lotus? Never mind,” she says, waving her hand as we were about to answer her. “I heard the recording. Dammit. This is a coup of unprecedented size. But they didn’t expect a certain roadblock.”

      “What roadblock?” I ask, but I think I know where she is going with this.

      “You, of course,” Sina says with a smile. “You could not have been foretold decades ago. No one expected Merlin’s heir to suddenly show up out of nowhere. In that, we might be throwing a wrench into their finely tuned machine.”

      “So what do we need to do, Nan?” Penelope asks intensely.

      “I would say go after Mortilini, but I would think that after Selina’s attempted arrest, he has more protection. Right now, the universe is nothing but, as you would call it, Ian, a cluster fuck. What we need is more help,” Sina says with a growl. “But the worlds are dealing with what they can. The only reason Louetta’s world hasn’t been blocked is because of the significant number of spaceships your world has. About 150 I believe. But don’t think that Mortilini isn’t going to bring more to bear on your world, Louetta, after he has power stabilized. Right now, all his ships are all across the universe. He might have 10,000 ships. But there are over 50,000 worlds. He is spread thin. Even for the Earth blockade, he can only use so much manpower.”

      “I know,” Louetta nods. “Mother and Father have already turned over our production to more spaceships, specifically battleships. According to my father, 10 just left the yards; another 20 within the year.”

      “Good, they will need them,” Sina says. “I also know that Mortilini is leaving Goodwater alone, Lisa. For now.”

      “Yes. He won’t do anything to cause issues with the Water of Rejuvenation. He knows that we would rather blow up the production of it, than let anyone else ever get it again,” Lisa says, with anger in her voice. “Mother says that Mortilini tried to send a ‘representative’ to show them their folly.”

      “Oh, how did that go?” Sina says, looking at her curiously.

      “Not well for them. They went home in a casket, or more like a bucket,” Lisa says with a malicious grin. “Father did not take too kindly to his treats, but when he tried to insult my mother…”

      “Damn,” I say with a laugh. “Wish I had been there to see that.”

      “Father sent me a recording,” Lisa tells me with a grin.

      I wiggle my eyebrows at her. “Later then, for sure.”

      “That still doesn’t help us with our lack of people. We lost three million good people. They are now on Lotus,” Sina says with a sigh.

      “Why can’t we just go get them?” I ask.

      “Because Lotus is a fortified world,” Penelope answers. “We’d never get close enough.”

      “Maybe not in a normal ship, but what about with Kyle?” I ask them.

      Sina looks at me thoughtfully before answering slowly. “I’m not sure of his full capabilities. I cannot answer for him.”

      Nodding, I walk over to the wall next to the door, and hit a panel there. One thing about this house that I never learned until long after I’d settled in it, was that it had a communication system. It might be a magical school, but it also has tech. I dial Kyle and the ship. The pin I have on me doesn’t work here because he and I are in different Realms.

      “Hi, Ian. What can I do for you?” Kyle says.

      “I have a question. Is this channel secure?” I ask him.

      “No, it’s not. Want me to come down?” Kyle asks me.

      I look at the panel, oddly confused by his comment. “What do you mean, come down?” I ask him. I turn to girls, and they’re all looking as confused as me.

      “It’s a surprise. I had one of my co-parents work on this with me for the last six months,” Kyle says, and I can hear the excitement in his voice.

      “Sure,” I tell him slowly, the confusion apparent in my tone.

      “Can you open a Portal from the Eclipse to where you are?” Kyle says.

      “Yes, I can,” I tell him, now even more perplexed.

      I cast Portal, and next to the panel, a magical Portal door appears, flush against the wall. I know I can cast it in the middle of the room, but why take up the extra space. It simply looks as if my front entrance has two doors. Then, ten seconds later, the door opens, and something walks in. No, not something. It’s a being, made of silver. It stands beside me, wearing black pants, a black shirt, and shoes. Its body is pure silver, almost reflective. Its face, though, is different. Its eyes are pure black orbs, the teeth are white against the silver face. I know the teeth are white because it’s grinning broadly at me.

      “Kyle?” I say slowly, my voice incredulous.

      “Tada!” the being says, spreading his arms wide.

      “How in the Gods?” Sina says, approaching him. She looks up at Kyle. He stands as tall as me, six feet, so Sina has to look up at him.

      I see that the girls are all staring at Kyle. Their faces range from amazement, to astonishment, to outright disbelief.

      “I hated that I could never talk to you in person, except through the screens on the ship. So I spoke to my co-parent who built the Eclipse and told him of my idea. Instead of a large ship. I wanted a small one. When he asked how small, I told him I wanted one the size of a body. At first,” Kyle says, embarrassment in his voice, “I think I almost fried his circuits in what I wanted to do. You have to remember, we have always been AIs. Large, usually in ships. But I asked to go micro. Thank the Gods he took to it. This is the result. Actually, this ended up being a project the whole Metali race took up. I think you will be seeing the Metali more now,” Kyle says, and he, or more precisely, his avatar, grins.

      “So, are you all in there?” I ask him the obvious question.

      “Gods no,” he says with a laugh. “I am still partly on the ship. What I did was download a portion of myself. Because the door is still open,” he points behind him to the Portal door, “I can communicate with my full entity. When I cannot, I can still be somewhat autonomous. Now then, what was your question now that we are secure?”

      “We had a question about your ship’s capabilities. Would you be able to sneak into the Lotus system?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      Kyle tilts his head sideways, looking at me with a frown. “I assume you mean to sneak in, destroy its defenses, and release those three million Oathbound?”

      I look at him in surprise, causing Kyle to laugh. “I’m an AI. I can think pretty quickly. And I had assumed you would ask me about it after telling me what you learned. But to answer your question. Yes, and no. Alone, no,” he says, shaking his head adamantly. “With you and your power? Yes.”

      I look around at the girls and say with a grin. “We’re going on a mission, girls!”
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      “You are indeed, but not the one you thought,” I hear from the doorway.

      My head spins around at the voice, not expecting company, and I see Selina is there. “Selina!” I rush to her, grabbing her arms looking down at her. “I’m sorry I sent you into a viper’s den,” I tell her with a sigh.

      A year ago, I had sent her to arrest Mortilini and that almost got her killed. Thank God she was a powerful Magician in her own right. She barely got out with her life. Though the group that had been with her when we first met, including the Thobian who I thought looked like a tiger on legs, and the large rock-like one who was a Morgro from a heavy gravity world, both died saving her. The only two survivors were Selina and the purple-skinned Probian, who was now standing behind her, and he was glaring at me.

      “Ian, it’s good. You didn’t know.” Selina is a red-skinned woman with no hair. She’s quite beautiful, if I was into women with no hair.

      “What did you mean, not the one I thought? You mean the mission?” I ask, releasing her and motioning for her and the still glaring Probian to join everyone in the living room and sit down.

      Without even turning, Selina says, “Molon, stop glaring at Ian. It wasn’t his fault, and you know it.”

      Molon has the grace to blush, which is odd to see on a purple-skinned person. He gets a whitish tinge to his cheeks and mumbles something, but it’s too low for me to hear.

      “What I meant,” Selina continues, “Is that you won’t get near Lotus. Mortilini figured you would try something to rescue your three million Oathbound, so he took a sizable portion of his armada and moved them there.”

      “How sizable?” Penelope asks her.

      Selina turns to Penelope. “At least 3,000 ships,” she says with a scowl of annoyance. The annoyance isn’t directed at Penelope, but rather at the number of ships.

      “Bloody fucking hell,” Louetta says in disbelief.

      “Yes, my sentiment as well. We had hoped to do a rescue mission ourselves, but we got intel on that. We have 400 ships crewed by Oathbound. We were able to clear them of those who were not Oathbound, though that means each ship is running at reduced capacity. Some ships lost as much as 80 percent of their crew.”

      “80 percent? Damn, that’s a shitload of people to lose. Can’t you simply move them to a single ship to bring up that ship’s complement?” I ask her.

      Selina nods. “That is what we are doing, but it’s slow going. Right now, we are moving those ships we can’t man to a hidden location. I don’t want Mortilini to get access to them.”

      “Smart,” I tell her. Then I sigh in annoyance. “So no rescue mission then.”

      “No. It would be a suicide mission,” Selina says, shaking her head.

      “Well, I’m glad you were able to tell us before we left,” I said.

      “I was bringing the news to Sina. I was told she was here with you, and I heard the last part of your conversation. Though it doesn’t mean we can’t do anything. If you are willing to try?”

      I look at Selina closely. I know she is Oathbound. I verified that with William, the voice of the Stone of Truth. While I was gone on missions, at William’s request, I had her touch the Stone of Truth, and he was able to verify her. While William can’t verify someone from a distance, he can if they touch him. So when I got back, I asked him about her, and he was able to tell me that she is Oathbound, and so is Molon. Glaring at me isn’t breaking his Oath.

      Selina turns to Sina. “If Sina also approves,”

      Sina looks at her oddly. “Why would I need to approve?”

      “Sorry,” Selina says, blushing. “Habit, I guess. I'm so used to deferring to you.”

      “All good,” Sina says with a laugh. “What are your thoughts?”

      Selina nods at her, and looks at me. “It’d be a mission to kill Mortilini.”

      I look at her and raise an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t he be well protected? I mean, he almost killed you when you tried to arrest him. If I were him, I would be making my security my number one priority,” I tell her.

      “And he did that early on. With you in hiding, and with me alive, he knows I'm the one who took his 400 ships, and I'm trying to hide them. I have intel that he has reduced his security force. He is so full of himself that he thinks he can take care of himself. He thinks he’s more powerful.”

      “So, he’s become complacent? He’s let down his guard?” Lisa grins.

      Selina looks at her and grins back. “Exactly. He used to have a force of over 200 Magicians guarding him. But with all the wildfires he had to put out, he had to send them out. The intel I got was that he’s reduced it to 15 Magicians.”

      “15 is still a lot when it’s just me,” I tell her.

      Selina raises an eyebrow at me, and she looks pointedly at Penelope, Louetta, and Lisa.

      “Ian, you are the first Wizard we have seen in a long time. You have three Bonded. Trust me, Mortilini is so full of himself that he thinks that his 15 powerful Magicians are more powerful than you and your Bonded. I have read the history books and stories about what Merlin was able to do with his Bonded. Mortilini should be fearing you more, but his ego tells him otherwise,” she says with a shrug. But there’s a grin on her face.

      Sina looks thoughtful for a second, and then looks me up and down before doing the same with my Bonded. “You think he has a chance to succeed?” Sina asks Selina.

      “If anyone can, he can,” Selina replies. “But also, we have an opportunity to get him out of MPF HQ where he’s been holed up.”

      “Oh?” Sina perks up at that comment.

      Selina explains. “Mortilini has been staying in the fortified bunker-like building, even going so far as to live there. The building itself is 50 floors high, but he’s been living underground, apparently. In case the building was bombed from space. The building has another 25 sublevels. The deepest one is so far down that someone could even survive a meteor strike. He is finally coming out and wants to take,” Selina pauses and makes a gesture of air quotes, “a vacation now that it’s been a year since the coup.”

      “He isn’t,” Sina says in disbelief.

      “He is. He is going to his home world of Palar,” Selina says with a shit-eating grin.

      I look at Sina and Selina, perplexed. “I don’t get it.”

      “Palar is a world with no magic. His homeworld is a world of technology. And it’s where Mana stones come from,” Selina says with a laugh.

      I study her, even more perplexed now. I look around, and Lisa, Louetta, and Penelope are all standing there, with the same shit-eating grins now as well.

      “I don’t get it,” I say, my tone showing my confusion.

      “It means Magic for a Magician doesn’t work on Palar,” Sina says with a laugh of elation.

      “But that means my magic won’t work there,” I tell her, looking at her. “Or am I missing something?”

      “A Magician’s magic won’t work there, but…” Selina says with that grin still plastered on her face.

      “But a Wizard’s magic will,” Sina supplies. My eyes widen in shock.

      “Seriously?” I blurt out.

      The magics are different. Mana stones don’t work against a Wizard’s magic, as Merlin was quite fond of pointing out to those who tried to battle him while wearing them.

      “Wait. So did Mortilini become a Magician?”

      “Oh, he isn’t,” Sina is the one who supplies that answer. “He isn’t. You didn’t think everyone who was Oathbound was a Magician, did you?”.

      “Well,” I start, blushing, and I can feel it on my face, “Yes?”

      Sina laughs at my answer. “Gods no. There are Magicians and non-Magicians in the MPF. Hells, there are more non-magical people in it than magic users. Mortilini is from a very advanced technological world. He is more half-cyborg than Palarian, which is normal for his race.”

      “But wouldn’t he know that my magic would work there since I'm a Wizard?” I tell Sina and Selina.

      “Nope. Because it’s a very well-hidden secret. I’m surprised Selina knows about it,” Sina says, looking pointedly at Selina.

      Selina grins and says, “Only because I knew what to look for in the Acadamia’s library. And even then, I only found it because I read about a particular battle that Merlin had.”

      “Oh, which one?”

      “The Battle of Mlab.”

      Sina doesn’t say anything at first, but then she bursts out with laughter, tears in her eyes. Everyone except Selina is looking at Sina in confusion, not getting the joke.

      Sina, in between wiping her eyes, sees our confusion and finally catches her breath long enough to answer. “The Battle of Mlab, as it was called, was between Merlin and the King of Mlab. The King thought that if he covered himself in Mana stones, which probably cost him about 50 million galactic credits, it would help him defeat Merlin. Merlin saw the suit, snorted, and sent a ton of power at the suit of armor. Remember, Mana stones absorb power. So when Merlin did that, his power overloaded the suit. By the time it was all over, the King was no more. But that’s not even the funniest part. The King didn’t have the money to buy all those stones, so he had financed them. With his death and no way to pay off the debt, his heir inherited it. And he could not pay it. So he traded his world to pay it off. Care to guess who financed it?” Sina finishes, with a wide grin plastered on her face.

      “No way!” I say in awe.

      “Yes indeed. Merlin did. I still own that planet,” she says with a chuckle, and all the girls laugh with her.

      “Damn, who’s idea was that?” Penelope asks with a laugh.

      “Oh, that was Merlin’s. He was shrewd that way. He had heard that the King of Mlab wanted to battle him. So he got someone to convince the King that the only way to do it was through the use of a suit of armor made with Mana stones. It took about two years of planning, but finally, the King ran with the idea and borrowed heavily to get that suit made. The rest of the story, well, now you know,” she says, shaking her head with a smile.

      “So this would be the best opportunity then?” Penelope interjects. “On Palar? To get Mortilini?”

      “Correct,” Sina nods to her. “And Kyle might be better suited to go with you than trying to send Magicians,” she says thoughtfully, looking at Kyle with a critical eye. “A Magician would be useless there. Kyle, on the other hand, would be perfect. I assume you have weapons, Kyle?”

      Kyle turns his black-orbed eyes to her and simply nods once, not giving away any of his secrets.

      “Then it’s settled. Do we have any intel on where Mortilini will be staying on Palar?” Sina says, turning to Selina.

      Selina beckons to Molon. The purple-skinned Probian steps forward and bows to Sina. Hell, I'm his boss, and I don’t get that? I get glares from him instead? Then again, Sina has been around a lot longer than I have.

      “Now,” Molon says in a deep voice that surprises me, because he is so slim. I wouldn’t have imagined a voice that deep coming out of someone of that size. “From what we were able to learn, Mortilini will be staying at the largest hotel on the planet.”

      For the next hour or so, we walk through the plans. We move into the kitchen to use the table, because Molon took out something that looked like a tablet. It projected a three-dimensional map of the hotel, the area, and even at one point the world itself. The planet has more land mass than Earth, but less ocean surface area. Then we started working on logistics. Lisa and Louetta, at one point, figuring this would be a long night, made everyone food and prepared some drinks. I smile at them both in thanks, and look back to the map of the hotel. Yep, this might be doable.
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      “So if Mana stones are so expensive and rare, how come on this planet Magicians can’t use their magic?” I ask around the bridge, looking down at the planet Palar.

      Penelope shakes her head. “The stones aren’t scattered all over the place, which would make magic impossible, if that’s what you mean. It’s actually the core of the planet itself, or a layer of it. It’s one gigantic Mana stone. We can’t even use Portals to this world’s surface. Well, we can’t. But you can,” she tells me with a grin.

      “Nice,” I tell her with my own grin.

      One thing I have figured out as a Wizard is, I use essence for all my spells, not power. Well, at first, I did. My body, over time, was slowly converting all my magical power to magical essence. When the girls, my Bonded, channel their power to me, my body converts it to essence right away. So, when I cast a spell, it uses power. But when there is no power available, it uses my available essence stores. So the Mana stone does not absorb it.

      So casting the spell Teleport would make more sense in this case. The Portal spell is to go from one planet to another. But I couldn’t cast Portal from Monster Acadamia to Palar because I had never been to Palar before. You have to have been there at least once to be able to use Portal.

      “What is the landing location like, Kyle?”

      Kyle is still in his humanoid form next to me on the bridge. Even though it’s his ship and I told him he could have the captain’s chair, he said that no, it was an honor to have me still Captain the ship.

      “I would suggest you Teleport here,” he says, pointing to the monitor in front of us. The planet’s view suddenly zooms in on the surface. On the screen, there is the green of trees, but as it keeps zooming in, it stops, and I see a small open field there, with a little lake beside it.

      “How far is that from our target?” Penelope asks. She, like the girls, has all changed out of the combat fatigues and into more comfortable clothes. She is wearing a dress with a long skirt, paired with comfortable boots.

      Lisa is dressed in jeans and a shirt, with what looks like riding boots. Louetta, like Penelope, is in a dress, but the skirt is shorter, and she is wearing thigh-high black leather boots.

      “Roughly 60 miles,” Kyle replies to Penelope’s question. I look sharply at him upon hearing that. He turns to me. “It is the closest I can have you Teleport without tripping any alarms,” he explains. “We will bring blasters, though. There isn’t anything there that would be dangerous for us. The largest animal is the size of what you would call on Earth, a bear.”

      “Hmm, yeah, and on Earth, bears are dangerous as fuck,” I tell him, somewhat concerned.

      “These animals are not. Trust me. They will be more curious than anything. The Palarians killed off most large animals on their planet.”

      “I will trust you,” I tell Kyle, placing a hand on his shoulder and squeezing.

      I squeeze again with a frown. Kyle is warm and soft, like how an actual body would be. The more I look at him, the more I see that he has the same body shape as I do. He not only copied my height, but he also made an exact copy of my body, except for the fact that his body is a dull silver in color and he has large black orbs where his eyes are. They are the same size as mine, but where I would have whites and an iris, his are all black. I should be freaked out, but when I had asked Kyle about that, he said that my body was the perfect specimen. I had my doubts, but the girls readily agreed, though they had grins on their faces.

      I head to a wall and opening the panel, I grab a blaster with its holster and strap it around my waist. Like the girls, I had decided to change as well. I was wearing black pants, a black shirt, and riding boots like Lisa. I have to admit. I looked like a badass when I saw myself in the mirror before we left the bedroom. I pass the girls each a blaster as well. I go to give one to Kyle, but he grins and shakes his head. Suddenly his right hand changes shape like liquid silver, and he has a blaster in it.

      “Damn, dude! You’re like the fucking Terminator,” I tell him with a laugh.

      “You mean like the T-1000,” Lisa says with a grin.

      I look at her, surprised that she would even know what that is. She laughs at me. “Yeah, I grew up watching Earth movies and television shows.”

      Right, I forgot that Earth’s entertainment is broadcast all over the universe. “You know, if they ever find out about that, Earth will probably try to sue the universe at large?”

      “They can’t,” she says, shaking her head. “The royalties that Earth gets for those broadcasts, even if they are not aware of them, go to protecting Earth as a Forbidden planet. That protection doesn’t come cheap, does it, Kyle?”

      “No, it does not,” he says, shaking his head emphatically. “Even with the royalties from whatever comes from Earth in the way of entertainment, even the rare items, that only pays for roughly 45 percent of it. The rest of it is covered by the Metali.”

      “Why?” I ask him, curious about that.

      “Why do we Metali cover the cost?” he asks me, his hand changing back to normal. I nod yes. “Because we have a contract with Merlin. The contract is for 10,000 years of protection. We know that all rising races come up with some form of entertainment. Your world’s entertainment just happened to be what the universe wanted,” he says with a shrug. “The rest, we cover with a sizable contribution to our coffers that Merlin left. But the third reason is, we Metali are intrigued by your race. So we watch you quietly. Study you.”

      “Wait, are you the reason we have so many stories of alien sightings?” I say, slapping my leg.

      “Pretty well,” he says with his own laugh. “We try to cover them up, but we can’t always get them all.”

      “What about Area 51?” I exclaim suddenly.

      “Hmm. Sorry, top-secret,” Kyle says, but he is grinning when he says it.

      “Wow,” I tell him, shaking my head. I close the door to the blaster panel, hearing it click, and I know it’s locked.

      I turn back to the girls, and I see they are all done as well. “All right, you know the drill,” I tell them, opening my arms wide. All three rush to hug me, smiling.

      I hear Kyle clearing his throat next to me. “While I like you, Ian. I shall not be hugging you,” he says with a smile.

      “What? No bro hug?” I grin.

      Kyle tilts his head and then responds, “Ah. I had to look up the reference. No, no bro hug,” he says with his own grin now. “I shall go with just placing my hand on your shoulder if that is acceptable,” he finishes with a laugh.

      I find it hard to believe that Kyle isn’t human, but more of a thinking machine. I figured he would be huge, like those IBM quantum computers such as Big Blue, or even more significant. But he said no, that he is the size of a basketball. While he could insert himself fully into the body he is in now, there would be a noticeable bulge and he’d have little to no protection. He said his current brain in his body is the same size as a human brain, but is well protected. However, even if he dies, or rather his humanoid body does, he won’t. He is connected to the ship, and to his central brain, through a communication method he tried to explain. But to me, it was more outlandish than quantum mechanics.

      I nod to him, and he places his hand on my shoulder. I look at the monitor to make sure I know where I want to go and I ask the girls to help. “I need power, girls. Not a lot.”

      Suddenly I feel their power coursing through me, and I cast Teleport after it’s stabilized. The bridge of the ship disappears, and we are standing on the planet Palar. I hear birds and bug noises all around me, and the air is damp as hell. Within seconds, I'm sweating.

      We all hear a snapping noise, as if a branch is breaking, and suddenly our blasters are out, aimed at the location where the noise was coming from. Out of the woods walks an animal that's small, about the size of a rabbit, but it looks unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It’s round, with four tiny legs, large floppy ears, which is probably why I thought of a rabbit. But it has three eyes and a tiny little mouth. It bends down to a plant and suddenly sucks the flower head into its mouth, the flower disappearing in a puff of what I can only assume is pollen. The animal looks up at us, and suddenly squeals in a high-pitched voice, and scampers back into the woods.

      Kyle turns around, doing a 360-degree turn, and points into the woods. “That way.”

      “Did you want to take point position?” I ask him. “Since you know the direction somehow?”

      Kyle taps his head. “Internal sensors. I’m using passive signals to calculate our trajectory,” he begins, but I hold up my hand to stop him.

      “Got it,” I say with a grin. “You have a compass in your head. Lead the way,” I tell him with a chuckle.

      “Well, if you want to dumb it down that much, yes,” he says with a smile.

      The girls put their blasters away; I’m the only one standing there like an idiot with a weapon still in his hands. What can I say! I’m nervous… new planet. Every time I have been on a new planet, I have no clue what’s there, and it makes me nervous. Slowly, almost hesitantly, I put my blaster into its holster on my hip and sigh.

      Kyle heads into the woods. “You go next,” Penelope says. “I will take the back. Louetta will follow you, and then Lisa.”

      Nodding and not bothering to argue with her, I follow Kyle. We walk for a good three or four miles quietly, without talking, when Kyle lifts his hand for us to stop. Suddenly Kyle isn’t there anymore; like he just disappeared into thin air. I am about to shout when Louetta comes up next to me and touches my arm. I look at her, and she has her finger to her lips. Nodding instead, I wait to see what’s going on. I feel like there is a target on my back. We aren’t out in the open, but I'm also not hidden by anything but trees, and what looks like vines.

      Then I hear growling and screaming. Whatever animal it was screams in pain, but the sound is suddenly cut off. Out of the bush walks Kyle with something in his hand. Well, more like Kyle made his hand into a rope, and he has it around the animal’s throat. He’s lifting it into the air as it struggles in his grip

      The animal looks sleek. Fast. Long legs. It’s almost like a cross between a dog and a cat, if the cat was a puma. It’s about the size of a large wolf back at home. It’s also got lots of teeth, with two large ones, almost like those of a saber-toothed tiger. The animal had two red eyes that were staring at us. It was kicking in the air, trying to get free. Have you ever held a cat that’s trying to escape by twisting its body? That’s what this thing was doing, unsuccessfully, because of the rope around its neck and the strength that Kyle was exhibiting. Kyle comes closer but stops a good ten feet from us.

      “What the hell is that?” I ask him, enthralled by the animal.

      “This is what is called a Manacat,” Kyle says.

      “Wow, I thought they were extinct!” Lisa blurts out.

      “Not extinct. Though exceedingly rare. The Palarians say there are no more than 100 in the wild on the entire planet. They say the numbers are lower because they were almost hunted to extinction. Of course, no one can get near one. They are incredibly skilled at hiding. Quiet and deadly.”

      “How did you get it then?” I ask him. “That disappearing act?”

      “Correct. I have a short-term cloaking device on my person. I heard it. I thought it would be an ideal thing.”

      “For what?” I ask him cautiously.

      “As a pet?” Kyle says nonchalantly.

      “You want me to take that as a pet?!” I say, shocked. “It would eat me alive!”

      “Hmm,” Kyle says, looking at the Manacat thoughtfully. Suddenly he turns the Manacat around and looks into its eyes. The animal tries to claw at Kyle, now that he has it turned around and has a close target, but I guess Kyle’s body and clothing are truly tough, as they don’t even rip when the cat’s claws happen to make contact.

      “Then I guess we shall need to kill it,” Kyle says, and suddenly the animal stops writhing, and its eyes meet Kyle’s, as if understanding him.

      What the hell just happened? Kyle said he would kill it, and the animal suddenly stops trying to use Kyle as a scratching post? Did it actually understand him?

      “Wait. Did it just understand you?” I ask Kyle incredulously.

      “Oh yes. Manacats are intelligent. If it weren’t for the Palarians, this species would be the dominant species on Palar. It just so happens that the only reason is, much like on Earth, the opposable thumb won out. Now, shall we make a deal?” Kyle speaks to the Manacat.

      “What want,” it snarls, growling, barely understandable.

      “What the fuck! Did it just talk?” I say, my jaw hitting the ground in amazement. “And did it just talk in English!?!”
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      “No, it’s not so much that it can speak English. It’s that you are the only person who has not had mental reinforcement training. So it picked up your patterns and learned your language. I am sure it speaks the local language by picking it up from young children,” Kyle says, still holding the Manacat up in the air like a kitten. A very dangerous and large kitten. “This was another reason it was hunted almost to extinction,”

      “It can read minds,” I blurt out in utter amazement.

      “Not thoughts, but emotions, feelings, and, as you just saw, languages. It can also speak, after a fashion. But the primary reason it was hunted to their current numbers is because magic does not work against them. Thousands of years ago, they were used by everyone who went after, had a beef with, or just plain wanted a Magician dead. You can’t fight off what you can’t hit with magic, right?” Kyle explains.

      All right, first I can tell he has been watching Earth TV since no one says the word ‘beef’ for an argument or disagreement anymore. And second, did he just say that this Manacat worked like a damn Mana stone?

      “But why would the Palarians want something like that dead then?” I ask him, confused.

      “Oh, it wasn’t them. It was the universe of Magicians. They put a bounty on their heads,” Kyle lifts the Manacat higher. “They are protected now, but the damage was done. Now, most of them are in captivity in zoos, with the odd ones still found in the wild.”

      “So if they are protected, that means we can’t kill that one?” Penelope asks.

      “No, we can. As it was about to attack us, it would be self-defense,” Kyle says.

      “Want,” growled the Manacat again.

      Kyle looks back at the Manacat. “I want you to create a connection with this human,” Kyle points at me, causing the Manacat to turn its head in my direction. “It can help you survive and actually make you stronger.”

      Now that I'm closer to the Manacat, as we had all come closer to see it, I can see that its black fur isn’t as silky smooth as I first assumed. It was matted with dirt, and in some spots, thinned out. I never saw a Manacat before, so while I had thought it was slim, instead it’s actually skinny. It was all skin and bones.

      “Magics,” it growls at me.

      “Not quite,” Kyle tells it. “Wizard.”

      At that comment, the Manacat’s head whips around so fast, that I'm sure I heard the sound barrier break. The Manacat looks at Kyle as if trying to read his mind, but if this thing is telepathic or whatever, it won’t get much from him.

      “Down,” it growls.

      “You try anything,” Kyle says, “and I will shoot you dead.”

      “Down,” it growls again, repeating the demand.

      Kyle nods and puts the Manacat on the ground, its hind feet touching the ground first, followed by its front paws. That’s when I see the size of its front paws. They’re enormous, the size of dinner plates. The claws it had been trying to rip Kyle apart with were now retracted, but I know from seeing them earlier that they measured many inches in length. And they’re deadly, even though they had no effect on Kyle or his clothing, whatever it was made of. Standing on all fours, this thing comes up to my hip.

      The Manacat studies me, and I get a closer look at its face. It doesn’t have whiskers like a cat. They’re more like a dog’s. But its face is flatter than a dog’s. That’s why I thought it looked like a cross between a cat and a dog. The other thing I got a good look at was its neck. It was disproportionately long. And I saw too that it had no tail, not even a nub where one should be. It slowly walks up to me, and takes a sniff, then circles me, almost like it’s stalking me, its eyes staring fixedly at me all the while. Why, I have no clue. It does two revolutions around me with the girls looking on curiously. I see that Kyle has his blaster hand at the ready, in case the Manacat tries something.

      Finally, it finishes its inspection and sits in front of me, gazing up. “Odd,” it growls.

      “What do you mean I’m odd?” I ask, feeling silly talking to an animal.

      It doesn’t answer me but looks at Kyle and asks him, “Safety?”

      “If anyone can keep you safe, it’s Ian here,” Kyle tells the Manacat.

      “Ian,” it growls slowly, testing my name. It looks back at me and says, “Promise?”

      “Wait before you answer that, Ian,” Kyle interrupts quickly. “What the Manacat is asking for is a pairing. If you say yes, it will attempt a mental pairing with you. You offer it protection, food, and growth, and it will protect you as well. Until its death. Which, for Manacats, is a long time.”

      “How do you know all this?” Louetta asks with a raised eyebrow.

      “My people have studied them. As we cannot do magic, we wanted to research everything we can, including a creature who is anathema to magic. We thought that maybe those who cannot do magic is unable to because there is something inherent in them. We studied the Manacats for hundreds of years,” he says with a shrug.

      I look down at the Manacat and wonder what a pairing is like. “Are there many who have a pairing, as you call it, with these things?” I ask him, waving at the Manacat.

      “There hasn’t been one in centuries,” Kyle supplies.

      “So, I would only need to feed it and let it what? Grow?”

      “Yes,” growls the Manacat, not having taken its eyes off me, even while Kyle was talking.

      “What does it eat?” I look away from the Manacat to talk to Kyle.

      “Same as you,” he tells me. “Though, they prefer raw meat.”

      That's what I found odd in learning all this information. In some movies or in books I’ve read, when a human goes to an alien world, there is a difference between the genetics of the two worlds. Humans can’t interface with that new world’s biology. I was shocked to learn that is utter bullshit. Everyone in every world has the same genetics with a few slight differences. That means I can eat a steak from some animal on Moltaria, which by the way is amazing but isn’t from a cow. And someone from Moltaria can eat a steak from Earth.

      I bend on one knee to be closer to the Manacat. I see intelligence in those eyes. “I promise to protect you, feed you, and whatever else you need for growth if you will protect me as well,” I tell it.

      And with that, I feel a presence in my head. I don’t mean like it’s taking over my brain. I mean, I can feel something else there, almost as if it’s beside me. I can feel a pressure as well, as if something is pushing on me. Then, without warning, it’s gone. I shake my head. It’s like I’m waking after a nap. 

      “What was that?” I ask the Manacat.

      “Me,” it growls. “Pairing done.”

      “That was it?” I ask, my eyebrow quirked in surprise. I guess I expected a lot more. I don’t know, like flashes of light, a massive headache, internal speech. I guess I’ve watched too many movies. I expected a wow factor. This was anticlimactic at best. I shrug my shoulders and stand up.

      “What now?” I inquire.

      “Now, we keep moving,” Kyle says. “We still have a ways to go.”

      I feel something against me, and I look down. The Manacat had moved and was leaning against my leg. Without thinking, I reach down and put my hand on its broad back, and I finally get to feel her fur. Hold on. How did I know it was female? Was that from our bonding, or pairing? The fur is silky to the touch, and she is warmer than I expected. She definitely is warmer than a house cat or dog. I started to scratch it like I would a cat, and I’m surprised; it starts to rumble loudly. The noise is so strong that I can physically feel it against the leg she is leaning against.

      “Do you have a name?” I ask the Manacat.

      She looks up at me and growls, “You name me.”

      “If you pick a dumb name, I'm going to be upset with you,” Lisa says suddenly. She is standing in front of the Manacat, looking down at it with longing.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her with a laugh. “I won’t give her a dumb name.”

      “Her?” Penelope asks with a grin.

      “Yeah. Now that we are paired, I can tell she’s a female.”

      “I could have told you that,” Kyle says. I look at him questioningly, and he supplied the answer. “The genitalia.”

      “Oh,” I tell him, blushing. I had not even paid attention to that. “Right, we should get going.”

      Kyle nods and retakes the point, with me following him. The Manacat walks next to me. “So,” I start,. “A name? What about Pearl?” I figure that’s a good one. She looks like a black Pearl, with her fur shining, almost black gray when she moves.

      “I like that,” Lisa says behind me with a laugh. “Reminds me of a black pearl,” she says, echoing my thoughts.

      The Manacat looks up at me as we are walking, and I feel acceptance from her. I can feel her emotions? Kyle said that she could feel my emotions, but does that mean I can now as well?

      “Like,” growls the Manacat, or I guess Pearl.

      Nodding to her with pleasure, I pay attention to the path we’re on, which isn’t much of a path really. We avoid pitfalls, such as large bushes that we can’t walk through, and fallen logs. The trees are huge. I would say they’re what the old trees on Earth looked like thousands of years ago, before we cut them all down, like the redwoods. It would take ten men to encircle a tree. The fallen trees are so long that sometimes it takes us a couple of minutes to walk around one. The forest here is dense at times, not dense with trees, but with lower bushes filled with all kinds of wildlife. Primarily birds, unlike any I have ever seen.

      One thing about all this planet hopping I’ve been doing, I’ve seen a lot of diverse creatures. Some are so fantastic that it feels like I'm in a science fiction writer’s wet dream of animal wonderfulness.

      We travel quietly with our own thoughts for a good couple of hours until finally, Kyle holds up his hand again. We all come to a stop.

      I walk up to him and ask quietly. “What’s up?”

      “There is something ahead, a building. I did not see it from above. It’s covered, and its thermal signs are dead, but now that I am closer, I can feel power emanating from it.”

      “Magical power?” I ask him.

      Kyle shakes his head, “Electrical.”

      “Anything living?” I ask him.

      “I’m unsure. From this distance, I can’t determine life signs.”

      “I check,” Pearl says, padding forward and she disappears within seconds. She is so quiet, I don’t even hear her paws hitting the ground. While she had been walking next to me, I had to check a couple of times to make sure she was still there. That’s how quiet she is.

      We all wait tensely for her to return. Penelope approaches and offers me a bottle of water. I take it gratefully, drink half the contents and hand it back. Penelope is carrying our bag of supplies, even though I had offered. But she said I’m too loud when I walk, and until I learn to be quieter, she’ll carry them. Unlike Penelope, Louetta and Lisa, I apparently walk like a bull in a China shop. I’m still learning to walk quietly in the wild. When we’re in an urban setting, I’m better. I’m not a nature boy. The girls all grew up on worlds that weren't a metropolis like Earth. Except for Penelope, but she tended to stay in the wilds on Earth.

      Then, suddenly we see Pearl returning. She stops in front of me and looks up, with her large dark red eyes. “Four,”

      “Four people?” I ask her.

      “Four,” she says again.

      “Palarians?” Kyle asks her.

      She turns to him and says, “Yes,”

      “Crap,” Louetta mutters. “We need to make sure they don’t trigger an alarm.”

      Nodding to her, I say, “Shall we wait until nighttime?”

      Kyle looks around and finally nods. “Good idea. Let’s go hide in there,” he says, pointing to a large bush about twenty feet away. “We can stay hidden there, and you can get some sleep, if we are doing this at night.”

      I groan at the idea of doing night work, but I nod and head towards the bush in question.

      “God, I am not a night person,” I say to no one in particular.

      “You’re fine when you’re with us,” Louetta says with a chuckle.

      “That’s different,” I tell her, grinning over my shoulder. “The reward is worth it, and I get to sleep afterwards.”
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      Feeling a poke on my shoulder, I wake up and open my eyes. It takes me a second to realize that overhead is not the ceiling of my bedroom, or any bedroom for that matter, because it’s been a while since I slept in my own house. But rather I’m looking up at a part of the bush we’re all hiding in.

      “It’s time,” Kyle says. “It’s just past 1 am.”

      Nodding, I rub the sleep out of my eyes. One thing I never thought would ever be possible is for me to learn to sleep whenever and wherever I can. We had been on the run for so long that my brain learned to shut off instantly to sleep in the oddest places and times. Lisa had to learn as well. It seems that Louetta and Penelope were used to it. Being in school for two years made them learn that trick quickly.

      I realize that the girls are just waking up as well. Pearl is already awake. She said she would help Kyle guard. She had been even more willing when I offered her a piece of the dried jerky I had.

      After everyone is awake and has had something to drink or eat, including another piece of jerky for Pearl — who accepts it gratefully, even letting me rub her neck in return — I state, “Pearl, I want you to stay here. We have no idea what we’re going into, but I don’t want you to get you hurt. All right?”

      “I fight,” she growls, glaring at me with her red eyes.

      “I know. I'm not saying you can’t fight. But you said I need to protect you. So I need you to stay here, please, until we get back.” I tell her. And honestly, it’s true. I have no idea what she can do or what her capabilities are. The last thing I need is, say, something like a dog going off half-cocked and just attacking everything it encounters. We need to sneak in.

      Pearl growls but sits down. However, I can feel the annoyance emanating from her. I will need to check that emotional connection one day. I hope she’s feeling the sincerity of my command. I honestly don’t want her hurt.

      “Now, we need to get the four Palarians down fast. We know magic won’t work here, except for mine. But I can’t take on four of them. So, I’ll deal with one of them. You four deal with the other three. Sounds good?”

      As four heads nod, I get up and look at Kyle. “Can you lead us to the building?”

      “Sure thing, Ian,” he says and heads out the way we had come in.

      We follow him until we are out of the bush. I look back, and Pearl is watching us. I sense a feeling of wistfulness. I nod to her and send, or attempt to send, a feeling of thankfulness for waiting and for not putting herself in danger. I hear a puff as she releases air from her chest, and she settles on the ground, her paws in front of her and her large head rests on them.

      Before I can change my mind, I nod to Kyle. He resumes the trek we had taken earlier, but this time, in the dark, so we go more slowly. Kyle might have some power or skill that lets him see in the dark, and I know Penelope and Louetta can. But as a human, I'm almost blind. I’m not sure about Lisa.

      “Shit,” I hear Lisa say behind me under her breath. Yeah, I guess she can’t see in the dark either.

      We make it the rest of the way to the building in question. It’s a squat warehouse-sized building, but not tall… probably 12-feet high, tops. The structure is about 50-feet wide by twice that long. We are facing one of the longer sides, and I see there are four doors. Crap, the place inside can either be wide open or a maze of rooms. We all stop where Kyle does and line up with him but we don’t pass him in case there’s some alarm system he can see that we can’t.

      He points his finger along a line on the ground about three feet in front of him and points the same finger down his left, and then his right in a straight line pointing something out.

      “Alarm system. Trigger wire,” Kyle says. 

      Yep, alarm system. Called it!

      “How do we disable it?” Louetta asks the obvious question.

      “Without letting them know we are here? It means me staying here and bypassing the system. That means you four will be alone and without my aid,” he says, sighing.

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “Can you disable it until we get over it and then re-enable it?”

      “No, the second I touch it, I will be fighting the system to keep it from sending a message out. The only way is after you take everyone out, head to the building’s primary office, which I would say is their security office, and disable the alarm.”

      “Do any of you girls know how to do that?” I ask them. They all shake their heads. I'm about to tell Kyle that even I can’t do that, but he beats me to it.

      “We can talk through the pin I gave you,” he says. “I will walk you through it.”

      “Good. Because knowing me, I’ll trip some other alarm and that’ll let Mortilini know we’re here,” I tell him, nodding in appreciation.

      “Get ready. I am going to disable it when you are good to go,” Kyle says, scooting closer to the area where he said the tripwire was located.

      I look at Lisa, Louetta, and Penelope for their confirmation, and they all indicate that they are ready. I stand up, and the girls follow suit, each of us taking out our blasters in the ready position. I look down at Kyle and nod. He reaches his hand into the dirt, down a good half-foot.

      “Go,” Kyle says in a distracted voice.

      Penelope, without being told, takes the lead, and I follow behind her. We’ve been doing this for so long now that we know our roles. Penelope is the point, then me, followed by Lisa, who is our support, and then Louetta, who covers our backs. We are about a hundred feet from the structure’s wall. We make it there pretty fast. Shit, I hope there are no cameras.

      “Kyle,” I whisper. “Cameras?”

      “On them,” he says through the pin.

      I nod, and Penelope, in front of me, gives me a thumbs up to indicate she heard. Then, we are all against the wall, next to one of the four doors. Penelope and I are on one side of the door, and Lisa and Louetta are on the other. This is where Lisa comes in handy. She passes Louetta her blaster for safekeeping, and Lisa is now a snake made of green slime. Her head lowers and she squeezes it just under the doorframe. She pulls back, and she’s back in her normal humanoid form... cute with green hair and beautiful green skin, and all the assets that come with it, which are quite pleasing to my eye.

      “It’s a hallway with four doors. Roughly 15-feet long. Two doors on the inside wall and two at the ends of the hallway. No one is there,” Lisa supplies.

      Penelope nods and tries the door. It doesn’t turn.

      “Try again,” I hear the voice of Kyle through the pin.

      Penelope tries again, and this time it opens. Damn, he must have unlocked it remotely. I follow Penelope inside. We’re all in momentarily, with blasters at the ready.

      “Which door?” I whisper.

      “Four doors, we each take one?” Louetta says.

      “Good idea. We all go at the same time, though,” Penelope says. “Do we want someone alive?” she says, turning to me.

      “I mean, we can question them, sure,” I say, thinking about it.

      I just wanted to make sure they wouldn’t trigger the alarm, but having a Palarian alive to talk to would be a nice thing. Intel is always essential. Especially on a mission that I suspect is going to be tough as shit.

      “Then, I will leave that to you because you can still use magic,” Penelope says, nodding my way in agreement.

      “OK everyone, grab a door, and on my nod, go through and finish your targets. I will go get me a live one,” I tell them with a grin. I put my blaster away, and I use my magic to bring up a wand, consuming essence instead of power. It looks precisely the same, but this was the first time I got to test using my magic on this planet. Glad it seems to work.

      When we are each in front of a door, I nod, and we turn towards our respective doors to breach them. Mine opens easily. I rush in, wand prepared. The room looks like a storage room; it’s full of boxes. But there’s a pathway between the boxes that leads to another door at the other end; it must lead deeper into the building. I can’t read the writing on the door because it’s in Palarian, or some other alien language I haven’t yet bothered to learn. I had hoped for one of those things from Star Trek, the universal translator, but nope. No such thing existed. Though because of Earth’s media, many spoke English.

      Without pausing, I head to that next door, put my ear to it. And not hearing anything, I open it and rush into what is obviously yet another room. This one too is filled with boxes... all over the place. But these are smaller. And yet another door. I pause before rushing towards it, but before I can reach it, the door opens and a Palarian guard is standing there. He looks at me in surprise, and he reaches for the blaster on his hip. Before he can get it out of the holster, I raise my wand and cast a Stun spell. He’s pushed back, flying through the doorway that he had just come through, and his blaster hits the floor.

      Slowly, I move forward in case he isn’t down, and with my wand out in front of me, I turn the corner and see that he’s laid out cold. He had slammed into the boxes, crushing some of them. His weapon is on the floor next to me, so I grab it and put it in my waistband for later disposal. I don’t want to leave it here in case he comes around. Standing over him, I give him the once over.

      He is a typical Palarian. He almost looks like a hairless ape that walks on two legs. But with a denser bone structure over the eyes. Palarians have no hair, because their heads are ridged with bone. They look like a cross between an ape and a reptile. They’re also squat in stature. This one is about five feet tall. But they’re strong, according to what I read about them. I wanted to learn what I could because I was going to be going after Mortilini. I wanted to know what I was going to be up against. That's one thing they have going for them: their strength. They might not be on par with, say, someone who was born on a heavy gravity world, who would be extremely strong. But compared to me, an Earthling, they were three times as strong.

      I cast Vines to keep him down and so he didn’t try anything funny, just in case he isn’t out, or is faking it. But after the vines are around him, he still doesn’t stir.

      I hear a noise behind me, and it’s the girls. Each of them sees my downed target and nod.

      “We got the other three,” Penelope says, coming to stand next to me. “I see yours is still breathing, and since he is wrapped in vines, I can assume that your magic works here?”

      “Yeah. Did you want to see if yours does?” I ask her.

      “Oh, never even bothered to try,” Penelope says with a laugh. She takes out her wand, points it at the incapacitated Palarian, and... nothing happens.

      “Yeah, that’s an odd feeling,” Penelope says with a scowl. “I can feel the spell leave me, but then, nothing. Like it’s being sucked away. And even keeping the wand out was hard. It felt like I had to keep pushing magic into it to keep it there.”

      “Makes sense,” I tell her. “Because this world’s atmosphere absorbs magic. Though I am curious where it all goes.”

      “Hands up!” shouts an angry voice from the door we had not gone through yet.

      Spinning to face the door, we see a fifth Palarian, and he has a blaster rifle aimed right at us. A fifth Palarian we had not been aware of. Shit. Now where in hell did he come from?
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      “I don’t know how you got in here, but this is a restricted area. I will need to ask you to put your weapons down on the ground and put your hands behind you,” the squat Palarian says, looking down the barrel of his blaster rifle. He glances at the tied-up Palarian. “What did you do to Pontra?” he growls heatedly.

      “Ummm,” I say, looking around. Shit. This is not good. “Listen. We aren’t here to hurt you.” Well, we are, except for Pontra on the ground, but he won’t be alive much longer after this. But you pose a damn problem.

      The Palarian takes a step forward and aims his blaster right at me. “I am asking again, what did you do to Pontra? Magic shouldn’t work here. How did you do those vines?”

      “Yeah, about that,” I tell him awkwardly, trying to figure a way out of this.

      All of a sudden, the whole situation is out of my hands, because out of nowhere, Pearl jumps on the Palarian and begins to tear into him, her enormous claws raking him across the face and chest. He drops his weapon to fight off the Manacat. The next thing I know, there’s a blaster shot from behind me, and it takes the Palarian’s head.

      I spin around to see that it’s Penelope who had taken out the Palarian. “Where the hell did he come from?” she asks. “I thought Pearl said only four.” She looks at the Manacat, who is sitting beside the Palarian’s corpse, and is cleaning herself exactly as a house cat would.

      At her new name, she stops licking her large paw and looks at her. “Was.”

      “I would say when she checked, there were four, but this one came after,” I say before Penelope can ask Pearl. Then I turn to Pearl. “But why are you here, Pearl? I said to stay away. I don’t want you to get hurt. And how did you even get in?” I look at her oddly and look at the door behind us, which was closed.

      At that, the Manacat snorts in derision, which, coming from an animal, was fascinating to witness. “Won’t stop me.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask her. My tone is questioning.

      Pearl tilts her large black-furred head at me and says, “Phase.”

      I stare at her blankly, not getting it. I look at Lisa, Penelope, and Louetta. The girls are looking at her with the same expression as mine. I glance at Kyle, but he walks up to Pearl and kneels in front of her, next to the body.

      “Are you saying that you can phase shift through walls?” Kyle asks her excitedly.

      “Phase,” Pearl growls at him.

      Kyle turns to me quickly. “Do you know what this means?” he asks me.

      “Umm, that I have a Manacat that can walk through walls?”

      “No! It means Manacats can do something that’s never been recorded in all the history we have about them!”

      “And maybe we should keep that quiet?” Lisa nods slowly.

      “What do you mean?” Kyle asks her, and I can see there is confusion in his tone.

      “We have a Manacat, who is now paired with Ian. A Manacat, who Magic does not work on it. And who used to be hunted and killed for that specific ability. A Manacat who is now paired with a Wizard that has three bonded. But now we just found out it can phase through solid walls? Don’t you think that people will be more inclined to try to kill Pearl?”

      “Oh shit,” I say, the implications of that coming in loud and clear. “They will stop at nothing to kill her, knowing that I can send her through solid walls. That nothing can stop her.”

      “Exactly,” Lisa says, nodding in agreement at my comprehension of the full situation.

      “Damn,” Kyle says with a sigh. “I had hoped to study that and see how she does it and maybe reproduce it.”

      “Hey, no one is saying you can’t study it,” Penelope says with a chuckle. “I would simply hold off on advertising that fact.”

      Somehow, Kyle’s android face lights up with a grin. His white teeth show, standing out against his burnished silver face, with his black eyes wide. “That works!” He turns to Pearl. “Pearl, would you be offended if I observe you and try to understand how you do this phasing thing?”

      Pearl looks my way, and I simply shrug at her. “You’re your own person, or cat... or whatever,” I tell her.

      “Agreeable,” she says, looking at Kyle, who was still kneeling and beaming at her.

      Then I hear a growl and I look down. I’m reminded that we still have a prisoner. The Palarian, who is still alive, is staring, his eyes virtually shooting daggers at me.

      With vines across his mouth the Palarian can’t shout, but his growling is getting through.

      “I guess we should see what this guy can tell us, because right now we’re in the dark about what’s happening here on this planet,” I say, grinning wickedly at the Palarian. Seeing my grin, he tries to squirm harder, but the vines are holding him in place.

      “I guess we need to release him,” Kyle says, stating the obvious.

      “True.” Still looking the Palarian in the eyes, I state threateningly, “But if he doesn’t cooperate, Pearl can have him as a snack.”

      “Can?” The Manacat growls, and through our connection, I sense her predatory grin.

      Without moving his head, as he can’t, the Palarian’s eyes try to see the Manacat behind him. He knows she is a Manacat, but now that he knows she can phase, I won’t be able to let him live. Not that I intended to. I can’t have this mission jeopardized in any way by someone giving Mortilini any form of warning. But he doesn’t need to know that.

      I release him from the Vines spell, and the Palarian is released from his bonds. But he doesn’t move at first. He simply stares at me. Then, faster than I expected, he reaches into his front pocket. But whatever he had taken out is quickly blasted out of his hands. Without thinking, I had taken out my blaster rifle, and it was aimed at him. I realized that Louetta has her blaster out, and it’s aimed at the Palarian. She’s grinning.

      “Now, now. Can’t have that,” she says. I take a moment to look at what was knocked out of his hand, and I see it’s a device, or rather, it was a device, because now it’s blown into useless smoking pieces.

      “Can you tell me if Mortilini is here?” I ask him, my weapon still directed at him.

      He looks at me but doesn’t answer. Ah, the tough guy act. So, I redirect my aim and use my blaster to shoot him in the left leg. He screams in pain and clutches his injured leg, putting his hand over the wound. The good thing about blasters is that they cauterize the wound but go through the body. Usually, a hit won’t kill unless it hits an organ. That’s why you need to aim for the head or the chest.

      “Want me to do that thing?” Louetta asks me.

      I look at her thoughtfully. I guess it would have been faster to ask her to use her tail and get the truth out of this guy. But that means this Palarian will die for sure. But honestly, I wasn’t going to be letting him live anyway. I look at Kyle. Louetta turns to look at him as well.

      “I already know,” Kyle simply says.

      Louetta’s face adopts a surprised look, but Kyle smiles at her. “Ian’s pin.”

      At that, she gets an “Ah ha” look on her face. She nods and approaches the Palarian. He looks at her warily with pain-filled eyes, his hands still gripping his leg. Suddenly, Louetta’s tail snaps from behind her, and the sharp point slams into his shoulder. That makes him flinch and raise a hand to that injury too, but Louetta’s tail is already behind her.

      “Is Mortilini here on the planet?” Louetta asks him.

      “Yes,” he intones, now completely under her control; he’s already affected by the serum.

      “Where is he?” Louetta asks next.

      “He is 20 miles from here, in a small cabin.”

      “Wait, he isn’t at the main complex, which would be roughly what? Fifty miles from here, for how far we already walked?” I say. But of course, the Palarian doesn’t answer me.

      “Why is Mortilini not at the main complex?” Louetta asks him.

      “Because he was laying a trap for someone,” he intones, his eyes glazing over more with each question.

      At that comment, I look at everyone worriedly. “Shit, he has a clue we are coming?”

      “Do you think,” Louetta says, with a frown, “That he did that on purpose?”

      “You mean, go on ‘vacation’ on purpose to draw me out?” I tell Louetta, with anger in my voice.

      Fuck, it makes sense. The man has been trying to get us for almost a year, but we have been moving around faster than he can send his men after us. He might have thousands and thousands of ships and men, but I can create a Portal in an instant and get out of any bind. Which has not been ideal at times because we’re usually trying to gain intel, and then suddenly we have to leave a planet.

      The good thing is, there isn’t any device or Magic that can stop a Portal from being used. Except in the Realm of Monster Acadamia, as I found out. When Sina banned a world, she was banning that world from casting a Portal from that world to get to Monster Acadamia. There were monitors in place for every Portal created. So if someone from a banned world tried to come to Acadamia, they were automatically punted back to their original casting spot. Sina wasn’t exactly sure how that worked, as it was created by Merlin.

      “Shit,” I say again. “So this might be a trap just to draw me out. So we have no idea what is at the main complex now.”

      Louetta looks down at the Palarian. His eyes are fully glazed over now. “I can get one more answer out of him,” she says.

      Nodding, I tell her. “Ask him if he knows what trap is there for me?”

      “What is the trap?” Louetta asks him.

      “There is a fission bomb inside the complex, near the top, with cameras all around. There is face recognition software for the target. When the target is confirmed the bomb will detonate,” he says, and by the end of that sentence, his words are slurring.

      Sighing, I nod to Louetta, who lifts her blaster, blowing the man’s heart out. I hated to take a life, but this is too important.

      “I’m not up on my sciences, but I thought a fission bomb gave a blast radius of hundreds of miles? Would it not reach Mortilini?” I ask the room.

      Kyle is the one to supply the answer. “No, the blast based on the size of the bomb. This would be a small radius, maybe four miles. And the blast would be clean. Unlike a nuclear bomb, which would have roughly the same radius, but there would be radiation fallout. I doubt Mortilini wants to do that to his own world.”

      Nodding, I try to think this one through. I mean, we can always go to this new place and take Mortilini out, but I would say now that he knows someone will be coming for him or he’s expecting it, so he’ll be on the lookout. Sneaking in won’t work.

      “Fuck!” I suddenly shout in frustration, causing the girls to jump in surprise.

      Penelope hugs me and says, “There might be a tactic.” She is looking at me critically.

      “How?” I ask her, grasping at straws at this point. I was hoping this would be a quick in and out job. So much for that idea.

      She grins at me, but then looks at Pearl. “Pearl, because you are paired with Ian. Can he walk through walls with you?”

      Pearl looks at Penelope with a tilt of her head. “Not know. Never been paired,” she growls.

      “Well then, we need to test this power of yours,” she tells Pearl. Pearl looks at me as if asking if that's fine.

      I look at Penelope doubtingly. “You think that because I'm paired with her, that particular power is mine too?”

      “Nope, I don’t think you can do it. Not alone, anyway. But what if you are touching Pearl, and it works? Sort of like our Teleport?”

      “Bloody fucking hell,” I suddenly blurt out in amazement. “I can walk through walls with her at my side and attack anyone.”

      Shaking her head, Penelope’s grin gets even wider. “What if you can walk through walls and just grab that fission bomb?”

      At that speculation, we all look at Penelope in astonishment. Lisa is the one who yells out. “We can give Mortilini his bomb back!” and her eyes are so huge, we can’t help but grin along with her.

      “Shit, one issue,” I say, with a sigh. “When I'm there, the cameras will see my face, and it will trigger the bomb.”

      “Oh, I can help with that,” Lisa says with a grin.

      “How so?” I ask her, intrigued.

      Lisa walks up to me, places her hand on my cheek, and suddenly I feel wetness all over my face, but then it settles, and she removes her hand.

      I look at her and ask her, “What did you do?”

      “I changed you,” she just says. I look around, and Penelope and Louetta are staring at me in shock.

      “What?” I ask them both, not understanding what had happened.

      Penelope laughs and says finally, “You don’t look like yourself anymore.”

      “What?” I ask, confused. “What do you mean?”

      Lisa takes my phone out of my pocket and hands it to me. I unlock the phone, bring up the camera application, and turn it on. When I bring the phone up to my face, I get a shock. It’s not my face. It’s angular, with a different jawline and a longer chin. However, it’s also tinged green.

      “What did you do?” I ask Lisa, looking away from my phone to her to get some answers.

      “I can release some of myself for hours. This slight change will allow you to get by the cameras. They won’t recognize you. And do you remember the spell we learned in Compendium 14? The one with light?”

      I try to think of that one, what page it would be on, and suddenly it’s in my thoughts. My eidetic memory comes in handy sometimes. “Page 96! The light reflecting one! That’s an invisibility spell?” I ask her incredulously.

      “No, but it allows you to refract the light around a small object, but if we give you power, think you can do it for you and Pearl?” she says with a laugh.

      I think about that, with the spell’s ability and power usage, and then I grin down at her, “Oh hell yeah!”
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      It took some practice, not on my part, but on Pearl’s, to get it. But after three hours we’d got it down pat. We also found out some interesting things about her phasing ability. I can’t just have my hand on Pearl’s fur. I need to grab it and hold a large clump of it, like the fur at the back of her neck, to phase through the wall. By now, I have a sore nose from walking into walls, but we got it. And it doesn’t work for anyone else but me as was the proof when Louetta walked into the wall herself, to experience what I had been going through.

      Also, I can’t be holding Pearl and grab someone else’s hand to have them phase with me. Though, it was odd that Kyle was able to do that. We think it’s because he isn’t alive per se, but he’s a machine. So that meant that our next part of our plan would work: the ability to phase through with an item.

      I gotta say, phasing through something also felt truly odd. It felt like walking through a cold shower without getting wet. The girls stressed that when I phase through something with Pearl, I am never to let go. The idea of phasing back into a wall and losing my touch with Pearl was sweat-inducing nightmarish.

      We were worried about the slime that Lisa had out on me since it was actually part of her. But we couldn’t figure out why it worked. She thinks that the slime she put on me needs to stay alive, so it uses my body as the catalyst for that. Even her race doesn’t understand it very well because it doesn’t work with someone of her race, but it does work on other races. They don’t get the opportunity to test it a lot because they keep it hidden. Much like Louetta and the truth serum in her tail.

      We were now at the main complex. It has four buildings, with one being four floors. To me, it looks like an office complex. There were even lights on. There’s also a fence around the perimeter that we’re pretty sure is electrified using sensors.

      “Are you sure this is a good plan?” I ask Penelope with some worry.

      Truly, I'm not sure they won’t see that it’s me, and if facial recognition picks up on my features, the fission bomb will go off, killing all of us. The only one who would survive is Kyle, and that’s because he’s still connected to the ship.

      “Yes,” Penelope replies, grinning in the dark. I can only see her pearly whites because of the moonlight. “We’ll do as planned. I’ll cast a shadow spell on you, so you can sneak over there without being seen by human eyes.”

      “What about electronics?” I say.

      “That would be me,” Kyle says. “I am already in the system, except for the facial recognition one. They left that one separate from the primary system. I guess they want to be particularly careful about its security. They certainly don’t want it to be hacked. Well, the alerts I can disable so no alarm will go out to say someone is here. You can walk up to the door in the fence, go through it, and then up to the building and through the door. No alarm will trip. From the security cameras, there is only one room I can’t see. It’s on the top floor, the fourth, on the east side corner.”

      “And I’m just to walk in there, grab the bomb and walk out? No guards?” I ask, skeptical of the plan.

      “Of course not,” Lisa says with a snort of laughter. “Guards means deaths. The only death that Mortilini wants is yours, Ian. So it being empty isn’t surprising.”

      I want to say, “Why don’t one of you just walk in and grab the bomb” but I can’t do that. I won’t do that. Put one of them in harm’s way? Not my style. I know it needs to be me to do this, and I have to hope that with the extensive planning we have done, it works. I mean, we are using Pearl’s phasing ability, Lisa’s slime that changes my facial profile, and Kyle’s ability to hack into the system. All with one goal in mind.

      “Ready?” I say, looking at Pearl over my shoulder. She’s sitting behind me. She’s so dark she blends into the night.

      “Yes,” she growls low.

      Getting up, she comes closer until she is against my right leg. I reach down and snake my hand into her fur until and hold on tight.

      “Let’s go. Wish me luck,” I tell the girls.

      “You’ll be fine, Ian,” Penelope says, but I can hear the worry in her voice. Lisa and Louetta touch my back comfortingly but don’t say anything.

      I tug slightly, and at my signal, Pearl moves forward in step with me. We get to the fence, and I look at it worriedly. This will be the test. This thing has enough electricity to easily kill the two of us, but Pearl says she can walk through it. Nodding, I take a deep breath and trust her. Just as I’m about to walk into the fence, I close my eyes, expecting to get electrified. But after walking two steps more than I expected, I open my eyes.

      We are through! I personally wasn’t sure about walking through that. Walking through a wall was fantastic enough, but I had concerns about walking through something with electricity in it. But it looks like Pearl was right, and at that very moment, she reminds me that she knew all along.

      “See?” she growls quietly.

      “Sorry for not trusting you, Pearl,” I whisper.

      She doesn’t answer but simply lets out a huff of breath, which makes me grin. We walk across the field between the fence and the four-story building’s wall. When we get to the building, we don’t head for the door but instead towards one of the glass windows. Looking in, the lights are on, but there’s no one there. It’s a room with tables and desks. An office. We need to head to the top floor. I had asked Kyle how we would do that. Stairs or is there an elevator? He said they have a lift in the middle of the building that he is already controlling.

      I squeeze Pearl’s fur to let her know I am ready, and again, we walk forward and phase through the window. Pearl stops, and as we had practiced, we both jump up. That was something we learned during our practice; the one thing about walking through walls is it’s not flat. The ground outside is never at the same level as the floor inside. As was proof when we walked through the glass. Our feet, and paws, had been in the floor. So we have to jump up a little as we phase. When my feet land, they land on the floor. That’s my indication that Pearl has removed the phase ability.

      “I’m in,” I say, knowing that Kyle can hear me.

      “Good,” Kyle says, and I can hear the relief in his voice. “After you go through the door, turn right, and then follow the small hallway and turn left. Then go straight until you hit the lift.”

      I let go of Pearl and walk towards the exit, with her padding quietly next to me. She is so quiet I can’t even hear her. After we’re outside the room, I turn right as Kyle instructed, and then go about ten feet until there is an intersection. I can go either left or right. I turn left, following Kyle’s instructions, and follow the hallway, with doors on either side. Eventually, I reach a larger room with high ceilings. I see that it’s the main foyer, with waiting chairs and a desk for a security guard, but of course, it’s totally empty.

      “Are you sure no one can see me?” I ask Kyle.

      “Yes, 100 percent. I am controlling what is being seen on the monitors. Mortilini and his men are seeing an empty building. Now, the lifts aren’t like Earth’s,” Kyle says, and at that comment, I get a look at them. Where there would normally be a bank of elevators, all I see are lighted nooks. Two of them, to be exact. “They work on antigravity. You step in, say the floor, and it will whisk you. But because I am controlling them, you only need to step in.”

      I look at the nook, or the lift, and it’s like a closet with a light but no door. The light, though, is coming from all around. I stick my head in and look up, and I see that it just goes up, and I can even see the roof four floors up.

      “Antigravity?” I ask skeptically.

      “Trust me,” Kyle says with a laugh. “If you were in a world that used Magic, it would be a magical lift.”

      With some trepidation, I step in, and Pearl joins me, somewhat nervous herself. I can’t blame her. She’s a wild animal. Suddenly without warning, Pearl and I start to ascend in the air quickly. We pass three floors, and then we come to a stop on a floor with hallways. We are in midair, but it feels solid under our feet. When I look down, I can even see far down below the first floor, where we had come from. With shaky legs, I step forward onto the fourth floor and sigh with relief.

      “No like,” Pearl growls at me.

      “I agree wholeheartedly. That’s going to take some getting used to,” I tell her fervently.

      “We need do again?” Pearl asks, looking up at me.

      “Yeah,” I tell her with a sigh. “To go back down.”

      She huffs but doesn’t say anything. Trust me, Pearl, I'm not looking forward to having to step into midair, with my brain screaming that I’m about to fall to my death.

      “You can always Teleport with the fission bomb, if it makes you more comfortable,” Kyle offers.

      “Shit, that’s right!” I blurt out with a grin. I look down at Pearl. “We don’t need to take that again,” I tell her.

      She looks at me suspiciously. “You sure?” she growls.

      “Oh yeah. I will just use a spell to teleport us back to the others, without taking that thing,” I tell her, pointing over my shoulder with my thumb.

      “Good,” she growls happily.

      Then Kyle comes back with instructions. “You should see three hallways, one on your left, another on your right, and one heading straight from the lift. Take the one that goes straight in front of you. Then, take the third door on your left. I couldn’t unlock it, but you should be able to phase through it with Pearl.”

      “Right,” I tell him.

      I start walking down the hallway in front of me, looking left and right to make sure no one was there. While I know Kyle said no one is here, always safer to make sure. I count the doors as we go until I read the third one on the left and stop in front of it. This door looks different than all the others. There are two cameras above it, and the door itself is more sturdy. Actually, not just sturdy. It’s made of metal, while all the others seemed to be made of wood. Standing in front of it, I look down at Pearl, and she looks up at me. She slides sideways until she is against my leg, and as before, I reach my hand deep into her fur, and grab a handful.

      “Go,” I tell her, and we both step forward to go through the door. Then, two more steps, and we are inside the room.

      I look around. The room isn’t that big. It’s about the size of a walk-in closet, albeit a large walk-in closet. There is no window. The light overhead looks like a fluorescent light. In the middle of the room is a table, and on it is a small round device, the size of a baseball.

      “Kyle,” I say hesitantly. “All there is here is something the size of a baseball.”

      “Yes,” Kyle says, “that would be it.”

      I look at the ball with some skepticism. “That’s a bomb? Aren’t bombs big, square, and bulky?”

      “Maybe on Earth,” he says with a laugh. “Now, this is where we need to be careful. Because I cannot access the bomb, I don’t know what kind of defenses it has—,” Kyle starts.

      “Whoa, whoa! What do you mean defenses? I thought I only had to come in, grab it and walk out?!” I exclaim.

      “It’s good. The communication pin will help us. Now, what I need you to do is take off your pin, and then hold it gently over the bomb.”

      I growl at him, but I do as he says. I mean, if he had told me that before, I would’ve been even more nervous about getting close to a fission bomb. Or any bomb, for that matter. I guess he kept that from me to ease my mind. I pull off my pin and walk with reluctance towards the fission bomb. When I'm close enough, I reach out and hold the pin about a foot above the ball, err bomb, half expecting it to explode.

      “Good,” Kyle says through the pin. “Now, I need you to slowly lower the pin inch by inch until it’s almost touching the bomb. I am already analyzing it. But don’t touch it!” Kyle adds quickly.

      Doing as he says, I slowly lower the pin, then I jerk in surprise as without any warning, a light shines out of the pin, as if scanning it, and I pull my hand back in surprise, my heart in my throat.

      “Sorry,” Kyle says with some embarrassment in his tone. “I should have warned you about that.”

      “No shit!” I shout out in consternation.

      “Can we try again?” he asks me.

      “Will anything else happen?” I ask him suspiciously.

      “The pin will vibrate at one point,” he supplies.

      “And?” I ask him.

      “And that’s it,” Kyle says, and I can imagine him blushing. That is, if his android body or even his AI brain lets him blush.

      So, once more, I place the pin over the bomb, and again as I reach a specified height, the pin emits a light again. Another inch and the pin starts to vibrate just as Kyle had said. And when the pin is less than a quarter of an inch from top of the bomb, I stop.

      “Good, keep it there,” Kyle says. He sounds distracted. After more scanning, and more vibration, I hear Kyle suddenly say. “Oh shit.”

      “What do you mean? Oh shit?” I blurt out quickly.

      “It’s running down a timer,” he says.

      “But how!” I ask him. “Did it recognize my face?”

      “No. It got triggered by voice.”

      “My voice?” I ask him incredulously. How the hell did Mortilini know what my voice sounds like?

      “No, any voice,” Kyle says in dismay.

      I look at the fission bomb and think: oh fuck me.
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      “Ian, I need you to get me. I might be able to disable it if I am there,” Kyle says through the pin. But I hear not only uncertainty, but also urgency in his voice.

      Without pausing, I bend down, grab Pearl around the neck, and cast Teleport. And suddenly, we’re standing next to Kyle, Lisa, Penelope, and Louetta. The girls all give a squeak of surprise at my sudden appearance. Except for Kyle, who just nods at me.

      I straighten up, letting go of Pearl. I’m sure her facial expression is a glare, because that's what I'm feeling through our connection.

      “Sorry,” I tell them. “Kyle, what the fuck do you mean that thing is ready to blow? We need to get away from here. Fast.”

      “I might be able to disable it. But I need to be touching it,” he says quickly. He turns to Penelope. “Can you Teleport everyone a good ten miles from here? Go back to that camp we were at earlier. It’s a good ten miles away from here.”

      “What do you mean blow? And why would I be Teleporting?” Penelope asks Kyle, her arms crossed over her ample chest.

      I quickly explain what is going on. “You aren’t going in there,” Penelope says angrily after I’ve told them the details.

      “We need to,” I tell her. “Otherwise, we’ll need to take Mortilini and all his men in a straight up battle. And, I trust Kyle. If he says he can disable it, he can do it.” I say, giving Kyle more faith than I feel.

      “I think it’s a dumb plan,” Louetta says, just as angrily.

      “After Ian has Teleported me to the bomb, he will return to join you. If my body dies, I don’t die. But you all do. So I need to do this alone. Please?” Kyle says, imploring all three girls, who are staring at him in anger.

      Finally, Penelope looks at me. I nod. I think this is our best plan. She exhales forcefully through her nostrils in frustration and she nods. “Fine. But if Ian gets hurt or dies, I will blow your ship up with your brain,” Penelope says in a dangerous voice.

      Kyle stares at her, and I'm sure if he had a proper body, he would be swallowing hard right now. After a couple of seconds, he nods to her.

      “Come on, girls,” Penelope says. “Pearl, you’re coming with me.”

      “I stay,” she begins, but Penelope looks at her hard, and Pearl changes her tune, “Or I go.”

      Pearl pads away from my side until she is next to Penelope. Penelope bends down just as I had, and hugs the Manacat’s neck, while Lisa and Louetta each lay a hand on her. And abruptly, they are gone.

      I look at Kyle. “Let’s hope you can do this, Kyle. Otherwise, you will have three very pissed-off females.”

      Kyle looks at the spot where Penelope and the girls had been and then turns back to me. “She scares me.”

      “Who? Penelope?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow and a laugh.

      “Laugh if you want,” Kyle says, shaking his head. “But she is very powerful. Not as powerful as you. But her threat isn’t an empty one. Now, let’s get this bomb,” he says, changing the subject.

      Nodding, I walk to him, and place my hand on his shoulder before Teleporting us to the room where the bomb is. Without pause, Kyle moves over to the fission bomb and places his hand above it. But then he looks at me.

      “Ok, you can Teleport back to the girls, and I will get this done, and I will call you on the pin when I am ready to get picked up.”

      “Oh no. I’m staying.”

      “Ian! You can’t,” he says, but before he can say more, I interrupt him.

      “Kyle. I trust your skills. I’m staying. And honestly, I would rather take my chances with you right now than with the girls and their anger.”

      Kyle says nothing for a good 30 seconds, but suddenly he laughs. “Can’t blame you. If looks could kill,”

      “We would both be dead,” I finish for him with my own laugh.

      “Now, let’s see what we can do about this. I would say stand back, but if this goes, it doesn’t matter how far away you are in the room,” Kyle says with a sudden grin.

      Kyle turns back to the ball-shaped bomb, and he raises his right hand and places it over the ball. But then his hand does something I didn’t expect. It explodes into a hundred or more fingers, all very fine, like threads, and slowly sinks towards the fission bomb. Damn, that’s a neat trick. The liquid metal threads plunge into the ball.

      I'm a good four feet from Kyle, but suddenly his body throws off electrical power that makes the air crackle with power. I look down at his feet, and the floor where he is standing is burned in a circle around him, about a foot in circumference, and it’s smoking just a little.

      I’m about to rush forward to knock him away from the fission bomb when he says through the pin. “It’s good. One of the defenses was a power shock. My body is able to take it, though it’s powerful because it’s driven by the fission reactor. Now let me work. I need to focus.”

      I don’t say anything, I just nod. Not that Kyle can see me, but I’m sure he wasn’t expecting an answer. It was more of a command. I watch his back. Every now and then, a tendril of his silver metal thread comes out of the ball and reinserts in a different location.

      After what seems like ten minutes of Kyle doing his thing, he finally, slowly starts to pull the threads out of the ball. It’s almost glacially slow work, until the last one is out, and his hand returns to normal. He turns to face me and nods.

      “Done. It’s now under my control,” he says but then suddenly he slumps over, catching himself on the table that the fission bomb is on.

      I rush over to help him, but he holds up a hand. “I’m all right. That much power played with my internal electronics. I am repairing, but it will take me a good hour to finish. You can grab the bomb and we can safely Teleport back to the girls,” Kyle says.

      “You’re sure?” I ask him.

      “About 98 percent sure?” he tells me, but he has a smile.

      I laugh at him, and walk over to gingerly grab the fission bomb, expecting to get a shock, but nothing happens. With the baseball-sized fission bomb that's only slightly heavier than an actual baseball in my hand, I turn to help Kyle stand up, and with my hand still on his elbow, I Teleport back to the girls at the camp.

      Upon our appearance in front of the girls, I have four sets of very angry eyes looking at me. Or us, really, as the glares are being directed at Kyle as well.

      “What took so long?” Penelope snarls, as she approaches me and stares at me fixedly.

      “I trust Kyle’s skills, so I stayed with him.”

      Penelope is about to argue, but something in my face must have told her not to bother. She turns to Kyle with a deflated sigh of relief. Instead of berating me, she hugs me hard. Lisa and Louetta come forward and do the same thing.

      I look at Pearl. She is still glaring at me, physically and through our connection. “Stupid. But understand.”

      “My sentiments exactly,” Penelope says but doesn’t say anything else about that. She looks at the ball in my hand. “Is that it?”

      “Yeah. Now we need to figure out our next plan of attack,” I tell everyone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Can’t I go?” Penelope says with a scowl of annoyance. “You put yourself in danger the last time.”

      “And you expect me to allow you to put yourself in danger?” I ask her with a snort.

      “You’re more important than me,” she starts.

      “Says you,” I interrupt her. “To me, you three, well, four now, mean the universe to me. I'm the one that needs to do it. Besides, I want Mortilini to see my face before I give him his gift,” I tell her with a grin.

      “Can’t we all go?” Louetta says. Yet another female with a scowl on her face.

      “No, because while you and Penelope can Teleport, Lisa hasn’t learned the spell yet, and Kyle can’t even cast Magic. I can’t take the chance of not being able to touch either of them. Also, if they set up a barrier, you two won’t be able to punch through it, while I can, with you transferring power to me. You know he will have Mana stones all over the place, expecting that I won’t be able to cast any spells. Let him continue to think that.”

      The plan was, I would walk up to the building that Mortilini is located in and ask for a parley, a chance to talk.

      We know he will do it, because he’s been trying to get his hands on me for almost a year. That bomb was his last-ditch effort to get rid of me since he can’t catch me. So, we thought, what better way than to actually offer to talk to him. This way, maybe I can get info out of him, knowing that he thinks I will die when it’s all over.

      “I think this is a dumb idea,” Lisa says with a scowl on her beautiful green face.

      “Do you all have a better one?” I ask softly, looking at Lisa, Louetta, and Penelope.

      At that, they all frown at me but don’t offer anything. Even Pearl growls at me, from where she is lying down, her head on her massive paws she’s staring at me with beady red eyes. We had been debating for over four hours about what to do to get the bomb to Mortilini. From using Pearl to walk underground, which she said she couldn’t do, to somehow dropping it from the sky, but defenses could blow it out of the air. So, I came up with my wild plan that all the girls tried to nix right after I voiced it. But it was the only viable plan that would work.

      “Stay down,” I tell them and begin the trek towards the cabin that stands alone by itself. Though calling it a cabin is incorrect; it’s a large estate that consists of one building, and what looks like a carport next to it. The walk from where we had been hiding takes me about ten minutes. I wanted to make sure that if needs be, the others could get away.

      “Kyle?” I say under my breath.

      But I don’t get a response. We expected them to have something that would block out signals. I stop a good 100 feet from the house, on the roadway, and wait. I know they have seen me. After about thirty minutes of just standing there, looking around and no action, a single person comes out and heads towards me.

      The person in question is ugly and large. I know that Mortilini being Palarian is from a race of half cyborgs, but the half that isn’t cyborg is butt ugly. I haven’t seen a picture of Mortilini at all, and I’ve never seen what the race looks like until I saw the guards earlier. The book I read about races didn’t have a lot of images, mostly info. Mortilini is from an advanced technological race. They augmented themselves with tech to make themselves more intelligent and stronger. While not as advanced as some other races, they didn’t hide their cyborgness. Is that even a word?

      The man stops ten feet from me and glares at me from his one organic eye. “State your purpose for trespassing on private property?”

      “I’m here to see Mortilini,” I tell him, with a disarming smile.

      The man’s one natural eye opens slightly wider, but no expression shows up on the rest of his face or at least the half that is real. The other half is metal, with tubes sticking out on the side going around to the back of his head. “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” he shouts at me in a growl.

      “Tell him that Ian Arthur is here to talk to him,” I shout across the distance to him.

      That gets a reaction out of him. He suddenly lifts his hand, and I expected him to shoot me, but instead, he speaks into his wrist quietly. I can see him nodding and looking at me warily.

      “My boss wants to know what you want?” he shouts suddenly.

      “Tell him I want to talk,” I shout back.

      “About what?” he asks suspiciously.

      “About turning myself in,” I tell him. “I’m tired of running.”

      That was the trick. I needed to persuade Mortilini to see me, and this was the best way. Turn myself in. Say I'm tired of running like I have been for the last year. This point was a gamble. Would he simply shoot me or talk to me?

      The Palarian goes back to talking into his wrist, and then the man nods. “Mortilini says he will see you, but I’m to check you first for weapons or such,”

      “Fine by me,” I tell him, lifting my hands.

      The man comes towards me slowly, warily. when he is near me, he starts to pat me down. This was the vital component. With my hands up in the air, in my left hand, was the fission bomb, hidden with a Stealth spell. Not even technological devices can find it or its energy source. But all it took for him to ask for my hands and see if they were empty.

      The Palarian finally finishes checking my last boot and stands back up, and nods. “He’s clear,”

      After listening to something, he looks at me and growls, “Follow me. Try anything, and there is a sniper who will take your head off.”

      “Don’t worry,” I say with a smile. “I won’t even twitch.”
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      After we’re inside the building, the man makes me stop while he runs a scanner up and down my body. I had put the fission bomb in my pants pocket on the side. It bulged a little, but it could be a water bottle for all they knew. I mean, I was checked, right?

      The Palarian growls at me to follow him after he hangs the scanner on the wall next to the door. I nod to him, and I follow behind, acting meek and docile. We go down a long hallway, with odd artwork on the walls, a cross between art and machines, before he finally stops at a door and knocks and waits. Finally, he hears something I didn’t, and he opens the door. He waves me in. I nod to him and walk into the room.

      It’s an office. A relatively large office. The man behind the desk is a Palarian as well, nothing like the half cyborg who brought me here. This man had the same skin tone, gray, but he wasn’t half machine. He had a cyborg’s eye, but that was it. And he is smiling expansively.

      “Welcome to Palar, Mr. Arthur,” he says, and his voice is cultured and smooth.

      “Ian is fine,” I tell him, nodding and standing in front of his desk.

      He waves to one of the seats. “Please, sit. I am nothing if not a gracious host.” I take a seat in one of the two leather, or leather-looking, chairs that are in front of his desk, which I see is not wood but made of some metal, with swirls.

      “Thank you,” I truly am thankful; my feet are killing me. “You don’t happen to have any water, do you?” I ask him.

      “Morgo, grab Ian here a bottle of water,” Mortilini says. As I assume, that's who this is.

      “Mortilini, I assume,” I say, asking just in case.

      “Of course,” he says with a smile.

      Just then, Morgo returns with a bottle of cold water, and he hands it to me. I figure the water is safe, as he has been trying to capture me alive rather than want me dead. After all, if he wanted me dead, I would have been dead. The more challenging part was trying to capture me alive, I’m sure.

      Opening the bottle breaks the seal, and I drink half the contents, letting the cool water go down my throat. I was truly thirsty. This wasn’t just a trick.

      “Now, my man, Morgo said you want to hand yourself in?” Mortilini says, getting right to it.

      “I do,” I tell him, nodding and screwing on the cap of the water bottle.

      “Can I ask why?” he says with a smile.

      Damn, this guy has charisma. I can see why he was running the Magical Police Force. He exudes charisma; he’s got a total politician’s smile. I bet he would be a fantastic politician.

      “I got tired of running away from your teams who are out to capture me,” I tell him, letting him know that I know he didn’t want me dead, but captured.

      “Ah, you caught that, did you?” he says, nodding, impressed. “I tried to make it look like I was trying to kill you, but in essence, I wanted you alive.”

      “Can I ask why? Since we seem to be doing the ‘why’ questions?” I venture.

      “Of course,” he says openly. “I need the power you have as the Merlin’s heir,” he lifts his hand as I am about to reply. “I don’t mean magical power. My race cannot do Magic. What I need is the ability you have to control those 3 million people I sent down to Lotus. That’s a lot of manpower. A lot of skilled manpower. I wanted to find you so I can have you control them for me,” he says with a shrug. “And now I do. It was only a matter of time before I caught you,” he says.

      “So, how did you do it?” I ask him. “Get all those people replaced in the MPF?”

      “Ah,” he says with a proud grin. “Not that it matters, but my world was the one that wrote the software that controls the HR deployment of all personnel. I tweaked it so that a new person, one who was newly sworn on the Stone of Truth, would get routed to specific ships. Then they were captured and brought to Lotus, and I had someone I hired to replace them, with no sworn Oathbound around their neck. They swore allegiance to the MPF, which was me,” Mortilini says with a wide grin.

      “So you had them working for the actual MPF, not the Stone of Truth?” I ask him, with a raised eyebrow at this news.

      I had expected he was replacing it with goons, but that wasn’t it. He was replacing it with actual people who swore their allegiance to the MPF, and because he ran it, they would follow him. This will make things a lot easier I think, with an inward chuckle.

      “Well, now what?” I ask him, taking a small sip of my water.

      “Ah, that will be up to you. If you cooperate, I can even allow you to keep your pets,” Mortilini says. “Even the Principal's child, this,” and he looks down at a paper on his desk. “Penelope.”

       “And in return?”

      “In return, I will put you up in a nice place. Not a jail cell, but an actual apartment in one of the orbitals over Lotus. Guarded, of course. And you will tell those on Lotus that they need to obey me. I will make sure you have everything you need and you shall not lack anything,” he says with that smile.

      “Except for my freedom,” I point out.

      “Except for your freedom,” he agrees with a nod. “Of course, you will no longer need to keep running,” he says, stretching his arms outwards, palms open.

      I nod, making it look like I'm thinking about it. Wow, this guy is certifiably nuts. Then again, I did just walk into his place, and tell him I was giving up. So he thinks he has the upper hand. God, I would love to have Louetta here to get info out of him using her tail’s truth serum. I need to get syringes of that stuff, but that would be abusing my trust with her.

      “What made you do it?” I ask him.

      He looks at me suspiciously, but then nods. “Power. Plain and simple. I could have been the Planetary President of Palar, but the power I have as the man commanding the MPF is much more than I would have if I were only running a single world.”

      “What I find off,” I tell him, hoping he will answer me, “is that if you touched the Stone of Truth. You are Oathbound. So how is it you can go against me?”

      “Pfft,” he says dismissively. “Everything has a workaround. Mine is simple. I had it removed.”

      I look at him, confused. “But how can you have that removed? I mean, the Stone of Truth was created by a very powerful Wizard.”

      “Easy,” he says with a big grin, as if revealing a secret. “I had it removed by 100 Magicians.”

      “What?” I exclaimed in astonishment.

      “Like everything magical, things can be removed. It just takes a lot of power. I had 100 Magicians working in concert over four straight days to remove the Oathbound collar from around my neck. So, now, I am free from that dead man’s brutal oath. When that man died, his legacy should have stayed dead as well.” There is anger in his face now, “I knew that by touching the Stone of Truth, I would be bound by it. But this is something we planned years in advance. With the aid of the Dark Alliance, I was finally able to do it. They supplied me with the 100 Magicians, and with them, it was removed. Though, it was costly. I could not afford to have it removed for all 3 million Oathbound, but I instead worked out a plan to remove as many of the Oathbound that I could. I am not a killer, Ian. You must understand. But that bitch Sina cannot run this universe any longer. It’s time for new blood to take over.” At this point, he is spitting because he is so passionate.

      Then, as if he suddenly noticed that he revealed too much in his tirade, he takes deep breaths and physically calms himself, and pulls on his jacket to straighten it.

      “Are you the one that sent those Darkbeasts?” I ask Mortilini.

      “Darkbeasts?” he asks me, confusion on his face. “No. I do not have the power to call them up. Interesting. It seems that someone in the Dark Alliance wishes you dead, my boy. Well, no matter. Now you are mine, and I promise I will keep you safe, even from them.”

      “Yeah, about that,” I tell him with a smile. I dispel the Stealth spell from the fission bomb and throw the baseball-size thing to Mortilini, and without thinking, he catches it.

      He looks at the metal ball oddly, and I say, “Initiate.”

      “Initiated. Countdown three seconds,” the thing says in a metallic voice.

      With the aid of Kyle, we had taken it over and altered the bomb so that it was voice-activated by my voice only, and the timer was set to three seconds. The pin on my lapel, while not connected to Kyle right now because of all the countersurveillance, was recording this passively as not to trigger any alarms.

      “Goodbye, Mortilini. Thanks for all that information.” Then it dawns on his face what he is holding, and he gets a look of horror.

      With all the power the girls had transferred to me before I came into Mortilini’s estate, I punch a Teleport through all the magical nullifiers around me, from the air itself to all the Mana stones I had seen secreted throughout the office.

      Before the three seconds are up, I'm with the gang at the first camp. They all look at me anxiously but then are interrupted by a loud explosion miles from us, in the direction of Mortilini’s estate. The mushroom cloud reaches into the sky.

      We are far enough away to be safe, but Kyle suggested we might want to get back on the ship, as there might be a concussion wave of sound that will come our way.

      “Gather around,” I tell everyone. Pearl leans against me, and I grab her fur. Then with Lisa, Louetta, Penelope, and Kyle holding onto me, I use Teleport, and we are on the ship. We look at the screen in front of the captain’s chair, which is showing the overhead view of the mushroom cloud.

      “Mission accomplished?” Penelope says with a grin.

      “Oh, you can say that. I got some juicy intel too,” I say with a grin. “We need to get to Sina and tell her what I just found out. This might change everything.”

      “What do you mean?” Louetta asks me, confused.

      “Ever hear of something called the Dark Alliance?” I ask instead.

      At the mention of that name, the blood drains from Louetta and Penelope’s faces. Lisa looks confused. Kyle, on the other hand, is the first one to reply.

      “Oh shit, as you would say. Plotting course for Earth. Sina will want to hear this,” Kyle says, heading to the Captain’s chair, he takes a seat. This is the first time since we have been with Kyle that he has sat in that chair. He has always let me sit there. So if he’s sitting there, this is serious.

      I look at the girls and ask. “Just how serious is this?”

      “The Dark Alliance is older than Merlin. Hell, they have been around for eons. As the name implies, they are dark. They use Dark Magic. They are the closest thing to what you on Earth would call Devil Worshipers. But they don’t worship the Devil, but Evil. Think of our Magic as the Light and their Magic as the Dark. They want to bring around Death to the universe on a massive scale. We need to go tell Nan this information that they are around again. Merlin had rooted them out and hunted them all down. It seems he didn’t get all of them,” Penelope tells me with a worried frown.

      I look at her with a frown. “You’re saying that there is Dark and Light Magic, and there has been a battle going on for a long time between them? That Merlin was of the Light?”

      “Pretty well,” Louetta says hotly. “We Demons were once slaves to the Dark Alliance. I will need to let my parents know. We shall not be bound by them again.” Louetta is so angry, that I think if she were a Demon like the ones I know from stories on Earth, she would have burst into flames.

      I pull her into a hug and tell her. “I won’t ever let anyone put your people into bondage.”

      Louetta looks up at me and simply nods, but I see the fear etched on her face. Just what the fuck was this Dark Alliance?
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      Even though Mortilini was dead, that news had not yet reached the MPF command structure. So we are still trying to stay alive. Though Kyle was kind enough to send the digital recording of Mortilini admitting what he was doing and had done. By now, he said the entire galaxy would be aware. Though I wasn’t keen on the entire galaxy knowing that I, the heir of Merlin, am involved. He said, and the girls agreed, that it needed to be done so that the MPF could know that I am now the boss.

      Honestly, I didn’t want to be the boss. I just wanted to learn magic! I know I could place my hand on the Codex and go into it to ask Merlin’s advice, and time will stand still — or time is different in there or whatever — but I just haven’t had a chance. And frankly, Merlin kind of scares me. The man might be dead, but his name still has an enormous influence. I can see why he didn’t want me to mention that he’s inside the Codex to too many people. It would be so easy just to go in, ask for advice and be indebted for all his help.

      The trip to Earth wasn’t a quick one but at least it was uneventful. We did some training with Lisa to ensure she is still learning, even though we aren’t studying at the Acadamia right now. Kyle tried hand-to-hand combat with us, but since he can just download the shit, he was too fast and too tough for us to take on. But while he can’t do magic, he can be affected by it. At one point during our sparring, I had cast a spell called Slam. It was essentially a wall of air that shoots at your target and blows them backward.

      The law of kinetic energy came into play; it was directly proportional to the mass of the object. And Kyle isn’t a light android body. Kyle ended up slamming into the room we used for fighting, and we left a dent in the wall.

      I’m about to take a sip of my coffee when Kyle walks quickly into the dining hall. He sits down on the bench on the other side of the table, across from me, and looks around. Not that there is anyone here. It’s the middle of the night, and since I seem to only need three hours of sleep or so, the girls are still asleep in our bed.

      “We have an issue,” he says quietly.

      “What’s up?” I ask him.

      “I can’t get communication to the Earth transponder. It suddenly cut off,” he says worriedly.

      I look at him, confused. “Can you tell me what that means in English?” I ask him.

      “Sorry. It means that I was talking to Sina on our way to Earth through a communication transponder that is located around the Earth’s galaxy. It’s in the asteroid belt where the protective shield surrounds Earth’s planets, because it is a forbidden world. We lost communication suddenly, and when I tried to reconnect, it couldn’t work. It was like the transponder didn’t exist or someone closed the Portal that was open from Earth to Monster Acadamia that Sina was using for us to communicate. And I doubt it was Sina.”

      “Shit.” I stare at him in dread. “You don’t think that Mortilini sent a contingent of ships, do you?”

      “I’m not sure,” Kyle says. It’s the first time I have seen Kyle fidget.

      Let’s go to the bridge and see what we can do,” I tell him, gulping down the rest of my coffee.

      Kyle nods in relief at having someone to brainstorm with. “Yes. Let’s go see what we can do there.”

      I rush to put my cup in the dishwasher and then follow him to the bridge. When we get there, he offers me the captain’s chair, but I decline and gesture for him to sit down.

      On the screen is a display with text I can’t understand. It’s not in English. “Now, what I tried to do is directly communicate with Earth through the transponder, but nothing is connecting. I even tried to connect to one of my people’s ships that are standing guard, and nothing,” Kyle says.

      “Are there any sensors outside of the shield around Earth and its sun and planets?” I ask him, trying to remember the rough map I saw of Earth and its Metali defenses.

      “Oh! I didn’t think of the emergency beacons!” Kyle says, suddenly punching buttons on his chair.

      Then, on the front screen, a grainy gray and black picture appears. “I’m using passive cameras and radar, as I don’t want anything to know I am looking. Let’s see what I can figure out,” and suddenly, in the air in front of Kyle is a keyboard with wheels, but it’s certainly nothing like the computer keyboards I am used to. This thing has over three hundred keys, but nothing is written on any of them.

      Kyle taps a bunch of keys, randomly turning a wheel every now and then. The image on the screen slowly starts to clear up and take form but it remains gray and black. A planet begins to take shape in front of our eyes. There’s no color, but I can tell it’s Earth. But that isn’t what makes me utter a swear word. It’s the number of ships around the Earth. There must be hundreds of them.

      “What the hell are they thinking?” Kyle says in astonishment. “Earth is a forbidden zone!”

      “Well, I would say that Mortilini had this planned before we blew him up,” I growl at the screen. “So what does it mean with Earth being a forbidden zone? I mean, other than the defenses your race put in place. What else does it mean?”

      Kyle thinks about it before answering me. “Earth was designated a forbidden zone by Merlin over 2,000 years ago. Few worlds get that designation. Our, the Metali’s, databases show three forbidden zones. One is a world inhabited by a parasite fungoid that takes over a host and wars against anything. That was over 25,000 years ago. The other is a world that was taken over by a virus that suddenly appeared in that world. The Mondelians. It’s something that basically resembled Earth’s media representation of zombies. Alive, but not alive. Eating everything.”

      “Damn. Is that world still populated with living things?” I ask him.

      “Yes. The Mondelians are still alive in secure complexes.”

      I look at him oddly. “Why doesn’t anyone save them?”

      “Because they are infected, and there is no cure. While some might live their lives never contracting the infection, some do. There are signs they watch for, so when someone goes, or is going, through the transformation, they are released outside the barriers. There is nothing we can do because if we rescue them, and there is no cure, it would infect the rest of this universe,” Kyle says, and there is sadness in his tone.

      That’s just fucked up! A world of zombies, with no cure for those who are infected, and it can infect friends or family members to the point that you need to kick them out? That’s just brutal. But I get it. Having watched enough zombie movies, when suddenly a friend turns into a zombie in front of them. They have no choice but to kill them or be killed. I always thought, what would I do? And each time. I thought, shoot my friend. But now, knowing that this is something that is happening on a world scale, that’s scary shit.

      “Our concern right now is them,” Kyle says, pointing to the screen. “They must have destroyed all the defense platforms to get that close to Earth,”

      “So, does that mean that Earth now knows there are others out there in the universe?” I ask him, imagining the pandemonium that’s happening right now.

      Kyle shakes his head. “No, because if Earth found out about the rest of the universe, all that media coming from Earth would stop, and trust me, you do not want to screw with someone’s entertainment. There would be riots. Most likely, all those ships are cloaked. The only reason I can see them is because I am seeing their backside. They are very likely heavily cloaked on the front side of the ships.”

      “Wait, you’re saying that Earth’s entertainment media is more important than a first contact?” I ask him, totally blown away with that mentality.

      “As much as it pains me to tell you, an Earthling, that, the answer is yes. The money that your world’s entertainment brings in is astronomical. It’s what pays for that security.”

      “Yeah, but as we see, it wasn’t enough,” I tell him bitterly, waving to the front monitor with all the ships surrounding Earth.

      Kyle looks at the monitor. “In hindsight. The security protocols here were not meant to stop 234 MPF ships.”

      “234! Are they looking to capture me or blow up the Earth?!” I shout upon hearing the number he quoted.

      “They would not do that. Even the world with the virus was not blown out of existence,” Kyle tells me hurriedly. “The Accords do not allow that.”

      “The Accords?” I repeated, suddenly stopping short, just as I was about to lay into him.

      Kyle nods again. “The Accords that all worlds must sign when they enter the Federation of Worlds, that is overseen by the Universal Council. There are rules they must abide by. And while the MPF is there to enforce them, the worlds themselves can cut off another world’s access to trade, very much the way Sina did with the hub that is the Monster Acadamia. No world wants to break the Accords.”

      I knew that most worlds were part of the Federation of Worlds. Even worlds that had no access to the Portals and had to use ships to move around. The last time I read anything about the Federation of Worlds, it encompassed over 50,000 worlds, with over 8400 races alone! And those are only the ones that we know about, who are in the Federation of Worlds. There are some worlds out there that decided not to go with the Federation and sign the Accords. Of course, that means they don’t get to trade with all of the 50,000 plus worlds.

      While I was thinking, Kyle was playing with keys, and suddenly he stops, “Oh.”

      “Oh?” I ask him, pulled out of my reverie. “Like a bad oh, or good oh?” I ask him.

      “Good one. This ship here,” and suddenly the screen zooms in on the ships and focuses on one, with a red circle around it. “It’s one of ours. It’s a Metali ship.”

      “And?” I ask him, not understanding his excitement.

      “It’s camouflaging itself to look like an MPF ship. That means we can Teleport to it, and then to Earth and Portal into Monster Acadamia!” Kyle says excitedly.

      “Wait, so we can get to Sina still?” I ask him slowly, working through it.

      “Yes!”

      I look at the ship in question. I know the only way I can do that is if I can visualize the ship’s bridge. I need to see in my mind where I'm Teleporting to. It will require power from the girls, as it’s a fucking long distance. This isn’t like Teleporting from a planet’s orbit. This is millions of miles. As if he knew what I was thinking, Kyle brings up a map on a secondary monitor and shows me the distance. Yeah, millions of miles. This Teleport spell will take all my power, from the girls and me.

      “That’s a long distance,” I tell Kyle hesitantly.

      “You can do it. It’s just over a million miles. I have heard Merlin was able to Teleport from world to world! Not Portal. Teleport!” Kyle says with a grin of confidence on his face.

      I think about the distance, and I’ll be honest: it scares me. I mean, that’s not like a thousand miles. This is millions. While it’s all right to say that Merlin did it, is that true? Then suddenly, I grin. Wait a second. I can go straight to the source! .

      I look at Kyle. “I need to make a phone call,” I tell him with a laugh.

      “A phone call?” Kyle asks me, now confused.

      I take the small, leather-bound Codex out of a side pocket in my pants. I had a pocket like that sewn into all my pants some time ago to store the Codex as needed. Kyle at first looks blankly at it but then bursts out, “You’re going to get information from Merlin’s ghost!” I grin broadly; we both know that I’m able to use the Codex to step into Merlin’s realm, where time virtually stands still and I can get some of the information that I need.

      “Exactly. Be back in a second,” I tell him, and with only a thought, I command myself to enter the Codex.
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      “Ah, my boy! So glad you came to visit!” I hear Merlin’s voice almost immediately.

      I look to my left, and there in his robe and Wizard hat, is Merlin standing beside with a large staff. 

      “Hey, Merlin,” I tell him, feeling bad for not having visited him since that first time. “I’m sorry I haven’t visited more. Or even at all,”

      “Pshhh,” Merlin says, waving dismissively with his free hand. “You have been busy. On the run,” he says with a nostalgic sigh. “I remember those days. Running away from those looking to kill me.”

      “Did you have 10,000 MPF ships after you?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      Merlin gets a sour look on his face. “No. That I did not. Is that why you’re here?”

      “Sort of. It seems that the person who was running the MPF used to be Oathbound. But his Oath was removed from him.”

      “That’s impossible,” Merlin says, shaking his head. “That was som—”

      “The Dark Alliance removed it.” I start to shake my head and explain, but the look that Merlin gives me stops my words instantly. There is such fury emanating from him that I'm sure if it were directed at me, I would have burst into flames. Just seeing that gaze, even from a dead man, was nerve-wracking. 

      “Who did you say?” Merlin says in such a low voice that if I hadn’t been staring at him, I wouldn’t have seen his lips move.

      “The Dark Alliance. They—,” I start, but Merlin holds up a hand to stop me. 

      “Impossible.” he begins, but now it’s my turn to hold up my hand. 

      “I was told, by the person who had his Oath removed from him, that it actually took 100 Magicians,” I inform him.

      “Shit,” Merlin swears. “That means they are powerful again. Before I died, or rather, before this iteration of myself was put into this Codex, I had almost wiped them out. I thought I had done enough to destroy them. But it seems not.”

      “What is the Dark Alliance?” I ask him, fishing for information. 

      I didn’t come in here about that; I came into the Codex learn about long-distance Teleports. But I’ll grab any information that’s offered, especially from Merlin.

      “The Dark Alliance is an abomination. They want nothing but the destruction of the universe. All for one of the Dark Gods. They believe that by bringing about the destruction of the universe, they will gain power from the Gods.”

      “Dark Gods?” I question, wondering what Gods he is talking about. Is it one we know about on Earth? 

      “Yes, Dark Gods, but the one that they are worshiping is Hades—,”

      “As in Hades from Greek mythology?” I blurt out in disbelief.

      “One and the same. Though, he isn’t from Earth. Hades isn’t a Greek God. He is universal. He is the God in charge of the Underworld. Death. That’s why the Dark Alliance follows him. They believe, incorrectly, that if they destroy the universe, they can permit Hades to become even more powerful.”

      “How do you know this?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Hades visited me once,” Merlin says with a sour expression.

      “You died? Sorry. I mean, you died before you came here?” I say, waving around us, gesturing to the Codex.

      “Not so much died, as played with fire,” he says with a sigh of regret. “I got cocky and figured since I was taking on the Dark Alliance, I would get as much information about Hades as I could. Well, I had so much power at my disposal that I thought, why not punch a hole through reality and go to the Underworld? Unfortunately, it seems that Hades knows the moment someone enters his domain, and he did not take too kindly to someone coming to it without dying.”

      “What happened?” I blurt out with a laugh of disbelief. 

      Merlin doesn’t answer me for a good minute but stares at me intently. As if judging me on how I would judge him. Finally, he speaks, so lowly that I barely catch it.

      “He made me be his errand boy for two years,” he breathes under his breath.

      “Wait, what? He made you an errand boy?” I tell him, my mouth opening wide in amazement.

      Sighing, Merlin explains. “Yes. I was sent out on his behalf to gather the dead. But also, to frighten people. That is part of the reason so many feared me. It wasn’t just because I am Merlin. But rather that I was also, at one point, Hades’ messenger.”

      “So do people on Earth get a visit from Hades? Or his messengers?” I ask, curious about it.

      “No. Only those who follow him as a God, which in this universe is a sizable number. Earth doesn’t follow him anymore, which was one thing that he hated about me being from Earth. That I knew about him but no longer followed him as a God.”

      “All right, so what does that have to do with the Dark Alliance? You mentioned that if they destroyed the universe, that he would be stronger. Is that actually true?”

      Yes and no,” Merlin says, shaking his head and causing his beard to flop back and forth on the front of his robe. “While destroying the universe would allow him to be stronger, it would also destroy all other Gods. Or, perhaps more precisely, their domains. So it would make him powerful, but that means he would have hundreds of thousands of other Gods after his ass.”

      “There are that many?” I ask him, with a raised eyebrow at the number. 

      Damn, I knew there were tons of other Gods, especially on Earth alone. But to think that there were over a hundred thousand others?

      “Those are only the major Gods. That doesn’t even include all the demigods, or the smaller deities,” Merlin says, nodding. 

      “Wow, the shit you learn,” I say, shaking my head this time around. 

      “So, where do the Darkbeasts come from?” I ask him.

      Merlin snaps his fingers, and two leather chairs appear. They look like the type of comfortable office chairs that you would typically see in a posh office of, say, a lawyer. Merlin sinks down in one gratefully. I follow suit and grab the other one. 

      “Darkbeasts are a form of beast calling. Where you would typically call up an animal to be your pet or your fighting partner, this one is different in that when it’s called up, they use a tiny bit of the power that Hades grants them. Death Magic. Magicians don’t use them often. Wizards do at times.”

      “Is that like how I have a Manacat?” I ask him.

      Merlin does a double take, surprised by my comment. “You have a Manacat?” he asks me in amazement. 

      “Yes. I sort of paired with one.” I explain to Merlin how I met Pearl and how she paired with me. After I'm done, Merlin looks thoughtful, and then finally speaks.

      “As a paired animal, she is, in a way, bonded with you just as you are with your partners. It’s slightly different because he—,”

      “She,” I correct him.

      “Because she,” he says, continuing, “cannot transfer power to you. But she will grow in power. Is it true that they can phase through things?”

      “Yeah,” I tell him with a laugh. “We used it to get into a building by going through the doors. Even went through an electric fence and didn’t feel it.”

      “Damn,” Merlin says with envy, somewhat in awe of the fact that I was able to phase with the Manacat too. “I always wanted one. But it’s not an animal that you can force into a pairing. Or any animal for that matter.”

      “You have had a paired animal?” I ask him, surprised.

      “No,” he says with a sad sigh. “I never really looked for one, to be honest. I was so busy with my wives and with trying to stay alive. You just were in the right place at the right time, I would say. Damn, a Manacat,” he says, shaking his head. “The things I could have done with one!” 

      “So, does that mean that Hades is after me?” I ask him, going back to the subject I came into the Codex for in the first place.

      Merlin shakes his head vehemently. “No. Hades doesn’t control people. And honestly, Hades would rather not have them destroy the universe, because that would result in a shit ton of Gods coming for his head.”

      “Why doesn’t he tell them to stop?” I tell Merlin incredulously.

      “Because it doesn’t matter. One thing many of the Gods don’t do is interfere. Or, should I say, interfere directly. They are bound by their own set of rules, as I found out. The Gods are powerful, but there is something even greater above them.”

      “There is?” I ask, intrigued by this.

      “I have no confirmation of it. But from talking to a couple of Gods, I gather that they themselves are afraid of something above them. What that is, I have no clue. I don’t even have a name for it. So I have just been calling it the God of the Gods. But no, if the Dark Alliance is after you. I would say it’s because you are of my blood. They know that you either are already, or could be, a powerful Wizard, like I was. That’s the reason they are after you.”

      “So, the first time I fought a Darkbeast. I ended up using some kind of light spell, and I had words that I never knew or understood come out of my mouth as if I uttered them.”

      Merlin tilts his head sideways, looking at me, but doesn’t answer. He gets up slowly, walks over to my chair, and puts his hand up, about to touch my head, but then he asks, “May I?”

      “Will it hurt?”

      “No. I wish to verify something.”

      “Sure,” I tell him with a nod.

      Merlin puts his large hand on my head, and I feel a slight tingling from it, as if a mild static is coming from his hand. Then he pulls his hand away, and he says, “Hmmm.” He doesn’t say anything else, but he sits back down in his leather chair, with his gaze elsewhere. 

      After a good five minutes of waiting for him to speak, I’m almost worried. I'm about to interrupt his thoughts and ask him, but he finally looks up.

      “Can you tell me who is in your family tree? Other than myself?” Merlin asks finally.

      “No. I mean, just to get to you, I would need to go back over 2,000 years,” I say, shaking my head. “Why?” I ask him suspiciously.

      “I’m not sure. But it seems that one of your ancestors was an Angel or had the blood of an Angel.”

      “Huh?” I say dumbly. “Aren’t Angels like well, Angels? White wings, all that shit?” 

      Merlin laughs at me. “No, Angels are a race from a planet in the universe. Though a mighty race.”

      “Does that mean that Demons are Louetta’s race that we know about?” I ask him quickly.

      “Oh yes. I forgot that one of your Bonded is a Demon of the Succubus subrace. I remember when I left Earth that there was the belief in God, and his Angels. And that if you died, you went to Hell with the Demons. No, it’s not real,” he says, knowing I had been about to ask him exactly that question. 

      “The God that Earthlings believe in is not a true God. He is more of a deity. Low on the totem pole of Gods and only on Earth. I have had to kick his ass a couple of times when he got out of line. Though I was usually sent on business by the Universal Council.”

      “Wait. So the Universal Council goes after Gods?” I ask, almost not believing what I am hearing.

      “No, only after minor Deities,” Merlin says, clarifying, which to me is as clear as mud. 

      Who the fuck was this Universal Council? I mean, I had read that it comprised all the planets that signed the Accords. But are they so powerful they go after even minor Gods? I had come into the Codex to talk to Merlin to get answers, but now I have more questions! 

      “Merlin,” I begin, but then I frown at how to word this correctly. Not that I think I would offend him per se, but moreover that I have no clue where to actually start! “Just how powerful is the Universal Council?”

      “Well, I am not sure. There are some powerful people on the Council, but the Accords are really what make things run smoothly,” he says. “The Accords are not just for the people. The Accords also state that each planet’s God, deity, demigod, or whatever agrees to abide by the rules set out in the Accords as well. Those planets that do not sign them, well, we come down hard on them when their Gods or such try something.”

      “What about Hades then?” I ask. “You can come down hard on him too?”

      “Hades is not a God of a world. He is universal. Them we do not go after. Ever,” Merlin says ominously.
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      “You know I have more questions than answers,” I tell Merlin with a sigh. “I came in here hoping I would get some answers for stuff going on right now. And instead, I got more than I bargained for.”

      “Welcome to knowledge, my boy,” Merlin says with an enormous grin.

      “I came in here to learn how to fight the Dark Alliance, and I’m leaving with more questions, which isn’t helping me,” I say with a grunt of annoyance. “What’s this thing about Angel blood?”

      “When you were attacked by the Darkbeast, I assume it was a life or death situation that caused you to do and say that light spell?” Merlin asks me instead.

      “Yeah. One of my Bonded, well she wasn’t a Bonded yet, ran out of power, and we were about to die. I wanted to protect her.” I explain to Merlin.

      “That’s about right. So what happened is your Angel blood came out. It caused you to call that spell out. I can’t explain it,” he says, holding up a hand as I had been about to ask that exact question. “There are even things I don’t understand. Do you remember the words?”

      “Hmm,” I say, trying to remember what I had said. I mean, it was a pretty intense moment in time. I had just learned magic was real and that I thought I was about to die with Penelope at my side. “I think it was something like ‘Oh, Harken beasts of the Dark’ and something about how the light shall prevail.”

      “Ah, that would be a standard Angel spell. Did it go something like, ‘Oh, Harken beasts of the Dark. The light shall prevail. Thou shall return to darkness whence you came’?”

      “That was it exactly!” I exclaim. Now that he mentions it, that's the exact phrasing I had used. “What does it mean?”

      “So, we Magicians use magic, but there are flavors of it. Each planet will put a twist on it. Some will specialize. The planet Angal, where the Angels are from, specializes in fighting the Dark Magics. The fact that you had an ancestor who was an Angel was a good thing, as it saved your life. The fact that you uttered those words through nothing but ancestral connections means it must have been a powerful Angel. I would be curious to see who it was,” Merlin says, his voice drifting a little as he seems lost in thought.

      “Does that mean some races specialize in Dark Magics?”

      “Oh many,” he says, coming out of his reverie and nodding. “There are entire worlds that only do Dark Magics and follow Hades as their God. But they are not the Dark Alliance. No world will willingly join them. They might be powerful again, but I doubt they are powerful enough to take over a world.”

      “I can assume correctly that they did not sign the Accords?”

      “You would be correct. And because of that, they do what they want. That also means that the MPF can go after those who do Dark Magic without penalty.”

      “And it seems that the Dark Alliance was running the MPF through this Mortilini” I tell him.

      “Yes,” he says with a sour expression. “That complicates things. Though you said you killed him?”

      “Yes, but I have yet to take back my control of the MPF, which honestly I would rather not have at all. Why the hell did you try to give them to me?” I say, with some irritation in my voice. “I didn’t ask for them.”

      “Well, you can always give it away,” Merlin says with a shrug.

      “What?” I blink in shock.

      “Give it away. Simply go to William, the Stone of Truth, and tell him to transfer to someone else. I mean, you can always give it to one of your Bonded if you trust them. I did. I gave it to Sina to run.”

      I stare at Merlin in consternation. I mean, I thought I had to be the one to oversee the MPF, but he is saying that I don’t need to. That I can give it to anyone! Even one of my Bonded. But would they want it? Penelope, Louetta, and Lisa love being with me. Can I give it to them and never see them as much as I do now? Can I give it to Kyle?

      Can I give it to Kyle? I mean, I just met him and haven’t known him for long. Hell, I haven’t known the girls long either, and look at the way we are. But then, do I want to take away the access to Kyle’s ship? Because damn, I love that ship. The Eclipse was the best ship I have seen in my travels. Even though that’s only been about a year.

      It might look like Maximus, a Medium Battle Destroyer, but it was much more. That it was a combination of tech and magic was amazing. And I kind of like having it at my beck and call, thanks to Kyle, who has become my friend. While the ship is his, he still allows me to use it. Though, I believe Kyle is having just as much fun adventuring with us.

      Who else do I trust? Mrs. Lee? My fighting instructor? One of the other teachers? That’s a lot of power to give to someone. It would need to be someone I trust with the universe. There is Selina. I know that she tried to come after me, but only because Mortilini sent her. And I did tell her to go take over his job, but it was because she was Oathbound to me.

      I look up at Merlin in my thoughts. “If I give the MPF to someone, does that mean the MPF members are no longer Oathbound to me?”

      Merlin doesn’t answer but simply nods, with his fingers steepled under his as he observes me.

      So, that means that if I give the MPF to Selina, she owns the MPF, lock, stock, and barrel. And I don’t know her well enough to trust her with that. That doesn’t leave many—either one of my Bonded or myself. But wait! There is one other person!

      I look up at Merlin with a big grin on my face, but before I can say anything, he says, “She’s going to kill you.”

      I get a sour expression on my face. “I know. But I don’t want this. I mean, maybe years from now when I'm ready? Right now, I'm still learning to be a Magician and now a Wizard. And someone needs to take down or go after the Dark Alliance. And I know she can do it. She did it for ages. I only took over because we thought it was a way to save my life, but all it’s done is made me run away because of what happened within the MPF. At least with her at the helm again, things can be returned to normal.”

      “And what about all those millions of people who are not under Oath?” Merlin asks.

      “Yeah. That I’m not sure about, I have to admit. The Oath being tagged to one person, not the organization isn’t ideal. I would rather have all the Oathbound be bound to the organization, but then what happens if someone gets into power and takes it in a direction it’s not meant to go?” I say with a sigh.

      “Hmm,” Merlin says, getting off the chair once more and walking around, thinking. He’s like me. He thinks better while he’s walking around, even if it’s in small circles. It used to piss off my bosses that I did that during meetings. But it made me focus better. Sitting in a chair didn’t do that for me. Now I finally know where I got it from, which makes me smile.

      I don’t interrupt him. Instead I simply watch Merlin pace back and forth. Finally, he stops and smiles, and looks at me. “I think there might be a way. Though it would be tricky, and you would need to use some of your Essence since power won’t work for this.”

      “Oh?” I ask him. “What’s your idea?”

      So for the next hour, well inside the Codex, Merlin explains what I need to do, and as he explains, my grin gets bigger and broader, and I start to have hope.

      “Fuck me, she is going to kill me,” I finally say to Merlin, who is looking at me with the same enormous grin.

      “I’m glad I’m already dead,” he says with a laugh.
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      After I leave out of the Codex, I say, “Shit!”

      “What?” Kyle asks me. “You said you were going to make a talk to Merlin’s ghost. Did you need something?”

      “No, I already did it. But I forgot to ask Merlin my question about Teleporting that distance. I guess I will have to trust the power the girls can give me. I truly need to see Sina now,” I say.

      “Wait, are you saying that the Codex has time dilation?” Kyle asks me slowly.

      “Something like that. I was in there for over an hour and a half, talking to Merlin. How long was it here?”

      Kyle just stares at me before answering, “It looked like three seconds of you pausing…”

      “Wow,” I tell him with a laugh. “That’s awesome. I wonder if I can study in there like that?”

      “Magic is so amazing,” Kyle says wistfully.

      I put a hand on his shoulder and as friends would do, I squeeze his android body. “One day, my friend. I will have to look deeper into it. I wonder if Merlin has any information about it? Now, let’s get the girls up here so that I can Teleport us all to see Sina. Are you coming with us?”

      “If you don’t mind? I have already called the girls to come to the bridge,” Kyle says.

      “No, you are more than welcome with us, Kyle. Hope you know that?” I tell him.

      He is the one to put his hand on my shoulder this time and squeeze. “Thank you, Ian. You are a good friend.”

      “You wanted us?” I hear Penelope say as she arrives on the bridge with Louetta and Lisa in tow. The three of them have curiosity written all over their faces.

      “Yes,” I tell them, opening my arms. In turn, each of them enters my embrace, and I gently give my Bonded a small kiss. “Girls, I need a lot of your power. I'm about to Teleport us over a million miles.”

      “What!?” Lisa says in shock.

      “Well, it seems that Earth is blockaded by MPF ships. They did not get the memo yet that Mortilini is dead. But, Kyle says there is a Metali ship there that's hiding among them. I need to Teleport to it, so I can use a Portal to get into Monster Acadamia. But, the distance is vast. So, I need power. I suppose if Merlin can use Teleport to travel from planet to planet. I think I can do a small distance like this,” I tell them.

      Penelope glares at me. “And what happens if it doesn’t work?” she says.

      “As most spells, if they fail, we stay here on the bridge. You know that to Teleport, the spell works when I can ground the spell at the location we are looking to go. If I can’t do it with all the power at my disposal, it will simply fizzle out, and I will have lost that power.” I explain the way the books said it should work.

      “You will be careful?” Louetta says, crossing her arms over her ample chest.

      “I’ll be careful. The last thing I want to do is kill us all,” I say, smiling at Louetta.

      Lisa grabs my shirt with her green hands, and glares up at me. “You kill us, and I will not have sex with you again.”

      I try not to laugh at that threat; obviously if we all die, I won’t be having sex with anyone anymore, period. So instead, I nod, bend down, and kiss her. “I promise. I don’t want that to happen. No dice.”

      Lisa studies my face to see if I am playing with her, but since I seem to have done an excellent job at suppressing my chuckle, she nods and backs away.

      “All right, Kyle, can you get your fellow Metali on the line? I need to see their bridge to Teleport to it,” I ask him.

      “Already on it. I have a laser comm to the Metali on that ship that won’t notify the rest of the MPF that any communication is occurring. It’s taking all my processing power to keep it steady, but I got it,” Kyle says, pointing to the front of the screen. On the screen is an empty bridge that looks slightly different from the one I'm on right now, but not by much. Nodding, I turn to the girl.

      “OK, girls, I need as much power as you can give me,” I say apprehensively.

      I know I said I could do it since Merlin can do planet to planet Teleport, but Jesus, over a million miles sounds like a lot. Here we go, I think as I feel the power from the girls enter me through our Bond. “Gather around,” I say, and Louetta, Lisa, Penelope, and Kyle all touch me. Then, not waiting for it, I imagine the spot on that other ship and not thinking about the consequences if this fails, I cast Teleport.
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      I felt the connection to the other bridge as soon as I cast Teleport, and so I pushed all the power I possibly could into it. And just like that, we traveled over a million miles from Kyle’s ship to this ship closer to Earth. But then something unexpected happened.

      We were all puking, except for Kyle, heaving our stomach contents onto the bridge’s pristine, white floor. Thank God I didn’t bring Pearl.

      “Nice, Kyle. Who is going to clean that up?” I hear a female voice overhead say with revulsion in her voice.

      “Don’t bitch, Nadia. You have robots for that. Give Ian credit. He just Teleported us over a million miles from where my ship is,” Kyle snaps at her.

      “Sorry,” Nadia says, reprimanded. “Wait! Did you say over a million miles?” she gasps.

      “Yes. Here are the coordinates of my ship,” Kyle says. I don’t hear him say anything, so I can only assume he is telling her another way, machine to machine or AI to AI. Right now, I'm too busy throwing up to care.

      “What the fuck was that?” Penelope says finally, wiping her mouth.

      Just then, three metal robots come onto the bridge. One of them has rags, and passes a rag to Penelope, who takes it gratefully, and the robot proceeds to execute this action for each of us in turn. The next one distributes water bottles, which we all take just as appreciatively.

      The last one, the third robot, has some kind of vacuum and begins to clean the floor.

      I reply to Penelope’s question. “I’m not sure. I forgot to ask Merlin about his long-distance Teleport ability. God, that was awful,” I take a sip of water from the cold bottle to rinse out my mouth.

      “If that’s what it’s like to Teleport a million miles, I don’t want to even know what it feels like to Teleport from planet to planet,” Louetta says with a visible shiver down her body. “I think I’ll stick to Portals or ships.”

      “Same here!” Lisa blurts in agreement, taking a sip from her own water bottle.

      “Well, at least we made it. Now I can open a Portal so we can go see Sina,” I tell her, feeling slightly better as the queasiness dissipates.

      “Thanks, Nadia, for letting us use your ship as a way station. And I’m sorry about the floor,” I tell her, embarrassed at how the lot of us got sick on her ship. At least I can comfort myself knowing that because she is an AI, she won’t smell it. At least, I hope that’s the case.

      

      “You’re welcome, Ian, was it? Are you by chance related to Merlin? The last person I ever heard who can Teleport that far was him,” Nadia asks.

      “Yeah,” I tell her, nodding at the front screen. “I’m his heir.”

      “Damn! You’re the one they’ve all been chasing!” Nadia says, with awe in her voice. “Does the rest of the Metali Council know of this Kyle?”

      “They do,” he says, nodding. “That’s why I’m with him. I have been with Ian for the last year. We finally got the head of the MPF ousted. It seems that he wasn’t Oathbound anymore and has been removing members and replacing them. I need you to leave after we are gone and go tell the Metali Council. I am uploading an information packet to you now.”

      “Got it,” she says a second later. “Wow. That’s a lot of information. All right. I will make sure to get it to them. What about your ship?”

      “I already have it on its way into the system, closer to Earth. It’s coming in slow and cloaked. Ian wanted to get here quickly, but my ship will take days to get here without being seen,” Kyle says out loud.

      “Smart move. All right, I will leave on a needle ship. I hate losing this ship, but if this information is valid, it needs to be given to them.”

      “Don’t worry,” Kyle says with a grin at the screen. “I added a bonus in there for you. I told the Council to give you one of the Eclipse ships for losing this one.”

      “You didn’t?” Nidia says excitedly.

      “I did. It’s the least I can do for making you lose the ship you have had for the last century.”

      “What do you mean she will lose this ship?” Lisa asks before I can.

      “In order to get away, I will need to cause a diversion. So I will cause this ship to explode. In that explosion will be a needle ship where my person, my mind, lives. I will use that to escape.”

      “Is that necessary?” I ask Kyle, looking his way.

      Nodding, he says, “Yes. Otherwise, they will intercept Nadia and not allow her to leave. The information isn’t just about what is happening to the MPF but also the Dark Alliance. We have always aided Merlin in this. To us Metali, the destruction of life is an abomination to our belief. So we will also gather forces to fight on our end as well. But I have also informed the Metali Council to begin the transferring of most of us to the other Eclipse ships we have in storage.”

      “How many is that?” Penelope asks.

      “Roughly 4,000 ships,” he says.

      “4,000?!? That’s almost half of the MPF armada!” Louetta says in shock. “We Succubus don’t even have 200 ships yet! We just hit 175 from the 150 we had a year ago! How is that possible?”

      “We have been working in secret under the request of Merlin to build our forces as he wanted the Metali to take over from the MPF. Each ship is also equipped with 400 combat soldiers, and one body like mine.”

      Holy fuck that’s impressive! That’s going to be one hell of a force to reckon with.

      “Speaking of... I remember you once said that 10,000 ships would never take over Earth. So how did they do it with less?”

      Kyle’s android face adopts a sour expression. “It seems they have been waiting for this chance. They have been using cloaked drones to get them here. This wasn’t a plan that was concocted just overnight. This would have taken decades. Something tells me that Mortilini has been planning to overtake Earth for a very long time. You just pushed his agenda. Though, at least now we don’t need to worry about him, but we still have all those ships to worry about.”

      “Damn!” I say in awe. “Well, we need to get to Sina to let her know there are 234 ships around Earth,”

      “Soon to be 233, since I had included Nadia’s ship, but essentially yes.”

      “All right, let me cast Portal to get us to Monster Acadamia,” I say, nodding firmly.

      And with that, I cast Portal. But instead of a Portal, a doorway that will take us to where Sina is, I get a blinding headache instead that brings me to one knee.

      “Ian!” I hear the girls all screaming in concern. When I can see and focus again, I look into Penelope’s eyes. She had dropped to her knees and now she’s holding my head steady.

      “What just happened.” I croak through the pain.

      “I think you’re tapped out,” Penelope says with a short laugh. “I bet that hurt.”

      “Yes. Yes, it did,” I say, rubbing my temples.

      “Guess you will need to let one of us cast Portal. You used up all your power, even with what we gave you, to Teleport that distance. I have a bit more left.”

      “Yeah,” I tell her shakily. “That might be a good idea.”

      With the help of Penelope and Louetta, with Lisa looking on worriedly, I stand up slowly. My legs are wobbly.

      “I know I read about this, but to really be completely out of power and get a backlash from trying to cast a spell, wow, the description doesn’t do it justice. God, I never want to do that again.”

      “Then stop casting stupid spells!” Louetta says hotly. Just as quickly as her outburst, her demeanor changes. “As if that will happen,” she says through a soft smile to take the sting from her words away. “Go ahead and cast it, Penelope. Lisa and I will carry him across if needs be.”

      “All right, if you’re sure you got him?” she says, nodding and steps away from me when she has made sure that Lisa has the side she just left.

      Suddenly there is a Portal on the bridge, the same type of doorway I took to the Monster Acadamia the first time I left Earth to go there, which feels like eons ago now. With the girls’ help, we go through the doorway and are suddenly standing in Monster Acadamia.

      “What the name of Merlin happened?!” I hear Sina say in a whiplash voice.

      “Hey Sina, nice to see you as well,” I tell her with a pain-filled grin.

      “Good heavens alive, what happened?” she exclaims, suddenly worried, and she gently places her hands on both sides of my face, the same way that Penelope had.

      “He used up all his power,” Penelope supplies.

      Sina stares at me in consternation. Then she shakes her head and closes her eyes, and the pain in my head slowly disappears until I can focus better.

      “What did you do?” I ask her, surprised.

      “I passed you some of my own power. It seems that you being the heir of Merlin and me having been Bonded to him allows me to help you in some way at least. How come none of you gave him any?” Sina asks, looking at Penelope, Louetta, and Lisa.

      “Because we gave him all the power we could without getting what he just did. I kept some in reserve, just in case. Glad I did,” Penelope says, replying on behalf of all the girls. Damn! Did they almost tap themselves out as well?

      “What? What did you do that used up so much power?” Sina asks with a raised white eyebrow.

      “Oh, Ian decided to teleport over a million miles?” Louetta says with a snort.

      Without warning, Sina slaps me hard on the chest. “Ouch! What was that for?!” I rub my chest to ease the sting.

      “For being foolish! Why would you do such a thing?” There is genuine anger in her voice, and the fact that her nine tails are out as well is a good indicator of just how pissed she is.

      “We had no choice. We had to get to you to let you know what’s going on. There are 233 ships around Earth right now, and it was the only way to get a Portal to Monster Acadamia quickly without going to another planet and taking days, or even weeks in transit,” I tell her, still rubbing the spot on my chest where she hit me. It wasn’t a light tap.

      Sina looks around to confirm with everyone else that what I'm saying is true. Finally, she zooms in on Kyle, who is with us. “How?”

      “I would say this is something that Mortilini planned for decades. I would say he had cloaked—” he says, but Sina holds up her hand to stop him, and she’s scowling.

      “He used cloaked drones to get near the defenses and probably destroyed them all?” She finished Kyle’s sentence.

      “Quite likely, yes. That is what we figure,” Kyle answers her, nodding in agreement.

      “I assume that isn’t the news you have to tell me that made you get past 233 ships?” Sina says, intuitively knowing it wasn’t.

      Shaking my head, I reply. “No. We killed Mortilini. It seems he had a trap set for me, but I guess he didn’t expect me to have a Manacat that can phase through things. Mortilini had a building with a fission bomb in it. We got to it, got the bomb, and I was kind enough to give it back to him. In person. He was quite surprised.” I smirk; that one always makes me grin.

      Sina looks at me as if I'm pulling her leg. She even looks to everyone else but she sees they are all waiting patiently. No grins. No smiles.

      “What do you mean you have a Manacat?” Sina says, looking around for the cat.

      “It’s still on Kyle’s ship,” I tell her with a smile. “I didn’t want to try taking her across millions of miles. So she is still in my room on the ship.”

      And I’m kind of glad I didn’t bring her along. Pearl would have chewed me up if she got sick, I'm sure. But Kyle’s alter brain on the ship will be sure to take care of her until she gets to Earth.

      “Wait. You need to start from the beginning because now I am confused.” Sina shakes her head and presses her fingers to her forehead, trying to process the information we’re giving her.

      “Can we go to your place and have tea?” I tell her with a smile.

      “And cookies!” Lisa blurts out, making everyone laugh.

      Sina, in a daze, nods. “Follow me.”

      When we get to her place, and we’re all settled with cups of tea, and lemon-flavored cookies with poppy seeds, we explain to her what has been going on with us. We focus on the last two weeks, with the Manacat, Mortilini, and the Dark Alliance. How the Alliance with 100 Magicians removed his Oath. I then go into us going to kill Mortilini and finding out it was a trap and there was a fission bomb set to explode. And me giving him his bomb back after getting some information out of him, him thinking he had me. Then the ships over Earth. I even go into myself talking to Merlin in the Codex. At that, all the girls and Kyle have awed looks on their faces.
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      “Oh my,” Sina says finally, the cookies long gone, and whatever’s left of the tea is now cold. “I thought we had reduced the Dark Alliance to less than 30 members, and even then, weak members. Nobodies. I guess we should have killed them all,” she fumes.

      “Well, that’s why we are here. To plan our next steps. Sina,” I tell her, and something in my tone must have triggered her senses because the gaze she gives me is focused, even nervous.

      “I need you to take over the MPF,” I tell her.

      She starts to shake her head, but I continue. “Please. Only until this is over, it’s not permanent. I'm new to all this. I'm new to my Magician’s powers. I am even newer to my Wizard’s powers. I need time to learn how to use it all. I need time to go after the Dark Alliance, with the help of Penelope, Louetta, Lisa, and even Kyle, and in a way, Pearl. But I can’t do it if I am stuck running the MPF.”

      Sina doesn’t say anything, but now she’s glaring at me. She rises and goes to stand at her window, looking outside, not saying a word. The room is so quiet that you could have heard a pin drop. Finally, she sighs and comes back to her chair, and sits down again.

      “I had hoped to be rid of it, Ian. When put Mortilini in charge of it, but not transferring leadership almost 50 years ago, I thought ‘Yes! I’m free from it.’ It’s a powerful thing to be running it. It makes you believe you control the faith of worlds,” Sina says.

      “But you already do, Nan,” Penelope interjects. “You run Monster Acadamia and the Nexus. You’re already such a powerful person. And you have not let that go to your head.”

      Sina smiles at Penelope fondly. “Yes, child. That is because I refuse to let power go to my head. Merlin taught that aspect perfectly. He shows us what power can do to people. That is why I was happy to give up running the day to day of the MPF. I was too powerful to be running both the MPF and Monster Acadamia with its Nexus.”

      “Sina,” I tell her softly, bending down to kneel next to her chair and taking her hand in mine. I squeeze it gently.

      “I’m not asking you to take it over permanently. I need someone who I can trust. Someone who won’t do what Mortilini did. We have millions of Oathbound on Lotus. We have millions more in the MPF who have taken an oath, not an official one, mind you, but it’s still one that they hold dear, and that is to uphold the MPF. I will say one thing about Mortilini. He was stupid because in that oath he didn’t make them loyal to him but rather to the MPF itself. He simply never expected to be removed as the MPF commander,” I tell her with a shrug. “Now, we need to use that to our advantage. I want to change the Oath.”

      “What?” she says, confused.

      “I know how to change the Oath. I will need to rest to gain power, because it’ll use some, but mostly it will use my Essence as a Wizard. That is how Merlin did it initially, for the original Oath. I want to change it so that the MPF isn’t run by one person. I want it to be run by a Council, but I want you to head that Council for me until I'm done.

      “Wait, you don't want me to run it alone?” Sina says, suddenly excited.

      I nod, knowing I now have her. “I want to have it run by Council, with votes and everything. But I will still be its ruler, though I won’t take over for at least a hundred years,” I say.

      “Wait. Why a hundred years? You’ll be an old man by then,” Sina asks me suspiciously.

      “Well, I found out from Merlin that I will be long-lived. It’s part of being a Wizard, apparently. But also, my race. I’m technically not human, or not 100 percent. Did you know that Merlin wasn’t human?” I ask her.

      “That scoundrel! I knew it! I even confronted him about that once because of how long he was living, and he said he was as human as any other human. That it was the wizard power that was making him live long. Until he gave up his life to make this,” she says, waving around us, and I know she means Monster Acadamia, the Realm we were in.

      “Well, I also found out from him that not only am I not human... Wait. This secret needs to stay here in this room. Understood?” I say, looking around at everyone. One thing that Merlin was adamant about was that I ask this of everyone.

      Everyone looks nervously at each other, but they all nod yes to me, even Kyle. I look at him specifically. “Kyle, this is important. Merlin, or the ghost of Merlin, said to make sure that I tell you, this is a Priority one request. Code Delta Zeta Meta Four.”

      Kyle blinks at me suddenly, then nods. “I can affirm that this Priority one request will be done, and the information will only be stored in a matrix only I can access.”

      “Thank you, everyone. Merlin was of the Thorgian race, and it seems I am as well. Part Thorgian actually. And part Angel also it seems.”

      “What?!” Sina squeaks in surprise, shooting out of her chair so fast, I’m sure she could have touched the ceiling.

      “Though, I have no clue what a Thorgian is,” I tell her, a little surprised at her reaction.

      Lisa and Louetta are looking at me, confused. Penelope’s mouth is open so wide I’m sure it would catch flies. Kyle, though, is the one with the oddest expression on his android face. He has an expression of awe, love, and devotion. Ummm, okaaaaaay… what’s going on?

      “The Thorgian race,” Kyle says, the one answering my question. “Are the race who created my people, the Metali.”

      “The Thorgian are also the race, who not so much created magic, but found it and harnessed it. They were the first teachers of what we now call Magic, to the rest of the universe,” Sina says quietly, staring at me in shock. “They left our universe over a million years ago or more. How is it possible that Merlin was a Thorgian?”

      “I’m not sure,” I tell Sina uneasily, not able to answer her question. “All I know from what Merlin said was that the Thorgians never really left. They just went to sleep. If that makes any sense.”

      Sina sits down in her chair, hard. Then she gets up again quickly, heads to a cabinet and grabs a large bottle, and without missing a beat, takes the cork out, tips it back and begins to drink out of it in large gulps. I can see through the clear glass that it was full, and by the time Sina brings it back down, breathing hard, it’s half gone. Damn, either that stuff is weak, or she needed a drink badly.

      “Nan!” Penelope says in horror. All right. So, potent stuff, then.

      “Ian, that is impossible! They are the things of legends. Stories. How can the man I love not have told me?” Sina cries.

      “He had little choice. He could not mention it, because he was sworn to secrecy. An Oath. However, the Merlin in here,” I hold up the Codex, “is dead, so it doesn’t work on him. And he said to let you know that truly he wanted to tell you and his other Bonded many times. But one of the Oaths he took in order to come into this universe was that he could not tell anyone who or what he was.”

      “Wait, my Merlin was forced to take an Oath?” Sina says, grabbing onto that, desperately wanting to know that the man she loved, and who loved her, did not deliberately lie to her.

      “That’s what he said. He wanted to tell you all so much, but he could not break that Oath. He said to ask you, do you remember the time he was gone for 60 years?” I ask her, following through with Merlin’s instructions to me.

      “Yes,” Sina says, confused. “He had left a note saying that he might be gone for anywhere from 50 to 100 years, but that he would be back.”

      “Well, he tried to tell you, and his trying to break that Oath took him back to where his people are. It took him that long to return, he said, or to convince them to let him return. Trying to break the Oath was what forced him to leave. He thought he would never see you all again,” I tell her.

      “Oh, you foolish man!” Sina says, and there are tears in her eyes. “Because of that, I missed 60 wonderful years with him. When you go back into that Codex, Ian, you tell that pig-headed man that if he were still alive, I would make him pay for taking 60 years away from me,” she says angrily.

      “I will,” I tell her with a soft smile.

      I look over at Kyle, and he is still gazing at me in awe. “Kyle, Merlin told me to say this. He is sorry you cannot tell your people about it. The Thorgian created the Metali but took away that knowledge from them because they wanted you to flourish as a race and not be bound to anyone. They created your race by accident, but when they did, they knew what they needed to do. So they created the demise of their own race, or the story of them, to save yours.”

      “Thank you, Ian. Please, when you go see that, as Sina called him, pig-headed man, tell him thank you from me, on behalf of my people. We have strived to be great because of the race that created us. We always thought of them as having created us as soldiers, but they died off. But now that I know better, thank you. You do not know what joy that brings me. And I hope one day my people can know this as well.”

      I walk up to him and hug him and whisper in his ear, so quietly that only he can hear me. “Merlin says in 10 years, you can tell them. Passcode Delta one four four three nine.” The code that Merlin gave me was a way to grant permission to Kyle so that he could share this moment with others of his race at a future point in time.

      Kyle jerks in my arms and pulls away from me, his mouth agape. “Truly?”

      “Yes,” I say. I turn back to the girls, and they are all looking at me strangely.

      “What was that about?” Penelope says, being the first one to get it out.

      “Just a guy thing,” I tell her with a grin.

      The four girls look at me suspiciously but let it drop, suspecting that something important just happened.

      “Now, we need to formulate a plan. If the MPF is going to be run by a Council, I need to figure out who. Do you have anyone in particular in mind?” Sina asks me.

      With some advice from Merlin, I nod to her. “Yes. I want you on it, of course. I also want Lisa’s mother. Louetta’s father. Oh, and Kyle, who is your parent? The primary one? I want them also on the Council. Oh. And I was going to say Penelope’s father or mother, but I have no clue who they are. I haven’t met them.”

      Penelope approaches looking down; everyone else except Sina is watching me in shock. “My parents passed away when I was young. I was raised by Nan,” she says softly.

      “Ah. I’m sorry,” I tell Penelope, pulling her to me and kissing her on the forehead. “Then I guess it’s you,”

      “What?!” Penelope says in shock. “I don’t want the job! I want to be with you!”

      “All right. Then not you,” I tell her, sticking my tongue out at her, playfully. I look at Sina. “I will let you pick the rest, Sina. But it must be a council of seven. Merlin was very specific on that.”

      “Ah, he wants to ensure there is never a deadlock.” Sina smiles knowingly.

      “Good, now let’s start planning for what we need to do about the Dark Alliance,” I tell her, clapping my hands together and rubbing them. Time to bring the fight to them!
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      Two weeks later, we were on an unnamed planet. Air barely breathable.

      “No like,” Pearl says in a muffled voice next to me where I'm crouching down. The Manacat is shaking her head vigorously.

      “I know, but you need it to breathe,” I tell her, reaching out and scratching behind the strap attached to her neck.

      Even my own words are somewhat muffled. We all have breathing masks on. I’m sure that on the ship in some workshop, Kyle built a custom one for Pearl. It’s the only way she could come. When we tested the breathing mask on her when we were still on the ship, she growled the whole time. She hated it, but she was smart enough to understand that not wearing it meant she had to stay on the ship. She didn’t want that. She was still angry at me for leaving her when we Teleported over a million miles and took the Portal to see Sina. I did sort of make it up to her, thanks to Kyle’s kitchen. I gave her a six-pound chunk of beef with a bone still in, which she devoured with gusto. Through our paired connection, I felt her enjoyment.

      “Are you sure this is where we need to be?” I ask Louetta, whose father had provided us with the intel for this planet.

      “Yes. My dad said that there was a small enclave here of Dark Alliance.”

      “I still don’t get it,” I say, shaking my head in frustration. “How can they not have a single leader? This Dark Alliance working in cells like this makes no sense. They can’t do anything on a large scale.”

      “Which is good, isn’t it?” Penelope replies. “That means they can’t do too much damage.”

      “But what will taking out a cell do? It will leave a ton more to weed out,” I tell Penelope.

      I know we need to take out the Dark Alliance. But their most significant work consisted of gathering over 100 Magicians to break the Oath that Mortilini had taken with the Stone of Truth. Even Sina can’t think of any other event that gathered together so many Dark Alliance members, openly. Most of the stories we used to hear involved lone members of the Dark Alliance who were causing havoc before the MPF were able to stop them. Though, Sina now sees why, in the last two decades, the MPF members are not taking Dark Alliance members into custody as frequently as they used to. It was all because Mortilini and the MPF were turning a blind eye to the Dark Alliance’s actions. 

      This planet, in the middle of some backwater part of the universe, is home to an enclave of them. Numbers unknown. So it’s our job to look in on them, see how many there are, and if possible, take them out. And, of course, gather what intel we could. The planet is one large desert with barely any water. The oceans had dried up millions of years ago, and the atmosphere is barely breathable.

      According to Kyle, we could breathe for maybe ten minutes before we would start being deprived of oxygen. I took my mask off to check Kyle’s estimate, and after ten seconds, I had to shove my mask back on. Yes, I could breathe, but it was in short gasps, and the air tasted awful. I still have the aftertaste in my mouth; it tasted like sulfur and shit. Not that I ever tasted shit before.

      I would say let’s see what’s here,” Lisa says. “And we can go from there? Yes, I get it. It’s a small cell, but even one less Dark Alliance member is one less? Maybe we can find out who is sending those Darkbeasts after you?”

      “True,” I say, sighing. “How did your dad get this intel about them?” I ask Louetta.

      “Mom told me that it was something they found out through a... umm, an interrogation. One of our people was a trader, they ended up trading with that cell. Our people might have a hate on for the Dark Alliance, but like many people, we too have bad apples; I think that was the expression you once used. Anyway, this trader was caught trading with the Dark Alliance. Well, this was information that father had filed away, and when I was talking to him after Sina told him he was part of the Council now, he mentioned it.”

      “You mean when he called to yell at me, and asked me what the fuck I was thinking?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes, that,” Louetta says with a laugh. “I mentioned that we needed to create that council to command the MPF, because we’re going to be busy fighting the Dark Alliance. That’s when it triggered a memory. So he checked his files, and the name of this planet and the location of this cell was noted there.”

      “How long ago was that?” I ask her.

      “He said it happened about a year ago, so it’s still fresh,” she answers.

      “All right, let’s see what we can find out, then,” I rise up from my crouching position.

      We had been hiding in a slight dip in the landscape, almost a bowl-shaped depression. Louetta, Penelope, Lisa, Kyle, and Pearl follow me as we head into the night. It was roughly two in the morning. Kyle says there are no electronic traps or surveillance. And Pearl can stop any magical ones. The only thing we have to worry about is visuals. Hence the reason we came in at night. We also hoped they are day people and not night people, as the name Dark Alliance would imply.

      For the next hour, we trek onward. Kyle changes our direction slightly now and then to keep us on track to the location we are heading to. Kyle’s ship is in space, so he said he was tracking himself and observing the lay of the land to avoid any large, difficult topography that would make it harder for us. At one point, we stop completely and remain perfectly still, almost holding our collective breath. I crouch down next to Pearl and hold her, because she’s eager to keep going. When he says it was good to go, he mentions that someone had used a short burst radar around us, but he’s able to deflect it, as long as we don’t move an inch. He tells us to repeat this action twice more before we finally come to a camp of sorts.

      The camp comprises mostly round, domed tents, with cylindrical tunnels leading to each tent. They were white and orange in color, and were roughly 40-feet in diameter and about 15-feet high. There were six of them. I thought there was no one around, but Kyle suddenly points, and we see there is someone on the other side of the camp, and slightly outside the tent. That was the only reason we saw him. He had something in his hand, dish-shaped, pointing away from us.

      The breathing masks and their communicators facilitate our conversation. We can talk among ourselves without yelling; Kyle tells us that because the air is so thin on this planet, yelling at each other would have been the only way to communicate. Kyle says, “That’s the person who is doing the radar. I would say he’s just scanning the area back and forth. Should we take him out?”

      “As long as that doesn’t alert the others,” I tell him.

      “Let me,” Lisa says, and morphs into her green slime snake form, the mask now on the ground.

      Louetta grabs it and shakes off the sand as Lisa slithers away from us, low to the ground. Without warning, we watch as Lisa disappears, burrowing underground. We crouch to minimize our silhouettes; even in the dark we risk being seen. We wait, and watch the person with the radar dish. Then, all of a sudden, the radar scanning person is pulled underground. They’re simply sucked down. It happened so fast that if I hadn’t been paying attention, I would have missed it.

      “Damn,” Penelope says with some admiration.

      “I know, right?” Louetta says, turning to her with a grin.

      Then, a minute later, Lisa slithers out of the ground in front of us and reverts back into her humanoid form, complete with her stunning green hair and a beautiful smile on her green face. She takes the mask Louetta offers and puts it on.

      “How were you able to breathe?” I ask her curiously when I see that the mask is functional.

      “When I’m not in this form, I can breathe in any way that’s functional. I can even breathe underwater if I need to,” Lisa says, evidently proud of that particular ability.

      “Wow, that's so handy to have,” I tell her with a laugh. “Which tent should we try first?” I ask Kyle.

      Kyle holds up his hand, and suddenly he is the one with a dish-shaped item in his hand, though technically, all he did was change the shape of his hand. He points it at the tents. When he’s done, he points to a specific one.

      “That one only has two people in it. The others have anywhere from 10 to 15 people,” he supplies.

      “Shit, that means there are at least 52 people in this camp,” Penelope says worriedly.

      “We can always try putting them all to sleep?” Penelope offers, holding up a canister. We each had an identical canister on our hips. Except for Lisa, who we didn’t burden with one in case we needed her Slime abilities. The canisters are sleeping gas bombs.

      “Yes, but the issue is we have masks on. What if they do too? The gas won’t work,” I muse.

      “Right,” she says with consternation. We had not really thought this one through.

      “I would say let’s try the first tent and we can go from there. I’ll go in, with Pearl phasing me through it, take out the two targets, and open the door. Kyle can walk me through disabling any alarms through the pin,” I say, pointing to the pin that connects Kyle to me.

      “All right, be careful,” Penelope says.

      “Pearl? Ready?” I ask the Manacat. She looks up at me and nods.

      I grab the fur on the top of her neck and let her pull me forward. I had asked her if she felt pain when I pulled too hard on her coat there, and she said she did not feel pain there, only tugging. Good to know, I had thought. I wonder if it feels the same to her as it does for cats on Earth: you can grab them by the scruff of their neck, just like a mother cat does, and they feel no pain as she carries them? Not that I was going to try to grab her there and lift her. She isn’t exactly a tiny kitten.

      When we are near the tent in question, Pearl stops and looks up at me. I nod to her to let her know I'm ready to phase through the wall with her, and she walks forward once more. When we’re through the tent wall, I wait until we step away from the walls before I let go of Pearl. The room we’re in is a kitchen-type area, and it has a few tables. There are two beings there, drinking something, and I see steam coming out of their cups.

      They’re humanoid, but look more like a half-monkey and half-rock troll. They’re sitting down, so I can’t gauge their height, but they are wide at the shoulder with large muscular arms. They both have long gray hair that goes down their backs. I can see the face of one of them, and I see it’s flat, covered with fur all over that seems red, and it has black beady eyes. His nose is large, extending halfway down his face like a limp sausage. Suddenly his eyes open wide in surprise, but before he can yell, I already have my wand out, and I shoot a dart through his eye.

      The other being starts to turn around to see what happened, but he doesn’t get a chance, as a dart from my wand smashes into the back of his head. One thing about Magic, it can be deadly quiet at times. If I had an Earth weapon, even with a silencer on it, it would have sounded loud compared to my darts.

      I look around to make sure that no one else is lurking, even if Kyle said there were two people. Determining that no one else is in the room. I nod and head towards the door that leads outside, not to the other domes.

      When I get to the door, I tell Kyle, “All right, tell me what I need to do to let you all in,” I say quietly.
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      With Kyle’s help, we disabled the alarm on the exit door. After he’s inside, he’s able to take over the whole security system. He says the computer system here is ancient and easy to hack. So he easily disables all the alarms on the doors.

      “How should we do this?” Penelope says, standing in front of the door that leads to the next group of tents.

      “We can create a shield in front of us, in case they have weapons,” Louetta offers.

      “Yes, but then we can’t shoot through it ourselves. We would alert all the others,” Penelope says, nixing that idea.

      “What if I go in as a Slime and take them out?” Lisa is next to offer a suggestion.

      “Can you go fast enough to take out more than ten people?” I ask her.

      “No,” she says with a scowl.

      “Do you have anything, Kyle, that can take out that many people, quietly and quickly?” Penelope says, looking at Kyle with hope.

      “No,” he says with a sigh of regret. “I can shoot metal darts at them and kill them, but not fast enough for ten or more people without a warning going out.”

      “What if we open all the doors since Kyle has access to the system?” Lisa asks.

      “Won’t work. It’s not like we are in space. They would still have minutes to survive and put a mask on. I’m sure there are tons of those around here,” I frown, shaking my head as I brainstorm.

      “Shit. There must be something we can do?” Lisa says in frustration.

      And I understand her feelings, because that’s how I’m starting to feel them as well. Great, we got one tent out of six, and we are already feeling defeated. Too bad we can’t use the sleeping gas. We can throw it in, but then what?

      “How long does it take for the sleeping gas to work?” I say, to no one in particular.

      Kyle is the one to answer since we got them from him. “The gas is pretty potent. If everyone in the next room isn’t wearing a mask, perhaps one second? Two tops? For a room this size, it will spread pretty fast.”

      “Well, what if we throw in the gas canisters, and I use Blink to remove any mask anyone has on?” I say.

      Penelope’s face brightens and she grins. They know about my ability to Blink; I can stop time for ten seconds. Or it seems to stop time. I never really understood if I moved faster or if I stopped time. I doubt that a Wizard could stop time. Maybe a God can’t even do that.

      “I’ll open the door for you and throw in the canister as soon as you say go,” Penelope tells me with a grin.

      “Right, let’s do this,” I tell her with a laugh. “Though get your wands and weapons ready in case this doesn’t work.”

      The group nods in unison, and Louetta and Lisa have their wands out. Kyle’s hands have changed shape again and they look like weapon barrels.

      When I'm standing in front of the door, Penelope gingerly lays her hand on the door handle. I had expected to see a wheel mechanism that opens the door, like in ships, to keep areas airlocked. But nope. It’s a simple door handle that turns.

      When I'm ready, I nod to her and give the word. “Go.”

      Penelope opens the door, and when it’s wide open, and she has thrown in the sleeping gas canister, I think ‘Blink.’ Time stops. I need to do this quickly as I only have ten seconds. I rush in and count 11 people. Most of them are looking at the door with inquisitiveness. I see that only 4 of the 11 have masks on. Good, this will make it easier. So I approach the first one, and without waiting, I grab the mask under the chin and pull it upwards and off his face I then do the same thing with the other 3.

      To them, all they see is that suddenly their mask isn’t on their face anymore, but flying upwards over their heads. As it’s not been ten seconds yet, I look around to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything, and that's when I see the guard over in the corner, and he has a weapon aimed at the door. Shit. I take my wand out with a thought, and I cast Freeze. The spell is cast while I was in the middle of Blink, but I know that when Blink runs out, the spell will rush out to the guard and encase him in a block of ice.

      As I suspected, Blink runs out. The Freeze spell catches the guard unawares, and he is suddenly in a block of ice. Dead. The others in the room take a breath, inhaling some of the sleeping gas, and all fall exactly where they are. Some hit their heads on the desks they’re sitting at. This is an office space, whereas the previous space was an eating area.

      I look at the door behind me, and Penelope peeks around the edge. She sees me wave her in, and she looks back towards the others. I can hear her through the mask’s communication. “All good.”

      Everyone comes in and looks around to see the results of my efforts, and they grin. “Nice!” Lisa says appreciatively.

      “Yeah. Given the success we had here, I would say we should do the same thing for each room. How many times can you cast Blink?” Louetta asks me.

      I look at her blankly. “Ummm, I’m not sure. I never really cast it more than once in a day. I never thought of asking Merlin that.”

      “So, we need to go into this knowing that you might not be able to cast it again?” Penelope asks me.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. Shit didn’t really practice Blink, so we have no clue of its limitations.

      “Can you ask Merlin?” Kyle says.

      I turn to him and stare at him without answering at first. “Shiiit,” I finally say. I keep forgetting I have the Codex with me and I can use it without time really passing. “Let me try.”

      I grab the Codex out of its pouch, hold it in my hands, and think of myself in the Codex.

      When I arrive in the Codex where Merlin lives, I look around momentarily, somewhat confused. Merlin isn’t standing there to welcome me. I see him, though, finally, near the multitude of shelves of books. He’s sitting in an oversized sofa chair, with a pipe in his mouth, a mug in one hand and a book in his lap. He looks up at me in surprise.

      I walk towards him, and he puts the book and the mug on the table next to his chair. “My Boy! What a pleasant surprise. I had not expected you for a long time to come. To what do I owe this special visit?” he says, waving in front of him, and another chair appears.

      “I meant to ask you a couple of questions that I forgot to ask before. Well, it was one, but now I have two,” I say, taking the offered chair.

      “Ah,” he says, nodding. “And what are those questions?”

      “Well, the one question I had the last time I was here but forgot to ask was about Teleporting long distances. I know about how you can do it from planet to planet. I was able to span over a million miles, but I can’t even imagine doing it from planet to planet. And does it always make people sick like that?”

      “Ah,” he says with a chuckle. “Yes, it does. It makes me sick as well, but I hide it. I can’t be seen to be weak to anyone. But trust me. I want to bend over and puke my guts out with the rest of them. Now, as for distance, don’t attempt planet to planet Teleporting until you have years and years of experience under your belt, as well as more power and Essence.”

      “Essence. Wait, it uses Essence?” I blurt out in surprise. The last time I cast Teleport for that long distance, I only used power from my own stores and the power the girls gave me. I didn’t use Essence.

      “As you get stronger, your spells will start to interweave power and Essence. That is why I was able to Teleport from planet to planet. I would suggest you do not try that for at least a hundred years,” Merlin says, nodding sagely.

      “Wow. All right. I won’t. Thanks for the warning. Now the second question I had was about that spell that I renamed Blink. How many times can I cast it?”

      “Well,” Merlin says, looking thoughtful. “The most I was able to do was 200 in one day. For you and your current Essence? I would say maybe ten in a day? But be warned, running out of Essence isn’t the same as running out of power. You won’t get a headache from running out of Essence. It’s worse.”

      “How much worse?” I ask him worriedly, remembering how awful I felt tapping out of power.

      “I’m not sure as all Wizards are different. For me, it simply knocked me out cold. Gods, I used to have the girls get so upset with me with how many times I ran out of Essence. Just remember, your Essence only takes a day to recharge. No matter how much you have of it. We never did figure that out. A young Wizard who ran out of Essence recharged at the same rate as a powerful Wizard, such as me, who ran out. One of the mysteries of the universe,” Merlin says, puffing on his pipe.

      “All right. Ten I can deal with. I only need to use it another four times,” I tell him, nodding with understanding.

      “I said up to ten,” Merlin warns me, holding up a finger. “So be careful.”

      “I will,” I tell him. “Thanks for the information. I promise I’ll come to see you more often. Now that I know you have beer here!” I say, pointing to his mug on the table.

      “Beer?” Merlin snorts, looking at the cup I'm pointing to. “This is the best lager I was able to envision in here.”

      “Thanks Merlin,” I say with a grin and see myself out of the Codex.

      Once more, I'm standing there, with everyone looking at me. To them, I wasn’t even gone. To me, it was roughly ten minutes.

      “So Merlin says that I should be able to cast ten,” I tell them. Not mentioning that he said up to ten.

      “That should work. We only have four more tents,” Louetta says, nodding happily.

      “Yes. I would have hated to have a shoot-out,” Penelope agrees.

      “What about them?” Lisa inquires.

      “Kyle?” I ask him. He nods, and suddenly his hand goes off, shooting everyone.

      I have no qualms about killing Dark Alliance members. I know the girls would have done it for me. But I also know that Kyle’s people were charged with watching over Earth, and they feel remorseful for the appearance of all the MPF ships over Earth. He asked that I allow him, as a representative of his people, to bring the Dark Alliance to justice. So, in talking it over with the girls, it was agreed upon. The girls and I would kill in self-defense, but anything else is for Kyle to do.

      When Kyle was done, we went to the next door. We executed the same series of actions in the next four tents, but in the fourth one, as is customary, we spared one person for questioning. In the last tent, after I had taken the mask off of only two people this time, I stopped in front of a man who had been standing up at a podium and placed a mask over his face. This mask belonged to one of the men I had ripped it off of. This last room seemed to be a classroom. Without even thinking about it, I picked him — at least he looked like a male — as the target to keep alive. If he was teaching, he must be important.

      When Blink runs out, the rest of the room falls asleep exactly where they are, except for the man at the podium, who suddenly finds himself staring at me, with a wand aimed directly at his face.

      He makes a move to reach for something, but I threaten him. “Do it, and your head gets put through the hole that I put in the tent wall behind you.” That stops him cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      “You do not know who you are playing with,” the man growls at me.

      “I can pretty well tell you the same thing,” I reply with a grin, my wand still pointing at him.

      “Pearl, you can come in now,” I state.

      Pearl is able to negate magic using power, so we had her wait in each tent before permitting her to join us in the tent we’re working in. This way, we can still cast a spell if we need to.

      “Here,” I hear Pearl say through the mask’s comms.

      “Kyle,” I gesture to him, indicating to go to Pearl; obviously there are others Kyle needs to, ahem, take care of.

      I hear the sounds of Kyle’s weapon going off multiple times. I'm staring at the man in front of me, so I see his eyes widen in shock as Kyle kills the others. Next thing this man knows, Kyle is standing next to me, pointing his weapon at the man.

      “I have him covered now,” Kyle says unnecessarily.

      Anger is written all over this guy’s face. “You will pay for this,” he hisses at Kyle.

      “Sure. You can send the bill to the heir of Merlin,” I tell him, throwing that little tidbit in his face.

      The man stops suddenly and stares, his mouth agape, at me. He looks at me in sheer horror. “That’s right. I’m Ian Arthur. Nice to meet you. Who are you?”

      The man shuts his mouth in a hard line, refusing to answer. Right. It doesn’t matter anyhow. I turn to Louetta. “If you would, love?” I request with a smile.

      “Of course,” she says, returning my grin, knowingly.

      Louetta walks to the man, and suddenly her tail lashes out. He jerks back in surprise. We had already talked about the questions we needed to ask. Because we know that we are limited in the number of questions, his name isn’t important, unless we really need it.

      “Was it your group who sent the Darkbeasts against Ian Arthur, the heir of Merlin?” she asks him.

      The man’s black eyes had glazed over slightly as the drug courses through his body. “No. We attempted to stop them, but we are not part of the main group,” he answers in a slurred voice.

      I’m confused. “Main group? I thought these were cells. All kept apart? So is he saying there is a main group, and a secondary group, and so on?”

      “Want me to ask him that?” Louetta asks for confirmation.

      I think that one over. I mean, I don’t care that he might be in a secondary or tertiary group. I would rather know where the main group is.

      Shaking my head, I tell her instead, “Ask him where we can find the most powerful and primary group right now.”

      Louetta nods and turns to him, to ask him exactly that. The man’s slurring gets more pronounced. I would say we have maybe one or two questions left we can ask him.

      “The most powerful one I know can be located on Lomarga,” he says.

      “Lomarga? As in, where the Universal Council is located?” I ask incredulously.

      “How can they be hiding right there?” Lisa says to me in a hushed voice. It’s not a question she wants to waste on this fellow.

      “I would say they assumed that since they have someone in the know at the top of the MPF, or they did, they figured they could get away with it,” Louetta says angrily.

      “Shit. This changes things,” Penelope says just as angrily.

      “How so?” I ask her, not connecting the dots.

      “If they have someone there, they are more connected than we thought. The only people who can live on Lomarga are Council members and their staff. Even the vendors and shopkeepers, the staff doesn’t live on the planet, but rather they use the Nexus to go back to their own planet of residence,” Louetta explains. “So that means either they have powerful backing, or we are looking at a Council member who is part of the Dark Alliance.”

      “Dammit. Why can’t we go in, smash stuff, and have it be done? Like we did with Mortilini. Or use a bomb on them. Ask him if he knows which council member it is,” I ask Louetta.

      Louetta turns to ask him and says, “What Council member is part of the Dark Alliance?”

      “Council member Ba—” he says, but then suddenly, a powerful laser cuts a path through his forehead. I turn quickly to see where it had come from, and I’m just in time to watch Kyle shoot the offender in the head, and it explodes. Kyle had spun around to get the shooter.

      “Shit!” Louetta cries out in frustration.

      “Can you figure out what Council member it is from that?” I ask Kyle quickly.

      Kyle’s face is etched with a frown of focus and concentration. But then he shakes his head. “No. There are over 40 Council members whose first or last name starts with Ba.”

      “Then, I guess our next stop is Lomarga,” I say aloud, with a shrug.

      “Yeah, that might be an issue, Ian,” Lisa says. “You need to be a Council member or have a valid reason to visit Lomarga to get access. And as a visitor, you are very limited in what you can do.”

      “Oh, Ian has something even better,” Kyle says with an enormous grin.

      “What’s that?” Lisa asks him, confusion on her face.

      “As the heir of Merlin, he is the representative of Earth,” Kyle answers.

      I look at him in shock. “What?” I say, dumbfounded by this news.

      “As the heir of Merlin, you are the member of the Council that represents Earth. You have a seat on the Council.”

      “Please tell me you are shitting me, Kyle?” I tell him, throwing both arms up in the air. “I just gave the MPF away because I did not want any power! And now you are telling me I'm part of this Universal Council?”

      “Pretty much,” he says. “You can blame Merlin for that. But it does make it easier for us to go to Lomarga.”

      I glare at him, even though in my mind, I'm glaring at Merlin for doing this, probably thousands of years ago. That fucking man is going to be the death of me, and he is already dead, so I can’t hurt him myself. Though based on how powerful he seemed to have been, I would barely get within 100 feet of him.

      “So, what do we do?” I ask Kyle, resigned to the fact that we have no choice but to use the card dealt to me.

      “We Portal back to the ship, though let’s search this place for information first. Then we head to Lomarga,” Kyle says.

      Sighing, I nod, and we begin to search all the tents while Kyle does his thing, hacking into the computer systems, but in the end, we don’t find anything of use at all.
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      “Lomarga Space Control to Metali ship Maximus,” I hear on the overhead speakers. Kyle is broadcasting the communications over the loudspeaker. I pause for a second, wondering who the Maximus is, then I remember that it's Kyle’s ship, since the Eclipse’s true name is being hidden. “Please state your reason for being within the space of Lomarga.”

      “Lomarga Space Control, this is Metali Ship Maximus with the Council Member of Earth on board. We are asking for Diplomatic Landing.”

      “Say again, Maximus? Did you say you have the Council Member of Earth?” the voice says, and there is astonishment in the tone.

      “Yes, and we are invoking Privacy Rights for the safety of the Council Member,” Kyle says out loud, but I know it’s also being transmitted to this Lomarga Space Control.

      “Did you say Privacy Rights?” the voice now says wearily.

      “Correct. As per the Accords, section 52, subsection 13. For the safety of the life of the Council Member of Earth, we are requesting Privacy Rights.”

      I hear sighing on the line, and then Lomarga Space Control comes back with, “I will have to verify this with the Lead Council Member.”

      “No, you do not,” Kyle tells her sharply. “Read your rules, Lomarga Space Control. That is not one of the requirements of the Privacy Rights request. Are you stating that you are willingly breaking the Accords that Lomarga signed as well?”

      There is dead silence on the line for a good half-minute before finally, Lomarga Space Control comes back. “No, Maximus. We will abide by the request and invoke Privacy Rights. The system has been screened, and you are good to land on Pad 9023 on the coordinates I am sending you,” the voice comes back, and it’s subdued.

      “Thank you, Lomarga Space Control. Maximus out,” Kyle says in an icy tone.

      Kyle then turns to us and grins. “What was that about?” I ask him.

      “Most likely, it was a power trip. Lomarga Space Control wanted to push us around. And likely, the Lead Council Member, Mobio Mlatak, is made aware of all ships coming in. When they said they needed to check with him, I told them that by doing so, they would be breaking the Privacy Rights, and in doing that, they are therefore breaking the Accords they themselves signed. Meaning that Lomarga would have been kicked out of the Universal Council, and as it’s the world that the Universal Council is being hosted on right now, for the next 2,000 years, well, 1,420 years, they would also lose the financial profit they make from that.”

      “What’s to stop them from telling him anyhow?” Lisa asks.

      “The fact that it’s been screened into the system. That’s a verified way to make sure they are following the rules. That person might not like it, as they most likely get a kickback each time they let the Lead Council Member know about a ship, but they will not, as a Lomargian, let their world be removed from the Council and thus lose all that money.”

      “Damn, try that on Earth, and I'm sure someone would sell the planet out from under them if they could,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Trust me, if Earth was made aware of what happens when you get kicked out of the Council, being left alone and at the mercy of pirates and such? No one would do it.” Louetta says, shaking her head.

      “Then you don’t know us Earthlings, well enough,” I tell her with a grim look.

      “I have to agree with Ian,” Penelope says sadly. “Humans would sell their mother for money if given a chance. They have had a rough life and have not been in the Universal Council or worked with other worlds to understand. But that’s neither here nor there. When we get down and land, what do we do?”

      “I have a shuttle on my ship that we will use, and I already beamed down to get a house rented. I used Lisa’s name if that is all right? Or at least her family name, since the Goodwater name holds a lot of sway,” Kyle says, looking at Lisa to make sure that was acceptable.

      “Perfect,” Lisa says, nodding happily. “Which place did you book?”

      “I got the Hamilton Place,” Kyle says.

      “Oh! I’ve been there. That’s a nice place. Not too big. Nice privacy. How are you paying for that? If Mom and Dad find out you rented that place with their money, they won’t be happy,” Lisa tells him with a frown.

      “Do not worry, I used my own funds for that,” Kyle tells her with a laugh.

      “Your own funds?” I ask him with a frown of my own now.

      “Of course,” Kyle says with a big grin. “I might be Metali, but I am a rich Metali. How else did you think I was able to afford to get the Eclipse built?”

      “Wait! You’re a rich boy? Like how rich? If it’s all right to ask,” I ask him, my eyes wide.

      “Hmm,” Kyle says, thinking it over. “I would say I am slightly behind the Goodwater family.”

      “What branch?” Lisa asks him suspiciously.

      “All of them,” Kyle says with a shrug.

      Lisa doesn’t answer him, but her jaw drops in shock. I see that Louetta and Penelope also have their mouths open wide. All right. So my android friend, who is an AI race, is so damn rich that even Lisa and Louetta, who come from royalty, are shocked. Fucking hell. Just how wealthy is he? And here I am going around fighting things, and I don’t even collect a paycheck. I live primarily on their handouts. Even the house I have isn’t mine; it’s Sina’s, since it’s in Monster Acadamia.

      Shaking myself out of the slight depression that just came to me knowing I was the poor kid here, I shrug. “Well, as long as it gives us a spot to work for us to find out who is this this Council member whose name starts with the letters b and a, I’m all for it.”

      “That’s right!” Lisa shouts. “Oh! And I just remembered there is a pool, a hot tub, and even a large ensuite with an enormous bathtub.

      “Then what are we waiting for?!” Louetta cries. 

       Pearl, who had been lying on the floor next to the Captain’s chair, looks up at me and growls, “Swimming hole?”

      I look at Pearl and grin. “Pretty well,” I tell her.

      “We go,” she says standing up, and stretching like a cat who had been sunning herself. An enormous cat.
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      The shuttle that Kyle was talking about? I imagined something the size of the space shuttle from Earth. I was so freaking wrong. The thing was more like the size of a small bus, but it was sleek, with beautiful lines. Think of a large sports car, but it was a spaceship! It has a number of windows throughout, and the seats inside are comfortable, made of something that looked like white leather.

      Also, it didn’t run on rocket fuel, but something that I’m sure was anti-gravity, based on the explanation Kyle gave me. But he didn’t use gravity, but rather something called an ionic field generator. It was a smooth ride down to the planet’s surface. I had expected the ship to do the whole burning thing on re-entry, but nothing like that happened. Kyle, was in the pilot’s seat next to mine. He let me sit there to look at the view. He was handling the ship by using the screen in front of him. No steering wheel or joystick here.

      “This is fucking amazing!” I say for the third time since we started our descent. I know... I get it! I flew in a big ass starship, but this is different! And flying a small ship like this seemed more personal.

      I look back at the girls, and they are all grinning at my excitement. “My God, I want a ship like this!” I exclaim.

      “And just where would you park it?” Penelope says, being the voice of reason.

      “I don’t know! Next to my house in Monster Acadamia?” I tell her with a grin.

      “Yes, and I'm sure Nan would love you having something like this parked there,” she says with a raised eyebrow.

      “Right,” I tell her, coming somewhat to my senses. “But damn, I still want one!” I tell her, turning back around to enjoy the view.

      Kyle was navigating down towards a spot on the planet, which he said was landing Pad 9023. When I asked him how he could find it, he pointed to the screen in front of him. He said that he was following a transponder signal. I need to have him teach me how to fly this thing. Especially when he said that most shuttles are standard in how they are flown. His was different in that it connected to his Metali mind. I asked if he needed to touch the screen to fly, and he said no, but he did it since some people freak out when a ship flies by itself, even on autopilot.

      “There is it,” Kyle says suddenly, pointing with one finger.

      I look at where he was pointing, and at first, I don’t see it, but then a bright white light blinks, and I see where he’s pointing. It’s so bright that I can even see it in the sunshine. The area we’re going to is large, about three miles in diameter. The place, if I didn’t know any better, could have been Earth, but as we get closer, I see the trees. While green, they don’t look like typical Earth trees. They are close, but there is something weird about them. Not a freaky kind of weird, just that I know they aren’t Earth trees. I have been on so many planets now that I have gotten used to this sort of thing. When I told her about it, Penelope said even she still has that feeling at times since most of the trees and flora in Monster Acadamia are from Earth, and she spent most of her time on Earth.

      As we land, I see a large structure, which I would assume is Hamilton Place. “So is Hamilton Place named after an Earth thing?”

      “Yes,” Lisa chimes in. “It was named after some famous person in your world. Not sure what they did. I would say a couple of hundred years ago? I know there is a plaque somewhere explaining it all, but it hasn’t interested me the couple of times I stayed here with my parents,” Lisa finishes with a shrug.

      “So does the universe have a lot of places named after Earth things?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Louetta laughs. “I would say more so in the last fifty years, thanks to your world’s media. There is even a world named after a large park resort from Earth. It is the largest amusement park in the universe now. They are competing against another world, but even they can’t keep up with this one.”

      I groan in mock horror. My God, that place is here also? Then again, I loved going there as a kid. Maybe I might have to see what they offer. I wonder if my favorite character would be there in alien format? I can’t help but chuckle.

      “My God, is that the pool?” Louetta suddenly yells out and points.

      I follow her finger, and I whistle in appreciation. The thing is the size of an Olympic size pool. With smaller pools on either side, for the entire length of it, until I notice that they aren’t pools at all, but rather hot tubs. Damn!

      With barely a bump, the shuttle lands, and Kyle turns off the engines. Not that I heard them, but I know they are off because the screen he had been using goes dark.

      “I got dibs on the main room!” Lisa shouts as the door opens to head out of the shuttle.

      “Not fair!” Louetta cries. “You know this place!”

      “How about we give it to Ian, and we take turns with him? I'm sure we will be here for more than three days?” Penelope offers.

      Lisa thinks it over with a pout, but then nods and says reluctantly. “Fine. But I got dibs on the first night with Ian.”

      “Didn’t you have him the last time? I saw you sneak him away for an hour last week,” Penelope says with an arched eyebrow.

      “Fine!” Lisa says in a woeful tone. “I just like being with him.”

      “I know the feeling,” Louetta says with a laugh and goes to her and hugs her. “You can take my turn. I can wait.”

      “And I’m good as well,” Penelope says with a laugh and the girls embrace.

      “Really?” Lisa says with gigantic eyes, looking between Penelope and Louetta.

      “Don’t I get a say?” I ask them.

      “No,” they reply, turning to me and saying it as one, unified voice.

      “Right,” I say with a scowl.

      “You are the powerful Wizard here, right?” Kyle says with a grin.

      “Oh, fuck you,” I tell him with a laugh and give him the finger.

      “Let’s get our bags together and check this place out. There are some of us who haven’t seen it,” I say pointedly to Lisa, who had been about to say something. She nods and grins, grabs her bag and grabs my hand, and begins to drag me, pointing out things as we go. When we’re inside, the sun’s heat stops beating down on us, and it’s cool inside, with the air conditioning running. The place is impressive. I mean, it looks like an expensive posh hotel. The main entryway is large, with vaulted ceilings and gold and brown carpeting all over the place. The furniture is made of wood, but it’s a grain I have never seen before. The leather, though, looks typical, nothing weird. Nothing alien. I have been to enough hotels to see alien furniture, and it’s almost like abstract art at times.

      When we’re inside, an alien comes out of a side door and walks towards us. I suddenly have a wand aimed at him.

      “Wait!” the alien says, suddenly putting his arms up in alarm.

      “Ian! It’s all right. He is part of the staff that works here! Sorry, I should have warned you,” Kyle cries out in alarm.

      “Staff?” I ask him.

      “Yes. The staff that runs Hamilton Place. I never thought about it. I should have warned you. I’m truly sorry,” Kyle says, turning to the man. “He was not aware we had staff who would be seeing to our needs and assumed we would be alone.”

      Looking at him now, I see he is in a black butler outfit you would find on Earth. What the hell? They stole the name and the outfit from Earth?

      “Ah,” the alien says, bowing low. “That is understandable, then. I have made my staff aware of the Privacy Rights request. I can assure you that all the Lomargian staff here will be 100 percent quiet about your stay here.”

      “Thank you...?” Kyle’s voice trails off, asking the alien his name.

      “Morto. I am the head butler here,” Morto says. Yep, stole it. “I will be the one to look after all your needs. You will also have a maid in each of your rooms for anything you may require. I understand that you are Metali?” Morto asks, looking at Kyle.

      “Correct,” Kyle asks him, confused.

      “Then you will be happy to know. There is a room that was once used by the great Metali, Bromootolan.”

      “No, that cannot be!” Kyle says in surprise.

      “Who was this Bromoatlan or whatever?” I ask Kyle, curious who that was.

      “Bromootolan was our greatest mathematician! He fathered over ten Metali! My Gods, I want that room. Is it fitted for me in this body, or will I need to bring my original configuration?” Kyle asks.

      Kyle’s original configuration was a large box the size of a walk-in freezer, that floated in midair. I guess if the room were made for that, he would need to bring his brain here from the ship.

      “No, this will do fine,” Morto says with a grin. “We have many other races who love math, and what he has done many come to stay in his room. So we have converted it to support both Metali and other races.”

      “Nice!” Kyle says with a cheerful grin. “I want that room then!” he says, turning to us.

      “Hey, it’s all yours,” I tell him, holding my hands up. The girls laugh, which indicates they are fine with it as well.

      “Shall I see you to your rooms then? Will the young master be sleeping with one of these beautiful ladies?” Morto asks.

      “I think tonight I will be sleeping with that beautiful lady there,” I say, pointing to Lisa, who has a big grin on her face. “But I will need the sheets changed daily as I will be switching with the other two beautiful ladies.”

      Morto looks surprised at that, but hides it well. If I had not been watching to see his reaction, I would have missed it. “Very well. I shall inform the staff. Then I shall put you in the main room, and these two other beautiful ladies can sleep in the rooms next to it. And what about your, umm, pet?”

      I cast a glance behind me, and I can see Pearl is lying on the floor, half asleep. “My Manacat will be sleeping with me, please,” I tell him, and this time, he doesn’t hide his surprise as well. Kind of hard when you are gawking at something, I think with a laugh. The man is staring at Pearl in awe. Finally, he comes to his senses and notices what he had been doing and blushes.

      “This way, please,” he mumbles, still stunned at seeing a Manacat, I'm sure. I have been told they are rare, and everyone knows what they are capable of.

      “Should I be concerned about any magical items in Hamilton Place that my Manacat needs to be careful of?” I ask his back as he heads deeper into the building.

      Morto turns around to face me and nods. “Just the kitchens. We use magic stoves, so if your Manacat,” he says the word reverently, “can stay out of the kitchen that would be good.”

      “Hear that, Pearl? Stay out of the kitchen. I'm sure if you do, Morto here will make sure to bring you extra meat before bed.”

      “Deal,” Pearl growls out, and I can feel the pleasure in her through our link.

      Morto suddenly trips over his own two feet in shock when Pearl talks back to me. He almost falls over, but I rush up and catch him. “Thank you, young master.”

      “No worries. As you can see, Pearl can speak. In simple words, but she is a smart animal. Please be respectful to her.”

      “It will be an honor, young master,” he says, bowing towards Pearl, who nods her large black head at him. “Ah, shall we get you all settled then?” he says, unnerved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      The place is amazing. The dining room itself could seat a good twenty people, but with just Louetta, Penelope, Lisa, and myself, it feels empty. Pearl was out roaming the property. She simply left my side and walked through the wall at one point, saying she was going hunting. Kyle was in the room of this Bromootolan dude. Talk about being a fanboi.

      Supper was something I never had before, but whatever it was, it was amazing. Lisa said it was a dish that was meant to approximate beef. It seems that Earth beef was a huge commodity in the universe. When I asked Penelope about that, she said that most cows grown on Earth were not used on Earth but were shipped through a third party. In this case, the Metali.

      Yet another thing that paid for Earth’s defense budget that we didn’t know we paid for. I always wondered why Earth had so many damn cows all over the place! Now I know. Though, the Metali watched the markets closely to make sure that us Earthlings didn’t end up paying overly high prices

      To learn that Earth’s defenses were being paid for by our entertainment, and now our beef stocks, well, I wonder what else they are taking? When I asked Penelope if some of our technology was also taken, she looked at me for a second or two before bursting into laughter. Then I remembered Kyle and scowled at her. I wasn’t sure I was okay knowing that Earth was being kept in the dark this way, but Sina explained that it was because, at the time, it was meant to save the mentality of the humans. But now? Sina said she wasn’t sure. This was something that Merlin did ages ago, and there was never really a clause to change it. Guess I will need to look into that, as heir of Merlin and now apparently part of the Universal Council as a representative of Earth.

      “Will there be anything else, young master?” Morto asks me, standing next to my chair.

      I look up at him with a smile of gratitude. “No, Morto. That will be all. Please tell the chefs or whoever cooked the meal, that it was amazing. All of it.”

      Morto smiles approvingly. “I will let the chefs know that you enjoyed the meal. They will be thrilled to hear that. It is not often that they get guests who offer platitudes on their food.”

      Guess that makes sense. This place is probably expensive, and the rich have never been known to thank the rank and file. If I had the money, I would be so tipping the staff for this amazing meal. Man, I need to figure out finances soon. I hate having to live off the girls and handouts from Sina. Hell, I'm even using the friendship I have with Kyle to use his ship as a taxi service going all over the universe. I know that even to take a Portal from the Nexus costs money if we had wanted to come here using that. I don’t even have the credits for that!

      “My Gods, I’m so full!” groans Penelope, putting a hand on her stomach, which is still flat, and I know she has abs under her clothing.

      “Seriously, this would put some restaurants back home to shame!” Louetta says, taking a sip of her wine.

      “I know! Even the chefs we have at my parents’ castle can learn a thing or two from this meal!” Lisa supplies.

      Morto had moved to the other side of the table to clear a plate. So when Lisa said that, I saw him suddenly grin widely. I'm sure that little tidbit going to the staff will thrill them. Morto knew by now that Lisa was of the Goodwater family. To hear that the princess of the Goodwater family was saying that, it would absolutely make the staff’s day.

      “Penelope,” I say, when Morto has left the room. “I need to talk to Sina about getting a job. I hate that all this,” I wave around, “is being paid for by others. I feel like I’m mooching off everyone,” I say with a sigh. “I’m going to need your help, though. I have no clue what kind of job I can look for.”

      Penelope doesn’t answer me, but simply stares at me with wide eyes. I look around and I see that Louetta and Lisa are both doing the same.

      “What?” I ask, hesitantly, nervous at their quietness.

      “Didn’t Sina tell you?” Penelope blurts out finally.

      “What? Tell me what?” I ask, not confused.

      “Ian, you’re the heir of Merlin.”

      “I get that. But what does that have to do with a job,” I tell her with a frown.

      “She honestly didn’t tell you?” Penelope says, with irritation in her tone. “Ian. As the heir to Merlin, it’s not just a title. You inherited Merlin’s fortune.”

      “What? No, Sina never mentioned that. So I have like what? A dowry? No wait, that’s for marriage. A trust fund?” I ask her.

      Lisa busts out in laughter. “My Gods, he doesn’t know? I just thought he was being modest.”

      I hold my irritation down since these are the girls I love, but finally, I say, “Please, someone tell me what the hell is going on? I have no clue.”

      Penelope, who was sitting next to me, puts a hand on mine as it was casually sitting on the tabletop. “Ian. The fortune of Merlin, which is currently being looked over by Sina, is worth trillions of credits. Do you remember how I said a vial of Water Rejuvenation was worth about 50,000 credits? Or about four million US dollars from Earth?”

      I nod to her to show her that I remember that conversation we had about that, and my shock at how much it is worth.

      “Now imagine one trillion credits, which is roughly worth 80 trillion American dollars,” she says with a grin.

      “Wait, but you said his fortune was worth trillions. Just how many?” I ask her, stunned by this news.

      “Hmm. I’m not 100 percent sure since Nan won’t tell me, but it’s been estimated in the news to be roughly thirteen trillion credits or more.”

      I look at Penelope, shocked at the number. So what she is saying is I'm so rich that I'm worth more than the gross domestic product of Earth? Penelope squeezes my hand and says with a laugh. “We thought you knew and were being modest.”

      “No,” I say slowly, shaking my head. “I honestly didn’t know.”

      “What made you ask that? The job thing, I mean?” Louetta asks me.

      “Well, I wanted to tip the staff here, because the food was so amazing. I hate being a moocher. I was going to ask about a job and send them a tip later on when I get the money.”

      “Ah,” Louetta says, nodding. “Well, you don’t need to worry about that. Kyle is paying for this place, and I'm sure he will tip them nicely. Especially since he found out about Bromootolan’s room.”

      Sighing, I look around the room at the girls and think I am so lucky to have these girls as my Bonded. I’m glad they love me for who I am. Not my money. But wait. Shit! I put my head on the table, in my hands.

      “What?” Penelope asks me worriedly.

      “I tried to give away control of the MPF because I didn’t want the power. Part of it is, I needed time to learn to be a Magician and now a Wizard. But now I just learned I'm rich. I didn’t ask for this,” I mumble into the table’s surface.

      “Ian,” Louetta says softly, making me look up at her. “You might be rich, but it’s what you do with it. You are rich only because Merlin lived for thousands of years and accumulated a shit ton of stuff. Yes, you are the richest person in the universe,” I groan at that, putting my head back down. “But also, you need to remember as well, you aren’t going to live the short life of a human and need to live on, say, millions. Merlin, if history books are correct, lived over 6,000 years before he gave up his life to build Monster Acadamia.”

      Lifting my head up, I look around the table at the girls, who are watching me with worry in their expressions. “Well, I guess I don’t need to worry about a job. I will need to talk to Sina next time I see her about getting access to some of those funds,” I say with an accepting sigh.

      “Let me message Nan. I’m sure she just forgot with all the stuff that has gone on during the past year,” Penelope says, squeezing my hand one last time and taking out her phone.

      “Thanks, Penelope. I don’t know what I would do without you three,” I say, looking around the table with a smile.

      “Probably hurt yourself,” Lisa says with a giggle.

      Just then, Morto comes back in with a rolling tray, and on it are four small metal plate covers. I look at them curiously. “What’s this?” I ask.

      “I told the chefs how much you enjoyed the meal, and they wanted to surprise you with a special dessert,” Morto says, as he places a plate cover in front of each of us. He places mine last and then lifts it up, ceremoniously.

      Underneath is a plate that has some sort of concoction on it that looks like a cake, but the thing is fanciful. It’s like a cake, but it has things sticking out of it. From what I can see, it looks like colored chocolate. The thing though has colors I would never expect to see in a dessert, like purple, orange, and even green, but the green I see is almost the color of Lisa’s transparent skin.

      “Is this molfroma?” Louetta utters in delight, clapping her hands together.

      “Ah, the young miss has had it before?” Morto tells her with a grin.

      “What’s molfroma?” I ask.

      Morto is the one to reply. “Molfroma is a dessert that uses ingredients from over 60 different worlds. It’s a very hard dish to make, not only because of the ingredients, but also because of the merging of them. Or so I understand. Please. Go ahead and try it,” Morto says, waving to my plate.

      With some misgivings about trying a dessert for which you have to meld ingredients from over 60 different worlds, I pick up my fork and break a piece off. I bring it to my mouth and place it tentatively on my tongue. The explosion of flavors makes me moan in pleasure. It’s unlike anything I have ever tasted before. It’s like the best chocolate, with the best coffee, with the best cream, but then add an underlying spice that doesn’t ruin it but instead enhances it. Within seconds I devoured the entire thing without even noticing. I blink in shock at just how fast I ate it.

      I look up at Morto, embarrassed. “Don’t worry, young master,” he says with a chuckle. “That is the usual reaction of someone eating it for the first time. I have had it once, as it’s so costly, but I too had the same reaction.”

      “Damn,” I tell him, shaking my head ruefully. “That was simply amazing. Just how much did that cost?”

      “Ah, do not worry, young master. My kitchen staff has absorbed the cost,” he says with a warm smile.

      “Humor me? Just how many credits was that dessert?” I ask him again.

      Morto looks at me at first, but then finally nods. “The cost of each of those is 1,000 credits.”

      “What?!? I can’t do that. Let me see the manager. I'm sure with Penelope’s help we can work something out to repay them.”

      “That is all right, young master. I am the owner of this establishment. We are not so hard up for money, yet, that I need to take your credits. Your friend, the Metali, already paid for the rooms and the meals. This was a special thing from my staff. They would be hurt if you paid it back,” he says, holding up his hands.

      “If you are sure?” I ask him.

      “I’m quite sure, young master,” Morto says, nodding and bowing to me.

      “What do you mean you aren’t hard up for money yet?” Lisa chimes in.

      “Ah,” Morto says, turning to Lisa to answer her. “Let’s simply say that Hamilton Place is doing slower business lately. We used to be booked solid year-round, but people want to stay at the newer hotels and resorts and with the lockdowns that the MPF are creating we have less guests. But we do well enough. Hamilton Place is still a wonderful establishment.”

      “When were the last guests before us here?” Louetta inquires.

      “It has been weeks, yes. But this is the slow season. I am sure it will pick up again.”

      I look over at Penelope, and she has an eyebrow raised at me. I nod to her. And just like that. She knows what I want to do. She starts to tap on her phone quickly. Pausing now and then, waiting for an answer, I'm sure. Then, finally, she looks up and she is grinning at me.

      “Done,” she says out loud.

      “What’s done?” Lisa asks curiously.

      “Ian is now the new owner of Hamilton Place. The paperwork should reach you, Morto, within minutes. Ian bought the whole place, the surrounding land, and has hired the staff as well, with one year’s bonus to stay on. Also, there is a contract going out now for you, Morto as well, that if you wish to stay on and still run the place, we have, or according to my Nan, provided you with a handsome bonus, ” Penelope says to the stunned room.

      Then, I hear a beeping, and Morto reaches into his inside jacket pocket, and pulls out what looks like a cell phone. He begins to read what he sees on it. His eyes get bigger and bigger as he reads.

      “How?!” Morto finally says, looking at Penelope in shock.

      “Sign the agreement since it has an NDA for the name of the new owner, and we can go from there,” Penelope says with a grin.

      Morto looks back at the phone, looks at her, and then at me. Then he nods and taps something on his phone. Within seconds, Penelope’s phone beeps as well.

      She looks down and says, “All right. It’s been confirmed by Nan. It’s official. Morto signed the papers. Hell, even his staff have already signed their new contracts. Well, Morto, the new owner of this amazing place is Ian Arthur, the heir of Merlin and the Representative of Earth, new to the Universal Council.”

      Morto’s head snaps to face me so fast, I'm sure I heard cartilage break. His mouth is agape in shock. Then he gets over it slowly and bows low at me.

      “Young master, it will be an honor to work for you,” Morto says with respect.

      “Thanks, Morto. I love this place so far, and something tells me I will need a place on Lomarga to live. Do we need to upgrade the security here?” I ask him.

      Morto pauses nervously at that question, but Penelope pipes up. “I’ll get Nan to get someone out here for that,” she tells him reassuringly.

      “Thank you, young lady,” Morto says, bowing.

      “Oh, Penelope, can you get your Nan to put you three as part-owners? And I guess you three as executors if something happens to me?” I tell her, just trying to cover my bases. “Oh, and tell her I still want her to handle my finances. I don’t trust myself.”

      The three girls look at me, stunned. Guess tonight is a night of being stunned. Glad I can share the stunness. Is that even a word? I don’t care, I think with a chuckle.

      “Can I ask who this Nan of hers is?” Morto asks me.

      “Oh, that would be Sina. I think you know her as the Principal?” I tell him.

      I didn’t think Morto could get any more stunned, but I just proved that theory wrong. As suddenly, he walks over to a free chair and sits down hard into it. Oops.
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      “What you did wasn’t needed, Ian.” Lisa is in the shower with me.

      “I know,” I tell her, washing my hair with my eyes closed. I feel Lisa’s hands on my chest, holding me steady. “But to me, you three are my Bonded, which is closer than any wives could be. I want to make sure that you are all taken care of if and when I’m gone. Right now, there are so many people who want me dead. That’s a real possibility,” I tell her, opening my eyes after my hair is rinsed of shampoo.

      “I’m glad you don’t have that rich boy attitude,” Lisa says with a grin, looking up at me.

      She leans against me, and I can feel her large tits press against my chest, and my cock responds on its own. It stiffens against her pussy as Lisa puts one leg against the side of mine. I grab that leg, and then reach for the other one, so that I can lift her up until her pussy is just above my cock’s head. Lisa looks at me deeply and growls. Then I slowly lower her onto my cock until it slides into her wet pussy.

      Lisa wraps her arms around my neck to steady herself. I bend down and kiss her passionately while she rides my cock up and down, slow and steady.

      I can feel her wet pussy slowly squeeze me. Eventually, she stops moving up and down, but the muscles of her pussy don’t. I can feel her milking my cock, the walls of her pussy pulsating. I put a hand on the shower wall to hold myself steady, panting.

      Lisa quickly wraps her legs around me, and locks them tightly. In my haze of pleasure, I notice that she had changed the shape of her legs to lock them behind me, so she doesn’t fall. I want to say it feels weird, but honestly, the pleasure I sense on my cock with her doing that is driving any feelings that I have.

      “Jesus,” I tell her, kissing her neck. “That feels fucking amazing.”

      “I know,” she breathes into my ear. “I can do this all night,” she says, and then without warning, she tenses up, and I can feel her pussy grip me so hard that the pulsating feeling has stopped. Her breathing rate increases, and she buries her face into my chest.

      Holding her up, I push her back against the wall, and Lisa unlocks her legs to give me control again. With her soft body between my body the shower wall, I start fucking her hard, kissing her passionately. I can feel her pussy begin to pulsate again as my hardness plunges into her repeatedly. Then, without warning, I feel her cum again, wrapping herself around my cock so hard this time, I can barely enter her, even with her wetness encasing me. I wait until her orgasm subsides before I slowly start up again.

      After a couple of minutes, I feel my own orgasm start to build. Lisa must have felt it because she gets off of me, and slides down on her knees in front of me to take my cock into her mouth, all in one go, and she slurps my thickness, up and down, in a steady rhythm.

      I throw my head back, feeling the extreme pleasure that her mouth is giving me as she works my orgasm to a crescendo. I reach down and grab the back of Lisa’s head to slow her rhythm some, but she isn’t having any of it, as, without warning, her mouth does a trick I never expected. It starts to pulsate as her pussy had. That’s the point of no return for me. I can’t stop, and my ejaculation explodes, as I involuntarily grab her head with both hands now, in a halfhearted effort to stop her, but she ends up sucking me dry.

      When she’s done, she pulls my still hard cock out of her mouth, and she has a grin on her face.

      “That was cheating,” I tell her with a laugh.

      “Then, maybe we should go to bed so you can show me how much of a cheater I am?” she says saucily.

      “Oh, hell yeah. Maybe I should,” I tell her with my own grin.

      For the next couple of hours, Lisa shows me just what her body can do, and even after almost a year and having made love to her multiple times, she can still surprise me. Not to say that Louetta and Penelope were outside her league, they are just different. Making love to each of my girls has its own rewards.
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      “Morning, sleepyhead,” I hear as I wake up. Opening my eyes, I catch the sight of Lisa lying on my chest, with her chin resting on her hand.

      “Hey,” I greet her, “What time is it?”

      “Almost seven in the morning. We need to get showered and dressed.”

      “Damn, why so early and no sleeping in?” I say, attempting to cover a yawn. I’m pretty sure we only fell asleep three hours ago.

      “Sina wants a video conference. Penelope messaged me to say that she wants to talk to you and that Morto has a secure video room we can use instead of our phones.”

      “What does she want?” I ask her, concerned about what Sina would need a video chat with us for.

      “I’m not sure. But Penelope says it’s urgent, but not emergency-urgent. Come on. We can shower together. I’m sure we can have a quickie,” she says with a grin.

      Grabbing her offered hand, I get out of bed and get ready for the conference with Sina. But it doesn’t worry me enough to keep me from enjoying a quickie with Lisa.

      When we’re dressed and presentable, we head downstairs to the dining hall and walk into a room where Penelope and Louetta are already eating. Morto is just setting down a plate at my place, and I see there is another plate of food at Lisa’s place as well. Or at least, that’s where Lisa sat last night for supper.

      I approach Louetta and Penelope and give them each a kiss with a smile, and go sit down to breakfast. “So, what does Sina want?” I ask, nodding my thanks to Morto with a smile.

      “We aren’t sure. But Nan said she wanted to video conference with us all. Morto, is the room ready?” Penelope asks him.

      “Yes, my lady. I have set up the room. When you head out of this room,” Morto points to the doorway I just came in, “there is a door on the left. The room should be empty. Just type in the code you were given, and it will secure the room and shield it before the call starts.”

      “Thanks, Morto,” Penelope shoots him a smile.

      Morto returns her smile, and nods before he leaves the room to give us privacy. I look down at my plate of food. I see something that looks like eggs, with some kind of meat, and there is bread of some sort. I think. Guess breakfast is breakfast. So I dig in, and no one speaks until Lisa and I are done, as Louetta and Penelope had already finished eating and were sipping their drink of choice.

      When I’m done, I sit back and sigh. “Damn, that was good. I’m going to get spoiled here,” I say with a happy sigh.

      “I know what you mean,” Louetta laughs. “The eggs were from a world that’s renowned for them. I’ve always wanted to try them. And the meat was from my world!”

      “It was?” I ask in surprise. The meat was pretty good. It had a smoky taste to it. Not quite like bacon, but it was still superb.

      “Yes, it’s from an animal called a vorbo. Its meat tastes smoky like that because it lives near lava flows and where the trees are burned because of its close proximity to the lava.”

      “Are they domesticated and raised for that purpose?” Lisa asks her.

      “No, they are wild animals since you can’t exactly farm lava flows and burning trees,” Louetta says with a chuckle. “It speaks well of Morto’s connections that they have this type of meat here. It’s challenging to get, even in my world.”

      “Crap. So should I open this place to the rest of the world, or the universe, then? I don’t want to take something like that away from others,” I ask.

      “Well, the main room you stayed in was technically the most expensive room in the resort. It’s usually reserved for the very rich. I would think about perhaps permanently booking the three rooms we had? But I wouldn’t suggest permanently booking the room that Kyle is in because I know so many others would love to see it.” Louetta extolls the virtues of the accommodations.

      “I agree,” says Kyle, walking into the room. “Gods, that room is amazing. Did you know that Bromootolan had puzzles put into the room? I was up all night trying to find them all. I only found four, but I did find out he left over 100 of them! I can’t deny anyone else that room. But by Gods, I want that room every time we come back here.”

      I can’t help but laugh at Kyle’s excitement. For an AI, he is very expressive. And with a humanoid form now, his facial clues are getting more refined. I wonder if that is him getting used to the body or if it’s just because he is around us? Either way, it’s incredible to watch.

      “Well, then I will make sure that it’s not already reserved when we hope to come. Though, there might be times where it might be,” I tell him.

      “That’s fine. I can sleep in a corner if needs be,” Kyle says, waving over to a corner as he takes a seat.

      “I’d offer you coffee, but I have never seen you drink,” I tell him, lifting my own cup to my lips.

      “All good, my friend,” he says with a smile. “So Penelope wanted me to come down to breakfast. Something about a meeting?”

      “Right, that would be with Sina,” I loop him in. “She has something she wants to talk to us about.”

      “Do we know what?” Kyle asks, concern in his voice.

      “No clue. Shall we go find out? I think we’re all done with breakfast?” I ask, verifying with Louetta, Lisa, and Penelope. At their nods, I get up and look around.

      “Where’s Pearl?” I question.

      “Under,” I hear a voice from under the table. I bend down to look, and Pearl is lying there. She had been so quiet I didn’t even hear her.

      “Did you need to eat?” I ask her.

      “No. Hunted.”

      I look at her closely. “Please tell me you didn’t eat one of the staff members?”

      Pearl shakes her head and says, “Animal.”

      “Thank God,” I tell her with a laugh. “Well, since we all seem to be ready, shall we go see what Sina wants?”

      Pearl comes out from under the table, stretches, and follows me as I head to the room that Morto mentioned. Inside, I see that tables with chairs only on one side, facing a wall that has a large screen on it.

      Penelope, the last one to enter the room, goes to a small podium and presses a button. She types in a code that she reads from her phone. Without warning, the open door closes, and I hear a click. Then, the lights lower somewhat, and on the screen, I see a message in a language I can’t read because it’s not in English.

      “It says, please wait,” Kyle whispers next to me.

      “Thanks,” I whisper back.
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      “Is this thing on?” I hear Sina say, but the screen is still black.

      “You need to press the other button. You only have audio,” I hear another female voice say, and I can hear that it’s Mrs. Lee. She’s the combat teacher at Monster Acadamia.

      “What? I pressed it!” Sina says indignantly.

      “No, you didn’t,” Mrs. Lee says patiently. “You only pressed the one on the left. Now press the one on the right.”

      “I did!” Sina says, her voice rising.

      “Nan!” Penelope suddenly shouts. “Just press the damn button!”

      “What?” Sina says, and I can imagine the scowl on her face. “But I pressed it.”

      “Fine, just press it again. Maybe you need to press it twice with that system,” Penelope says. I look at her, and she sees me and smiles and shakes her head. Damn, she is lying to her own Nan.

      Suddenly, the screen fills with the image of Sina in her living room, sitting on her couch. “Now, can you see me?” she says, sporting the scowl I had imagined.

      “Yes, we can see you now, Nan,” Penelope says patiently. Penelope presses a button on her screen and says quietly, “Nan hates technology and uses it as little as possible.” And she presses a button again.

      “I can read your lips, Penelope, and yes, I do hate it. Now is the line secure?” Sina says, asking someone off to the side where the camera is placed.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Lee says. “The system shows it has encryption level ten.”

      “Whatever that means. As long as it’s secured,” Sina nods.

      Damn, this lady used to run the MPF, and runs Monster Acadamia and the Nexus, and has been alive for how long? I can’t help but smile at her fondly. She is like the grandmother everyone loves to love. I might have to start calling her Nan myself, I think with a chuckle.

      “What’s up Nan?” Penelope asks, with the grace to look embarrassed at getting caught.

      “In looking up the Council members who all have the letters ‘B’ and ‘A’ at the beginning of either their first or last name, I was able to narrow it down from the 40 Kyle sent me to 3. Of those, one might prove an issue, and the more I look into it, the more I am convinced she is our target.”

      “Her?” I ask. Shit, I hate killing women. Why couldn’t it be some aggressive male?

      “Her,” Sina says with a nod. “Council member Balounina Gahra.”

      “You have got to be kidding!” Louetta yells out in surprise. “She is the most famous member of the Universal Council! She heads tons of charities. Has helped countless poverty worlds. She even has her own line of clothing, and 99 percent of the profit goes to help the poor!”

      “The same one. After getting those names, I did some digging. And it seems that Balounina might look like the saint, but she had come to the attention of the MPF multiple times years ago for infractions, both magical and financial. We thought she had turned over a new leaf and kept her nose clean. But now with Mortilini having been in charge for the last 20 years, we now know why she stopped coming under investigations by the MPF.”

      “Because Mortilini was covering for her,” Louetta says suddenly, snapping her fingers.

      “Correct. We think that Mortilini covered for her. It makes sense if she is part of the Dark Alliance. I would say she was his contact and the one that helped break his Oath.

      “She’s going to be tough to get to, Nan,” Penelope says.

      “Maybe not,” Sina says with a grin. “Lisa, are your parents still having that party next week?”

      I look to Lisa, and she has a frown on her face. “Do you mean the Annual Goodwater Ball?”

      “Yes, child. That one,” Sina says with that grin still on her face.

      “Well, yes. But it’s by invite only. And I doubt that someone like Balounina Gahra would have been able to get an invitation. I mean, it’s only the super-rich who get the invite since they are trying to suck up to my family to get some of the Water of Rejuvenation. She might be able to afford it, but if that were it, everyone who ever bought a vial would get an invitation. You need to be like, stinking rich. She doesn’t qualify.”

      “Well, think you can talk to your parents about maybe sending her an invitation?” Sina says with an arched eyebrow questioningly.

      Lisa doesn’t answer at first, but suddenly her face lights up with a grin. “You want her to go because no one is allowed to bring their own security! But wait a moment. If something happens to her under our care, the Goodwater family will lose face.”

      “Ah, but that is where Ian will come in,” Sina supplies.

      “What? I do?” I am confused. “How do I fit into this? Because now I am evidently filthy rich?”

      “That will help, yes. But because you are the mate of Lisa, you are practically family with them. But your ability to Blink will be used here.”

      “Huh?” I ask her, not connecting the dots. “So I Blink to her and stab her?”

      “Oh, no. Something much better. Now, this is what I think we should do,” Sina begins.

      For the next half hour, we listen to her plan, and by the end, we all have grins on our faces, and a couple of times, I can’t help but laugh at the evilness of the plan.
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      Pulling the collar of my tuxedo-like outfit, I look around the room. We are inside the Goodwater residence, a castle, and I know that Lisa is a princess, and her family is wealthy. But Jesus fucking Christ. If I had not just found out that I was rich, I would have felt like a gold digger. The place screamed opulent.

      “Stop tugging at your collar,” Lisa says with a little laugh.

      “I can’t help it. I’m not used to wearing suits or anything like this. I’m very much a jeans and T-shirt kind of guy,” I tell her, dropping my hands to my sides.

      “Well, you look rather handsome,” Louetta says on my other side.

      “I have to agree,” Penelope says, standing next to Louetta on the other side, leaning over slightly to look at me, appreciatively. “Even Kyle looks great,”

      “Why, thank you,” Kyle says behind me cheerfully.

      Looking back, the Metali is wearing a suit almost like mine, but while mine was black, his was silver in color, slightly darker then his silver skin tone. It was his way of showing that he was a Metali. Lisa says her parents will score a coup by him being here. A Metali at their party. A Metali in an android body, and not their usual box form, the size of a large freezer. She said that they will gossip about it for years... with everyone wondering why a Metali would come to a Goodwater party.

      “You think this plan will work?” I ask, nervous about what I need to do.

      “Yes,” Louetta says. “We worked it out. And with what Kyle made, it will be so easy.”

      “What if she detects it?” I ask worriedly.

      “Pfft,” Kyle says with a chuckle. “I doubt that.”

      “Ian?” Lisa says, grabbing my hand and squeezing it. “Trust us. This plan will work.”

      Taking a deep breath, I nod and say, “I know. I just don’t want her to go into hiding, and then we don’t find what we want. Thanks, everyone. Oh, here comes your mom,” I blurt out suddenly.

      Everyone follows my gaze, because coming towards us is Lisa’s mother, Queen Mona Goodwater. And with her is a larger man, just as green as Lisa. That would be her father, Brad Goodwater, The King.

      “Well, well,” Mona says as she comes up to us. Lisa steps forward and hugs both her parents. “How are you, young man?” Mona says when Lisa steps back by my side.

      “I’m doing well, your Majesties,” I say, bowing to both of them.

      “Oh please,” King Goodwater says. “And it’s Brad,” waving his hand at the crowd behind him. “These other pompous asses can call me ‘King,’ but you are much more powerful than the two of us. Heir of Merlin? Talk about big shoes to fill.”

      “Tell me about it,” I sigh and smile. “Thanks, Brad, sir. And Ma’am, I must say you look stunning in that dress,” I tell Mona.

      “Why, thank you!” Mona says with a laugh. “My seamstress created it. She outdid herself this time.” The dress that she was wearing is stunning. With her green skin, the pale green of it was stunning. It looked like a ballgown I would have seen in movies, with ruffles in strategic places. But the bodice! The bodice of the dress showed off Lisa’s mom’s assets quite well. As when I first met her, she is a stunner. She could turn any head, and not because she had green skin.

      “That’s Loura’s work?” Lisa says enviously.

      “It is!” Moan tells her daughter with a grin. “Don’t worry. I have commissioned a dress for you. It was too late for this party, but maybe you can wear one at another party. I also took the liberty of ordering one for Louetta and Penelope as well,” she says, and the girls look absolutely stunned.

      “Loura?” I ask, looking around, wondering.

      “Loura Banla, the pride of the fashion worlds. Even the guest you asked me to invite will be stunned when Loura arrives at the party. Your guest may have her own fashion line, but she doesn’t come close to Loura’s stuff,” Mona says with a chuckle.

      “Be nice, dear,” Brad admonishes his wife, but his face is bright with a playful grin.

      “Oh, hush. Give me my fun. You all enjoy the party. Let us know if you need anything,” Mona says, kissing her daughter on the cheek. I’m caught by surprise as Mona kisses me on the cheek as well, even though she had to rise up on her tiptoes to do it.

      Brad gives me a firm handshake, nods, and follows his wife as she turns to rejoin the crowd that had given us space to talk without being intrusive.

      After the royal couple is gone, disappearing in the crowd, I scan the premises for our target. I had been given an image of what she looked like.

      Finally, I spot her, standing in a corner, looking somewhat awkward but trying to make herself look like she belongs among all these rich people. Sorry, super-rich people. Because in reading her file, she is rich. No question about that. She’s a millionaire. Her fortune is estimated to be between 20 and 30 million galactic credits. She’s tall; over six feet, with dark black fur all over her body. She has a beautiful face with high cheekbones, green eyes, and long white hair. Balounina Gahra was a Bolgian from the world of Bolgia. Their race is a Magical one. They have something against technology; they don’t use it unless it is deemed absolutely necessary. She’s wearing a dress that, while it looks pretty, compared to what everyone else was wearing, seems of inferior quality. I totally get her. The outfit I’m wearing and that Kyle was wearing cost us a small fortune of my money. I didn’t want to even think of converting the 100,000 credits into American dollars. I’m sure I’d have a heart attack. Hell, I was the one who paid for the three girls’ dresses, and I’m sure that cost more. If I found the tags, I’d need a triple bypass.

      “Ready?” I ask the others. “When everyone is good to go, and all preparations have been made and defensive spells cast, we slowly make our way toward our target”

      When everyone is good to go, we slowly make our way towards our target, without making it obvious that we’re doing that. Part of the plan involved distracting our target, because if I were the focus of her attention, I wouldn’t be able to use Blink. And I need to use it and make it seem like I don’t even move. That was the hard part. When we are close, Lisa gets to work.

      “Oh, my Gods! Are you Balounina Gahra?” Lisa blurts out in exclamation, acting surprised. Her hands are pressed to her cheeks, as she admires Balounina… our target.

      Balounina Gahra seems just as surprised at first, but then she smiles happily and says, “Why yes, I am. You must be the King and Queen’s daughter? Lisa Goodwater, is it?”

      “That would be me! You know who I am?” Lisa cries, acting all super happy that someone like Balounina Gahra would talk to her. With that, we put our plan into action.
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      As Lisa talks to Balounina and keeps her attention focused, I slowly move behind Kyle; he’s my blocker. Then, when I’m behind him, Kyle reaches a hand behind him, and in his palm is a syringe. But it’s so tiny and it’s the same color as his skin so unless you were looking for it, you wouldn’t even notice it.

      Then, ready with the plan, I Blink. Time stops. Everyone in the room ceases moving, and even all sound comes to a halt. Reaching out, I grab the syringe out of the hand of the now frozen Kyle, and I head towards Balounina. When I'm standing next to her, I go to jab the needle into her upper arm. To her, with me being so fast, all she would feel is a sharp pain in the upper arm.

      Or that is what I expected to happen. 

      Without warning, everything around me goes black, and I’m in a grassy field, with nothing but the moon overhead, but it’s otherwise pitch black, and I can only see because of the moon. Looking up in shock, I see it’s not Earth’s moon. Instead, this moon is more reddish. I look around in surprise.

      “Ah, so Balounina was right. We figured you would try something.” I hear a deep voice behind me.

      I turn around to confront the voice, and suddenly I feel a thud against my chest, causing me pain, and I end up flying through the air until my flight ends with me on my ass.

      Groaning, I clutch my chest with my hand, and thank the Gods I had cast a Shield spell around myself earlier, just in case. I look up at the person who had shot me, and I see it’s another Bolgian, but a male. He looks almost identical to Balounina. I don’t know the race well enough to tell if it’s a racial thing, or if they’re close family.

      “My sister said that you would try something, so she had a trap set so that if you come within two feet of her, it would trigger,” the man says. Ah, so, his sister. The resemblance was familial. “Though it sucks that you had a Shield of some sort on you. Try to take this one,” he says, lifting his wand.

      Without waiting, I Teleport away from my current spot. I try to Teleport back to the girls, because I know for a fact that if they used the spell I think they did, they don’t have enough power to move me to another spot on a different planet. So that means the moon I'm seeing is the red moon above the planet, Goodwater, though the name of the moon escapes me right now.

      But in casting Teleport, I end up bouncing against some kind of shield that is around us, and instead of Teleporting, I end up smashing into it, face first, and I feel my nose. If it didn’t break, it came pretty damn close. I can feel blood beginning to run down my face. The pain makes my eyes water.

      “Haha. Good try. You won’t be getting away this time,” the man says. I look over, and he is a good 100 feet from me. He has an enormous grin on his face. “You’re trapped, oh powerful heir of Merlin,” he says, and he says that word heir sarcastically.

      “You didn’t think we didn’t know your connection with Lisa Goodwater, did you?” Shit! We didn’t think about that. “When my sister got the invitation, we figured this would be a good time to spring a trap for you. We’ve been chasing you for long enough,” he says. He snaps his fingers.

      Suddenly next to him are two Darkbeasts. He snaps his fingers again, and two more appear. Shit, this is not good. Looking around desperately, I don’t see anything I can use. Teleport doesn’t work. Ah ha! I do have something though. I use Blink but then get a surprise. Nothing happens. Shit! I only used it once! Why isn’t it working? I try it again, with the same results. Fuck! I need time. Wait. Time! Reaching behind me, I grab my Codex, and I’m suddenly inside the Codex. I look around quickly for Merlin, and I see him in his chair, reading a book, but this time instead of a drink, he has a sandwich halfway up to his mouth.

      “Bloody hell boy, you have terrible timing,” Merlin grouses.

      “Yeah, well. Shoot me. I need help,” I tell Merlin, desperately running towards him.

      “Why, what’s wrong?” he asks, setting his sandwich aside, seeing my agitation.

      “I’m inside a trap that the Dark Alliance had set. They have a shield around me, so I can’t Teleport. And I tried to Blink to attack the person who trapped me, but it failed. So they must have something stopping me from doing that. I need help. Some kind of spell or something. Oh, also, there are four fucking Darkbeasts there too. I needed time and help, so figured I would come in here, where time is slowed down.”

      “Ah,” Merlin says, nodding in understanding. “They have the Shield of Pleghar around the place, for the Teleport. As for Blink, there isn’t anything that can stop that, since it doesn’t use power but Essence. No mage can stop a Wizard. I would say you are just caught off guard that you couldn’t focus. As for me giving you another spell, I do have one. But it will mean you will need to reign in that fear, or you can’t use it.”

      “Shit, I thought it might be the Shield of Pleghar from a description I heard in one of the books from the Acadamia. But that uses a lot of power for one person to cast,” I tell him.

      “Yes, and no. It can be pre-cast by five or six Magicians. I am sure it only triggered when they wanted it. You said, person? I assume only one assailant?”

      “Yeah. And four Darkbeasts,” I remind him.

      “Hmm. Very well. I didn’t think you would be quite ready for this one, as it’s powerful. The spell is called White Holy Light Shooting Out of Your Hand Obliterating Your Enemy,” Merlin says, standing up from his chair.

      “What?” I stare at him with my mouth open wide. “What the fuck is it with you and names?”

      “What?” Merlin says defensively. “It makes sense!”

      “Yeah, if you are trying to give a full spell a description!” I yell at him, exasperated with his lengthy names for spells.

      “Fine!” Merlin says heatedly, his bushy mustache above his thick beard quivers in anger. “Figure a better one then!”

      “Well, what about Holy Hands? Or Light Hands? Even something simple like, Lay of Holy Hands?”

      “Ah! See, even that last one, you had three words!” Merlin yells smugly.

      “Fine, then just go with Holy Hands,” I tell him, throwing my hands up.

      “Holy Hands,” Merlin harrumphs. “It doesn’t even let your enemy know what you are doing.”

      “Merlin, why would you want your enemy to know what you are doing? That seems counterproductive,” I point out to him. “Are you saying that when you fought your enemies, you told them what you would do beforehand?”

      Merlin doesn’t answer at first, but instead he glares at me until finally, he blurts a response. “No. Not always.”

      I can’t help but grin at him. He did, didn’t he? I bet Merlin would be the type to tell his enemies precisely what he would do to them before he did it, so that they would fear him more. And knowing how powerful he is, I bet there was nothing his enemies could do. Well, I’m not there yet. I need to do it on the sly.

      “Don’t move,” Merlin says testily.

      Merlin comes close to me and places his hand on my head. Suddenly, I feel the knowledge of the spell he called White Holy Light Shooting Out of Your Hand Obliterating Your Enemy, or now renamed Holy Hands, is transferred. It is now mine.

      “How come you had to lay your hands on me for this one, but Blink, you didn’t?” I ask him.

      “That’s because Blink is a spell that all Wizards know innately. As soon as one becomes a Wizard, eventually, it would have come to you. It just came to you faster since I talked about it and its concept. Your brain caught it and learned it. The learning of a Wizard is like having spells shoved down your brain. In this instance, because you wanted to learn another spell quickly, I had to push it faster.”

      “And just saying the concept would not have worked?”

      “No. From now on, it’s either learning spells from me, or allowing them to flow into you in due time.”

      “How did you learn them?” I ask him curiously about his training background.

      “From my teacher. My father,” Merlin says with a fond smile and a faraway look, but then he returns from his reverie after a couple of seconds, and he shakes his head, looking at me.

      “Just remember, like Blink, there is a limit. But Ian? You need to calm yourself, or you won’t be able to use either Blink or Holy Hands.” Merlin counsels me.

      “Wait, I have a question. Does my being part Angel make a difference for Holy Hands?”

      “Oh! I had forgotten that part.” Merlin suddenly grins. “Yes, it does. So, your Holy Hands will be different. Thank you for pointing that out. So, you can either touch your enemy, but because you have Angel blood in you, you can also turn your hand into a Sword. My father had a friend who was an Angel Wizard, and he told me that fellow could call up two swords made of light. But since you aren’t a pureblood Angel but have human, Thorgian, and Angel in you, it might be different.”

      “Damn. So I can have a Light Sword?” I ask him with a grin, thinking of a renowned specific weapon from a particular movie series I loved.

      Shaking his head, Merlin corrects me. “No, the swords are still part of your Holy Hands spell. when you cast the spell, if you place your hands together, and it works properly for you, after you pull them apart after casting the spell, you should have a sword of light.”

      “All right. Damn, that’s a lot of ifs in there,” I tell him.

      “Welcome to being a Wizard. It’s a lot of trial and error. Come back after to let me know how it went. I am curious if you live.”

      “Wait, won’t you know if I die?” I ask him.

      Shaking his head, Merlin says, “Not really. Now that you are the owner of the Codex, I can’t really see outside. When it wasn’t owned by one of my heirs, I could,” he says with a shrug. “But I have all my books here to entertain me. Though,” he says, looking thoughtful for a second, “I would assume if you die, I would be able to see outside once more. So, I guess I may know if you die after all. But Ian? Try not to die, please?”

      “I’ll try,” I tell him wholeheartedly. I’m not looking to die myself.

      “Good luck, my boy. Show them what it means to fool around with an heir of Merlin,” he growls at me fiercely.

      “With pleasure,” I tell him and push myself out of the Codex.

      “What, you going to throw a book at me,” Balounina’s brother says with a sneer on his dark-furred face.

      “Oh no,” I tell him.

       And with a thought, I call up Holy Hands, and as Merlin had told me, I bring my hands together and pull them apart slowly. As I had hoped, a sword, made of light slowly comes out of my palm until eventually, I have a blade that is four feet long. With a savage grin on my face, I get into a ready position and thank God that Mrs. Lee had practiced not only fighting with a staff, but also a sword, and even daggers, until I was proficient with them all.

      “Come on, motherfucker. Lightsaber time!” I cry, laughing, almost gleefully.
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      The look on Balounina’s brother’s face when I pull out my sword can only be summed up in one word: Terror. He points at me and yells.

      “Kill him!” Spit flies from his mouth. “Kill him quickly!”

      Faster than I expected, the four Darkbeasts come running at me. Stay calm, Ian. You can’t afford to get nerves and have your spell go poof or fail. That first time was easy because you didn’t have time to think and you were being cocky.

      The first of the Darkbeasts gets to me, and with ease, I slide sideways, and draw the sword across its outstretched arm.

      The sword of light slashes the Darkbeast’s gray skin, and goes right through it, smoking and causing the beast to scream in pain. Which is odd because the Darkbeast stands at least eight feet tall. It’s the lack of a face that makes me wonder where the scream is coming from. Though I’m glad to know that my sword can sever their long arms with their wickedly long claws.

      The other three Darkbeasts, hearing their brethren scream in pain at having its arm sliced off, suddenly veer away from me and back off, wary.

      The one that’s missing an arm is standing there, holding its arm, its head pulled up as if screaming in pain. I can hear the noise of the screams, but it’s still odd without a mouth. Hell, I’ve no clue how they can even see me. Without pause, I put my hand on its back and call up Holy Hands, and suddenly, the thing explodes outward in a shower of lights.

      “Shit,” I exclaim in delight.

      I turn around quickly to the other three, and I see they hadn’t taken advantage but were looking at me warily. Well, their body language is telling me that at least. Remember, no face.

      “Get him!” Balounina’s brother screams, and I can hear the utter fear in his voice now.

      He points his wand at me and shoots off a spell. Next thing I know, a fireball is screaming towards me. Not having enough time to call up a Shield spell, I try to bat it out of the way, hoping it doesn’t do too much damage. But then I get a surprise. The fireball gets absorbed by the sword of light.

      I look at the light sword in wonder. Damn. Can it absorb spells? God, I wish Pearl were here so she could keep him down, and I could focus on the Darkbeasts. We had left Pearl up on Kyle’s ship because Lisa said her parents have a lot of Magic security in the castle, and Pearl's ability might interfere. We haven’t had a chance to test her radius. I think I need to make it a priority. I need her around when fighting fucking Magicians.

      I look at Balounina’s brother with a big grin on my face. “Want to try that again?” I tell him, my fear and nerves dissipating. Hot damn, this is fun now!

      He points his wand at me again, and again a fireball comes screaming towards me, and again, I bring my sword up, and the sword absorbs it. But I had been paying attention to my other three targets. One Darkbeast had tried to come up behind me. Quicker than it probably anticipated, I turn around and it’s right behind me. I extend my arm, outstretched with the sword of light horizontal, press my weight forward on my leg, and pierce its chest. There’s a flash of light, and the predator explodes backward in a fiery show of white light.

      Something slams into my back, making me grunt in pain. Shit. Thank God I guess I still had my Shield up. I didn’t get burned, but I’m knocked hard enough that I end up on my ass.

      Suspecting what might be coming next, I raise my sword without even thinking. The Darkbeast that had slashed at me while I was down moments ago, screams in pain as its clawed hand falls to the ground with a thud. It was sliced off by my sword. I roll away quickly, expecting an attack from the second Darkbeast. Yep, good call, as I feel a claw barely miss me. I can feel the material on the back of my suit tear.

      Back up on my feet now, my sword is held in a guard position facing Balounina’s brother. Just in time too, because this time he had thrown an Icicle spell at me, and the sword shatters it, breaking the spell. I reach around to whip the sword of light behind me, and the Darkbeast that had been about to wrap its arms around me meets the same fate as the others; It explodes in a shower of white light.

      That leaves just one Darkbeast remaining and one most annoyed Magician. The last Darkbeast isn’t attacking but instead slowly backs up, away from me.

      “Attack him! I command you!” Balounina’s brother screams.

      Then he speaks to the Darkbeast in a language I can’t understand. The Darkbeast turns to him, paying attention, and replies, speaking in a guttural voice.

      “I don’t care! We have a covenant. Kill him!” Balounina’s brother screams at the towering thing.

      The Darkbeast looks at me or rather, faces me, and suddenly it gets on all fours and comes at me much quicker than I expected. Just as it reaches me, I try something different. I wait until the very last second and then vault over it. I place my hand down on its head as I go over and cast Holy Hands.

      The Darkbeast explodes in a shower of white light, but my hand that had been on its head for leverage suddenly loses that support, and I fall towards the ground. Probably a good thing, as Balounina’s brother cast another spell, and this time, I see it is a dark ball. Shit, that spell is deadly. From my studying of the spells, that one looks like a small black hole. That would have killed me for sure if it had hit me.

      My back hits the ground, and before Balounina’s brother has time to cast again, with my wand in my other hand, I cast Restrain, which is a short spell that makes your target unable to move. It’s short lived, but good enough for what I need.

      He hadn’t expected that, and the Restrain spell hits him dead on, and suddenly he isn’t moving. Still lying on my back, I make sure there are no other Darkbeasts around, and that there were only the four. Satisfied, I lie back down, trying to catch my breath. The wind had been knocked out of me when I fell down hard. I know I have at least two minutes reprieve with him being restrained by that spell.

      I get up slowly, taking stock of myself to make sure I’m not injured. I dispel the Holy Hands’ spell because I don’t want to kill Balounina’s brother; I need information from him. Such as how to get past this Shield of Pleghar so I can Teleport.

      With my wand still in my hand, I cast Vines on him. Vines suddenly shoot out of the ground and encase him tightly. With only a thought, I remove Restrain off of him. Restrain is handy, but it paralyzes targets completely. They can’t even speak.

      Brushing the dirt off my clothing from rolling around on the ground so much, I walk up to him and ask the first thing that would be helpful to know. “What’s your name, brother of Balounina?” The man looks at me with fear and doesn’t answer me.

      I nod; I expected this. My wand had been in my non-dominant hand because the sword had been in my dominant one, I pull my fist back and punch him square in the face. His head rocks back with the blow, and when it returns to its rightful position, I see blood coming out of his nose, and his eyes are dazed from the punch.

      When he can focus again, after shaking his head a couple of times, he looks at me with rage. “I’ll ask again. What’s your name?” My fist is recoiled for another punch.

      He stares at me, but just as I’m about to let my fist fly, he says quickly, “Brothan.”

      “Ah,” I say, lowering my fist. “That wasn’t so hard, was it? Well, Brothan, this will be very simple. You answer my questions, you live. You don’t, I punch you to a pulp, and then I hand you over to, hmm. I was going to say the MPF. But instead, I think I’ll hand you over to the Principal.”

      At that, Brothan’s eyes widen in terror. God, I love how her name seems to be the universe’s boogie man, I think with a grin.

      “How do I take disable the Shield of Pleghar?” I ask him. At that, his eyes widen in surprise.

      “You shall not get away with this. Hades will one day be more powerful. I am willing to die for his honor.”

      “Ah, so Hades sent you? As in, he spoke to you and said to attack me and kill me? And get away with what? You attacked me,” I tell him.

      “What? No, Hades is a powerful God. We only follow his will. And we only attacked you because of the trap you tried to set for my sister.”

      “Okay, I get that. But if that’s what Hades wants, did he tell that to someone in the Dark Alliance?” I ask.

      I remember what Merlin had said about Hades and how all the other Gods would go after him. Is Hades truly calling the shots?

      “It’s what we of the Dark Alliance strive for: the destruction of all living things in the universe, so Hades, the all-powerful, can come into his true power and control all as the God of Death!” he says with zeal in his eyes.

      “Right, blah blah. Mighty one. Holy one. Kill things all over the universe. What I want to know is who did Hades speak to in the Dark Alliance? Who did he tell that he wants to destroy everything so he can be more powerful?”

      “What?” Brothan says, confused.

      “Well, someone must have been the one who got the message from Hades. Who was your messiah? Who was the messenger from Hades?” I ask him.

      “We just do his bidding,” Brothan offers.

      “But who is getting these instructions? I assume Hades doesn’t give you love notes with messages or instructions on them to do things?” I ask him. Seriously, someone has to be getting something.

      “What? No! I am not worthy for his touch,” Brothan tells me incredulously.

      “So, you aren’t worthy, so someone else must be?” I ask him. “Who is higher up in the Dark Alliance?” I ask him, deciding to move this along.

      “I shall not betray my brothers and sisters in the Dark Alliance,” he says through gritted teeth.

      Man, I wish Louetta were here right now. One prick, and I would get answers from him. I look around and decide to try Teleport again. But again, I end up smashing into something, and I’m 50 feet from Brothan. Shaking my head, I go back towards him. He has a grin on his face at my failed attempt to use Teleport. Shit, I wish I had more power to punch through that fucking shield.

      Oh, wait. I look down at my lapel, and I see my pin is still there. “Kyle, you there?”

      “I am,” Kyle’s voice says faintly. “I have been monitoring you, but we can’t find you. I have the ship scanning the planet, but they must be using some kind of jammer. I can barely keep this connection, so I am limited,” Kyle says, with bursts of static coming through as well.

      “Right, ask the girls to give me power, please,” I tell him. “Ask them to meet me in the room that Lisa’s parents supplied me, please. I’m not sure where I am, but I'm going to try to punch through this shield around me, and I'm bringing a guest. I need Louetta’s help.”

      Suddenly, through my link with the girls as my Bonded, I feel power rush into me. Damn, it’s almost euphoric at times. I don’t hear a reply from Kyle, but I’m not sure if that’s because he can’t reconnect to me with whatever they have blocking his signal, or if he figures I can take care of myself.

      Walking up to Brothan, I place a hand on his shoulder, grin at him, and say, “Let’s go for a little trip.”

      Then, using the power that the girls gave me, I cast Teleport for both me and Brothan, with the destination location being the room where I asked Kyle to bring the girls. At first, I feel resistance, but then, with a loud explosion, the dark field with the red moon overhead fades away, and suddenly we are back in my room in Lisa’s parents’ castle.

      Brothan looks around in shock just as the door to the room opens. Lisa, Louetta, and Penelope run in, out of breath, holding their dresses over their knees. Kyle comes in behind them, closing the door, not even breathing hard. Then, again, does he even breathe?

      “Hey, got myself Balounina’s brother. Where is she?”

      “Oh, mother and father took her to a room to discuss business. She has been restrained,” Lisa supplies. “What the hell happened?”

      For the next five minutes, I explain the details, including my having to get help from Merlin. Brothan, who was listening in, has ever widening eyes, and the obvious fear in them changes to plain terror.
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      “And you think Hades isn’t involved, directly, but that someone is using his name to try to kill everything in the universe?” Louetta looks unconvinced.

      “If you ask me, and I get the impression from Merlin,” I tell her, nodding, “that Hades can’t do it himself because he can’t interact directly with the universe but also it might not be something Hades really wants. Don’t ask,” I say, holding my hand up before they can ask how I know that. It’s not my place to tell them that Merlin once decided to visit Hades’ domain. I doubt Merlin wants that story to get out... that a powerful Wizard visited the underworld where the dead go.

      “So, you and Merlin, or the Merlin inside the Codex, think that someone is just using his name to pretend like it’s coming from someone powerful?” Lisa asks me.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time someone did something in someone else’s name. I mean, you know my world’s history?”

      “True,” Penelope says, nodding, but she has a scowl on her beautiful face, framed by her red hair.

      “So, what do we do with this guy, Balounina’s brother?” Louetta asks.

      “That is where you come in,” I tell her with a grin.

      “Oh? I can do that. Do we want his sister as well?” Lisa suggests.

      “Umm, wait ‘til what we see here. Right now, I don’t want anything to happen to her while she is under the care of your parents. After she leaves here, we shall see,” I say, thinking it through.

      “Good. My parents would recover from it, but it would put a mark on the Goodwater name,” Lisa says gratefully.

      “Now, let’s make this guy squeal like a horse,” Louetta says with a grin.

      “That’s pig,” I tell her with a laugh. “Horses don’t squeal. Well, I’m sure they do, but the expression from Earth is squeal like a pig.”

      “Fine,” she says with a laugh. “Let’s make him spill the beans?”

      “That works as well,” I say with a chuckle.

      Louetta has been using more euphemisms from Earth lately. I wasn’t sure why, but it might be because I had started watching some TV shows on the monitors all over the place. There are monitors in my house, monitors on the Eclipse, monitors in the hotels; it seems like they’re plentiful around here. 

      I tried to watch other worlds’ television media, but my God, I can see why everyone watches Earth stuff. It’s a million times better. So, I’ve been watching some of the shows I used to love, and sharing them with the girls. And of course, they keep asking me about some expressions the characters use. Louetta loves them and has been using them more often.

      Louetta’s tail comes up, and Brothan eyes it nervously and he flinches when it hits him in the chest. “Ow! What the fuck?!” he says, but then his eyes start to glaze over.

      “Ask him who is the highest Dark Alliance member he knows,” I offer to Louetta who had looked my way.

      She turns to Brothan and asks him the question. “My sister,” he mumbles.

      “Shit, so we might have to go after her later. Let’s see what else he might know. Ask him if he knows who is giving orders to the Dark Alliance,” I tell Louetta.

      “The orders come from a powerful deity.”

      “What?” Louetta says, looking around the room in surprise. “Did he just say a deity? Not a God?”

      I look at Brothan thoughtfully. So, Merlin had mentioned that there were demigods, deities, and Gods. That most of them are from a planet or world. That the big Gods, like Hades, which is the only example he gave me, are universal. They don’t interact with the universe. But is some kind of deity or God trying to do something?

      “Louetta, ask him what planet the Dark Alliance started on?” I ask, something clicking. Or I hope it’s a click and not a clunk.

      Louetta looks confused at my question but turns to Brothan and asks him. The reply comes with slurred speech. “Mondel.”

      “That can’t be,” Penelope says. It’s her turn to have a confused look on her face.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “Because,” Kyle says, “That’s a Forbidden world. Remember, I said there were three forbidden worlds? One is where the Mondelians lived?”

      “Wait, is that the zombie world?” I ask him.

      “Yes, that is correct,” Kyle says with a nod. “So there is no way anything could be coming from there. No one can visit it.”

      “Like how Earth can’t be visited by 234 ships?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Shit,” he says after looking at me for a couple of seconds.

      “You think that this zombie virus is doing this?” Lisa says incredulously.

      “No,” I say, thinking out loud. “I would say the people who aren’t zombified yet, they might be doing it. Maybe they want their freedom? I mean, what would happen if they prayed to their God, and their God wanted to help them?”

      “Wait, does Mondel have a God? Kyle, can you check the Accord and see if they have a deity or Godmentioned when they signed it?”

      “What? You have to name your Godwhen you join the Accord?” I ask, astounded.

      “Yes,” Kyle reveals, nodding my way. “When a planet signs up, they must list all their deities and Gods, so that as a people, they take responsibility for them.”

      “Jesus, if Earth ever had to sign something like that, the paperwork would be so long. We have so many damn deities and Gods.”

      “Pretty well,” Penelope says with a laugh. “Earth is the only planet I know that has over 100 deities or Gods. It’s become a euphemism we use. There are as many stars in the sky as Gods on Earth.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me?” I tell her, my mouth open. I don’t know if I should be ashamed or offended. Or both.

      “Nope, but in a good way,” she says with a chuckle. “Though I doubt Earth has that many. I would say many of them are made up. I mean, even some worlds who sign up with five or six Gods, when the MPF looks into it, we find there are not really any.”

      “You can research and find Gods?” I ask, skeptical of that.

      “Yes. There are magical tools available. Though with you being so powerful, you would not need them. That’s what the last book in school will teach us.”

      “Wait, but I read all the books,” I tell her, confused now.

      “All except the last one,” Penelope says with a laugh. “That one Nan needs to give us personally. She doesn’t feel you are ready to graduate yet. Though honestly, I think it’s only that she loves having you as a student.”

      “Can you ask him,” I say, pointing to Brothan, “if the MPF are the ones getting past the defenses of Mondel to, to do what? Talk to this deity?”

      Louetta nods and asks the question to Brothan. He answers slowly, as we are reaching the max number of questions we can ask, but he answers. “Yes. That was the deal we made with Mortilini. Access to ships, to break his Oath.”

      “Well, that answered that question on why his Oath was broken,” I say with a scowl.

      “Can you get one more question out of him?” asks Kyle, pointing to Brothan.

      “I can try. I might be able to. What did you want to ask him?” Louetta inquires.

      “Ask him if any infected people got out of Mondel,” Kyle asks.

      The girls look at Kyle in horror at the implication of my question. At first, I don’t understand, but then it hits me. Zombies. If someone from that world gets out, it will infect the universe.

      “Oh shit,” I whisper.

      Louetta turns to Brothan quickly and actually stabs him again with her tail, making us look at her in shock. “Did anyone from Mondel escape?!”

      At the second injection, Brothan’s body spasms against the vines that were still around him, and he croaks out. “Not yet.” Then, Brothan slumps, dead.

      “What the hell?” I ask Louetta. “You can stab them twice?”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “It kno—” but then she slumps to the floor. Lisa is the closest and quick enough to catch her before she hits her head.

      “It knocks you out,” I say, stating the obvious. “But Jesus, I’m glad she did it. Because based on what Kyle said about that infection, if it gets out...”

      “All living things in the universe would be infected,” Kyle finished. “What do you want to do?” he asks me.

      “Hey, I have no clue. This is so outside my pay scale. Hell, I don’t even have a pay scale. I don’t get paid!” I tell him, throwing my hands up.

      “We need to do something, Ian,” Lisa says after putting Louetta in my bed.

      “Let me get rid of him first,” I say of the dead Brothan. If I’m to sleep in here tonight, I don’t want a dead body around, thank you very much.

      I place my hand on his body. Then I Teleport back to where I had been with Brothan before. After I broke through the Shield of Pleghar with my Teleport spell, it disappeared. When I'm back in the field, I remove the Vines spell from Brothan and Teleport back into the room.

      “Do we want to visit Balounina?” Penelope suggests.

      “No, I would let her go, so Lisa’s parents aren’t suspected of harming a guest. Though, I'm worried she will go into hiding,” I tell her, shaking my head.

      “Do we need her now that we know where it’s coming from anyhow?” Kyle asks.

      “Well, I guess not really. But we aren’t sure if it’s Mondel’s God doing it. And do I want to go after a God? I’m not Merlin. He might have gone toe to toe with Gods, but I am pretty sure he had more than just over a year’s training,” I say worriedly.

      “Ian, you are powerful,” Lisa says. “And you have three kick-ass Bonded. And you have Kyle, and let’s not forget Pearl.”

      “What can Pearl do against a God?”

      “Gods use Magical power,” Penelope says with a broad grin.

      “And so she would be very useful,” Lisa finishes.

      “Even against a God?” I ask hesitantly.

      “One of the reasons they were hunted down wasn’t only because of going after Magicians,” Kyle states. “They were valuable weapons against Gods, deities, and demigods. The fact is that you, the heir of Merlin, a powerful Wizard, will make many people fear you. And not just people, but also Gods, deities, and demigods.”

      “Oh,” I say. “I guess we need to go see Pearl then,” I say with a sudden smile.

      “But first, we need to finish this party,” Lisa says, stamping her foot.

      “What?” I ask her, confused.

      “Ian, we are at one of the most sought-after social events in the universe. We are wearing beautiful gowns, and you are wearing... oh,” she says suddenly when I turn my back and show her the large tears in my suit. And then, I point to Louetta, who’s still out cold on the bed. “Dammit.”

      I walk over to Lisa and hug her close to me, and give her a kiss. “I promise one day to throw the most amazing party, your parents’ party will pale by comparison.”

      “And just how will you do that?” Lisa asks me suspiciously.

      “Because it will be the party of the heir of Merlin getting married to three amazing women,” I tell her.

      “Oh shit, Louetta is going to kill you for saying that and her not being awake,” Penelope says with a chuckle.

      I look over at Louetta. “I promise to make it up to her.”

      “Wait, did you say marry?” Penelope suddenly gasps, her eyes widening, as her brain catches up to the conversation.

      “I did. Will you, Lisa Goodwater and Penelope Moonlight, marry this useless Earthling?” I ask Lisa and Penelope with a smile.

      “Yes!” Lisa says, crushing me into a hug.

      Penelope walks up to me, wraps her arms around me, and Lisa, who is still crushing me and looks deeply into my eyes. “Yes. I will marry you, Ian Arthur, you useless Earthling who is richer than anyone and is more powerful than anyone. But, something tells me you will need to truly impress Louetta to make up for this one.”

      I bend down and kiss Penelope, and then Lisa before I reply. “Yeah. I know. I’ll need your help with ideas.”

      Kyle moves towards the bed to gently pick Louetta up, before he gives me the latest news. “I already messaged the Goodwaters.”

      “Thanks,” I say as he puts a hand on my shoulder, and I Teleport us all back to his ship.
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      “Ready?” Kyle asks me.

      We’ve been on the ship now for a week, traveling slowly to get to Mondel. Thanks to the Metali’s defenses, we didn’t need to worry about traps per se, but we do need to worry about the 400-plus ships around Mondel.

      “Are you sure this will work?” I ask him instead.

      “Yes. They can’t find the ship, and the communication array is on the other side of local space from us, so they will try to search for you there if they don’t listen.”

      “And we are cloaked really well?” I ask him for the 10thor 11th time. It’s not that I don’t trust Kyle. I don’t trust technology to be infallible.

      “Even another Metali ship wouldn’t find us,” Kyle says reassuringly.

      I nod to him. If he is saying another Metali ship can’t find us, that’s saying a lot.

      “Then, yes, I’m ready,” I say, taking a deep, nervous breath.

      “All right, in three, two, and one,” Kyle says, pointing at me on one. I stare at the screen in front of me, where Kyle said the audio and video will be recorded.

      “Attention the MPF fleet. This is Ian Arthur. I am the heir of Merlin and the true leader of the MPF. Mortilini Brotka,” I had to ask Kyle to look up his last name for me, “has been removed as he desired and felt it was his right, to hold on to power. You are in a restricted space and you are being asked to remove yourself immediately. I am transferring over a file with the recording of Mortilini admitting his crimes. Please respond within ten minutes indicating your compliance.”

      I nod, and Kyle stops the recording, cutting the connection.

      “Nice and sweet. I hope they go for it,” Penelope says.

      “I hope so too. I can’t fight over 400 ships,” I tell her fervently.

      “Oh, something is happening,” Louetta says suddenly.

      I turn to the screen featuring the planet Mondel, and with the surrounding ships, and it’s lit up with laser fire and explosions.

      “What the hell are they doing,” I shout, jumping out of my seat to get closer to the screen.

      “It looks like there is a battle going on,” Kyle says uselessly. “I guess there is a battle going on between those Oathbound and those not.”

      “Jesus, I had hoped they wouldn’t fight,” I say with regret.

      “Ian,” Penelope says, coming up and putting a hand on my arm, “you know that in order to clean up the MPF this needs to be done.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to remove those who are willingly following the orders of the MPF.”

      Well, some of those apparently are still willingly following Mortilini, and showing proof doesn’t matter. They are going down without a fight.

      “Give it a moment. I think it’s letting up,” Lisa cries, suddenly pointing at the screen.

      I look over, and she’s right. There are fewer laser beams crossing the atmosphere in space, with one or two going off now and then. As the ships continue to explode, the lasers slowly come to a halt. We watch the screen tensely for what seems hours, but is really only 20 minutes.

      Kyle says, “I got a comm request from a Captain Moldra Loutian of the MPF ship 2-0-0-3.”

      “No names for their ships?” I ask, with a raised eyebrow.

      “Too many ships to name,” Kyle says with a laugh.

      “Put him on screen,” I say, heading back to my seat quickly.

      “Her,” Kyle says, and then he points to me.

      The screen lights up. The background is a ship’s bridge, with lots of smoke and sparks flying around. I can hear people coughing in the background. The person on the screen is humanoid, with red skin, blue eyes, long blond hair. In fact, she’s pretty fucking hot, if it wasn’t for the soot on her face and the angry bleeding wound on her chest; her hand presses a bandage to it.

      “This is Captain Moldra Loutian of the MPF ship 2-0-0-3. I am now the leader of this Task Force. I have taken over, as Captain Dotra Lobnia is dead. I have removed him as he is not Oathbound. He tried to get us to turn around, find you and kill you. Sir,” she says.

      “Thank you, Captain Moldra. Can you give us a situation update over there? I assume you have injuries?”

      Captain Moldra looks around her, and down at her chest wound and she smirks. “Yes, sir. But we have healers, and they are going to the worst cases first. This is just a nick. I will be fine,” she says. A nick? I can see blood flowing out of the bottom edge of her bandage.

      “Captain Moldra,” I say, knowing she will listen if she is Oathbound, and I hate having to do it as a command, but if she just took over, I can’t have her dying. “This is a command. Get healed.”

      Captain Moldra looks at me, saying nothing, but then sighs in defeat and waves over to someone off-camera. Suddenly there is another person next to her, of the same race, but male, and he places his hands on her chest, and I see a green glow around them.

      “Thank you, sir,” the healer says, “My wife wouldn’t listen to reason.”

      “Kola!” Captain Moldra shakes her head, clearly mortified.

      “Captain Moldra, I need you to stay alive. Now, I want it made abundantly clear. I do not want those who are not Oathbound killed, unless they try to fight you, as their commanding officer. Do I make myself clear?”

      Captain Moldra gets a confused look. “Why, sir? If you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Some might not be Oathbound, but they joined with the values of the MPF, and the MPF will be changing somewhat. Right now, I am still the leader, whatever rank that is, of the MPF. But I will be opening it to others, who are not Oathbound to me, but who are bound by the core values of the MPF and what it stands for, not for what I want. You saw what can happen when someone like me controls the MPF?” I tell her, reminding her of the little command I had just given her.

      Captain Moldra doesn’t answer right away but looks thoughtful, nodding now and then. “So you wish to make it a true organization where leadership is not followed blindly because of a Magical bond?”

      “Exactly. Now, I have to ask, please tell me that you have not taken on or released anyone from the planet below you?” I ask her.

      Captain Moldra shakes her head vigorously, causing her husband to glare at her because her motion displaced his hands and stopped the healing. He begins once again when she looks at him blushing, which on a red-skinned person looks interesting since it just turns a shade of pink instead.

      “No, sir. We have not. One of the arguments I had with Captain Dotra Lobnia was precisely that. He was all for going down and getting some of the people of Mondel, or those running the government. But many of us other captains were very much against that.”

      “Good,” I tell her with a sigh of relief, and I can hear the same from the surrounding girls.

      “Have you been, umm, visited by anyone from the planet?” I ask her awkwardly.

      “Visited, sir? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Like, a visit from a powerful being?” I say slowly.

      “Oh!” she says, her eyes widening, clueing into what I was asking. “No, sir. We have stayed far enough away from the planet, so they can’t come on board without our permission.”

      “What?” I ask, looking around at the girls and Kyle. “What does she mean?”

      “One moment, Captain Moldra,” Kyle says to the screen, coming into camera range.

      Captain Moldra looks surprised when Kyle’s silver android body comes into view. Then the screen goes blank.

      “Sorry, we should have mentioned. Any deity, God or demigod, to get onto a ship needs to use their Teleport ability. But the maximum distance they can do it is half a million miles from a planet. So most ships stay away from a world until it’s deemed safe. They also require permission to come onto a ship. We aren’t sure why it’s like that, but it just is. A God, deity, or demigod must have an invitation in order to board a ship.”

      I stare at him to see if he is pulling my leg, but he is being serious. “Wait, so I can Teleport farther than a God? And in order for them to even come on a ship, they need permission? That sounds a lot like some fairy shit. They can’t come into your house without permission,” I tell him.

      “Yes,” Penelope says. “We aren’t sure why you, and Merlin when he was alive, could Teleport such vast distances, compared to a God. There are research papers out there if you ever want to read them. It's something that has been known for ages, but we don’t have any clue as to why. As for permission to come onto a ship, we don’t know that either, and will probably never know. I'm sure if this Captain Dotra could have gotten a ship closer to the planet, since he was the captain and was good with it, any God from the planet would have been able to get on it.”

      “Are they infected?” I ask suddenly. “The Gods?”

      “No,” Kyle answers. “They are immune to any form of sickness, disease, or virus,” he says with a shrug. “Probably a perk of being a God.”

      “So, if we bring on whoever has been doing this, assuming it’s a God, they won’t infect us?” I ask Kyle.

      “No. Gods don’t have a body, or a living body really. They are made of power. So the virus won’t have anything biological to attach itself to.”

      “Ah, Ok, I think I got it,” I say, nodding, feeling like I know fuck all in this universe again. “Turn the screen back on,” I tell him. Kyle nods, and the screen comes back to life, with Captain Moldra in mid-sentence arguing with her husband. She straightens herself and smiles.

      “Captain Moldra, clean up as best as you can, making sure to get as many survivors as possible, and then I want you to head to...” I look to the girls for help here.

      “They will need medical help and repairs, so send them to Potra,” Kyle supplies.

      “Please head to Potra, get your repairs sorted and any medical help that you need. Do you need anything from me for that?” I ask her.

      “No, sir, I am recording this, so the recording will suffice. And, sir? Thank you.”

      “For what, Captain?” I ask her.

      “For coming here. We might have many deaths, but many of us felt this was wrong. I assume you are going to be fighting the God from this planet?”

      “Not if I can help it, Captain Moldra,” I tell her, nodding my head. “Not if I can help it. Good luck and safe journey.”

      “Thank you, sir. Would you be all right if I played our meeting to the rest of the crews on the ships?” Captain Moldra blurts out suddenly.

      I look at the girls, and Kyle and they all shrug their shoulders. “I do not see why not, Captain. If you feel the need for it for morale, please do so.”

      “Thank you, sir. Moldra out.”

      I nod to her, and Kyle cuts the connection. I look around and ask, “What was that last part about?”

      “I think she wants to show the crews that little speech you made about Oathbound and non-Oathbound,” Penelope says.

      “I think the fact that you are going to be changing it will make many non-Oathbound feel now they have a place again,” Louetta says, flatly.

      Shit, she’s still pissed at me. The girls mentioned what I did, and she was angry that she was passed out and didn’t get the same courtesy as the others. I did get on my hands and knees and asked her to marry me, and she said yes, but she felt that I should have waited. I told her it was just timing, and I was sorry. Though, I told her I would take her on a personal date, just the two of us, one day after this mission.
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      “Any idea what we should do?” I ask around the bridge.

      Everyone looks at me with negative faces, ranging from frowns to scowls. “I’ll take that as a no. Christ,” I say, running my hands through my longer black hair.

      It’s grown down to my shoulders in the last year. It’s not as if I had time to stop to get it cut. I haven’t even been back on Earth since the night Penelope picked me up, and my uncle kicked me out for blowing a hole in his shop.

      “You are all asking me to fight a God,” I groan, sitting down heavily in the captain’s chair.

      “We aren’t asking you to do anything, Ian,” Louetta says, melting slightly at my frustration. “We can leave here and make sure that the Metali defenses are back online. And never come back here again.”

      “Yeah, we can, but I won’t feel right. Something Godlike on that planet has been causing trouble. Thanks to it, over three million of the Oathbound are imprisoned on Lotus. How many died on that prison planet since then? And how many people died at the hands of the Dark Alliance? Even if it’s just one, it’s too many,” I growl, looking at the planet on the screen.

      Lisa hugs me from behind the chair, with her arms across my chest. “What do you want to do, Ian?”

      Sighing because I know it will put us in danger, I reply, “Kick that Gods, or whatever’s, ass for what they did, and teach them a lesson. But my question is, why are they doing this?”

      “You think there is a reason?” Kyle inquires.

      “You think it was just random?” I respond.

      “Well, there is only one way to find out. Go there, and invite them here, and talk to them,” Penelope says, shrugging her shoulders.

      “Can we do something to restrict their powers on the ship? Something like that Shield of Pleghar?” I have to ask the question at the very least.

      “Well, that would stop them maybe from Teleporting away. With the power you have, you can cast it alone. Oh,” Louetta says suddenly, with an evil grin on her Succubus face. “What if we cast a small circle? If I remember, you can invite a God, demigod, or deity into a certain part of the ship only. Most don’t give access to the full ship. We can cast the Shield of Pleghar, and have Pearl sitting inside it or own Shield of Pleghar, sort of a shield within a shield.”

      “But won’t she negate the magic from both shields?” I ask her.

      “Crap! I didn’t think of that,” Louetta says with a scowl.

      “Oh, it might work,” Penelope says, looking thoughtful.

      “Oh?” Both Louetta and I say at the same time.

      “We need Pearl to test her field radius, but if we know, it might work. We need to talk to Pearl.”

      “I already called her to the bridge. She growled that she was on her way. She wasn’t happy to be awakened from her nap,” Kyle says with a laugh. “But don’t worry, I am getting her a raw steak from the kitchen.”

      “Smart man,” I tell him with a wink.

      Just then, Pearl comes running onto the bridge, and rounds the front of the chair, and sits in front of me. She stares at me, and I sense her curiosity through our connection.

      “You wanted,” she growls.

      “I do, and oh, look what Kyle got you,” I say, hearing one of the ship’s robots behind me.

      Pearl looks over, and her pleasure is obvious. The robot comes to Kyle, who takes the raw steak from the platter and throws it at Pearl. She jumps into the air and catches it easily before she begins to chew it noisily. Thank God we have watched her eat enough times that it’s not disgusting anymore. She isn’t like a house cat; you can’t give her cat food, either wet or dry. She only eats raw food. Better again if it’s still alive. But even the girls drew the line at that one, after the first time they saw it.

      When Pearl is done with her snack, I ask her. “Pearl, do you know how your ability to block Magic works?”

      Pearl is seated, washing up and she licks her paw and looks up at me, nodding her big, black, furry head. Her black eyes stare into mine; I can see her intelligence reflected in them. “Yes. I think it.”

      “What do you mean you think it?” I ask, baffled. “It’s something that just happens being around you?”

      Pearl shakes her head. “Think it,” she states again.

      “Wait, are you saying it’s something you can control?” Penelope asks in amazement.

      Pearl closes her eyes and says, “Try.”

      I look around the room and shrug and point to Penelope. She holds up her hand and she has her wand and tries, or I assume she tries, to cast a spell. Nothing happens. Penelope’s eyes widen in surprise. She walks to the other end of the bridge, as far away from Pearl as possible, and the same thing happens.

      Pearl looks at me, “You try,” she says.

      I nod, and I think of calling my wand up. Suddenly in my hand is my Magic wand and I call up a Magical Light. I glance over at Penelope quickly, and she has a frown on her face and is staring at her hand. She looks up, shocked.

      “I can’t cast it. How are you able to?” Penelope blurts out.

      “I don’t know. Pearl?” I ask her.

      “Control who casts,” she says.

      “Wait. Are you saying you can control who can cast within your area?” I tell her, my voice rising in astonishment at this news.

      “Yes.”

      I look around the room, and everyone is just as stunned as me. So apparently, this isn’t a previously known fact about Manacats. Even Kyle has a stunned look on his android face.

      “What is the radius?” I ask her quickly.

      “Large. To room,” Pearl says, looking back the way she had come.

      “Are you saying, Pearl, that you can do this up to and including the room you were in?” Kyle asks her excitedly.

      “Yes.”

      “How far is that?” I ask Kyle.

      “That’s 400 feet. Pearl, is that away from you, or distance from you to the room only?” Kyle asks her.

      “Circle? Round me.”

      Suddenly, everyone in the room is sporting wide grins on their faces. “So Pearl, is it casting or the magic itself you can stop?”

      “Casting. Magic already there. Can’t touch,” she answers, saying the most words I have heard her speak so far.

      “So, if I had already cast a spell, it would stay?” I ask her.

      “Yes,” she says.

      “And this is not in any of your databases about Manacats?” I ask Kyle.

      “No,” he says, woodenly. “But in cross-referencing all the fights and battles involving Manacats we have, it makes sense! Most who see a Manacat attack it with spells. Not spells already there. Looking through the data quickly, sometimes they injure themselves by walking into traps, but we assumed it was cast during battle.”

      “Damn,” I say, looking at Pearl with pride. And she is paired with me. “So was that how Magicians were able to fight with Manacats ages ago?”

      Kyle shakes his head. “No Magician has ever had a Manacat. It’s always been a non-Magic user. Since we thought they would nullify all Magicians. You are the first one to ever have paired with one in recorded history. You need to understand, most of the Manacats were paired with Palarians. They have never paired with any other species.”

      “So, how does your ability work Pearl? Do you stop power from being cast?” I ask her.

      Pearl nods her head. “Small power,” she says.

      I look at Kyle, who has a thoughtful look on his face. He goes to one of the screens on the wall and types something. He suddenly looks around the room, looks back to the screen, and reaches into the wall next to the monitor. He has some kind of wand in his hand. Not a magical wand, but more like a round metal bar with a silver tip. He moves around the room, looking at the screen as he does so, even putting the wand next to me for a second.

      “Wow,” he says finally, looking at Pearl. “She has reduced the Magical power in the air. Except around you, Ian. When I scanned your area, you had high concentration as would be normal, you being a Magician, but the rest of the bridge has been nullified.”

      “So that means if a Gods, demigod, or deity comes here, their powers will be limited?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure,” he says hesitantly. “But if Pearl can reduce the field, I wonder if that is why the Gods tried to hunt her species to extinction as well? They can bring them down a notch or 20?”

      “Only one way to find out, right?” I say with a sigh. “I hate to take the chance, but we need to figure this out. The question is, how do we call the right God?”

      “We ask out loud and invite them in, when we are within distance. I think we should cast the spells before we get within range, though,” Louetta says.

      “We should make them powerful as well. We will transfer power to you, especially for the spell around Pearl. I don’t want her hurt,” Lisa says, crossing her arms insistently.

      “No, I agree with that one,” I tell her with a smile. “I don’t want to lose Pearl to some angry God.”

      “All right, let’s get ready, then. Something tells me this will be an interesting discussion. Or a fight,” Louetta says, clapping her hands in preparation.

      “We need to lay some traps,” Penelope says. “We can work on those, as you cast the Shield of Pleghar. I assume that amazing brain of yours remembers the steps?”

      Nodding to her, I say, “Yes. After it was done to me, I reread it to make sure I had it down pat. That was one nasty spell. I did not like it,” I tell her with a scowl, as I vividly remember hitting a stupid wall every time I tried to Teleport.
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      “I think we have everything,” Penelope says, looking around the storage room that Kyle had said would be ideal.

      He also said because we will be able to each Teleport a short distance, if something happens, we can all Teleport, and he can breach the large doors in the back and throw whatever comes to the ship into space. They won’t die, but at least they will be off the ship, and then he can jump the ship away before whatever it is tries to come back on board. Or, that is the hope. When I asked what about him, he said his body can be replaced. We can’t.

      Looking around, the spells we cast were not only hidden, but also Kyle put in false trails with small explosive booby traps. It would not do anything to whatever we call, but it would divert them from looking for the real traps.

      “Ready?” I ask, my stomach and my nerves going into overdrive. Focus, Ian. Remember what Merlin said about fear. It will cause problems with spell casting. Will Holy Hands even work on beings like this? Let’s hope I don’t have to find out the hard way.

      “Ready,” Penelope, Lisa, and Louetta say. Kyle nods my way.

      “Pearl, you know the plan?” I ask her. She is sitting down in the middle of the first Shield of Pleghar that I created. Outside of that one, is the large Shield of Pleghar.

      “Ready,” she growls, and I feel the excitement of a hunt from her, which makes me smile.

      “Kyle, you can jump within the needed distance from the planet,” tell him.

      He nods, and I don’t feel anything, but then a minute later, he says, “We are within 200,000 miles of the planet of Mondel.”

      Nodding to him, I take a deep breath and say, “I, Ian Arthur, the Captain of the ship Eclipse, allow the being who has been trying to work with the Dark Alliance to come to my ship within the red lines on the floor only.”

      We had to make sure to specify the restrictions of the being who would able to come to the ship. I can’t say they could access the whole room because that would give them access to too much. This way, by saying within the red lines — that we had Kyle or a robot under Kyle’s control, paint on the floor — limits its area. Also, by stating that we want the being who is working with the Dark Alliance, under the universal rules, only those beings can have access. I just hope it’s only one.

      Suddenly there is a loud thunderclap, and there is a being standing in front of me, in the red circle. The being is tall, roughly nine feet tall, and is, to put it mildly, very beautiful to look at. Even if he has pure white skin, eyes of flames, and long white hair, he looks almost human, but the cheekbones are higher, and his teeth are longer than a human’s would be. The jawline is more pronounced as well.

      “Foolish being, you called up your death,” the being roars and puts his hand out, but nothing happens. He looks at his hand in perplexity.

      I stand there and wait. He puts his other hand out, and again nothing. His look changes to one of annoyance. Then he brings out the big guns. He puts out both hands and again points them at me, with the same results.

      “What have you done to me?!” he screams in anger.

      I don’t say anything but point to Pearl, who, when he looks over, simply yawns at him. His head swings to me quickly, and he says, “Is that what I think it is?” he hisses.

      “Yep. If you think it’s a Manacat,” I tell him, with a shrug.

      Suddenly he turns away from me and rushes at Pearl with both arms in the air. Pearl simply sits there waiting, then, almost comically, the being bounces off an invisible barrier, hard. Hard enough that he ends up flying backward onto his ass.

      “Release me!” The being yells after getting up off the floor and walks towards me.

      “Why should I?” I ask him.

      “Because I am a God!” he yells at me.

      “And? I’m the heir to Merlin,” I tell him.

      At that, the being suddenly jerks away from me until his back hits the invisible wall behind him, “No! It can’t be. Merlin has been gone for over 2,000 years!” he screams in fear.

      “Yeah, well. I am the first of Merlin’s bloodline to be able to use Magic, so hey,” I tell him, waving idiotically at him with a grin.

      “What do you want, spawn of Merlin?” he growls at me, but I can still see the fear on his face. Even with the flaming eyes.

      “Can you do something about those flaming eyes? They are quite distracting,” I tell him. And honestly, they are.

      Suddenly the eyes on the being are replaced by normal-looking eyes, if having black instead of white eyeballs, and where I have blue irises, his are light green.

      “Thank you,” I tell him with a nod of appreciation. “Can I ask what your name is? What God you are?”

      “I am named Loma, the first God of Mondel,” he says, standing taller, bringing himself to a good ten feet tall now, almost brushing the maximum height of the storage hanger.

      “Well, thank you, Loma, your grace. So being the first Gods, there are others?” I ask him.

      He doesn’t answer me, but Kyle behind me does instead.

      “According to the Mondel teachings, Loma is the Firstborn of their Gods. There are three others. Three younger sisters. Misa, Tali, and Omia.”

      “Thanks, Kyle,” I say with a smile, not looking away from Loma, in case he tries something. I know that Kyle is also watching him, from not only his android body’s eyes, but with scanners.

      “Now, your grace. I will be polite if you do the same. I called you only to speak. Can we be civil?”

      “Remove these barriers and the Manacat, and we can be civil,” Loma growls at me.

      “Sorry, these are for our protection, not yours. If I remove them, I have no guarantees you won’t snap my head off.”

      Loma doesn’t deny that but looks at me. Then he nods slowly. “You are correct. That was my plan. I do not need to play with you, heir of Merlin. Goodbye,” Loma says, and suddenly he isn’t standing where he was but instead had slammed into the wall on the right of me. If I remember correctly, that spot is the closest point to the planet Mondel. Guess he just tried to Teleport. I suppress a grin, barely, since I know how it feels, and it doesn’t feel nice.

      Loma turns to me, his stare angry, and stomps back to stand in front of me, “What have you done?!” he shouts, pounding the barrier between us hard enough to make it reverberate with a gong.

      “After we have talked, I will remove the barrier so you can leave. The barrier isn’t just to stop you from hurting us. It’s also to make sure you speak to us. I am asking this politely. Can we talk?”

      Loma suddenly tries to Teleport again, with the same results. After the 11thtime, and yes, I counted, he stops, breathing hard, and comes back to me, so pissed that foam is coming out of his mouth.

      He looks down at me and through gritted teeth sneers, “What do you want?”

      “As I said. I only wish to speak,” I tell Loma. “I want to find out why you are sending the Dark Alliance against the universe and against me?”

      “What?” he says, his anger swiftly changing to confusion on his face. “I never sent them to destroy the universe. I didn’t even send them after you. I didn’t even know you existed ʼtil now, Spawn of Merlin.”

      “Ian,” I tell him.

      “Whatever, Ian. Spawn of Merlin. Both are the same to me. I sent the Dark Alliance to do one job, and if you are here, they fucked it up.”

      I look back at the girls, and they are looking as confused as I feel. “What are you talking about? Didn’t you ask the Dark Alliance to take over control of the MPF, so they can get ships in here to free you?”

      “What?” he says, looking at me in horror. “Of course not! Why would I free that damn virus into the universe?!”

      “Now, I'm the one who is confused. Why the hell did you send them out if not to kill everything in the universe to make Hades stronger?” I ask him, frustrated that we seem to be talking about two different things.

      “What? Why would I want to do that?” Loma asks me, incredulous.

      “I don’t know! That is what we have been getting from the Dark Alliance!” I say, throwing my hands up in frustration. “We came here to see who was sending out orders to kill people and destroy everything.”

      Loma holds a hand up for me to stop. “Are you saying that the Dark Alliance, with whom I made a pact, hasn’t been trying to find a cure for this virus that is destroying my world?” Loma says, through gritted teeth, and if looks alone could burn, I would be a crispy human kebab right now.

      “Loma,” Penelope says softly to him. “The Dark Alliance has been doing nothing but killing things, killing people, and that is it. If they are trying to find a cure for the zombie-like virus on your planet, we have not found any evidence of it. We have found nothing but them trying to make Hades stronger. So this is what all this was about? Are you trying to find a cure for your world?”

      “Yes! The universe has given up on my world, and me and my sisters are dying. Not because of the virus, but because our people are losing faith in us! Every year, our power grows weaker and weaker as we lose more of our people to this virus. The virus does not worship us! That is why I gave power to some Dark Alliance members, as no one else would listen! They said they would use this power to find a cure!”

      “Wow,” I say, finally understanding. “You haven’t been trying to destroy but to heal,” I tell him.

      “Yes! No one else was helping. I needed to do something,” Loma says.

      I look back at the girls, and they are looking at Loma with sad eyes and some pity. “Loma,” I say, turning back to him. “They haven’t been trying to save you. They have been using that power to do nothing but kill and destroy.”

      Loma sighs, and he snaps his fingers. “I have removed the power I gave them. Can you please release me so I might go die with my sisters, Ian, heir of Merlin,” Loma says quietly, not even looking at me but going to stand at the wall he had repeatedly bounced off of earlier when trying to Teleport.

      “Isn’t there anything you can do, Ian?” Lisa cries suddenly, sadness in her voice.

      I look over to her and shake my head, “I don’t even know what I can do. Have others tried to cure this virus?” I ask, looking around.

      Kyle says, “Yes. Countless worlds have tried to no avail. Science and Magic with the same results. Failure. Loma, our records indicate it was you who asked the Universal Council at the time to have this planet marked as a Forbidden Zone?”

      Loma doesn’t turn around but nods and says, “Yes. While it was not my people who created the virus, I could not allow it to take over the universe. I might be a God, but I am not a petty and vain God. So, for the last 1000 years, we have been behind this barrier and have kept the universe safe. But in that time, we have been forgotten. I know that we are a Forbidden Zone, but with one condition,” Loma says and pauses.

      “That someone keeps looking for a cure,” Kyle supplies.

      Loma nods. “Can you ask Merlin?” Penelope asks me.

      “Merlin yet lives?” Loma abruptly turns around, hope on his face.

      I shake my head. “No, Merlin died over 2000 years ago,” I tell him.

      “But, that young one there said that you should ask Merlin?” Loma says, confusion on his face. “If Merlin is dead, how can you ask him something?”

      “Ah, she means this,” I tell him and bring out the Codex.

      Loma looks at the small book in confusion until all of a sudden, his face clears with understanding. “He created his Codex, and you found it!”

      “Correct. So while Merlin is dead, his shadow or whatever you want to call it is in here. I mean, I guess I can go ask him. What does it hurt?”

      “Might I come?!” Loma suddenly asks, with so much excitement, I look at him closely to see if it’s a trick. But I don’t get the sense of trickery from him; rather, I see hope.
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      I look at Loma and the book in my hand, and try to figure out how to do this. I don’t want to take the barrier down, but I'm not sure I trust him. Loma must have guessed my hesitation.

      “You need not take the barrier down. Place it against the barrier, and I will place my hand on it, and you need but request that I come with you when you go into it.”

      “Wait! We can go meet Merlin like that?” Penelope blurts out in surprise.

      “Yes. Codexes are very powerful devices, but they do allow others to go into it, if the primary owner of it, which would be you,” Loma says, pointing to me, “allows it.”

      “Shiiit,” Louetta says. “You mean we could have gone with Ian all those times?”

      “What ‘all those’ times? It was twice!” I tell her with a raised eyebrow. “No three, but that last time was for my life.”

      “I want to go too!” Penelope says, suddenly comes up to me and grabs my arm.

      “I do too! I always wanted to meet Merlin,” Louetta says, holding my other arm.

      Suddenly, without warning, Lisa jumps on my back with her arms around my neck, and yells in my ear, “Me too!”

      I look back at Kyle, and he is looking at me longingly. “Fine,” I say with a laugh. “You can come as well, Kyle. Pearl, did you want to come?” I say, looking down at her.

      Pearl shakes her head. “No, will nap.” I laughed aloud at her dismissal; typical cat.

      “Well, we won’t be gone long. You will barely notice it,” I tell her. Instead of answering me, she yawns, lays her head down, and closes her eyes. Within seconds, she is snoring.

      I look around, and all the faces are expectant, even Loma’s. “Here we go. Let’s see if this works,” I say, lifting the Codex and placing it against the shield in front of me. Loma places his hand on the shield against the Codex. Then, with a thought, I go into the Codex, but included in there is the invitation to bring along everyone touching me. Even Loma.

      Then, the storage room disappears, and I am in the Codex. Loma is with me, and the girls are still hanging off me, even Lisa, who had tightened her grip around my neck when I spoke.

      “Ah, welcome back, my bo— what the hell?!” Merlin exclaims, jumping out of his chair in surprise. The plate he had precariously balanced on his knee with what looks like cheese and crackers goes flying.

      “Hey,” I tell him awkwardly. “They wanted to come visit.”

      “Oh,” Merlin says, waving his hand, and the mess of cheese, crackers, and broken plate disappear. Why would a plate break in here? Man, he loves details, doesn’t he?

      “Well, welcome ladies, welcome to my home,” Merlin says with a smile.

      Then, his smile is gone, and Merlin has grown well over twice his normal size. In a powerful voice, he shouts, “What are you doing here, Loma? I said the next time I see you, I would kill you!”

      “Wait,” Loma says, suddenly throws himself on the ground, prostrate.

      What the blazes? Loma, a God, is throwing himself on the ground in front of Merlin? I knew when I said I was the heir to Merlin, he had shown some fear, but it’s Loma now who is showing utter terror.

      “Hold up, Merlin,” I say, stepping in front of Loma with my hands up pleadingly. “We came here for a reason. We need your help, and honestly, we hope you can help.”

      Merlin, who is now well over twenty feet tall, looks down at me, anger still showing on his bushy face, his long beard quivering with rage. “You better have a good reason, Loma, to come into my domain, or you shall not leave here.”

      “His world is dying!” Lisa shouts behind me.

      Merlin’s gaze turns to her swiftly, making her cringe. Then his face softens. “Ah, you are of the Goodwater family, aren’t you?” At Lisa’s nod, he continues. “I can see the resemblance.”

      “That’s because my mother is Lisa Goodwater,” Lisa says with a grin.

      “Wait, you are Lisa’s daughter?” Merlin says, stunned. He walks up to her, and his size returns to normal as he does. He stops in front of her and places a hand on her face. “Dear child. You look so much like your mother. Is she well?” he asks her softly.

      “She is,” Lisa nods. “She is still Queen. She lets one of her daughters take over now and then. But as I'm Bonded to Ian, I will not be the next one.”

      “Ah, and this be a Demon, Succubus, if I am correct?” he says, looking at Louetta, who nods. “Quite beautiful,” he says, making Louetta blush but grins at the compliment.

      Then he looks at Penelope, and his eyes widen in surprise. “Sina’s daughter?”

      “No,” Penelope says with a soft smile. “Sina only had one daughter. I'm her great-great- many times granddaughter.”

      “Ah, child. You look as Sina did in her youth. Though, slightly taller,” Merlin says with a smile.

      “You have done well in choosing your partners, Ian. Only three Bonded for now?”

      “That’s enough!” all three girls suddenly proclaim. Merlin laughs.

      “Very well. Now, as for you, Loma,” Merlin says, and his anger rises up again. “After the last time, I should kill you.”

      “Merlin,” I interject again. “His world is dying, and so is he and his sisters.”

      “Wait, Misa, Tali, and Omia are dying?” Merlin suddenly asks Loma in a stern voice.

      Sighing, Loma says, his face still on the ground. “Yes. My world is dying, Merlin. And in the process, so are we.”

      Merlin growls but exhales with a sigh. “Get up, Loma. Explain.”

      Loma slowly rises to his feet and goes into the explanation about the virus that came out of nowhere and was taking over his world, and what it is doing. How his people were reduced in numbers, and because of that, worshippers were fewer. How those who were zombified were nothing more than animals, so did not pray to them. Loma said that already the lower deities and the two demigods, his children, had died. He and his sisters were the last.

      “What kind of virus is this? Why has there been no cure?” Merlin says angrily, but now it’s not directed at Loma.

      “Because we have tried,” Kyle says.

      Merlin looks at him for the first time, and his head tilts with interest. “I cannot place you. I have never seen someone like you.”

      “I am Metali,” Kyle says with a smile.

      “Metali?” Merlin says in wonder. He walks up to Kyle and walks around him. “Amazing! Your race was able to create an android body to fit your personality?”

      “Yes. When I am not here,” Kyle waves around, “I am connected to my main brain through subspace connections, but I can still function without that connection, in a limited capacity.”

      “Interesting,” Merlin says, rubbing his chin in thought.

      “Also, Kyle is my best friend,” I tell Merlin to make sure he understands where Kyle stands.

      “Best friend?” Merlin says, looking at me.

      “Yes. With him and the three girls, we have been going around the universe trying to fix things. Oh and my Manacat, Pearl, of course.”

      “Ah. Good. The best thing is to have amazing allies with you. Good. Now you said that you have tried to cure this virus, and it did not work?” Merlin asks.

      “No,” Kyle answers, shaking his head. “Many in the universe have tried, but nothing seems to kill it. Not only that, it mutates to the point that it infects anything alive. All races, animals, and even plants. A thousand years ago, Loma asked the Galactic Council to make his planet a Forbidden Zone.”

      “You willingly cut your world off from the rest of the universe?” Merlin asks Loma in some surprise.

      “Yes. I could not allow this virus to spread to the rest of the universe. I could not have that on my head.”

      “Interesting. Maybe you did learn something after the last time I knocked some sense into you,” Merlin tells him, looking somewhat pleased by this development.

      He looks back at Kyle. “Can you show me this virus’s structure?”

      “Yes, sir. I can.” Kyle lifts his hand, palm up, and a three-dimensional hologram appears to be floating there. Inside the hologram I can see something. No clue what it is though. But it rotates slowly.

      Merlin moves towards Kyle and begins to study it, but he doesn’t say anything. Merlin reaches out and begins to spin the hologram left, right, up, and down, humming a couple of times as he does.

      “Zoom in, ten times here,” Merlin says, pointing at something. Suddenly the image zooms into the desired area. I still have no clue what I'm looking at. “Zoom another five times, here.”

      Then, Merlin does the whole spinning of the hologram again, and for a couple of minutes more, we keep quiet. The girls have become bored and walked over to Merlin’s library of books. Then, for the next 20 minutes, Loma and I stand there watching Merlin and Kyle, as Kyle follows Merlin’s directions. 

      I can hear the girls exclaim quietly at the names of some books, and I can’t help but grin. Trust me, girls, I want to come back here as well and read some of those. Something tells me I will be bringing the girls in here often.

      Then, finally, Merlin’s actions speed up, until finally, he shouts triumphantly. “Ah-ah!”

      “You found something?” Loma asks him quickly, hope in his voice and on his face.

      “I did,” Merlin says proudly. “Damn, that is one sneaky virus. But a question. Kyle was it?”

      “Correct, sir,” Kyle answers.

      “You said that the entire universe had been trying? Let me guess. They tried Magical cures and technological ones?”

      “That is correct, sir,” Kyle says, confused about the question. “But nothing worked.”

      “And did you try using Magitech ones?” Merlin asks.

      “What?” Kyle asks him dumbly.

      “Magitech ones? Where Magic and technology combine to be used at the same time?”

      “What?” Kyle repeats, quite confused as he looks at Merlin. If I didn’t know any better, I would say his android brain just stuttered.

      “Am I the only one who knows how to use that?” Merlin says to himself. He looks at me. “Ian, tell me you use magic and tech at the same time?”

      “What?” I say. Now my turn to be confused. “What are you talking about?”

      Merlin looks at Loma, who appears to be just as confused.

      “Seriously? No one in 2,000 years, since I did it, has ever melded technology with Magic?”

      Kyle, Loma, and I shake our heads in unison.

      “Ladies!” Merlin yells across the room to the girls, who are standing around with a book or two open. They all look up at the sound of Merlin’s voice. “Do you know what Magitech is?”

      They seem baffled as they consider each other a moment, and then they turn to look back at Merlin. They too shake their heads.

      “Bloody hell. I figured someone would be still doing it. I did it all the time. Are there no papers or books about it anywhere?” he asks, peering above his reading glasses at Kyle and me.

      “I have never heard of this term until you mentioned it, sir,” Kyle replies.

      “Don’t look at me,” I tell him. “I'm new to Magic. I was plucked off Earth just over a year ago.”

      “Wait, you did not know Magic ʼtil a year ago?” Loma asks me, incredulous.

      Turning to him, I nod. “Yeah. Before that, I worked in a pawnshop.”

      “What’s a pawnshop?” Loma asks me, genuinely confused at the term.

      “Sorry, a shop with junk in it.” Loma looks at me oddly, but nods slowly.

      But I can hear him mumbling to himself, “Shit, that strong in less than one year?”

      “Then, we need to get you studying, boy. Follow me,” Merlin says, heading towards his bookshelves.

      As he passes by the girls, he smiles at them. He stops in front of the shelf, but instead of grabbing a book, he reaches to the floor, grabs a handle, and lifts it up. Out of the floor rises another set of shelves that extend across the long wall. This is another set of totally different books than those on the shelves behind.

      “How many fucking books do you have in here!?!” I blurt out in surprise.

      Merlin turns to me and says, “Oh, I think the last count was 65 million books. I hate being bored.”

      “And you’ve read all of them?” Loma asks, with just the same amount of surprise I had.

      “Yes. Twice. I'm on my third pass-through,” Merlin says proudly.

      I glance at the girls to see utter shock on their faces. They’re staring at the new set of books, and they’re so stunned that the books in their hands almost fall to the floor.
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      “Wish I could have taken some of those books out,” Louetta says with a sigh after we’re back in the ship’s storage room.

      “I know! That was amazing!” Lisa says, evidently envious of Merlin’s vast library. “There was even one on Slime body dynamics I had never seen before! I need to ask my parents about it. I bet you it’s one of the Lost Tomes!”

      “Lost Tomes?” I ask, never having heard that term before. “What are they?”

      “Yes. There was a time where many books from a lot of worlds were burned or destroyed. We call them the Lost Tomes. I bet you that your Codex holds many of those same books,” Penelope replies. “If we can get those out of there!”

      “Well, I asked Merlin about taking that book on Magitech out, and he said that the books were not physical copies, but copies that he made of the original and transferred into the Codex,” I say with a shrug. “He said the only way to get them out is to rewrite them.”

      “Damn,” Lisa says with sadness. “But wait! You have a perfect memory for books!” Lisa says quickly, looking at me with bright eyes.

      I can’t help but laugh. “How about first we do this for Loma, and then we can figure out how to get a copy of that book out, or for me to write it out?”

      “Deal!” Lisa says, doing a small dance in place.

      “Can you do it?” Loma asks me, back on the other side of the Shield of Pleghar.

      Upon seeing us come back, Pearl had cracked open one eye but closed it again. Then again, to her, we were only gone a second. She is probably wondering why we are interrupting her nap and why we’re not going anywhere.

      “I’m not sure. The hard part is the ingredients I need. I’ll need Kyle’s help for certain, building it. The Magical part, or the spell I need to insert, is easy. It’s the items I need. Merlin said it wouldn’t be easy.”

      “What do you need?” Loma asks.

      While I had been studying the book titled “Wondrous Magitech,” he had been reading a book in a chair that Merlin had produced for him. It must have been an excellent one, because when Loma saw it, he exclaimed in delight.

      Remembering the list, I start to rattle off some items. Thank God my eidetic memory only works on written stuff, so I’m glad the items were written down, and not just something someone told me.

      “The harder ones will be a Golem Diamond, Fire of Brahth, and something called Elios Stones,” I tell Loma.

      “Hmm, The Golem Diamond will be from my world, but I can’t bring you down to it. And I don’t want to bring one up here because it might be covered with the virus.”

      “Does fire kill the virus?” Penelope asks.

      “Yes, but what does... oh!” Loma says, slapping his forehead. “I can bring one up, if I purify it with fire. Thank you, Penelope.” Loma had also been talking to the girls while I was reading, and they seem to get along.

      “Can you also get the other two items?” I ask him, hopefully.

      “No, the Fire of Brahth, while I have heard the name before, I have no idea where it is. As for Elios Stones? That is not something I have ever heard of.”

      “Is it in your database anywhere?” I ask Kyle, turning to him, hoping he has information.

      “No,” he says with a frown. “I even checked it against the Galactic Council’s database, and nothing comes up. And you are sure of their names?”

      “That’s what was written in the book,” I say with a sigh. Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy. At least one item, the Golem Diamond, we can get quickly.

      “Where did you hear about the Fire of Brahth?” I ask Loma.

      “Hmm, it was over 4,000 years ago, if memory serves me. It was a traveler who had come to my world, and I remember he was looking for it. He thought it would be in my world. He had even reached a point where he tried to bribe us Gods to get access to it.”

      “Shit,” I say with a scowl.

      “What now?” Louetta asks, coming to me and putting a hand on my arm. “And what about Loma?”

      “What? Oh. Sorry, Loma.” And with a thought, I remove the Shield of Pleghar from around both Pearl and Loma.

      Pearl opens her eyes, gets up, stretches, and heads out of the storage room to make her way back to mine without a word. I can’t help but grin at her and shake my head.

      “Did you want me to get that Golem Diamond now?” Loma asks me.

      “Please, if you don’t mind? Do we need something like a containment field or whatever it’s called just in case?” I ask.

      Kyle goes to the doorway, and the control panel comes to life. Kyle presses some keys on the display, and suddenly in the middle of the room, next to Loma, a blueish shield appears, going from floor to ceiling. Damn, is that a force field?

      “Please place it in there, Loma. The force field will keep anything in there. I will be able to test the item for the virus,” Kyle says.

      “Give me a second, then. I know exactly where to get a magnificent specimen of a Golem Diamond,” he says, and with a displacement of air, he is gone.

      Then, just as fast, he is back but inside the force field, and he is grinning from ear to ear, and he is holding in his hands the biggest fucking diamond I have never seen in my life. The thing is the size of a basketball, and it’s got so many facets I just stare at it. Jesus, how much would that be worth on Earth?

      As if reading my mind, Loma laughs and says, “It’s worth roughly 400 million galactic credits.”

      “What?!” I yell at the outrageous price of this. “You’re saying that to cure your world. I need to use an item worth 400 million galactic credits!”

      Loma looks at me deeply and says, “Ian, heir of Merlin, I would give you twenty of these if it would cure my world.”

      I look at Loma and see he is serious about that offer. I guess he would be. He honestly does care for his world. But holy hell, 400 million credits? I mean, I’m sure with my 14.9 trillion galactic credits, I can buy it from him.

      “I am not selling it, Ian. This is a gift, to get my world cured,” he says, yet again somehow he knows my thoughts.

      “Are you reading my mind?” I ask him suspiciously.

      “No, I just know how most people think. I have been around a long time,” he says with a shrug, but there is a smile on his face. He places the Golem Diamond on the floor, and in the blink of an eye, he is out of the force field and standing next to me.

      “If you need anything else, please let me know. And Ian, heir to Merlin, if you can do this, I will owe you. Mondel will owe you.”

      Suddenly, Loma looks toward the wall that was facing his world, the same spot he had tried to Teleport through earlier. “Shit. I need to go.”

      “Did you steal that Golem Diamond from one of your sisters?” I tell him, laughing at the hilarity of it.

      “Shhh,” Loma says with a finger to his mouth, but there is a grin on his face. “I need to go assuage my sister. Please hurry, Ian. I don’t think we have more than a couple of years left before we fade away.”

      “I will get it quicker than that if I can, Loma. I promise,” I tell him, putting a hand on my heart.

      “Thank you,” Loma says, bows, and then is gone.

      “His sister is going to be rather upset with him,” Kyle says with a laugh.

      “If it will cure his world, I'm sure she’ll forgive him,” I reply, laughing myself. “Now. We need to figure out where to get the rest of the ingredients. From you, I will need a containment shield like that, but smaller. You have the diagram memorized for the unit we need?”

      “I do. It will be easy enough. The hard part will be leaving space for the spells you need to engrave on it. But, as a Metali, I am up for the challenge,” he says with a grin.

      “You know if this works, I'm sharing the glory with you, right?” I tell Kyle.

      “What?” he says in surprise. “Why would you do such a thing? If you cure Mondel of this virus, you will be famous!”

      “Why not? You’re helping me, so you get credit. So will the girls. I’ll be getting them to do some of those spells. While I know I can take power from them and do it all. It’s a ton of work. This way, the glory will be shared,” I say, and at that, the girls look at me in surprise.

      “Ian,” Penelope starts, but I hold up my hand.

      “You three are my Bonded and soon to be my wives. I do not want your names to be known only as my Bonded. I want everyone to know you are just as powerful as me.”

      Penelope looks hard at me, then at Louetta and Lisa. Lisa nods to her. “Very well. We will do this because you wish it. But Ian, you need not worry about us. We are all right being known as your Bonded.”

      “I know, but I want this universe to know your names. And to fear your power, as they do with Sina as the Principal. Your mother, Lisa, she was one of Merlin’s Bonded. Is her name powerful?”

      Lisa shakes her head hesitantly, “No, as she was only his Bonded. Sina got her name Principal after Merlin passed away and then became powerful with what she did afterwards, and with being the one watching over Monster Acadamia.”

      “Exactly. So to me, you three will be my Bonded, but I want you three to be powerful. I want people to fear the names of Penelope, Lisa, and Louetta if they ever get in your way. And even you, Kyle. As a Metali, I want them to know that you are just as powerful and not just my friend. I want them to know that we five are a powerful team.”

      “You truly believe this, don’t you?” Kyle says, taking a couple of second’s pause before answering.

      “I do. To me, we are a team.”

      The girls surround me and embrace me in a group hug.

      “We need a team name!” Lisa suddenly blurts out, giggling.

      Everyone looks at her, surprised, and then we all start laughing at the amusement of the situation.

      “I think Team Ian is good enough,” Penelope says with a grin.

      “Go, Team Ian!” Louetta shouts, lifting her arm in the air.

      “Team Ian!” we all scream, laughing our asses off.

      Then, unexpectedly, we hear tinkling sounds, like glass balls hitting each other. We all look to here the blue force field is, with the Golem Diamond, and we get a helluva shock. Where before there had only been one, there are now over ten of them. Counting them, I see that there are exactly ten in fact.

      “Holy fuck!” I say in awe. “Did they just give us four trillion credits worth of diamonds?”

      “I think Loma’s sisters were fine with giving you the Golem Diamonds, and this is their way of showing you that they really really want you to succeed,” Penelope says with a chuckle, but she is stunned as well I see from her expression.

      “Then, I guess Team Ian better get to work then,” I say, contemplating the amount of money the diamonds represent, scattered on the floor. No pressure, right? Never any pressure.
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      “Are we even sure that the Fire of Brahth is down here?” Lisa snarls, wiping the sweat from her face.

      I didn’t think that Slimes could sweat. But the heat down here is so damn oppressive. I’m already soaked with sweat myself, and covered in grime and dirt.

      Lying on my back trying to catch my breath, I tell her, “According to that ancient record we found on Lomarti in that ruin, it says it’s here.”

      We have been looking for the bloody items to cure Mondel for over two months. Two months of looking through records, the old fashioned way: with our eyes, because none of it was in electronic form. In some of those places we’d been, it was only because of our Magic that we made it out alive. If Kyle had tried to go in alone, he would have been just junk pieces by now.

      “But why would it be down here?” Louetta grumbles.

      “The records indicated that it was under an old city. And the city above us is thousands of years old. When we looked for the city named Promar, it was hinted that it was under the city of Prom. Above us. So, that is why we are down here,” Kyle says, for the umpteenth time.

      “I know,” Louetta says with a scowl. “But even Hell doesn’t have heat like this. Unless you head towards the lava flows. But I don’t see any lava flows here. It shouldn’t be this hot.”

      “How hot is it?” I ask Kyle.

      “Current readings show it to be above 110 degrees,” he supplies.

      “That’s hot,” I groan, taking my water bottle out and taking a small sip, conserving it. The girls all do the same with their water bottles. Kyle, being an android, doesn’t need water or food.

      “Well, the old map we looked at about the city above us said the city of Promar should be about here, but I don’t see anything,” I say.

      “Here,” Pearl growls about 20 feet from me.

      “What did you find?” I inquire, walking up to her. Looking down, there’s a hole.

      “Damn!” I say, suddenly getting on my hands and knees and looking down the hole.

      But I can’t see anything because it’s pitch black. The Light spell we’re using isn’t throwing light down the hole. The small balls of light only lit our general area.

      Kyle comes beside me to look, but he pulls back quickly, yanking me with him, just as an arrow shoots up out of the hole and hits the ceiling 20 feet above me, clattering back down to the cave’s floor.

      “What the hell!” I exclaim in surprise. “There is someone down here!”

      Then I hear Pearl’s growl. I look back, and she is facing away from us. “Shields!” I yell. Just in time, I throw a shield up in front of Pearl, as another arrow slams into it.

      “Circle,” I yell.

      The girls form a circle around me, each of them has a shield spell up. Kyle’s hand has become a laser weapon, and a beam of red light suddenly shoots from his hand out into the darkness and past the range of our lights. We hear a scream of pain.

      “Can you see them?” I shout.

      “No, it’s too dark,” Louetta supplies, who has better eyesight than anyone here. Well, anyone living.

      “I can only make out heat signatures,” Kyle supplies. “There are about 20 of them.”

      “Pearl, can you detect Magic?” I ask her.

      “No,” she growls.

      Pearl can detect a Magic-user from a distance. That’s how she’s able to stop someone from using Magic, by detecting it. “No, wait,” she amends, her head tilted sideways. Then she growls. “Strong one.”

      Strong one? What does that mean? “I need power, girls,” I say suddenly, worried. I feel their power enter me, and I cast a larger dome Shield around us. Just in time too, because at that moment, a powerful fireball hits it. If we had only had the normal Shield, that would have blown through it.

      “What the hell is out there?” I shout. Then out of the darkness, into the light of our floating Light balls, walks something I had not expected—a human. No, wait. She looks different. Her eyes are pure white, and she has whitish skin, so white that I can almost see her blood vessels, and her hair is pure white. She has a white cloth across her flat chest and some kind of white cloth around her hips.

      She points a staff at us, and a huge fireball, bigger than the one that just hit the shield, shoots out and slams into the dome Shield, causing it to ring like a bell.

      “What is she?” Louetta suddenly says.

      “I’m not sure,” Kyle says. “She does not show up in any of the race databases.”

      “Loman tal mia!” the white chick yells, obviously enraged. Well, it seems anger is universal.

      “What did she say?” I ask Kyle, who is our translator, given his knowledge and references.

      Kyle has a frown on his face. “I’m not sure. The dialect seems familiar, but I can’t place it. I need to hear more of it.”

      “Right,” I say. I walk up to the edge of the dome Shield and hold my hands up. “We come in peace. We are not here to harm anyone.” Let’s hope that gets her talking.

      The woman opens her mouth, and in an angry voice, begins to give us a piece of her mind, I’m sure. I look over at Kyle, and he still has a frown, but he is nodding slowly. Then she stops talking, slashing her staff across in front of her.

      “I think I got it,” Kyle says. “The dialect is familiar to Etoli, but not quite, there are different pho—”

      “Kyle!” I interrupt him. Now is not the time for a language lesson. “What is she saying?!”

      “Sorry,” he says, and I’m sure if his android face could blush, he would have. “She is saying we are trespassing on holy ground, and we must die.”

      “Can you talk to her now that you know her dialect?” I say.

      “I think so, though some of it I got more of the gist of it, then the actual translation. I need to hear more of it.”

      “Can you tell her we come in peace?” I ask him.

      “I think so.” Kyle nods. “Mo tolio me promitaia loma brem,” Kyle says.

      The woman’s eyes widen in some surprise, but she suppresses it quickly, and if I had not been looking at her, I would not have seen it.

      “Cho ta, mola ko. Vro ma stia!”

      “She says it does not matter. Holy land. Die,” Kyle supplies the translation. Which I am sure is a rough one.

      “Fuck! If it would work, I would say I'm the heir of Merlin?” I growl out loud. “Ideas?”

      “Merlin?” the white-skinned woman suddenly says in shock.

      I look at her, and she returns my gaze with surprise and even hope. I tap my chest, and I say, “Heir of Merlin.”

      She turns around and begins to say something in her language rapidly. Kyle shakes his head. “This one is different. I don’t understand this one.”

      “Shit,” I say. Penelope, Louetta, and Lisa are looking at the woman with worried expressions. They all have wands out now, ready for a fight.

      Then, out of the darkness, another person emerges. This one is female as well, but shorter than the first one, but also much older, based on the wrinkles on her skin. Like the first one, she is only wearing what looks to be cloth across her chest and a covering over her midriff.

      The older woman walks forward, and the younger woman speaks. The older one turns to the younger one and says something sharply, making her blush. Then the older woman continues to move towards us until she is almost touching the dome Shield. She pauses to take in the scene before her.

      “You Merlin?” she asks me in a thick accent, but it’s English.

      “No,” I say, somewhat surprised. “I'm his heir. Descendant.”

      “You do powerful Magic? Wizard?” she asks me.

      Oh shit. She knows what a Wizard is? Is that good or bad? I look around, and I see from their faces that the girls are thinking the same thing. Deciding to see if my gut feeling is right, I choose to tell her the truth.

      “Yes. I'm a Wizard.”

      At that, she suddenly smiles, showing me gums instead of teeth. “Help us.”

      “Help you?” I ask her, frowning at her. “Help you with what?”

      “Wizard power help,” she says with a nod. She taps her chest. “Mila.” She points to the younger woman and says, “Polia.”

      I nod politely, and I tap my chest and say, “Ian.” I then point to each person in my group and name them for her. “Louetta, Lisa, Penelope, and Kyle. Oh, and she’s Pearl.”

      “Come,” Mila says, and she spins around without looking back. I look at my group, and they all look to me for guidance.

      “I don’t know,” I shrug my shoulders. “My gut says to trust her.”

      “Well,” Lisa comes to stand next to me, “good enough for me.”

      “Yep, I agree,” Louetta says.

      “In for a penny, in for a pound,” Penelope says with a shrug.

      “Are you going to serve high tea soon?” I laugh at her use of a British Earth expression.

      “Hey, you’re the one who made us watch those television shows,” she sticks her tongue out.

      “Well, let’s find out what she means by my Wizard power helping,” I say. “Let’s hope this isn’t a trap for me to just put my Shield down.”

      With a mere thought, I dispel the dome Shield, and I can feel my shoulder’s tense, but nothing comes shooting out of the darkness. With that, I sigh in relief, and I walk towards the younger woman, Polia, since Mila had walked by her. The lights follow me, and when I get closer to Polia, she puts a hand quickly on my chest, stopping me.

      “Ormia tapoa moe ci. Mio tocap,” she hisses.

      I turn back to Kyle for the translation, and he says, “She says, you hurt her mother, she will kill you.”

      I nod at that and turn back to face her. “Tell her I will not hurt her, or anyone, if they do not hurt us.”

      Kyle translates for me, and her face doesn’t change, but she nods and turns around to follow her mother, Mila.

      With the light following me to light the way, I follow Polia, watching the fabric around her hips barely covering her shapely ass. Polia turns around and barks something back.

      “She wants you to get rid of some of the lights. She says one should be good enough to see by.” All right. Well Pearl can see well enough to warn me about anything.

      “They can see in the dark, can they? So the light is unpleasant for them? Fine.” With that, I cancel some of the floating lights until I only have two of the ten I had out. Just enough to barely see by, but enough to say that I’m respecting their wishes, within reason. I could have reduced it to one, but that would have made it too dark for us to see if trouble came.

      Polia looks back, sees that there are not one but two floating Magical Lights, but only glares at me before she turns back around.

      After a good 15 minutes of walking, we come to a hole in the wall that we have to duck to get through. I look at it nervously, but before I can stop her, Louetta steps forward and goes through it without comment. Then, from the other side, she speaks. But there’s something odd about the way she says it. “It’s safe.”

      Feeling like a jerk for letting her go first, and taking the risk, I duck and go through the four-foot high hole. When I’m on the other side, I’m absolutely stunned by what I see.
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      “Holy shit!” Penelope says behind me before I can utter the exact same words.

      What’s in front of us is mind-blowing. We are inside another cave system, but this one is beyond words. We’re looking down into a valley of sorts, with lava flows below. I can even see an active volcano below, as it’s blowing fire into the air. But it’s the crystals protruding from the rocks throughout the cave that make it amazing. It’s lighting up the area in odd reflections of multicolored lights. It’s like being inside a rainbow.

      Looking down, I would say we are a good two miles above the floor. It’s like a bowl-shaped cave, and we’re on the lip, as it angles slightly downwards.

      “What the hell? How is this possible?” Lisa says softly next to me.

      “What do you mean?” I ask her, not taking my eyes off the sights.

      “This is not natural,” she says. “Look how it’s even. I mean, all the way around, it looks like a perfect circle. Look at the ground. It goes downward evenly, across this entire valley,” she says and points across from us, where I can just barely make it out in the distance, but she’s right. The entire valley centers around the volcano.

      “Mila,” I ask the old woman, “how is this possible?”

      Mila, says, “Gods make. We live.” Polia, in front, glared at me.

      “This was created by the Gods?” Penelope asks her. “What Gods?”

      “Old Gods,” she replies but doesn’t give any names. Either she doesn’t want to tell us, or she doesn’t know. Mila nods and then proceeds to head down towards the volcano.

      “Wow,” I say, looking around the cave again in absolute awe and wonder.

      The light reflected by the crystals provides plenty of light to see, so there’s no need for any kind of light system here. The fire from the volcano below appears to be the main light source in the cave, but somehow the crystals absorb that light and multiply it, throwing out even more light throughout the cave. While it might be multicolored lights, they aren’t disorienting really. Rather they give the place a muted glow that’s peaceful and easy on the eyes. Compared to the floating lights I had, they would be glaringly bright next to this light.

      I look at the girls’ faces. We all have the same awed look. How is this even possible? There is no way this is natural or man-made. The technology needed to make this would be astronomical. And in the last year, going from planet to planet, I’ve seen a lot of different tech. Nothing that could do this though. I glance at Kyle, whose head is spinning around like a top to take it all in.

      “Kyle, have you ever seen something like this or heard about something like this?” I ask him.

      Kyle’s focus turns to me, and he shakes his head. “Ian, this place is perfectly symmetrical. The power to create this would have been astronomical.”

      “Could the Metali have done it?”

      “Sure. If we as a race got together and spent all the credits we had combined, and 100 years or so. We are a good two miles underground. Just getting the hardware down here would have been costly. Above us are two cities, one old, one new. The question is, is this the city under Promar we are looking for? I don’t see a city here.”

      “What’s that then?” I tell him, pointing down into the valley. Not too far from the volcano is a small town, with houses that are built into the rocks. If I hadn’t been looking at the guards — who had gone ahead meandering down the path that Mila had taken — I would have completely missed it when they walked into the rocks. But when I did realize where they had gone, I took notice of the shape of the rocks. They were even, with holes in them that I see now are windows and doors.

      “By the Gods, I missed that! There must be about 200 or so structures down there! I need to see this!” Kyle says and rushes to follow Mila.

      I look at the girls and say, “Shall we?”

      They nod silently and follow Kyle. I look at Polia, who had remained behind, I’m sure to be our guard, and I smile at her.

      “Ladies first?” I say, waving her forward.

      Instead, she glares at me and takes the bow and arrow off her back; it already has an arrow notched and she has it aimed at me.

      “Right,” I shrug my shoulders, not showing my amazement at how fast she did that.

      Not wanting to give her a reason to stick me with an arrow, I follow the girls. Lisa waited for me, and when I get closer to her, she says, “I can take her out if you want.”

      “Nah. Though I'm curious why she has all that anger. I mean, even the other guards don’t have the hate in their faces that she has. And it seems directed at me. Is it because I’m a male?”

      “No clue. But I’ve noticed it as well. From Mila, I get the impression she isn’t happy we are here, but no obvious anger towards us, or towards you specifically. This Polia chick seems to have a hate on for you.”

      “Well, let’s see what Mila can tell us. I mean, the second I said Merlin, the aggression stopped. Even Polia stopped shooting arrows at us. But, the anger is still there. If it wasn’t for her calling her mother Mila. I'm sure I would have arrows puncturing my flesh by now, Magic or no Magic to protect me. Let’s see what she has to say.”
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      It wasn’t long before we were down on the valley floor and in the town with the houses that were made in the rock. They blended so well, it would have been easy to miss that there are windows and entrances to houses. There were no actual doors, though, just holes in the rock that served as entrances. I guess no one here is worried about their neighbors.

      Mila is standing in front of one such house and is waiting for us with a scowl. I head towards her, and when I'm close, she puts her hand up to stop me, as if she thought I was going to go into the home without being invited.

      “Promise no violence,” she says.

      I look back at her daughter, who had put her bow away, but she is still glaring daggers at me. I turn to Mila and point my thumb behind me at Polio. “As long as she behaves.”

      Mila looks behind me, and her face clouds over. Suddenly she says something sharply in a language I don’t understand, but I know scolding when I hear it. Then I hear Polia behind me say something, and I know sullen when I hear it as well. Her mother nods and turns back to me.

      “Promise no violence,” she repeats.

      “I promise,” I tell her. Mila nods and goes into the house. Figuring I'm expected to follow her now, I do so.

      Inside, the room is more extensive than I expected. It’s a fair-sized room with two other doors leading further in. There is no furniture, but there are crystals that are placed in small alcoves on the walls. I would say you could fit twenty people in here comfortably, standing up. It’s the size of a large apartment’s living room, kitchen, and hallway area.

      Mila goes to the far wall and sits down with her back to the wall. Lucky her. She gets to lean against something. Shrugging internally, I sit down on the hard rock, getting as comfortable as I can. Lisa, Penelope, Louetta, and Kyle all sit around me, facing the older woman.

      Once we are seated, she points to me. “Merlin, father?”

      Shaking my head, I say. “No, descendant of Merlin. I am, ummm... how can I explain? I am long family line from Merlin.”

      “Ah,” Mila says, nodding as if understanding. Thank God! “Wizard?”

      “Yes. I am a Wizard, as he was.” Though not as powerful, which I don’t add.

      “Powerful Wizard?” she asks. Shit.

      I don’t want to lie to her, so I shake my head. “No. I'm a new Wizard. I'm young.”

      Mila nods, as if agreeing. “Magics?”

      “Can I do Magics as a Magician?” I ask. Is that what she is asking? If I’m a Magician as well?

      Nodding, she says, “Magics.” And she imitates having a wand and doing a spell.

      “Ah,” I say, and I do exactly that. I bring out my wand using a bit of Magic.

      Mila’s eyes widen, but not in shock, but in pleasure. “Good. Good. You fix problem.”

      “What?” I ask her, puzzled. “What problem?”

      Mila points outside. “Fire,”

      “Fire? Do you mean the volcano?” I reply, asking if that’s what she is talking about.

      “Fire blocked. Soon cave be dark. We flee. Big explosion,” Mila says.

      “How big?” I ask her, worriedly now. “And how soon?”

      “Soon. Year, maybe. Explosion big. Take out even city above.”

      “Do you mean the city on the surface? Prom?” Kyle asks her.

      Mila nods. “Many dead.”

      “Holy shit,” Louetta says. “Ian, there are millions of people living in Prom. It’s a major city on this planet.”

      “Crap, can we warn them?” I ask around.

      “We could. But maybe we should find out more about this blockage. Maybe it’s something we can remove?” Penelope says, hesitantly.

      Turning to Mila at that, I ask her, “What is blocking this volcano?”

      “Item. Thrown in long time ago,” then she frowns and says something in a different language. I look at Kyle quickly and he is slowly nodding. When Mila is done, Kyle looks away from her and at me.

      “She says that ages ago. There was a fight between her people. There was an item that they were charged to watch over until one day, it was needed. But some of her people became greedy and wanted the item for themselves, to sell above ground. So, the group protecting it ended up having a battle with those who wanted to sell it. Eventually there were only two members left to protect it. One gave up his life, while the other ran away with it, and threw it into the volcano. This way, it was not sold, but would still be safe,” Kyle says.

      I look at Mila and say, “They threw an item into a volcano? Wouldn’t that destroy it?”

      Mila shakes her head, “Item special.”

      “Oh, what item was that?” I ask her, my excitement growing.

      “Item fire. Powerful item. Magical item,”

      “And does this item happen to have a name?” I say, unable to contain my excitement.

      Mila looks at me suspiciously. She doesn’t say anything but looks at us, one by one. “What reason here?”

      “I’m here looking for something called the Fire of Brahth,” I tell her, holding my breath.

      Mila’s face doesn’t change, but I see her left eye twitch. She doesn’t answer right away. “We make deal,” she says finally.

      “What kind of deal?” I raise an eyebrow. Now it’s my turn to be suspicious.

      “Fix fire. We decide if give item.”

      “Is the item the Fire of Brahth?” I ask her.

      Again, Mila hesitates before answering me. But finally, I tell her why I'm here for it, hoping to convince her. “Mila, if this item is the Fire of Brahth, I need it to heal a world.”

      “You use to heal?” Mila asks me, her eyes widening.

      “Yes. To heal a word that is dying.”

      Mila looks behind me to, I assume, her daughter. “Show them.”

      Behind me I hear Polia start to say something angrily in their language, but Mila cuts her hand across the air in front of her, effectively halting Polia’s tirade.

      “Gods choose. Not you,” Mila tells her, in an angry tone. “Merlin’s son,” she says, turning back to me. I don’t bother correcting her, not right now. “Promise on Gods you here to heal world?”

      I bow to her and say, “Mila, I can promise you that I am here to get the Fire of Brahth only to save a world. A dying world that has been left to itself for over 1000 years. I was asked by their God to help save them.”

      Mila nods, and looks at Polia, and says something softly in their language. Finally, behind me, after Mila is done, I hear Polia say something softly as well, but with reluctance. Then, in English Polia. “I take you. But you lie, I will kill you.”

      I turn to look at her over my shoulder, and say, “If I'm lying, you have every right to kill me.”

      She looks at me as if trying to find a lie, but finally, she nods and points to the doorway to the outside. “Come. I show.”
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      I follow Polia out, and she stops as soon as we get outside and places her hand on my chest again to stop me.

      “I no trust you,” Polia says. She is as tall as me, thin, but muscular, that shows even on her white skin, and I can see the veins underneath that pale white skin.

      “You don’t have your bow,” I say, antagonizing her, since her attitude is grating on my nerves.

      “No need. I shoot Fireballs,” she growls at me.

      Ah, so she’s the one who fired that Fireball that Pearl was powerful out in the darkness. I look down at Pearl, standing next to me, and she nods her head to confirm this is the person she sensed.

      “Well,” I tell her, knowing Pearl can stop her from casting. “You just try.”

      I'm curious why Pearl let her cast that Fireball earlier, though? Maybe Pearl was surprised by how fast? No clue. Or distance? I know her ability has a range of effectiveness, but I would have thought the person who had shot the Fireball would have been within that.

      As if Pearl knew what I was thinking, growls. “Outside radius.”

      “Ah,” I tell her, scratching behind her ear.

      Polia looks at Pearl strangely, seeing a large animal speak, but she doesn’t say anything about it. Instead, she turns around and walks away from me, leaving us all there, looking at her back.

      “I guess we follow her,” I tell Team Ian. Thinking about it, the name makes me chuckle. As before, I’m following Polia, who has barely any clothing on to hide her shapely ass.

      I feel a slap on my arm, and Lisa is next to me, grinning. “We have a job. Think about that later,” she says with a laugh.

      “What? I was just looking!” I tell her with a chuckle. “Besides, she’s annoying me.”

      “I can tell,” Penelope says, coming up behind me and she puts a hand on my back. “Don’t annoy the locals. We still need to get out of here alive.”

      “Right,” I say and I continue to follow Polia. I don’t bother catching up, as I'm sure that is what she wants. Instead, at one point, she stops and waits for us, annoyance on her face.

      “You are slow,” Polia says with anger in her tone.

      “Then maybe you should slow down and wait for us?” I tell her, denying the advice I was just given. “I’m the one here who is about to help your people. Maybe walk at our pace and not keep running ahead.”

      Polia suddenly lifts her hand, then she gets a shocked look on her face. Either she tried to call up a Fireball, or a spell and it failed.

      “Please don’t try that again,” I tell her with a smile. I hold up my hand, and I have my wand in my hand. “I can stop your Magic. You try that again. I might go back to your mother, with you tied up over my shoulder, and ask her for another person to take me to this place you are leading us.”

      Polia stares at me with such hatred, but now I can also see some fear in her eyes. Fear because of what I just did. She nods curtly, turns around, and keeps going.

      “Thanks Pearl,” I tell her.

      Pearl leans against my leg and purrs instead of answering. The girls are looking at me, annoyed.

      “What? She was bugging me,” I tell them defensively.

      Penelope is the one who answers. “She is scared for her people. She is scared for her mother. We are outsiders. She thinks we’re here to hurt them, or steal from them, I’m sure. And you just embarrassed her in front of us,” she says softly. “You need to look at it from her perspective. If her mother, who might be in charge here, is asking an outsider to do Magic, while Polia herself is a Magician, how would you feel?”

      “Oh fuck,” I say, feeling like a shit now. “She would feel inadequate and feel that her mother does not believe in her. Never mind how her people would feel about her. Jesus, talk about pressure.”

      “Exactly,” Penelope says, putting a hand on my arm. “Talk to her as an equal. As you do with us.”

      Nodding in agreement instead of answering, I grab her hand, bring it to my lips and kiss it. “Thank you, love.”

      And so, feeling like a heel for what I had done to Polia, I run up to catch up with her, and I walk next to her without saying anything. She turns sideways slightly to glare at me but doesn’t tell me to go back.

      “I’m sorry I said those things,” I tell her, with honest feelings of remorse. “Can I ask you a question, Polia?”

      She looks at me with her white eyes to determine if I'm playing with her again, but I guess she sees the sincerity in my face. She nods and stares ahead at the path we are taking. It’s a well-worn path on the cave floor. Or was that created like this cavern was?

      “Can I ask where you learned your Magic?” I ask her, after a minute of walking silently next to her.

      “Had Magician who lived here with us. Father.”

      Ah, that would be why she isn’t as white as her mother or the others I had seen. She was still very white with almost translucent skin. I can see the veins underneath it, but they aren’t as pronounced.

      “What race was he?” I ask her.

      “He was Moltorian.”

      Ah, a race that, according to the information I read, was a very fair race, with white-blond hair with white skin. The Moltorians lived in dark caves, underground. They were a race of Magicians. When I read the book on the protocols of each race, and they had no information on them, I had asked Sina for a book on the races. She ended up uploading the information to my phone. It seems my eidetic memory worked on my reading anything on my phone. So now I have a lot of information in my head about the known races. Though, why I never had that eidetic memory thing before was odd. Sina thinks it’s since I came into my Magic and might be part of that. Whatever it was, anything I read now, be it from a book or a phone, or online, I remember, which is handy as hell. I wish I had that in high school.

      “What happened to him?” I ask her.

      “He tried to save us,” she says, and there is sadness in her voice. “He failed. He,” and she stops and shakes her head.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her softly. I lift my hand to put it on her shoulder, but I stop halfway. Yeah, maybe that wouldn’t be such a good idea. And I lower my arm again.

      “Can I ask what race you are?” I ask her, changing the subject.

      “We old race. Name no remember. We are just us,” she replies. “History of us before here lost.”

      “So you are not from this planet?” I ask her, mildly surprised. I had figured they would have been part of this planet’s race. Or a lost race.

      Nodding, Polia says, hesitantly. “We came here when Gods built,” waving around us.

      “How long ago was that!” I hear Louetta say behind us incredulously.

      “Long. City above us was not there. City above that was not there either.”

      “Wait,” I say with a frown. “The city up top has been there for thousands of years. The city below it, from the records, was there for thousands of years itself. Are you saying that you and your people have been here for over 4,000 years?”

      Polia shakes her head. “We here over 60,000 cycles.”

      I stop in my tracks, making her stop and look at me with curiosity. “60,000 years?”

      Nodding nonchalantly, as if 60,000 years wasn’t something monumental, she just stares at me. The girls are staring open-mouthed with just as much surprise as me. Kyle, as an android, has his android’s mouth open in shock too.

      “Are there any other races that have been around that long on record?” I ask Kyle, our walking Galactic Encyclopedia.

      “Hmm,” he says, thinking about it... or searching his records most likely. “Yes, many. But to know that you are a race of people and not animals is rare. I know that humans we aware as a race, but for 200,000 years you were not civilized. Some races are like that. But the oldest known civilization on your Earth was the Sumerian race, well over 6,000 years. Some other races can go back 30,000 years. However, 60,000 is the oldest one. And this was when she,” Kyle points to Polia. “says that her race was brought here by their Gods. So how old were they before that?”

      “Damn,” I say with some awe in my voice. “That’s freaking wow.”

      “We go?” Polia says, as if us talking about the oldest race known is nothing.

      “Yeah,” I wave her forward.

      “Can you tell me what your father tried to do to help your people?”

      Polia doesn’t answer me for a good five minutes, but then, I see her nod to herself out of the corner of my eye, as if coming to a decision. She finally replies.

      “Father tried to freeze fire. Used up power. Died.”

      “Shit, he used up all his Magical power?”

      Nodding, Polia continues. “Was 18 cycles. He kissed mother. Me. Left. Did not say where he go. We found him dead next morning. Fire was half frozen. Thawed within days.”

      “Is that where you learned to speak the language we are speaking?” I asked her.

      Nodding, she says. “Father language was,” and at this point, I think she was trying to remember the word. She frowns, and then says, “high,” but she shakes her head in frustration.

      “Too high-pitched? Outside your hearing?” I offer her.

      “Yes!” Polia nods, with a smile on her face directed towards me. “Could not speak it. Could not hear it. He teach us this language. Easy to learn.”

      Shit, really? English is easy to learn? He would have been better off teaching her any other language from anywhere else, I'm sure. The English language is definitely not easy to learn, but I don’t tell her that.

      “So, do all your people speak this language?” I ask her.

      “No. Me. Mother, family. Others, no.”

      Good to know, I think with a sigh. So right now, the only two people I know for sure that I can speak English to is Polia, and Mila, her mother. I haven’t met any other family members. Wait, family. Does that mean she has brothers or sisters?

      “Do you have siblings?”

      Nodding, Polia replies, “Older brother and sister. They live up. Come down when need to recharge.”

      “Recharge?” I ask her.

      Nodding, she points to the crystals all around us. The crystals that throw out the multicolored lights all around us. “Need recharge, or we die.”

      “Oh, shit.” I stop suddenly getting it, and now I know why this is so important. It isn’t just the lava blockage. It’s the light from these crystals. Exactly what are they? I look around the cave, and then at Polia. The girls and Kyle are looking around too.

      Then, I look at Polia and ask her, “Polia. Is the light from the crystals something that your people need to live?”

      Polia had stopped when we did, simply watching us. When I ask her that question, she gets hesitant but then nods. She had essentially already said as much, and I think that was a slip on her part.

      “Light feeds us. Light goes dark, we die.”

      “Bloody fucking hell,” Louetta says in astonishment. “That’s why you need that blockage removed. It’s so that the light can get stronger again. Is that why there are so few of you?”

      Polia nods at her in surprise. Damn, Louetta was always smart. I didn’t even think of that.

      “So you as a people don’t eat? But absorb this light to feed? And because the blockage does not throw as much light, there is less, well, food for you all?” Louetta extrapolates.

      “Yes. We dying. Because of blockage. We starving.”

      “Oh, my Gods!” I say, finally comprehending. “That’s why you are all so thin!”

      Polia nods with sadness. “We feed, little light.”

      “So this place is much brighter usually?” Lisa says, suddenly understanding as well.

      Polia looks at her and smiles with sadness. “Yes. Dark now. Normal times bright like sun above surface.”

      I look around and imagine this place bright as day. It must look beautiful, the light shining all over the crystals. Nodding with a new sense of purpose, I follow through this time and put a hand on Polia’s shoulder, and squeeze it slightly.

      “Let’s get this done, so your people can live.” Polia reaches up and squeezes my hand on her shoulder.

      “This way.”
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      I know we must be getting closer, as it’s getting hotter and hotter. I'm sweating like a mother, and even the girls have sweat pouring off of them, including Lisa. She had complained that this was too damn hot even for a Slime at one point.

      Then, we turn around an outcropping, and beyond it lies our target. Once again, just as when I entered this cave system, I stop. “Fucking hell, are you kidding me?”

      When we looked at it from the top of the valley, or bowl, the volcano didn’t look that big. But it seems that distances can be deceiving. This thing is at least 50 feet across. And as we got closer, the heat got more intense. The continuous fire shooting out of the mouth of the volcano didn't reach that high, probably only 10 or 11 feet. It kept blowing up into the air. It kept blowing up into the air. Large spouts of fire that would shoot upwards and then fall back into the volcano.

      “Your father tried to freeze this?” I ask Polia in disbelief.

      She looks back at me, but her gaze returns to the volcano, and she nods sharply twice. “Wanted to save mother. People,” Then her voice softens. “Me.”

      I stand beside her, and I gaze at the scene before us. How the fucking hell am I going to do this? I doubt even using Freeze would handle this. Even with all the power the girls could possibly give me.

      “So,” I ask instead, “Where is this blockage?”

      She takes us to the left of the volcano, towards a ramp that seems to go up towards the top of the volcano’s lip roughly 10 feet above us. All right, this is not natural. This was definitely built. It’s too smooth to have been naturally created, and the fact that it’s a ramp that extends about four feet towards the middle of the volcano, over its mouth? Dead giveaway. As we go up the ramp, the heat is unbearable. Think of a hot sauna. But then forgetting that you broke the dial, and it was set to Heat From Hell. That’s how hot it is. My clothes, at this point, are soaked through with sweat, and I just want to have a bucket of water to drink because I'm so thirsty.

      Polia, though, acts like it’s a pleasant stroll. “Aren’t you hot?” I ask her.

      She looks at me, sweating, and shakes her head. “No. Warm, but okay.”

      “Really? It’s okay for you? Wow, it must be something about your race because we are all sweating. Well, except for Kyle,” I say, pointing to him. “Even Pearl stayed back.”

      And it’s true. As we got closer, I can tell through the connection I have with Pearl that she was suffering from the heat. Her fur coat is black, so she absorbs all this heat. She’s about a good 100 feet away, lying on the ground, panting like a dog.

      “There,” Polia says, pointing down into the pit.

      Going to the edge of the ramp, I lean my head over and have to pull it back quickly as the heat almost singes my eyebrows. “Whoa.”

      “Cast a Freeze Spell around you?” Penelope yells out the suggestion.

      “That might be a good idea,” I yell back down to her. They had stayed at the foot of the ramp. Even Kyle. Guess he didn’t want to overheat his insides.

      I take my wand out, and I cast Freeze so that it settles over me. Polia moves a step or two away from me, and with the spell cast, once more I look into the volcano. This time, it’s bearable. Barely. Even with Freeze, I can feel the heat. I mean, the spell is meant to freeze someone in place, using a form of cold spell. But this is nuts. Then, I see what Polia means.

      In the middle of the pit, there’s a dark hole. No, not a hole. An absence of fire, in a circle that’s four feet across. And in the middle of that, there’s another flame, but not a flame. There’s a torch there, and the handle faces up into the air. It’s almost like it was stuck into the lava that way.

      “That’s the blockage?” I ask her, not understanding it.

      “Yes. Hole to fire there. Hole blocked. Item in middle creating black thing. Need pull out.”

      “Oh, that should be easy,” I tell her. So that item is acting as a plug to the fire below. “Not that I'm saying your father had it easy!” I say quickly, as her face had started to harden. “Let me see what I can do.”

      With my foot in my mouth, I point my wand at the item, and I use the Levitate spell. Or attempted to. Nothing happens. I frown and look over at Pearl. She is down with her eyes closed. All right, so I doubt she is blocking me. So, what gives?

      I try again and cast Levitate with the same results. I know Magic works here because I just finished putting Freeze over me. I try once more, but force more power into the spell, and again, nothing.

      “What’s wrong?” Louetta yells up to me.

      “It’s like I’m casting the spell, but nothing is happening. Yet, I know Magic works because I have Freeze on me. Maybe the item is stopping me from casting anything on it?”

      “Try a freeze spell on it,” Lisa suggests.

      Shrugging, why not, I point my wand again, and I cast Freeze directly on the black circle. Same thing. I point to the edge of the circle and cast again. This time, I hear a sizzling sound, but it’s so hot that instead of the fire freezing, all I see is steam rising into the air.

      “So it looks like the item is stopping me from casting a spell on it,” I shout down to the gang.

      “That why father tried to freeze. So then can grab it.”

      “Shit,” I say, wiping sweat from my face. And the sweat isn’t from just the heat, but now from frustration. I point down the ramp, and Polia nods.

      When we’re at the foot of the ramp, the girls and Kyle look at me questioningly.

      “No freaking clue. I mean, I don’t have the power, even with you three giving it to me, to freeze that. That’s a lot of fire, heat, and lava.”

      “What about flying over it?” Kyle suggests. “Using Levitate on yourself.”

      “It wouldn’t work. I would burn myself to a crisp even trying to get to it. I would make it halfway and might even pass out from the heat.”

      “Can you throw something at it, break it? Or even move it?”

      “Hmm,” I say, thinking about that one. “Give me a second.”

      And so I rush up the ramp again, feeling the heat as I get closer to the top. I stop and look around for a large rock. I see one that’s on the side of the volcano’s edge. Using my wand, I cast Levitate on that rock and bring it up into the air until it’s up past the lip of the volcano.

      I keep raising it up until it’s about 20 feet in the air over the volcano, and with a simple thought, I hurl it down towards the black circle. Instead of smashing it or moving it aside, it only smashes against the circle and shatters, with most of it falling into the lava. Slowly it burns up and becomes part of the lava itself as it sinks. There are some rock fragments on top of the black circle, but then they slowly migrate towards the edge of the black circle on their own, and flop into the lava.

      I head down to the others, shaking my head. “Yeah, that didn’t work. The rock just smashed against it. But when it did, it left fragments, and slowly those fragments moved to the outer edges and fell into the lava.”

      “Damn, so it doesn’t want anything on top of it,” Penelope swears.

      “Yeah. I would say it’s what keeps lava off of it as well.”

      “See. Failure as well,” Polia says sadly. “People die.”

      “Not so fast. I’m not done yet,” I tell her.

      Wiping more sweat off my face and wiping it on my already damp trousers, I try to work on this one. Freezing won’t work because I don’t have the power. The last thing I need to do is die myself. I can’t levitate over it to grab that thing because I would end up burning to a crisp if I don’t die from the heat first. I can’t throw anything at it, either physical or magical. What does that leave? I look over at Kyle thoughtfully. He isn’t human. But he must have guessed my idea.

      “I would,” Kyle says, shaking his head. “But this body would heat up too fast, and I would malfunction before I can even get to the middle,” he says, shaking his head. “I had thought of the same thing, but even if I were to be brought from above, quickly, when I am near it I would be destroyed by the heat. I do not mind destroying this body, but not if there isn’t a chance of getting the item.”

      “Shit,” I say with a sigh.

      “What if you freeze him?” Louetta says with a grin.

      “What?” I ask her, perplexed.

      “One of us can cast Freeze on Kyle to keep him cool, and someone else can cast Levitate, though I would suggest you do that since you might need to use finesse and more power.”

      I look over at Kyle, and he looks thoughtful. “That might work.”

      “Shall we try it?” I tell him.

      “Yes. We should go up the ramp, though, so we are closer,” Kyle suggests.

      “Good idea. Who wants to cast Freeze?”

      “I can,” Louetta offers, looking at the two girls. They nod that they are good with that.

      When we’re all at the top, Louetta wipes her face. “Bloody hell. It’s hotter than some places on my planet.”

      “Yeah, and she,” I point to Polia, “says it’s comfortable.”

      “Damn,” Louetta says, shaking her head with admiration. “She would fit right in, in some places in hell.”

      “Your world hell. Look like this?” Polia says, waving around us.

      “Some places do. Lots of volcanoes, lava flows. Lots of sunlight, though. Not sure how you would do there if you need the light from the crystals to feed from this firepit,” Louetta tells Polia.

      “Need crystals. Feed us,” Polia says, nodding.

      “Ready?” I ask Kyle and Louetta.

      “Yes,” they both answer.

      Louetta is first, and she casts Freeze on Kyle. “Remember, keep that spell up on him throughout,” I tell her, and she nods. I take my wand out, and aim it at Kyle and cast Levitate, and lift him into the air until he is a good 50 feet over us. Then, slowly, I work him over the volcano pit. Louetta has her arm up and her wand aimed at him, and I can feel the power emanating from her as she casts spells. I have noticed that lately, I can tell when the girls are casting spells.

      When I think he’s reached a point over the black circle, I slowly lower him down. Louetta is maintaining Freeze on him.

      The pin on my shirt beeps, and Kyle’s voice comes over. “Move me over a bit to my left.”

      “Oh, good. This will help.” And I do as instructed.

      And slowly, as I lower him, he tells me to adjust, left or right, forward or backward, to keep him over the black circle. Then, when he is about ten feet over it, Kyle says, “I need more Freeze. My internal temperatures are going up.”

      Louetta heard that and says, through gritted teeth. “I'm casting it over and over. I can’t cast any faster.”

      “Penelope! Lisa! Get up here. I need you to cast Freeze on Kyle!” I shout, not taking my eyes off of him.

      I hear the girls rushing up the ramp, and suddenly I feel their spells being cast as well.

      “That’s working,” Kyle says a couple of seconds later. “My internal temperatures are stabilizing. You can lower me slowly.”

      Almost afraid to, I lower Kyle until he is less than three feet from the black circle. He stretches out his right hand, and I lower him down until his hand can grasp the handle of the torch. Then, something we had not foreseen happened. The lava abruptly reaches up around him and grabs him.

      “Kyle!” I scream in horror.
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      “Ian, no! You’ll kill yourself!” Louetta screams, holding me back by one arm.

      I had been about to jump into the lava without thinking to try to save Kyle. The only reason I hadn’t was that Louetta, and even Polia, had grabbed my arms and were holding me back from doing so.

      I fall down on my knees and look into the lava pit in shock. I didn’t even feel the heat burning my knees from the rock I was kneeling on. But in the back of my mind, I was thinking that’ll hurt later.

      “Kyle,” I say in a wooden voice.

      “I sorry you lost friend,” Polia says, putting a hand on my shoulder. Louetta does the same.

      “I’m good,” I hear the voice of Kyle coming over the pin.

      “Kyle!” I scream, scrambling to my feet. “Why aren’t you dead? Not that I’m complaining! Where are you?”

      “I am in the lava,” Kyle says, and there is bewilderment in his tone.

      “What? What do you mean you’re in the lava? Shouldn’t you be like burned to a crisp, or melted or something?!” I yell at him.

      “I am not sure, but I think this thing I am holding, this torch, is keeping me cool, and for lack of a better word, alive.”

      “Can you get out?” I ask with relief in my voice.

      Then, without warning, the fire gets hotter and hotter in the pit. “Back! Back!” I scream.

      Louetta rushes ahead of me, with Lisa and Penelope following her down the ramp. Polia follows me. “We need to get back from here. Something is happening!”

      So, we do precisely that and we run until we are about 100 feet away. We’re closer to Pearl now, and I turn around after I feel the heat abating slightly. We look back at the volcano, and we’re just in time to watch it erupt. Suddenly there is a large tower of flame that shoots out of the mouth of the volcano and reaches towards the high ceiling of the cave. The light from it is so bright that I have to avert my eyes.

      When I look again, with spots in my eyes, I see that the light from the crystals has suddenly changed. It was multicolored before. But now it’s white light that is coming off of them. Somehow, and I have no clue how it’s possible, but this new large flame is throwing out red light, and the crystals are soaking it up and are throwing back out white light, making the cave even brighter.

      I look around in awe, and that’s when I see that Polia has her white eyes closed, and her head is tilted back. She has a smile on her face.

      Shit. “Kyle!” I shout.

      “I’m here in the air. Actually, you might want to use Levitate,” he says. “Quickly.”

      “What?” I say, looking up in surprise, and that’s when I see he is hurtling towards us. “Shit!”

      I cast Levitate without thinking about summoning my wand, and Kyle stops a foot above the ground. I'm sure if he had hit the ground, he would have created a small crater. He looks over at me, with his face just above the ground. “Thanks.”

      I lower him, and he stands up. He holds up a torch with a flame burning brightly on top of it. It looks like a torch with a gas flame, not like one that uses a wick. The flame, though, is odd. It doesn’t flicker or move around. It almost looks fake. I walk over, and ignoring the torch, I grab Kyle around the shoulders, and I hug him hard.

      “I thought I had killed you,” I whispered to him softly.

      Kyle hugs me back with one arm. “I know. I thought this body would die.”

      “Crap,” I tell him with an embarrassed grin. “I forgot that part. Your mind is up there,” I say pointing up, to indicate the ship in space.

      Kyle hands me the torch. After I grab it, I feel the heat in the air surrounding me, that had been making me sweat, suddenly disappears. I feel so much cooler.

      “What the hell?” I blurt out. “I think this thing takes heat away. Or something.”

      “What do you mean?” Louetta asks.

      “Well, I don’t feel hot anymore! Let me check something.” I walk to the ramp, and with the torch in my hand, I head up until I'm just near the edge of the ramp over the pit. And no heat. Nothing. The breeze that comes off the pit is cool on my face. I turn around with a big grin and face Polia and Team Ian.

      “It removes the heat!” I say, rushing back down to them.

      “Is that how Kyle survived, you think?” Penelope asks, looking Kyle up and down.

      “I think so. I mean, I'm not about to test it by throwing myself into the lava pit. But if this is what the Fire of Brahth does? Though, if that’s what the God Loma needs, that leaves only one ingredient left to find. Though why he would need this for curing his planet, I have no clue. Kyle?”

      Kyle looks thoughtful, but then answers slowly. “I am not sure. I am running computations on how heat or cold would affect a cure, but I am at a loss.”

      I feel a hand on my arm. Looking over, Polia is the one who had touched me. She looks hesitant. “Thank you. Save people. Come talk to mother,” she says, removing her hand.

      “You’re welcome, Polia. Do I have your trust now?” I ask her softly, with a smile.

      Polia smiles at me and nods. “You trustworthy. I sorry not trusting.”

      “It’s all right,” I tell her, putting a hand out towards her to make peace. Polia takes it shyly and shakes it. “Shall we go see your mother?”

      Polia grins brightly and nods. We trek back to the homes, and once we are near Mila’s home, Polia shouts out loud joyfully. Suddenly there are tons of people coming out of homes into the streets, and the joy on their faces is evident. And even more so when suddenly they stop in their tracks and tilt their heads back, as Polia had done, in the new light.

      Mila comes out of her house, stops in her tracks, and does the same thing. Then, almost hesitantly, she drops her head and looks at me. She comes closer and stops a couple of feet in front me.

      “You did it,” she says.

      “Well,” I say, holding up the torch, “it was a team effort. But yes. Mila. I will be taking this back with me, but I'm not sure what the God Loma wishes with it to heal his world, so I'm not sure I can return this.”

      “Do not return. Keep. Yours. You earned it,” she says, shaking her head. She closes the space between us and hugs me lightly. She looks up into my face with tears in her eyes. “You saved our people.”

      “Will you all be all right now?” I ask her, looking at the gathering throng, some of whom still have their heads tilted back, enjoying the light. I guess for them, they are feeding.

      “Yes. We grow again as a people. You helped us,” Mila says, grinning, but again all gums.

      “Mila,” I ask her, suddenly noticing something. “Is your English improving? It sounds like you’re getting better at talking to me?”

      “It years since used it. Coming back to me slowly,” she says proudly.

      “Well, I wish I could stay to learn more about your people,” I tell her with a smile. “But we still have one item we need to find.”

      “Cannot stay night, honor guest?”

      I look around at the girls at that. I mean, I guess we can stay one night. Penelope, Lisa, and Louetta nod at my look. Kyle shrugs his shoulders.

      “Yes. We can stay the night. We can provide for our own needs. If you can give us a place to sleep, we would be honored to celebrate with your people.”

      So, we do exactly that. We end up celebrating late into the night, with dancing and even music. A couple of the people there bring out something that looks like a flute made out of stone, and the music that they play is airy and happy. Then, I see something I hadn’t seen before now: children, young children, who come out shyly and dance with their parents. Then, when the party is done — which I am sure is late in the night, the children asleep beside their parents — we retire to the small home that Mila said we can use for tonight. Polia, for all the anger she had towards me at the start, gives me a last hug before she retires for the night with her mother.

      The following day, we say our goodbyes. However, Mila and Polia have to translate for us, as very few of them speak English. I meet Polia’s other siblings, and while she said they spoke English, it’s very broken. After all the goodbyes are done, Mila is the last to come to me. She hugs me hard.

      “You honored guest. Come back anytime. We welcome you open arms,” Mila says, hugging me once more.

      Polia is next, and she hugs me just as hard. “Thank you. Need help, come back. One day, hope to see universe outside here,” she says waving around.

      “Won’t you need to feed like the rest of your people off the crystal?”

      She shakes her head. “Remember, half Moltorian. Can survive on physical food,” and here, she gestures as if eating something.

      “Can others do that. Leave, I mean?” I ask her.

      She shakes her head. “No. Only me and family. Not mother.”

      “That makes sense. Polia. Thank you for eventually trusting me. I'm glad that your people are now safe. If I can, I will return this,” I say, holding up the torch. The Fire of Brahth.

      She, like her mother, shakes her head. “No. Keep. History bad for us with that. You now protector of it.”

      “If you’re sure. Your mother said pretty well the same thing,” I say, looking down at her.

      “We need peace. Now we can live again.”

      “Very well,” I tell her, and she comes to hug me once more before leaving with a smile.

      I look around, and Penelope, Louetta, and Lisa are looking at me with grins.

      “No. I’m good,” I say with a shake of my head but with a grin of my own.

      Damn, those women would make me take her as a Bonded if I wanted to. I know that Polia is a powerful Magician. But three is enough. I think. For now anyway.

      “We walk out, or Teleport?”

      “Oh, definitely Teleport,” Lisa exclaims before anyone else can answer. “I need a shower.”

      “Oh Gods,” Louetta says passionately. “I would kill for a shower.”

      “Or hot tub?” I say.

      Penelope grins and says, “Shower and then hot tub.”

      “All right, gather around,” I say. Kyle comes over and puts a hand on my shoulder and Pearl stands at my side, rubbing my leg.

      “Now, let’s go see about these Elios Stones, shall we?” And with that, I Teleport us back to the ship.
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      “So still no idea where these Elios Stones are though? Or what they are?”

      “Not really,” I tell Sina, as she holds up the torch of the Fire of Brahth, inspecting it. “Kyle checked all his databases, we checked old written records, even to see if it had anything about Stones in case the translation was wrong, but nothing.”

      “And Merlin in the Codex?” Sina asks me.

      “I,” I start but close my eyes feeling stupid. “I did ask him, and he has never heard of it, but I never thought of all the books he has!” I say, putting my head in my hands, my elbows propped on the table. We are in my house seated around the dining room table.

      “What books?” Sina asks me suspiciously.

      “Merlin has millions of books with him!” Lisa cries out, clapping her hands and laughing.

      “What?” Sina asks, looking at me and Lisa. “How many millions?”

      “He says 65 million,” I mention, and at Sina’s shocked look, I explain. “Yeah. It seems that Merlin had been collecting old books, any books really, and copying them. He even has copies that Lisa says that were destroyed a long time ago.”

      “One: I would love to go see his collection one day, but I will admit, seeing my lover again, even a memory of him, would be hard.” Sina says sadly. “Two: that is far too many books for you to go through.”

      “Yeah, but with how time seems to work in there, I should be able to go through a lot of them. Even a year in there would be... I’m not sure. I sucked at math. But I know that I was gone for 90 minutes inside the Codex, but outside, Kyle said it was three seconds.”

      “So, if you spent 30 years in there, it would be one year out here?” Sina says, shaking her head. “Leave it to Merlin to figure something like that. But do you want to spend 30 years away from them? And them a year away from you?” Sina says, pointing to Lisa, Penelope, and Louetta.

      I look to the girls who are glaring at me. “Yeah. No. So I need to figure something else out,” I say with a sigh.

      I scratch at my focus absentmindedly, trying to figure this out. Where else can we check? Even the God Loma had no clue where to find it. And it’s not like I have Gods in my pocket or on speed dial to call.

      “Is there such a thing as an oracle or something?” I ask, grasping at straws.

      “Such as someone who can find things that are hidden?” Sina says with a laugh. “No, that’s mostly from your movies and books. There’s nothing like that in the universe. While clairvoyance is real, it’s not for something like that.”

      “Dammit, we already wasted months trying to find this flame,” I tell her in frustration, pointing to the Fire of Brahth. “I can’t spend more months searching. At this rate, Loma and his sisters will die. I mean, the fact that the Dark Alliance cheated him like that, I feel bad not being able to help him.”

      “I still can’t believe what the Dark Alliance did to Loma,” Sina says, shaking her head. “They were playing with fire.”

      “Well, they figured he was a weak and dying God and took advantage of him. Loma had given some of the Magicians some of his power, but he took it away. But that means they are still out there, just not as powerful. Then there is the issue with the MPF and the members who aren’t under Oath.”

      “Don’t worry about that. That’s being taken care of. Selina is already out there. She is on a recruitment drive.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?” I say, sitting up in my chair, intrigued by this news, even if I am frustrated.

      “We decided to take your idea to heart. Since you passed command of the MPF back to me, we are eliminating the taking of the Oath at the Stone of Truth. So that everyone in the MPF is loyal not through magical means, but through true dedication and their honest desire to work within the MPF. I am already selecting members who will be on the council for the MPF. Don’t worry. I am not picking members of the Galactic Council. I don’t want them to get any ideas. The members will be those who are devoted and within the MPF. I asked Selina to sit on the council. She proudly said yes. She was the first one to have her Oath removed on the Stone of Truth.”

      “I like that. I mean, I guess I understand why Merlin did it, but centralized command is dangerous, but that is just my opinion,” I tell her. “I’m the new one to this universal thing. Before, I thought it was just Earth and all our different governments. I mean, I want to say that one world, one government might help Earth in a shit ton of things, like humanitarian aid, hunger, and wars, to name a few. But having gone to so many planets now. I see that even a world with multiple governments with one central council for that world works. Hopefully, one day, Earth can be there. One Earth council with multiple governments, where each country has a seat, but only one primary council leader who is on the Galactic Council.”

      “It will happen one day,” Sina says, putting a hand on mine. “Remember, I was born on Earth thousands of years ago. She is still my home. But Earth has been kept the way it has been for a reason. And it’s not for the media it creates. Merlin wanted to protect humans from growing up too fast.”

      “But at the expense of what?” I tell her, holding my hand up before she replies. “I'm not blaming you, Sina. Or Merlin. But Earth needs to grow up. We cannot be coddled forever.”

      “I know,” Sina says with a sigh. “I guess in a way, I feel like a parent with Earth. Hating to show them the evils that are out there; I don’t want them getting hurt.”

      “Trust us humans, we are stronger than that,” I tell her, now it’s my turn to put my hand over hers. “But I’m not asking for it to happen right now. Or overnight. But it might be something in a long-term plan I will have to think about since I will live a long time. Unless I get myself killed,” I finish with a scowl.

      I look at my Focus again and scratch underneath it. It’s a tight fit, but I can still get my finger beneath it. Then, something I read surfaces in my mind.

      “Sina,” I say slowly, the page I had been looking for coming up. “What are the Focuses made of?”

      “We aren’t sure, as they come to a potential Magician when they come into their power, so they don’t burn themselves out. Why?”

      “In one of the books in the library here, I remember reading a book that said, and I quote, ‘The Focus is always a Magical item. We do not know where it comes from, but we know that by study of both its Magical and technological properties, that it seems to be made of Tolo Stones.’ What’s a Tolo stone?”

      “Hmm, I think I remember reading up on that. I had forgotten that until you just mentioned it. I’m not sure. Kyle, you have all the known languages at your disposal. Any ideas?”

      “Can you open a Portal to the ship so I can gain access to my large databases?” Kyle asks me.

      “Sure,” I say, and next to my front door, a Portal appears that’s flush with the wall. Lisa gets up quickly and opens it for Kyle because she was closest to it.

      “Thanks,” he tells her with a smile.

      “Now, let’s see. Tolo. I can find the word. It’s a Motrolian word meaning strength. Now, looking at the word strength. Let’s see if I cross-reference any other language that has the word strength. Crap, all right, that’s a lot. Over 30,000 dialects. Now. Let’s narrow that down to those that begin with the letters El or ios. Or a combo. Here we go, so I found the Milporian word for strength is Elmatia. But the word for power is Iosmata.”

      “So, Strength and Power?” I ask him, getting excited.

      “Yes. But here is where it gets unusual. So, the Milporian don’t have the word Elios, but they do have the word Iosmel. Which is why when I did a search, I never found it. That letter M. I did not think to search for words that had a combo of them.”

      “What does Iosmel mean?” I ask him.

      “It’s not word, but a place. A mountain on the planet Milpo. Where there are heavy deposits of a black stone substance, that they call Iosmel Stone.”

      “No way. Coincidence?” I ask, looking around the room.

      Sina is shaking her head, and she has a big grin on her face. “I doubt it. Is there an image of this Iosmel Stone?”

      Kyle places his hand over the table, palm facing upward again, and suddenly there is a hologram projection over it. In it are round black stones, and looking at my Focus, it’s the same color. Identical. I look at Penelope, and her tattoos are of the same color. Louetta’s ring, her Focus, is the same. Even Lisa’s Focus, is the same color. But does that mean it’s the same as Elios Stones? Everyone is looking around with the same thoughtful look.

      “It’s a long shot,” I say to the room.

      “What do we have to lose? How fast would it take us to get to Milpo?” Louetta asks.

      “Not long,” Penelope says with a grin. “I’ve been there, and I know the Portal spell for it.”

      “What are we waiting for then?” Lisa jumps out of her chair.

      “Oh, meant to ask, whatever happened with Balounina before we go,” I ask Sina since I know she had been in contact with Lisa’s parents.

      “Ah,” Sina says with a smirk. “She left the party. Left Goodwater and, of course, has to use the Nexus to travel. She tried to mask herself, but I had been waiting for it, thanks to the Goodwaters, and arrested her. She is currently in a cell where she will spend a very long time. I have a tribunal of loyal MPF judges, and they will judge her for her crimes. As per our process for Dark Alliance members. She will be most likely executed.”

      “Good. I didn’t want her to get away. I’m happy to hear she will get what she deserves,” I tell Sina with relief.

      “After this thing with Loma is done, we will need to figure out what to do about those who are still free,” Penelope says. “Balounina and her brother were only two. It took 100 of them to break Mortilini’s Oath.”

      “Trust me,” Sina says, and there is anger in her voice. “We are slowly weeding out the Dark Alliance members in the MPF. Then, when we know we have loyal people, we will go after them. You are sure about the Oath being broken for the MPF members, Ian?”

      “Yes. I don’t want robots. I want people to follow the MPF because they understand what it stands for. The protection of the universe. Not because they are compelled by Magical force to do so.”

      Sina stands up, approaches me, and puts a hand on my face while I'm sitting down. “Merlin would be proud of you. He felt the same way but understood in the short term that the Oath was required for stability. It took a long time instead before that happened, but I am glad you are removing it. Giving people a chance to prove themselves not because of an Oath, but because of their spirit. Now. You all have a new mission. Be safe.”

      “We will,” I tell her. Turning to Kyle, I ask him. “Are you coming with us?”

      Kyle lifts a silver eyebrow and says, “Why would I not be going?”

      “I just figured you had things to do now that we aren’t on the run,” I say.

      “Ian, you are my friend. I, as a Metali, never had a friend. I am with you in this fight to the end. I will help you see it through. Are you going to ask Pearl the same thing?” he says, pointing to the Manacat, who had been sleeping on the couch in the living room.

      Hearing her name, she wakes up with a snort. I look at Pearl and shake my head. “No. Thank you for sticking with me.”

      “That’s what friends are for. Now. Shall we go see what we can find at Milpo?”

      “Let’s,” I say, canceling my Portal to Kyle’s ship.

      I confess, Kyle’s words hit home. I know he is a good friend. But to have him jump around with me like this all over the universe, not asking for anything in return, is something I will never forget. When he fell into the lava, I thought I had lost him. Of course, forgetting that his body isn’t him, but the ship is. But I'm glad to call him a friend.

      I look over at Penelope and smile at her. “If you will do the honors?”

      “With pleasure,” she says.

      Where my Portal had been, another one shows up. Penelope kisses her Nan on the way by, and we all follow her as she opens the door and steps through. I reach down and scratch Pearl’s ear, as she had come up to lean against me as I walked through the doorway. Damn, I have amazing friends.
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      “Halt!” I hear a shout as soon as I go through the doorway.

      I look around, and Lisa, Penelope, Louetta, and Kyle have their hands up.

      I lift my hands as well, just in case, and look around. We are surrounded by armed men and women. They have no guns but wands aimed at us instead, even a couple of staffs.

      “Pearl,” I whisper to her.

      “Too late,” she growls. “Wands out. Magic connected.”

      Right. After a wand is out, it’s their Focus that is coming out, in a different form. If someone had tried to cast a spell, it would not work. Wands are a Magician’s Focus in a different form. They allow Magicians to, well, focus that spell, so it’s stronger. So after a wand is drawn, Pearl can’t stop them from casting. But you can pre-cast a spell, and I have a feeling that they all did, sort of like a trigger finger ready to blast.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I hear a voice behind me say harshly.

      Suddenly one man in the group stands at attention, “Principal!” and salutes. I look back, to see that Sina had walked through the still-open Portal’s doorway.

      “Principal, we cannot allow anyone on this planet, as by MPF decree. We have been quarantined.”

      “You understand that I am the MPF, correct?” she states, staring at the man with ice in her eyes.

      The man swallows. He’s a Milporian, humanoid-like me, short, around five feet tall, but broad at the shoulders. He has purple skin with black hair cut in a short style. His eyes are human-looking, though slightly larger. But the nose isn’t. He has a wide nose that’s flat to his face. But he holds up his hands and I see that he has three fingers, instead of five. No thumb, just three long fingers.

      “Principal, we have been told that there is a disease that infected Milpo and that we were not to leave the planet, or allow anyone else to leave,” he says hurriedly.

      “By whom? Who signed this order?” Sina asks him, not reducing the intensity of her glare by even a notch. If anything, it’s increased.

      The man reaches down into his pocket and brings out a phone, and looks down at it. “The order was signed by the leader of the MPF, Mortilini.”

      “Yes. Mortilini. Well, I can tell you that Mortilini is dead. He, shall we say, tried to take over the MPF. We are currently fixing what Mortilini messed up. This world is no longer quarantined. Mortilini used that excuse to keep all the worlds locked down. You can stand down.”

      “I need official orders, Principal, or I cannot,” the man states, and his shoulders hunch at Sina’s look. Sina looks back at the Portal’s doorway.

      “Selina!” she shouts, without looking back.

      “Yes, Principal?” Selina hollers through the open doorway of the Portal, since she had stayed back in Monster Acadamia.

      “I need an order written up. Now. I need Milpo’s quarantine order revoked. The one that the MPF gave them.” Sina makes the official request.

      “Checking,” Selina says quickly. Then 15 seconds later. “Found it. It was signed by Mortilini over two months ago. No end date. Let’s see. Delete, change this date. Principal, I need your signature.”

      “Bring it here,” Sina tells her, not taking her eyes off of the Milporian the entire time.

      Selina comes into view and hands Sina her phone. Sina looks down at the phone. She taps something on it and then says. “Authorization granted.”

      She passes Selina back her phone, and Selina taps a couple more keys. Then, suddenly, the Milporian’s phone gives a chime. He brings it up, and his eyes widen in surprise. He looks up at Sina and bows to her.

      “The orders have been received. We are removing the quarantine, Principal, throughout the planet.” And I can see that there is relief on his face.

      “Good. These people are on a mission for the MPF. You will assist in whatever way they need. Do I make myself clear?” Sina tells the man.

      “Yes, Principal,” he blurts out quickly, saluting her, military style.

      Sina nods at him and turns to me, and grins. “There. Enjoy yourselves.”

      I can’t help but laugh in relief. “Thanks, Sina.”

      “Selina, you’re with me,” Sina says. “We have a lot of work ahead of us. I have a feeling this isn’t the only planet that Mortilini did this to. Contact my staff. I think we will be working throughout the night.”

      “On it,” Selina says, tapping away on her phone, and walking towards the Portal exit already. When Sina and she go through it, I nod to Penelope, who cancels it.

      I turn to the Milporian and nod to him. “I’m Ian. These are my friends, Penelope, Louetta, Lisa, and Kyle. This is Pearl,” I tell him, feeling odd introducing Pearl, but she is part of our group and leaving her out feels wrong.

      The Milporian salutes me and says, “I’m Captain Gara. How can I assist you, sir?”

      “Ian is fine,” I tell him with a smile. “We are here looking for Tolo stones. Can you direct us,”

      “Sir, I mean Ian. Tolo stones are only in one place on our planet, and they are rare. To be totally upfront with you, they are so rare, we might as well say we don’t have any more.”

      I look at him in disappointment. Shit, did we just come this way for nothing? All that research, all that running around. Where else can we find Tolo stones? Can we buy them?

      “Can you take us to the site anyhow?” Penelope asks him.

      “Of course. Though, you will not find anything. We have tools that we use to find Tolo stones, as they give off a certain energy signature. We cannot find anything that our tools can dig down to reach.”

      “Can you still take us?” I ask Captain Gara.

      “Of course. If you will follow me, I have transportation about 100 yards from here.”

      “Can I ask how you knew we were coming?” Louetta asks the man.

      “Ah, we know all Portal locations on Milpo, so we have it guarded, as per the original order to stop anyone from coming in. What’s odd, though,” Captain Gara says, bringing up his phone and reading from it. “the order even states that no Tolo stones were to be taken off this world if found.”

      “What?” I say, stunned. I look around at the girls and Kyle. “No way. Do you think Mortilini knew about the items needed for the cure?”

      “But how?” Kyle asks. “We didn’t know ʼtil we talked with Loma.”

      “Wait, you remember how Loma said that he had sought the help of... umm, them, to get a cure?” Lisa says, not saying the words ‘Dark Alliance’ in front of Captain Gara.

      “You think they figured it out? That he gave them the same list he gave us, and they figured it out? And Mortilini, through them, locked down this world specifically? You didn’t know until you studied the info from Wondrous Magitech book,” Louetta asks with a raised eyebrow.

      “That makes no sense, then. How would they have known?” Lisa says.

      “Shit. Didn’t think of that. So that means they must have already figured it out somehow, to cure the virus, but never used that information to actually do it. How they got the list of ingredients then is beyond me. Well, let’s go see,” I say with a shrug. “At this point, what do we have to lose?”

      “An entire world,” Penelope says with a sigh.
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      When our ride touches down, Captain Gara opens the large doors, and we step out. The ride in question was a personal carrier that flew through the air without blades or wings. Damn thing was anti-gravity, I’m sure. Or Magic. I can never tell anymore since so many worlds seem to blend the two. Pearl did not enjoy the ride. She growled and glared at me at one point. Through our connection, I felt her discomfort at being up in the air. I could definitely understand the sentiment; the ride wasn’t exactly smooth.

      Looking around, I see a ton of digging machines and excavators, but they are all quiet. No one is around, except for another vehicle like ours. The window in the front opens, and a Milporian waves to Captain Gara.

      “This way,” Captain Gara says, walking towards a hole in the ground that’s situated 200 feet from where we’d landed.

      Then he stops near the whole and I get a good look at it. This thing is roughly ten feet across. I notice that the digging equipment has a blade about that size at the front of the machine. The surrounding dirt is dry; the hole is old, definitely not freshly dug

      “Down there is where the last deposit was. We have not been able to detect any more.”

      “You said the digger, it looks for an energy signature?” I ask, curious about that.

      “Correct. Here,” he says, and he goes over to a piece of equipment that’s a little bit away from the hole. The thing looks like a stick in the ground, with a box on top. We follow him and stand in a circle around him and the thing in question.

      “This is a Tolo sensor. We send a signal through the ground with this, and it deflects off any Tolo deposits, and that then gives us a location to dig.” He shakes his head. “But we haven’t detected anything in over three years.”

      “Shit. Well, can I buy some? Tolo stones, I mean,” I ask him.

      Shaking his head, Captain Gara says. “No. As soon as we get it, we process it and send it off planet to sell to other worlds. And I’ll be honest with you, the cost of just an ounce is astronomical. I think,” and here he looks at his phone quickly, tapping something into it. “Ah, I was right. It’s 40 million credits per ounce. There are three worlds that use it for medicine to treat diseases.”

      “Shit,” I exclaim again. But fuck, we are so close! I mean, it treats diseases? That can’t be a coincidence. But why doesn’t Kyle know about it or his database?

      “How come we have no information about this stuff in our databases?” Kyle asks him, clueing into what I was thinking.

      Captain Gara looks uncomfortable. “The reason is it’s also a drug. It’s a very addictive drug. If you take Tolo stone powder and mix it into a liquid and inject it, it gives you a sense of euphoria, but it’s so addictive that when we work with it, we wear suits rated for space protection. We don’t announce it to the universe.”

      “Ah, so this is a shameful secret that Milpo tries to hide,” I nod; now I understand .On Earth, drugs are still illegal in some places, and even growing it in the areas where it’s permitted, such as growing pot, there is a stigma.

      I look at the stick in the ground or the Tolo sensor. “So what kind of signal do you send? Electrical?”

      Captain Gara shakes his head. “No, magical. A powerful Magician, the most powerful ones we have on Milpo send power through it,” he says proudly. But then he deflates. “But they have found nothing.”

      I suddenly grin, and I look at Louetta, Penelope, and Lisa, and they are grinning at me. Wiping the grin off my face, I say to Captain Gara. “So, if I was to say, use this Tolo sensor, and find a deposit. Would Milpo be willing to give me, say, ten ounces of it?”

      Captain Gara looks at me, confused. “That’s a lot to ask if we could even find it.”

      “And how large are these deposits usually?” I ask him.

      “Well,” again he brings up his phone, “the last one was over 65 pounds.”

      “Let’s make a deal if you can do so. If I find a deposit that is over, say 20 pounds, you agree to give me ten ounces of it?” I say, trying not to show my excitement.

      Captain Gara thinks about it and then nods. “I will need to get confirmation from my leaders. Can you give me a moment?” he asks me.

      “Of course, take your time.”

      Captain Gara walks away from me until he is out of earshot and I watch as he brings his phone to his ear. I assume he’s making a phone call. He nods a couple of times, and at one point, the conversation obviously gets quite heated. Finally, he nods once more and puts his phone away. He comes back to us.

      “I spoke to my leaders. They say, if you can find a deposit that is over 30 pounds, they will give you ten ounces for each one.”

      Hmm, that wasn’t the deal. Not that I'm complaining if I get more. But it is what it is.

      “Can I get that in writing?” I ask him. 

      “Of course,” he says and begins to tap something on his phone. Then, he faces the screen to me. I can’t read it. 

      “Kyle?” I ask him. He nods, looks at the screen. He taps it and suddenly there is a beep. 

      “All right, I have filled out all the correct paperwork and it’s in the official Galactic Council database. Don’t worry, I hid what the material was, under MPF security restrictions,” Kyle tells Captain Gara. The man looks relieved at that. 

      “So, show me how this thing works,” I say, waving to the Tolo sensor.

      “So,” he says, talking to the unit, and on the side, he grabs something, and two metal handles come out. “What you do is, press this button, wait until it’s green, and then send your power through it. The thing will do the rest. It will grab the signal if it bounces off of any Tolo deposit. Then, the computer inside will triangulate the location and size of it. This information will then go to our main systems, and the diggers will go automatically.”

      “That’s it?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “That’s it.”

      “Girls?” I say to them. With a nod from them all, I feel their power surge into me from our Bonded connection.

      I place my hand on the handles, and with my free hand, I press the bottom. Then, when it turns green, I grip the handles hard, and praying to any God who will listen, I push the power from the girls, and some of my own, through the sensor.

      Suddenly, there is a loud ping from the machine, but then it pings. Then it’s pinging so fast that it’s almost a constant beep. I look over at Captain Gara to ask what this means.

      The man is staring at the machine in amazement, and his mouth is wide open in shock. He finally blurts out. “Just who are you?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask him, confused by his question.

      Captain Gara swallows hard and comes to take a look at the screen on the Tolo sensor. He presses something and brings out his phone. His eyes are like saucers, he’s so astonished. He opens his mouth a couple of times to say something, but stops each time, staring at his phone. Finally, he brings the phone down to his side and looks at me.

      “You just found out over 4,000 deposits, in excess of 34 tons!”

      “Oh. Is that good?” I ask him hesitantly. “I mean, I found some, right?”

      “My Gods, man! Even with us just giving you ten ounces for every 30 pounds. Do you know how much that is!”

      “Hmm, a lot?” I tell him with a nervous chuckle.

      Captain Gara brings his phone back up and begins to tap quickly. Finally, he says, in awe. “That’s 22,666 ounces of Tolo stones. Or 1,416 pounds. That’s worth,” and again more tapping on his phone. “Just shy of one trillion credits. You’re a rich man now! And this will be a boon to Milpo. It’s completely unheard of!”

      “Shit,” I tell him with a scowl. “So you’re saying I’m richer?”

      “What?” he says, looking at me, confused.

      “Never mind,” I tell him, waving that comment away dismissively. “How soon can I get those ten ounces?”

      Captain Gara presses a button on his phone, and suddenly behind us, we hear machinery starting up.

      “Within the hour,” he says with excitement and an enormous grin on his face.

      “Good,” I tell him. “Let’s get out of the way of the machines then.” With a grin on my face, I shepherd the girls back towards the vehicle we came in.

      Kyle is looking around curiously. The girls are stunned, and Pearl. Well, Pearl is being Pearl, since she nudges my pocket, wanting a piece of dried meat I’ve started to keep with me. Cats. They’re all alike.
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      It took longer than an hour, but as promised, Captain Gara was able to get me ten ounces of Tolo stones. The rest he said would be sold for me, and the money sent to my bank accounts automatically over time, unless I needed more than ten ounces. I told him I think ten would be enough, but if I needed more, I would come get it within days. He also said that much Tolo stone would take a year or so to sell it all. I told him to take his time. It’s not like I needed the damn money.

      Holding up the ten ounces of Tolo stones, I really hope this is the shit we need. We are on our way to Loma's world, Mondel. The stone is as black as my bracelet and even has the same sheen. It feels the same to the touch too. So, my question is: how is it that a metal that is so hard to find on Milpo and when it is sold, it’s sold to worlds in secret as a cure for some kind of disease? Except Milpo keeps it a secret because this stuff, in powdered form, is a drug, and a very powerful and addictive one, as Captain Gara reiterated multiple times as it was mined and then when he gave it to me.

      “I hope that’s it,” Penelope says, putting her hand out. I pass her the Tolo specimen.

      “I hope so as well. Otherwise, we will be back to looking for these damn Elios Stones. We got Golem Diamond, Fire of Brahth, and God, I hope that’s the Elios stone,” I tell her fervently.

      Kyle, who is sitting with us in the eating room of the ship, says, “We are close enough. Did you want to create a shield again and invite Loma?”

      “I think I will forgo the Shield of Pleghar, this time,” I tell him. “I’m sure we can trust him.”

      “He’s a God,” Penelope says warningly.

      “Yes, he is. But I also know that he is desperate to save himself, his sisters, and his world.”

      “Loma, God of Mondel. I give you permission to visit my ship,” I say aloud.

      With an abruptness that surprises me, even though I was expecting him, Loma is standing next to me, looking down. He looks haggard.

      “You look like crap!” I blurt out without thinking.

      “Thank you. Nice seeing you again as well,” Loma says with a scowl, but then rubs his face. “Sorry. My power has been getting weaker and weaker at an accelerated rate. I have had to put my sisters to sleep to save power.”

      “You killed them?!?” Lisa says in shock.

      Loma looks at her. “No. Deep sleep. So they are not using their power,” he says. “I would never kill my sisters. I love them too much. I would relinquish my power to them and die before I allowed one of them to die. Did you find what you needed?” he says, turning back to me, and there is hope in his voice.

      “I think so,” I tell him. “I found the Fire of Brahth. But it was the Elios Stones that I'm not sure about. We think we found it. But I need you to confirm it.” I point to Penelope, who holds out the Tolo stones.

      Loma looks at what Penelope is holding out, and Loma suddenly takes a deep, broken breath, and I see tears in his eyes. “You found it!” he says, taking the lump of rock from Milpo.

      “Yeah, we weren’t sure of the name. Since it’s not named anywhere,” I tell him.

      Nodding, Loma wipes tears from his eyes. “I only named it as what I knew it to be called eons ago. What world did you find it in?”

      “It was from a world called Milpo.”

      “Ah, that would be Moltian’s world.”

      “Moltian?” I inquire.

      “The God of that world. We used to be friends. Though, we had a falling out,” Loma says with a shrug.

      “Well, we didn’t have him pop up or anything,” I say.

      “No, that is because he died. The falling out caused us to have a duel. He lost. Is his world good?”

      “Well, what we saw of it. But that seems to be their chief export,” I say.

      In talking to Captain Gara, he said that the Tolo stone was the only thing they traded to survive to get galactic credits. They were members of the Galactic Council but insignificant members from a poor world. He said now, with the credits they will make, they can be a bigger player. I just nodded and smiled at that as I had no clue what that meant.

      “So, I guess you and Kyle can now go make what you need,” I tell him with a happy smile, delighted to know that we got here in time.

      Loma looks uncomfortable at that comment. I look at him suspiciously.

      “What?” I ask finally.

      “I might need your help now, heir of Merlin,” he says, and to say that to see a God blush in embarrassment was odd, is an understatement.

      “Hmm. All right. But before I say yes. What is it you need?”

      “I need your Essence,” he says, evasively, not looking at me directly.

      “My Essence as a Wizard?”

      “Yes,” he says, still not looking at me.

      “So, just my Essence? So instead of my giving you my power, you need my Essence?”

      “Hmm. Yes. Though with one technical difference.”

      “Which is?” I ask him. Is he getting nervous? How can giving him my Essence make him nervous?

      “I need it raw.”

      “What?” I look at him confused, not understanding. I look at the girls, and they are just as confused as me. I hear a snort of laughter, and I look over and it was Kyle who had snorted in laughter.

      “What?”

      “He means he needs you to give it to him raw as in when it’s generated. How do you replenish your Essence as a Wizard, Ian?” Kyle says with a small laugh.

      Then I put two and two together, and I look at Loma in disbelief. “You want it as I’m having sex?”

      “I know how you with brief lives feel about this sex, and I did not wish to bring it up, but Ian, I need a lot of power, and the easier way to get it is through a Wizard’s Essence.”

      “What do you need power for? I thought this thing you wanted to build would cure your world? End of story?”

      “Yes. The device will cure my world of this virus that is rampaging through it, but it needs a catalyst, a power source. And Magical power will work, but I'm so low on power, I doubt I could come up with enough of it. And I know your Bonded can pass you power, but even they would not have enough. If I had all these items months ago, I might have had just enough power to do it. But, my people’s hope is leaving them, and so is my power with it.”

      Sighing, I nod. He just said he put his sisters to sleep to conserve power. I guess that there’s a power pool they all share. But damn, raw Essence, as he called it? Not just the stuff in me, but as I'm having sex?

      “How many?” I ask.

      “With all of them,” Loma says, “at the same time,” he says quickly.

      “Wait, you want me to have sex with all my Bonded, at the same time?” I ask him skeptically.

      “The more there are, the more powerful it will be. I honestly wish you had six or nine Bonded. This would make it quicker.”

      “How long are we talking about then, if I am doing it, and I say if I do it with my Bonded at all once?”

      “About four hours, by my calculations,” he says.

      “I’ll do it,” Penelope suddenly declares.

      “Me too!” Lisa says with a giggle.

      “Oh, count me in,” Louetta says in a deep throaty growl.

      I turn to them in surprise. Are they all saying they would be comfortable having sex with me, with all of them in the same room?

      “Yes, Ian, we are saying that,” Penelope says as if reading my mind. “We aren’t from Earth. We don’t have the issues you do. Well, I’m from Earth, but I don’t have that problem because I wasn’t raised as a human,” she says with a grin.

      I look at Louetta and Lisa, and they are both staring at me with mischievous grins.

      “Wait. You all were planning something like this, weren’t you?” I say in an accusatory tone.

      “Maybe,” Penelope says with a laugh. “It’s just the timeline has been pushed. We aren’t complaining. We have been trying to figure out a way to introduce it. Ian, at times, you have morals that are hard to work with. Your Earth upbringing is to blame. So we were working on it slowly. But, if Loma here wants to speed up the schedule, we aren’t going to argue about it.”

      “Wow,” I say, but then a big grin spreads across my face.

      The idea of having three beautiful women in bed with me, at the same time, for four hours, is every man’s fantasy! All right, it’s mine. I confess. But damn... four hours?

      “All right. Let’s do this. But I might need help. Kyle, any energy drinks or something like that on this ship?”

      “I have something that I can inject you with that you can use. It will give you the stamina required. I will make sure of the exact dosage, but after that, you will be exhausted and you’ll likely pass out for a day or so to replenish your energy stores. Nothing detrimental.” Kyle reassures me.

      “And this will give you the power you need?” I ask Loma to confirm.

      “Four hours of raw Essence from you, more than enough,” he says with a nod, and I see there is hope and joy in his eyes.

      “Then, I guess we should start,” I say. I’m about to ask Kyle to get that dosage, but one of the ship’s robots comes in, and it has a tray. On the tray is an injection gun. Kyle grabs it and comes to me.

      “After I administer it. I would suggest you go to your quarters for more privacy. You gave Loma access to the ship, so he can go there.” Kyle puts the injection gun against my arm, and with a hiss, and a slight burning sensation, the serum, or whatever he got for me, is injected.

      “Wait, you need to be there?” I suddenly blurt out.

      “No,” Loma says, shaking his head. “I will tap your Essence from outside the room. But I must ask for consent to do it. Do you, Ian, heir of Merlin, consent to me using your raw Essence for the next four hours?”

      Nodding to him, I reply in the affirmative. “I, Ian Arthur, heir of Merlin, do consent to it.”

      “Girls, should we—” I begin to say, but they’re already heading towards the bedroom door, and wasting no time about it either. Louetta is already stripping, since before she even gets out of the dining area, she has her top off, and I can see her dark-skinned back. Lisa didn’t even get that far. She had somehow removed all her clothing and was running behind Louetta, stark naked. Penelope was more modest, but I can see she is moving just as fast.

      I look at Loma, and he has a wicked grin on his face. “Oh, to have the energy to do that once more.”

      I’m about to reply when I suddenly feel flushed, and I feel like I can run a marathon. For hours. Well, for four hours to be precise. Grinning from ear to ear, I say. “Be back in four hours,” I say and rush out the door.

      “No, you won’t,” Kyle says softly. I heard him, but I was so flushed with energy, and the idea of seeing all the girls naked, together, that I ignored it.
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      Waking up, I feel like shit. My mouth feels like there’s a carpet of something growing in it, and my muscles feel like someone had been using it as a punching bag. All over. Especially in my crotch area. 

      I look around, and I see that I’m in my room on the ship. No clue what time it is, though. With a yawn that hurts, I get out of bed and head to the shower. I turn it on as hot as I can stand it, and stand under the spray. For the next 30 minutes or so, I just shower, mostly standing there enjoying the heat on my muscles, with a smile on my face.

      Damn, I’m in pain, but it’s well worth it! The four hours that Kyle promised me were amazing. I learned so many new things about the girls: things such as… well, that Lisa, Penelope, and Louetta are all bisexual. For Penelope and Louetta, it was their first time with a woman or women, but Lisa. Lisa, on the other hand, is fully bisexual. Her last date, she said before me, was a woman.

      And the things they had me do were astounding. I'm 100 percent sure I could never do that to them without that concoction Kyle injected into me. I’m sure there was more than just something in there to provide me with adrenaline, but I’ll have to ask him later.

      Finishing up, I get out, dry myself off and brush my teeth. I had to get rid of the carpet in my mouth that the shower couldn’t rinse away, and then I head back into my room. I grab some clean clothes out of my drawers, and that’s when I see the mug of coffee. Damn, whoever did that deserves a kiss!

      I sip my coffee and get dressed at the same time. When I’m done, I head towards the dining area. Unless there is a reason to, we tend not to go to the captain’s bridge. As I get closer, I hear voices talking. Walking in, I see that everyone is there, including Loma. But also, there are three other women there, who look almost like Loma, but female versions, and they are all drop-dead gorgeous. I assume those would be Loma’s sisters, Misa, Tali, and Omia. They all are tall, lean, with large busts, and they have blond hair that doesn’t clash with their white skin. In fact, it emphasizes their beauty.

      I stop in my tracks. Loma looks better. “Did it work?” I ask him quickly, as he had turned to look at me when I came into the room.

      “It did, heir of Merlin,” he says with a proud grin. “The virus is dying. Oh, it will take years to kill it entirely. But no one else who is Infected will turn, or die. Well, not from this virus anyway.”

      “Good. I’m glad you have enough energy,” I tell him, relieved.

      Just before I passed out, I remember thinking that I hoped that was enough, because if I had to go through that again, I’m not sure my body would hold up. Lisa, Penelope, and Louetta are at the table sipping their drink of choice, and all three are sporting smiles on their faces.

      Loma’s sisters, who had been standing behind their brother, come close until they are all standing in front of me. They bow low from the waist, giving me a good look down their cleavage, before standing up. The middle one speaks.

      “We thank you, heir of Merlin. As a thank you, we would like to give you something,” she says in a melodic voice that sounds like a summer day’s breeze.

      I hold up my hand quickly. “That is not needed. I'm glad that Mondel will heal from this virus one day, and perhaps even stop being a Forbidden world.”

      “See,” Loma says with a chuckle. “I warned you,” he tells his sister.

      I look at him to clarify. “I told my sister Misa you would not accept a gift,” he explains.

      Nodding, I turn back to the sister who spoke. “I don’t need a gift. I did this for your people. And trust me, it’s not like I need a monetary gift,” I say with a sour expression now. I'm almost a trillion richer, thanks to that haul of Tolo stones. Add that to the 14.9 trillion I already have.

      “Ah, then what about—” she begins, but Loma cuts her off.

      “He is a true heir of Merlin. If anything, I have a feeling one day he will even be more powerful,” he tells her.

      At that, all three sisters look shocked. “Surely you jest?” Loma’s sister shakes her head.

      “I don’t,” he says, and he too shakes his head.

      “But Merlin was powerful! He was even stronger than us four combined.”

      “Yes. And while Ian is not there yet, he will get there one day. So offering him power will not do much.”

      Misa has a disgruntled look on her face, but then suddenly, she beams. “Oh, then I have the perfect gift. Sisters? If you will assist?” Misa says, looking at Tali and Omia. Her sisters look at her strangely, but then they understand, and they are beaming as well.

      “Yes, that would work very well,” one says.

      “Oh, that is such a wonderful gift!” the other one says.

      All three return to the table and stand behind each of my Bonded. Misa is behind Penelope. They all three reach out and place a hand on my girls’ shoulders.

      “Loma, you must approve this,” Misa says, looking at him with that same smile.

      Loma chuckles and says, “I approve of it.” He then turns to me and grins.

      I hear gasps of wonder, and looking over at the table, Penelope, Louetta, and Lisa are all on their feet, with eyes wide open in wonder.

      “What are you doing!?” I scream, worried for my Bonded.

      “We have given them a gift that even Merlin himself could not give,” Loma says, but there is pride in his tone. I look at him for answers. “We have given them the same long life as you, Ian, heir of Merlin, of the Thorgian race.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask him, with a cross between a scowl and confusion.

      “Thorgians live for thousands of years, measured in the hundreds. We have made it so that your Bonded, unless they die by accident, battle, or sickness, will live as long as you.”

      I glance at the girls, and they are open-mouthed with wonder. Fucking hell! That’s a gift, I would say. The girls rush up to me and hug me, as I’m trying to hug them all as well. With grins on their faces, and I guarantee I'm grinning like an idiot as well.

      “Guess you are all stuck with me for eternity,” I tell them with a laugh. I look over at how my joke went with Loma, and he is looking at me speculatively.

      “What?” I ask him.

      “Nothing,” Loma says, shaking his head. “I am curious about what you will do, young man. This universe does not know what you will do as Merlin’s progeny. I will be most curious about how you fare. Though, I'm more worried about anyone you would call your enemy.”

      I don’t answer. Right now, my only enemy is any member of the Dark Alliance who has not yet been arrested, and anyone who is not Oathbound in the MPF who intends to stand in my way of making it into what I think it should be. I hug my Bonded closer to me and think that if anyone harms my girls, nothing will stop me from hunting them to extinction. The girls must have sensed my mood; they are quiet and just hug me.

      I look over at Loma. “I never asked for all this.”

      He nods, knowingly. “And I never asked to be a God of a world that was dying. Choices are not ours to make at times. Even for Gods. How you deal with it is what will make you who you are. I thought I was doing the right thing by hiding my world from others. I was wrong. You will make wrong choices some days, but how you react to that makes you who you are. Merlin was someone who, even himself, made wrong choices, but he owned up to them. Merlin and I had our history, but it was my own fault. I'm glad though, I got to see him again, even if it was his memory. It reminded me just how fallible we are.”

      Loma puts his hand on my shoulder as I continue to embrace my Bonded. I look up into his face, because he is over nine feet tall, and he squeezes my shoulder gently. “Know that if you need help, my sisters and I are in your debt.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him and nod at his sisters to include them in my gratitude. “I hope that it never comes to that, but I thank you for the gift you gave my Bonded and also the willingness to help me one day if I ever need it.”

      “I can also do one more thing,” Loma says. He walks over to Pearl, who had been lying on the floor next to the table. He reaches down and pets her head. Then, he gets up.

      I look at him questioningly. “What did you do?”

      “I gave her the same gift, but also gave her something a little extra.”

      I turn to Pearl and look at her. She is sitting up, and she looks confused.

      “What’s wrong Pearl?” I ask, with worry in my voice.

      “I’m not sure. I feel different. It’s as if a cloud was removed from my mind. Does that make sense?” she says, but it’s not growly like we have gotten used to. Her voice sounds normal, and fluent!

      I look at her in shock, and I know the girls are stunned as well; they had jerked in my arms when Pearl started speaking. I look at Loma in astonishment and he breaks into a grin.

      “Goodbye, Ian. Until we meet again,” Loma says with a laugh at our reactions. Then, unexpectedly, Loma and his sisters are gone from the dining area.

      “Ian,” Pearl says, and I can sense the wonder in her emotions through our connection. “What am I?”

      I look at her and wave her over. She approaches me hesitantly until she’s standing alongside us. The girls and I bend to hug her.

      “You’re family,” I tell her with a grin. “Yes, that includes you,” I turn to Kyle, who had been standing there quietly, with a wistful smile. At my words, the wistfulness disappears and a huge grin replaces it. He joins us in a group hug. Team Ian it is. Damn, it’s good to have a family that loves you.
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      “Alexander, I need you to go back there and fix that leak in the bathroom,” yells my manager from behind the counter as I walk into the store.

      Fuck, I hate it when he calls me by my full name. While my given name might be Alexander, I prefer Alex. And why the Hell am I fixing a leak? I’m a clerk. Ever since I told him my father was a renovation expert before he passed away from cancer, he’s decided that somehow his skills had been passed down to me.

      “Joshua,” I tell him patiently. “You know that I tried to fix it last week, and it didn’t work. Man, you need to call a plumber.”

      “I don’t have that kind of money!” Joshua says with a grimace as I walk up to him. “Can you look at it please?” he begs me.

      Technically, I don’t start for another hour. I came in early to get away from the quiet at home, and the empty fridge. My mother, bless her soul, works 70-hour weeks at the hospital as a nurse. I barely get to see her. But this week has been worse than usual. She never even got a chance to do her weekly grocery run, and I’m not allowed to do it for her since I only pick up junk food.

      I had come into work early to grab a drink and a pre-made sandwich and start reading one of the new fantasy books that one of the authors I follow had put out.

      I say with a sigh, “Sure. But the sandwich is free.”

      “Deal!” he shouts to my retreating back. “But only if you can fix it.” I stop, turn around and simply look at him. “Fine! It’s free,” he says gloomily.

      I grab a drink and one of the pre-made egg salad sandwiches out of the cooler and head to the back of the store through a door that says ‘staff only’ on it.

      Once on the other side, I open the drink, take a sip, and put it on the staff table. Beside the table are a couple of old torn up leather chairs that are a weird shade of putrid green but are comfortable as fuck, even with the duct tape that’s there to keep the tears from getting bigger. I open the package for the sandwich and I devour the first half and set it next to the drink.

      I place my bag on the chair and taking my sweatshirt off, sigh, and head to the bathroom in the back. The leak in question is coming from the water pipe, thank God, and not the sewer pipe.

      Once I get to the bathroom, I pause to look at myself in the mirror that’s above the sink, next to the toilet. God, I look like shit. I’m only 26, but I am already starting to let myself go and I look much older. The tire around my waist has gotten bigger, and my work shirt has gotten visibly tighter.

      The goatee I started growing two years ago is still there, but you would think I only started it last month. It looks so pathetic. I am sure a 12-year-old could grow a better one. But I keep it there, hoping it will somehow miraculously explode in growth one day miraculously. My receding hairline isn’t helping either. Nor do my eyes that are puffy from lack of sleep. I was up all night playing my addiction; the online game I had been playing for the last three years. To me, it was an escape from my shitty life. In it, I could pretend to be Juxar, the wizard.

      I give myself a wan smile in the mirror and bend down and look at the pipe. There is a bucket underneath it to catch the dripping water that is leaking from the joint. Last time I had tried to use some kind of plumbing tape, but it didn’t help, I guess. I look around, and I see Joshua’s store toolbox sitting next to the wall.

      I open it and look to see if the monkey wrench is there. Yep. I turn off the main water to the sink, I remove the offending cable pipe and look at it. The white plumber’s tape is still there, but it’s useful as shit. Fuck, why the Hell Joshua doesn’t simply call a plumber is beyond me. The guy keeps saying he doesn’t have money, but he does. He owns fourteen of these stores. This one so happens to be the one closest to his house, which is why he comes to work here.

      Using my nail, I remove the white tape and grab a fresh roll of it from the toolbox. Maybe I had put it on wrong? I mean, is there a wrong way? I slowly wrap more tape around the pipe and then look at my handy work when I’m done. It looks like it’s on differently. Maybe the angle you use when you do it makes a difference? Shrugging, I put the pipe back together and use the monkey wrench to make sure it’s on tightly, but not enough to crack the breakable plastic ring surrounding it.

      I turn on the main water slowly, and watch to see if there are any drips. Although, last time there weren’t any either, so I might not find out ’til next week that yet again, the pipe is leaking.

      I watch it for five minutes, with my mind admittedly going back to the Quest I did last night, which is the reason I am so tired today, and I don’t see any leaking.

      I had found a Questline that no one else had found. I even checked the wiki to make sure—nothing on the site about it. So I ended up staying up late to finish it before anyone else could, taking down details about it, so I could write up a walkthrough about it later for the wiki and stamp my name on the page.

      I wash my hands clean from the germs I am sure are all over the place in here, using liberal amounts of soap and hot water until they are red and almost raw from the scrubbing. At least I know this bathroom gets cleaned weekly, as I am the one who does it. Once I’m done, I head back to my food that’s waiting for me at the staff table. I sit down and finish the other half of my sandwich and my drink, and take my book out of my bag.

      Ah, come to me, oh words of wisdom. I glance at my watch, I have forty minutes before I need to start my shift. Sweet, I think to myself. I open the book to my bookmark, which is a hot Elf girl that is mostly naked, other than the bikini she is wearing. Yeah, I know. What would a fantasy Elf girl be doing wearing a bikini? Who cares!

      To make sure I don’t get too engrossed in my book and lose time, I take my smartphone out and set the alarm for five minutes before my shift starts. Joshua hates leaving late to go home to supper with his kids and wife.
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      I get pulled out of my book with a shock and stare at my phone like it is something evil. Fuck, I had just gotten to a good part of the story. As much as I want to stay and read it, I know Joshua. He docks me an hour’s pay if I am even a minute late. I learned that the hard way when I started working for him five years ago after dropping out of college. That’s right, five years. That’s part of the reason I am able to work the evening shift instead of the night shift. I have the seniority, and also Joshua likes me, even though he keeps saying I could do so much better with my life than work for him. I just shake my head and tell him I am doing exactly what I want to be doing.

      The day staff hate working with Joshua. The night staff, well, Joshua’s older brother has dibs on that shift. I put my garbage in the waste container next to the table, throwing my bottle into the blue recycle bin that I knew Joshua’s brother will end up dumping into the wastebasket anyhow. I get up and stretch, stiff from sitting down without moving for so long, and place my bookmark into my book, before putting the book inside my bag. I walk over to the set of four lockers, I set my bag in one of them and close the door, placing my thumbprint on it to lock it.

      One thing that Joshua was willing to splurge on was these lockers. He said he got them at a discount, but the staff didn’t care since they were so damn cool. No keys, no combination to remember. Just your thumbprint, I think with a grin.

      Heading to the front of the store, I walk through the door and stop dead in my tracks. There is a man in front of the counter, but he isn’t buying shit. He has a gun in his hand, and it’s pointed at Joshua. The man has a ski mask over his face, and he suddenly turns towards me, with the handgun tracking my way.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout at him, putting my hands up.

      This isn’t my first robbery in five years, but looking at Joshua, I can see he is white as a ghost. Working the day shift, he has never been robbed before. “Listen, if you want the cash, we can give you the cash. All right? It’s cool, man. Just my boss there, he will open the till and pass you the money. Good?” I tell him in a calm voice.

      “What the fuck, man,” the robber says, turning the gun back towards Joshua. “I asked you if you was alone, and you said yes. You fucking lied to me, you fucking asshole,” he tells Joshua, waving the gun back and forth threateningly.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout again, focusing his attention back on me, which unfortunately also means the gun is now facing my way again.

      “He didn’t know,” I lied. “I came in through the back door and had been reading a book in the back room. Normally I would come in through the front door about this time, for my shift,” I tell him in a soft and calm voice, even though my heart is in my throat from having a gun aimed at me.

      “You’s lying,” he says, taking a step towards me, but I stand my ground. “You probably already called the fucking cops,” the robber shouts in what I can now see is a panic. His eyes have gotten bigger, and his breathing has gotten quicker. Shit, is this guy jacked up on something?

      “No, seriously, dude. I didn’t call the cops. Listen, let my boss get you the cash from the till, and then you can go. We promise not to call the police, all right?” I tell him, unsure of what he will do. Most robbers at night are pretty well either drunk or nervous. This guy is going into full-blown panic mode.

      Suddenly, I hear a scream from the doorway. I turn, and there is an old lady who must have just walked through the door and seen us being robbed at gunpoint. Instead of acting like a normal person and backing out quietly, she screamed. Really?

      Shockingly, I hear a loud explosion, and something slams into my forehead that fucking hurts worse than the time I got a marble in the forehead from a slingshot when I was 11. And that is the last thing I remember before everything goes black.
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