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   One
 
   The room was spinning. Trystan tried to focus as the dragon woman looked down at him with amused eyes. Heart beating wildly, the mage leaned a hand against the wall to steady himself. Taking deep breaths, Trystan willed himself to calm down but the process was slow as his eyes darted at the naked dragon woman.
 
   Nia froze, unsure what she could do, if anything. The black haired woman turned her eyes to the red head and gave a sardonic leer. Black leathery wings flexed slightly as the dragon woman stepped closer to Trystan, a clawed finger out. The mage breathed in through his nose and out his mouth as the dragon woman tilted her head down to Trystan. The clawed finger touched his chin and tilted his head up so he could look into her eyes.
 
   “You don’t look so well, Father. Maybe I should get on my knees and show you how happy I am to see you.” The dragon woman said with a hint of a giggle.
 
   “You…you are not my child. You are a magical being made of energy inked into my skin. Freya put you there to torture me.” Trystan said with a quiver in his voice.
 
   The dragon woman pouted. “Mother thought it would be best if I was here to protect you. She told me in a dream that you are weak and need saving. It hurts my feelings how you talk to me.”
 
   “Tell your mother to leave me alone.” Trystan said with a defiant edge.
 
   The dragon woman shrugged. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to. I belong to you, now and forever. Now let me ease your troubled heart. I promise to be a good girl to you. Let me play with you and help you feel better.”
 
   Mist rolled off Trystan’s right arm. A moment later, Sylk emerged in a puff of smoke, knees bent and webbed hands in tight fists. The dragon woman stood straight up and eyed the blue siren as she took a step closer, rage etched into her brow.
 
   “Stay away from him.” Sylk growled through gritted teeth.
 
   The dragon woman let out a sarcastic laugh. “Or what? You will beat me into submission? I know all about you, siren. Mother made me this way so I can…..” The dragon woman stopped short when a webbed fist smashed into her jaw.
 
   The dragon woman stumbled back, eyes wide with surprise. “You bitch!”
 
   “Stay away or the next one won’t be a warning.” Sylk said as she stood in front of her master.
 
   “Sylk stop. This is a hospital. We have to talk this out.” Trystan said as he stood on his own, taking his hand from the wall.
 
   “No master. Freya made this thing to taunt you and hold power over you. I will make sure she doesn’t hurt you, ever.” Sylk said with eyes still on the dragon woman.
 
   The dragon woman smirked as she closed her eyes and turned her head sideways, chin out. “Thing? My name is Kira you pathetic fish girl. I’m bonded to father just as you are. I wouldn’t hurt him. I’m here to protect him.”
 
   “Master only needs one protector and that’s me.” The siren growled.
 
   “Ha! Your master belongs to mother. We all know it. You can sprout all the nonsense you wish but I’m not going anywhere. I belong to him as much as he belongs to me and mother.”
 
   Sylk’s eyes narrowed. “We will see about that. Master, forgive me.”
 
   Trystan could barely make out the blur of motion. Sylk propelled herself so fast toward Kira that she had become a blue streak. Webbed hands launched a series of blurring fists at the dragon woman calling herself Kira. Kira was ready, spinning away just as Sylk’s fist was mere inches away from her face. Black scaled hands slashed outward and were blocked by blue scaled forearms. Wings flexed and moved, spinning out. Sylk back peddled but a wing engulfed her and threw the siren into a white wall. Sylk recovered, sliding to the ground and sweep kicking outward. Kira leapt into the air dodging the sweep. Sylk smirked as the dragon woman was in midair. The siren opened her mouth and screamed. A thin line of hard vibrations slammed into the dragon woman’s chest, sending her flying backwards into a wall, cracking it.
 
   Kira slid down to her scaled feet, a crazy look in her eyes. “Now you’ve done it.”
 
   The dragon woman opened her mouth and a stream of green fire burst forth. Sylk spun away as the fire struck the wall and partially melted it. The siren closed the distance as Kira closed her mouth. She ducked down and brought a webbed fist up. Kira took the hit to the jaw but she was ready for it. The dragon woman’s head turned slightly but a black scaled hand reached out and grabbed the siren by the throat. Sylk struggled as claws clamped onto her neck. The siren was about to scream until Kira tightened her grip. The blue siren struggled to pull in air, taking her scaled arms and slamming down on Kira’s arm. The dragon woman held fast and stared amused at the struggling siren.
 
   “Father doesn’t need two familiars.” Kira said with an evil glint in her eye.
 
   Big strong furry hands took hold of Kira’s arm. The dragon woman turned to see Red Fang wrapping fingers around the black scaled arm and squeezing. Kira held fast as the red wolf man continued to squeeze with one hand and take hold of her fingers around Sylk’s throat. Kira grunted as her hand was forced open and Sylk fell to her knees. The black dragon woman turned her attention to Red Fang and spit out green fire. Red Fang’s wolfish head took the blast full on but did not let go. A moment passed and the wolf familiar’s eyes went wide as strength drained from his muscles. Kira smiled as Red Fang let go and fell to one knee, red fur singed and smoked.
 
   “You thought I just spit fire. Mother thought of everything. I’m inked from a rare poison dragon. I burn with toxic fire. Put your hands on me again and I will make sure you never use them again.”
 
   Kira looked to Nia who dropped to her knees and threw her arms around Red Fang’s thick shoulders. “Keep your beast in line.”
 
   The dragon woman turned her attention to Sylk just as the siren was standing up. “Now where was I?”
 
   Trystan moved in front of Sylk with his arms out. “Enough!”
 
   Kira looked to Trystan and bowed her head. “I’m sorry Father but she started it.”
 
   “I don’t care. This stops now!” Trystan raised his voice.
 
   “But Father…..” Kira whined.
 
   “Stop! This is a lot for all of us to take in. You two will not fight, ever. Do you understand?” 
 
   Trystan could barely control his rage as it flared. The situation moved beyond bizarre but he had to put a stop to it. The mage had no idea if Kira would listen to him. The dragon woman kept her head bowed but shot Sylk a dirty look. The siren stuck out her tongue. Red Fang and Nia were already getting to their feet when the door burst open with several healers and a magistrate.
 
   “What’s going on in here?” The magistrate commanded an answer.
 
   Trystan turned to the magistrate and bowed his head. “I’m sorry. My new familiar is still getting used to being bonded to my skin.”
 
   The magistrate turned his meaty neck and head to the cracked wall and then back to Trystan. “You will have to pay for the damages.”
 
   Trystan nodded. “I understand. Who should I contact to pay for fixing the wall?”
 
   A healer huffed. “Don’t bother. Parts of the hospital were damaged from the slimes. They are going to get it fixed anyway but you should leave if your familiar is being difficult.”
 
   Trystan nodded to the healer. “I will. I’m sorry for the disturbance.”
 
   The healers left the room but the magistrate stayed and eyed Trystan with a disapproving glare. The mage turned to Sylk and Kira. Without a word, the two familiars bowed their heads, turned to mist and returned to his skin. Red Fang stayed by his mistress’s side as Nia sat on the edge of bed.
 
   Trystan walked over to her and took her hands into his. “I’m sorry this happened. You should rest. I will be by tomorrow.”
 
   Nia looked up with one green eye and one white eye. “It’s okay. We should have known that Freya would try something like this. She is such an evil bitch.”
 
   “I need to sort this out. I promise to be back every day until you can come home.”
 
   Nia nodded. “I shouldn’t be here long. Call me when you get a chance.”
 
   Trystan took a long soulful look at Nia. He could tell she was hurting in more ways than one. Knowing that she is permanently blind in one eye and seeing a familiar that looked like Freya except mixed with a dragon, only seemed to make everything that much darker. Nia let go of Trystan’s hands and turned from him, pulling the white sheet over her legs. Red Fang stayed by her side, a furry clawed hand stroking her long lustrous hair.
 
   Trystan’s heart sagged in his chest as he turned away and walked out. The magistrate closed the door behind him and watched as the blue mage walked down the hall to the elevators. Shadowy thoughts plagued the mage’s mind as he stepped into the elevator and the doors closed.
 
   The mage pondered, wondering what he would do next. The city had taken a beating and everyone he knew would be helping in the reconstruction. The mage’s thoughts quickly turned to Gwen. The ink witch would know more since the black oval inked into his skin finally turned into Kira. 
 
   Trystan cursed Freya under his breath as the elevator doors opened. Stepping out, he walked toward the exit while contemplating how he was going to fix so many shattered lives, including his own.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two
 
   Trystan walked along a dilapidated street. The slimes caused swaths of destruction and Stukarr citizens worked to reclaim their home. The mage watched as people piled rubble into the streets from damaged homes and buildings. Student mages assisted with reconstruction by fusing stone back into cracked buildings while others firmed up structures from the base up. The sky was clear as the city breathed a relieved sigh, happy that the current threat was over.
 
   The mage walked along. He would be in there too, helping and doing what he could but the Headmaster and Headmistress were clear that he had to rest. Diving into Bella and fusing with her mana pathways nearly burned out the mage. It would take weeks for him to recover fully. Trystan often became dizzy and had to sit down from time to time. They worried that if he exerted himself that he could cause some permanent harm to himself. So on the mage walked, feeling helpless and nonproductive.
 
   Stepping on broken glass, the mage looked up to see a tilted sign hanging by one chain. The ink shop stood, sandwiched between two cracked buildings. It didn’t look too worse for wear. The sign needed fixing and the main window was shattered to pieces. Inside, the mage could hear the sound of sweeping.
 
   Trystan took a deep breath and took hold of the door handle. As soon as the door opened, the top hinge broke and the door nearly came down on the weakened mage. The bottom hinge held so the door merely tilted over the mage, threatening to flatten him. Gwen held a broom in her hands, sweeping up broken glass and debris from the floor when she heard the door. Looking up, the ink witch felt her eyes water as she stared at Trystan’s smiling face.
 
   Gwen leaned the broom against the counter and nearly rushed him. Arms wide, she took hold and hugged him close. Trystan returned the hug, taking in her scent and warmth. Gwen felt her shoulder tremble slightly and broke the embrace. Looking away, she tried to wipe away the tears and retain her composure.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Gwen asked as she strained to keep her voice from breaking.
 
   “I’m getting better day by day. How are you?” Trystan eyed her with concern.
 
   “You know, cleaning up and trying to piece everything back together. The shop has been open but no one is coming in for familiars yet. I think when the college reopens, business should pick up. Right now I just keep coming across more broken glass and dust.”
 
   Trystan looked around the shop. At first it looked fine to him but the longer he stared, the more he could see broken glass in corners and a layer of dust on book shelves. The counter looked fine until Trystan noticed the big crack. The leather plush chairs had tape covering parts that were sliced open. Gwen walked back to her broom and picked it up. The witch started to sweep again, almost oblivious to Trystan’s presence.
 
   Trystan walked over to Gwen and took hold of the broom. He leaned it against the counter and looked into Gwen’s blue eyes. The ink witch stared back, eyes still wet as she seemed to fight some internal dialogue. When Trystan touched her hips, the witch threw her face into his neck, sobbing. The mage held her close, letting her let it out. Gwen trembled in his arms, holding the mage and never wanting to let go. 
 
   “I’m sorry I brought you into this mess.” Gwen sobbed. “If I left Bella at the ruins then none of this would have happened.”
 
   “No one is blaming you, especially me. There was no way any of us could know this would happen.” Trystan said, trying to comfort her.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m not normally like this. I see the destruction and I think…..” Gwen trailed off.
 
   “The city will be fine. We will rebuild and move on.” Trystan smiled.
 
   Gwen pulled slightly from the mage and looked into his eyes. “No….you don’t understand. It’s not about the city.” Gwen paused for a moment. “I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you.”
 
   Trystan grew quiet, eyes on his friend.
 
   Gwen continued. “After my husband left, I promised I would never love again. It hurt too much to go through something like that again.” Gwen pressed her hand to Trystan’s cheek. “Then you walked in and I knew something was there.” Gwen wiped away a tear. “You were drunk and babbling on. I worked on you, inking Sylk into your skin, trying to concentrate but you began talking about your dreams.”
 
   Trystan listened. Thinking back to their first meeting, he knew very little of what actually happened. Gwen gave him something to calm his nerves but the night was a blur. He didn’t remember anything except walking into the shop and then waking up at home.
 
   “Nia had fallen asleep in a chair and I continued to work. You talked about how you loved reading and searching for knowledge. How sad you were for living your life in Sapphire Cove. You wanted to see and experience the world. It was endearing to see such excitement in your eyes. I had to admit that it sparked something I haven’t felt in a long time.”
 
   Gwen broke away from Trystan and walked over to one of the chairs. She sat down and stared at the floor, eyes lost to a memory. “Then you leaned in and kissed me.”
 
   Trystan’s brow shot up in surprise. “I did?”
 
   Gwen gave a small smile. “Yes. It was quick but the face you made when you sank back into the chair, it looked like something you had been hiding finally woke up. I went back to work, thinking that you were simply drunk and carefree. When I was done, I took one of my maps and wrote my request down. I placed it in your jacket and I woke Nia. She took you by the arm and pulled you to your feet. She was ready to pay but I told her it was on the house. Since you were travelling by horse to Stukarr, I felt you two may need all the coin you had.”
 
   Gwen leaned back in the chair. “I tried to not think about you or how I felt when you kissed me. I thought I was being foolish for having such a strong reaction. But the more I thought about you, the deeper the feelings were. I tried to keep tabs on you using scry spells. When you were hurt in the forest, I came to you and healed you from your dreams. It was the only way I could send my mana to you.”
 
   “Is that why you came to Stukarr?” Trystan asked.
 
   Gwen looked to him. “I came for many reasons but one of them was about you. I had to know it was real. I couldn’t go on not knowing.”
 
   Trystan stepped closer. “Now that you know?”
 
   Gwen felt her heart skip a beat. “Now I cannot picture my life without you. I know you love Nia but I am happy to know what we have is special. Even if we simply remain friends, I’m happy knowing you Trystan.”
 
   Trystan took her hands and pulled her to her feet. Gwen felt open and exposed as Trystan gazed into her eyes. A long second passed before Trystan pulled the witch close and kissed her. Gwen melted into Trystan’s embrace, tongues touching and playing. The heat between them rose and both could feel a feverish internal stir. 
 
   When they parted, Trystan smiled. “I feel it too. I cannot go on without you in my life. My relationship with Nia is still forming but she is not bothered by us spending time together.”
 
   Gwen looked down and put her hand to the mage’s chest. “Maybe not now but sometime in the future you may have to choose. You are both young and exploring your boundaries. Nia may decide she wants you all to herself. If I was her, I would want that too.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   Gwen gave a faint smile. “I want you but I can share you. I want you to know that.”
 
   Trystan let out a small sigh. “I want you and Nia. Is that selfish of me?”
 
   “No, you have a big heart.” Gwen smiled.
 
   “Big enough to love two women and a demanding familiar?”
 
   Gwen nodded. “Has Sylk made her intentions clear?”
 
   “She has. It seems like you already knew that.”
 
   “In the beginning, Sylk and I would meet in dreams. I wanted to make sure she was going to a good master. Sylk knew the instant her ink touched your skin that she was in love. She spent much of our dream time together talking about you. She barely knew you and already she was in love.”
 
   Trystan thought of his familiar. Mental images crossed over to Bella now that she was gone and he had to push it away. It saddened him that he could not spend any more time with the slime. He missed her deeply.
 
   Gwen could see the sorrow crawling into Trystan’s brow. “Are you okay?”
 
   Trystan woke up from his daydreaming. “I’m not sure. I came here to see you but I also have something to show you.”
 
   Trystan’s fingers touched his slightly ripped robe and opened it up from around his neck. Pulling the fabric down, he exposed part of his chest with the tattoo of Kira. Gwen stepped close, eyes drinking in the image of the dragon woman over Trystan’s heart.
 
   “Is that what I think it is?” Gwen said as she examined the intricate work.
 
   “Her name is Kira. My evil ex had her inked into my skin to protect me. I’m sure she is using her to keep an eye on me.” Trystan frowned.
 
   Gwen placed her hand over the tattoo of Kira and her hand began to glow. Gwen closed her eyes and let her mind search, exploring the hidden secrets of the tattoo. Trystan watched as the witch continued on until the glow faded. Opening her eyes and pulling her hand away, she continued to eye the tattoo.
 
   “There are no connections except for you and Kira. As far as I can tell, the dragon woman is nothing more than a powerful familiar.”
 
   Trystan closed his robe. “Kira knows about me and Nia. She even knew about Sylk and Red Fang. I have no idea how much information she may have or what she will do with it. Freya made sure that she looked just like her so she will always have a presence in my life.”
 
   Gwen could see Trystan was agitated. The mage’s eyes opened a little wider and his entire body tensed up. The witch put her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eyes.
 
   “Yes she did and right now it is working. It is very hard to spy on someone through their familiar unless they are very skilled. Even then it can only be done through dreams. The information would not be completely reliable. There are spells better equipped to do that. Using a familiar is more work than it needs to be.”
 
   Trystan eyed Gwen. “You managed to do it.”
 
   Gwen nodded. “Yes but I kept it short. As the bond grows between familiar and master, anyone would be shut out. Even now I cannot connect with Sylk in that way because of the bond between you two. I doubt Freya would do this just for a few days of seeing your life.”
 
   The edge of Trystan’s mouth grimaced. “Freya will do anything to torture me. She sees me as property and nothing else.”
 
   “Ink withes and warlocks can inject a certain amount of pre-knowledge as far as someone can tell them. Freya knows you but will only be able to have the ink witch inject what she knows, whether it is true or not. I saw what you saw when we opened you mind. Freya and my ex-husband have plans for you and we have to find out what they are.”
 
   Trystan’s head tilted in defeat. “I don’t know what to do. I feel like I’m a danger to everyone around me. I feel like I need to leave so no one will get hurt because of me.”
 
   Gwen held the mage close, comforting him. “If you leave then who will be there to help you? Myself, your friends and the college will not let anything happen to you. We know what you’re going through and we will do everything we can to stop them.”
 
   “I have a familiar that I never asked for…..” Trystan trailed off.
 
   “Trystan, I know with that big heart of yours, you will do the right thing. Kira as a familiar will do right by you because even she knows that she cannot live without you. She is bonded to you and you are her master.”
 
   “She doesn’t even call me master. She calls me Father. It’s like some sick joke for Freya to make it as uncomfortable as they can for me.”
 
   “Would you like it if I called you Father or Daddy? It has been a fantasy of mine.” Gwen smiled brightly.
 
   Trystan looked to Gwen’s smiling face and instantly felt like a fool. A moment later they both started laughing hysterically. When the laughing fit died down, the mage had his hand on Gwen’s hip and smiled like an idiot.
 
   Gwen let out a cleansing sigh. “You see how silly it is to get hung up on that. Let her call you Father or Daddy all she wants. It will bother her more that it doesn’t get a reaction out of you. I believe as she gets to know you, it won’t be so much that she has an effect on you but more like you will have an effect on her.”
 
   “Have you encountered such experiences?” Trystan was genuinely curious.
 
   Gwen nodded. “It happens sometimes. At first a mage and their familiar may hate each other but the bond is always there. They eventually overcome it and become closer from the experience. With time, Kira will do anything for you just as you will for her.”
 
   Trystan looked to the beautiful witch, his heart beating with new life. “I can’t thank you enough. You help me so much. Thank you for putting it in perspective.”
 
   Gwen patted his butt. “If you really want to thank me, you can help me get this place in order.”
 
   Trystan picked up the broom from the counter and stood at attention. “Point me to the evil dirt and I shall whisk it away, never for it to befoul your home again.”
 
   Gwen could not contain her happy smile. “Thank you kind mage. Let me get my other broom and we shall whisk it away together.”
 
   Gwen walked off to the beaded curtain and passed through. Trystan leaned on the broom, placing his chin on the end. Talking to Gwen helped him feel a lot better. Freya may have placed Kira on his skin but Gwen was right. He was Kira’s master now and he had to show her his way. That would be the best chance of working through all the bad experiences he had with Freya. When Gwen walked through the curtain with a broom in her hands, the mage and witch started sweeping. Loving glances flowed back and forth to each other and a happy glow filled their broken hearts.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Three
 
   Trystan heard the “ding” of the elevator and the doors opened. The mage stepped out into the small hallway leading to the penthouse. The excitement of the day had taken its toll. Shoulders slumped, he moved along with thoughts of bed. An image of Gwen smiling and kissing him goodbye floated into his weary mind. A small smile appeared on his lips as he took hold of the door handle and twisted the knob.
 
   Walking in, Trystan looked up to the glass walls leading out to the patio. The mage couldn’t believe that their block just managed to get missed by the giant slimes. The penthouse didn’t make it through completely unscathed. The windows to the main room were shattered and the patio floor was cracked in several places. The hot tub was mangled from flying debris and the water drained away. For the last week Trystan couldn’t be in the main room due to the cold nights so he spent most of his time in his room, towels along the bottom of the door to keep what little heat he could in the room. Looking at the newly installed glass caused the mage sigh in relief.
 
   Outside, past the new glass, a pointy-eared goblin was working on the hot tub. Trystan stepped over to the door and stepped outside. It was a bright spring evening but the temperature was still a bit chilly. Reeko looked up and smiled at the blue mage. The goblin wiped away some strands of black hair from his face, black grease on his hands and forearms. Trystan couldn’t remember the last time he saw the goblin so unkempt. 
 
   “Will she live?” Trystan asked while looking at the hot tub.
 
   “Maybe. I still need a few parts. No relaxing in the hot tub for a week or two.” Reeko put a tool down.
 
   Trystan looked around at the stone patio floor. “The cracks are gone.”
 
   The goblin picked up a rag and began cleaning his hands. “Yea. I couldn’t wait for the repairs so I attempted to meld it myself. It seems to be holding. I will have to have a professional come in and make sure it stays solid. Don’t want to have a party and have them go tumbling to the street.”
 
   “How did you get the new windows? I thought it would take weeks to fill that order.”
 
   Reeko looked to the glass. “My family knows a friend. They put us at the top of the list. No more cold nights for us.”
 
   The goblin turned from the glass and looked to Trystan. “How is she?”
 
   Trystan’s eyes lowered a little. “She is okay. I think she will need some time to adjust to having one working eye. I tried to lift her spirits but I think she is very self-conscious about it.”
 
   Reeko tossed the rag onto the edge of the empty hot tub. “I think the whole city will need time to adjust. My family wants me to leave Stukarr and come back home.” 
 
   Trystan was silent but looked to the goblin.
 
   Reeko grinned. “I told them no. It will take more than a few giant slimes to make me quit.”
 
   “I’m glad and not because we would lose this wonderful penthouse. It’s good to know you will be here with us.” 
 
   “Don’t get all sappy with me, mage.” Reeko smiled before it faded as another question came to mind. “When is she coming home?”
 
   “Tomorrow I think. I will bring her home. I think we just have to keep everything as normal as possible.”
 
   Reeko looked to the hot tub again. “Then I better get back to work. Nothing says home like a steaming hot tub to relax the bones.”
 
   Trystan nodded. With that, he turned and stepped back into the main living room, closing the door behind him. Walking to his bedroom, the mage tried to not hunch. Reaching his bedroom door, the mage stepped in and nearly stumbled to the bed. Falling into the sheets, the mage sighed and let his body relax. He knew he had to take off his boots but they were so far away and he was so tired.
 
   Mist streamed from his arm and Sylk burst into view. The siren took hold of the mage and turned him onto his back. She quickly moved to his boots and began taking them off. Trystan lay with his eyes open as his siren slowly undressed him. When the mage was nearly naked, the siren slipped into bed and pulled the quilt over them.
 
   Another stream of mist flowed from the mage’s chest. Sylk glared over as Kira appeared at the foot of the bed with a frown. The dragon woman walked over to the other side and lifted the thick blanket.
 
   “You have done enough today. Let master rest. He doesn’t need you giving him nightmares.” Sylk said with a hard edge to her voice.
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do. I’m his familiar too. If I want to sleep next to Father, then I will.” Kira pouted.
 
   Trystan turned his head to Kira. A small painful ache filled his mind. The dragon woman looked like an exact clone of Freya. Trystan had a hard time telling himself that she was a separate being. She was created but it wasn’t her fault that the person who helped create her was evil. Trystan knew he shouldn’t hold it against her but looking at her facial expressions caused a dim faraway pain to flare. It was difficult to say the least but something else flared deep within. Compassion washed over his senses as he knew he had to swallow bitter resentment.
 
   “Sylk, let her sleep with us tonight.” Trystan said in a low voice.
 
   “Master, she doesn’t belong with us. We should cut her off your skin so she will never bother you again.” Sylk said while giving Kira a hard stare.
 
   Trystan let out a long exhale before sitting up. He looked to Kira who was still standing, her mouth frowning. Turning to Sylk, the siren seethed hatred. The mage knew she wanted to explode and say everything that was bothering her but he was proud that she was keeping it quiet, sort of.
 
   “I was hoping we talk in the morning but it seems now is better. I need both of you to get along. No more fights.” Trystan said calmly.
 
   Sylk and Kira began complaining at the same time. Clawed fingers pointed at each other as Trystan tried to make out the incoherent mess of their words. The mage rolled his eyes as this went on for a solid two minutes, each familiar trying to say the other one is wrong. Trystan put his hand up and both familiars became silent.
 
   Trystan looked to dragon woman. “Kira, what are your intentions?”
 
   Kira shifted her gaze to Trystan. “I’m here to protect you.”
 
   “If you are here to protect me then you are also here to protect Sylk.”
 
   Sylk’s jaw dropped. “I can protect myself!”
 
   Kira nodded. “Yea, she can protect herself.”
 
   Trystan shook his head. “Sylk, the same goes for you. I need to know you two will look out not just for me but for each other.”
 
   “We don’t know what Freya has done to her. She could turn on us at any time.” Sylk said defiantly.
 
   Trystan’s eyes lowered. “I know that is a possibility but we can’t live every moment waiting for some betrayal.”
 
   Kira’s horned head lowered. “Mother told me many things when I was created. She told me that I must protect you because you cannot protect yourself. She said you are important and one day you will return to her. I look forward to that day so all three of us can be together.”
 
   Trystan rubbed his eyes while he spoke. “Freya and I will never be together again. She was abusive and I will never let her into my life again. She created you to remind me every time I see you that she is there. You may be innocent of this mess but Freya’s intentions are clear. She will do anything to get me back despite the fact I ended it between us.”
 
   Kira looked away, the corner of her lip quivered.
 
   Trystan opened his eyes to see the dragon woman sadden like he stabbed her through the heart. “I’m sorry this hurts but it has to be said.”
 
   Kira hugged her own waist. “I’m not even a day old and I feel like the worst creature in all of Lurth.”
 
   Trystan felt the tug at his heart. It was hard to comprehend that the dragon woman before him was still new to this world. Despite her knowledge, she still lacked world experience. Trystan could remember when he was alone. How awful it felt to not be part of something bigger then yourself. To not have anyone to turn to because there was no one there.
 
   The mage slipped from under the covers and stood up. The mage had a few inches on the dragon woman. Kira looked up with wet eyes. The mage leaned in and hugged her close. Kira looked up, her eyes dripping with tears. She returned the hug, scaled hands holding her Trystan close.
 
   Sylk looked on silently. The siren felt the sadness and understanding in her master’s heart. It had a powerful effect on the familiar. It was enough for her to remain quiet and not fight.
 
   Trystan pulled away and looked into Kira’s eyes. The dragon woman flexed her wings and brought them close to her shoulders. The mage crawled into bed. Kira slipped in behind him. The mage felt his whole body become weak and sleepy. Two hands pulled at his boxers.
 
   “Not tonight.” Trystan whispered.
 
   “Sorry Master.” Sylk said.
 
   “Sorry Father.” Kira said.
 
   Trystan closed his eyes and instantly fell asleep. Dreamscapes bloomed in his mind and a suspicious vibration pulsed. The mage walked the dream with a dreadful feeling like he was being watched.
 
   ***
 
   The next day Trystan woke with boundless energy. The mage couldn’t remember the last time he slept so well. Nearly jumping out of bed, the mage rushed to the bathroom to start his morning routine. Sylk and Kira slept on, their backs facing each other with a good three feet of space between them. When Trystan was finished, he strode back into the room, took hold of the covers and pulled them off.
 
   “Master!” Sylk said as she curled into a ball.
 
    Kira’s eyes fluttered open. With a sleepy smile, she turned to mist and flowed to Trystan’s chest. The dragon woman tattoo was curled into a ball, her tail wrapping around her body. The mage waited for thirty seconds but the siren didn’t move an inch. Turning, the mage set off to the kitchen to get some breakfast.
 
   The day became a blur. Trystan started cleaning the penthouse. He first tackled Nia’s room and then cleaned his own. He did what he could for the rest of the place, making sure there was no dishes in the sink and the floor was swept.
 
   Later that day, he rushed to the hospital. Nia was already signing herself out when the mage showed. Trystan looked to Nia as she gave a shy smile. She was wearing a black eye patch but the points of the star shaped scare were still visible around the edges. Trystan rushed the fire mage and held her close so she didn’t have a chance to feel awkward. Nia was happy to hug him back and for a long moment, she felt normal again.
 
   Trystan was quick to get her home. When they walked in, almost everyone was there. Sunara and Aznara rushed the red head with hugs. Reeko walked over when they were done. Taking her hand into his, he kissed the back of it and grinned ear to ear. The arachnix Skella moved on spider legs to Nia, hugging her and welcoming her back home. Trystan told Nia that Vanessa was happy you were out of the hospital and sends her best wishes. The undead girl was still working with the Lord Mayor, having the dead help rebuild the city. Sylk emerged from the bedroom and greeted Nia with a long hug before turning into mist and taking her place on her master’s skin.
 
   Soon everyone was sitting around the living room, drinking wine and talking. Nia felt warm as everyone carried on as if nothing had happened and she was grateful for it. Trystan was at her beck and call, jumping up to refill her wine glass and bringing her a plate with food.
 
   The evening whirled on until it was time for everyone to leave. Sunara shot Nia a longing gaze before Aznara shoved her out the door. The succubus turned and blew Trystan and Nia a kiss before closing it behind them. Skella yawned and said her goodnights as she moved down the hall to her room. Reeko touched Nia’s shoulder before saying his goodnight.
 
   Trystan and Nia were alone and the couple lay together on the couch, lost in blissful silence. After a time, Trystan sat up and pulled Nia with him. The mage noticed a shy hesitation from the red head. He never knew her to be this shy. Together they walked to Trystan’s room.
 
   Trystan began to undress. Nia stood by the door, not moving.
 
   The mage turned to Nia, shirtless. “I’m sorry if this is going too fast.”
 
   Nia looked away. “No, you’re not going too fast. I doubt I could sleep by myself anyway. I just…..” Nia trailed off.
 
   Nia shook her head. “It’s okay.” The red head moved to the light switch and turned it off.
 
   The room flooded with darkness. Trystan could hear Nia undressing. Concern crept into the mage. Nia never turned off the lights when they were together. The mage continued to undress but mentally prepared himself if she simply wanted to cuddle.
 
   Nia was fully undressed when she pulled the eye patch off. Trystan could see her white eye glow in the darkness. He was about to say something and then thought better of it. Even in the dark, Nia seemed to notice.
 
   “I know it glows. I saw it in the mirror last night.” Nia said in a low sad voice.
 
   Silently, both mages slipped into bed. Hands moved to each other but Trystan noticed Nia’s movements were a bit stiff. As if she could detect what Trystan was feeling, the fire mage launched herself on Trystan, eager to please. Trystan felt their love making was odd. The glowing white eye looking at Trystan in the sea of darkness. Nia closed her eyes at one point and kept them shut as their bodies joined. When it was over, each mage said nothing as they laid down and fell asleep with their backs to each other. Trystan could feel the insecure doubt loom over Nia but he didn’t press as he fell into a fitful sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Four
 
   The march of time pressed on. The Elemental College reopened a few weeks after the giant slime attack. Classes resumed and most students were happy to get back to learning. The city seemed to have some resemblance of its former glory. Much of the rubble was cleared away night after night by the undead.
 
   The news feeds were filled with footage of the attacks. Incredibly, there were only a small amount of casualties. The Lord Mayor thanked the gallant efforts of the college to help fight and defeat the slime menace. Some were not so kind. The feeds were filled with people who believe this came about due to letting monsters attend the college. People took sides, some calling for all monsters to leave the city and others defending their right to learn. The Headmaster and Headmistress were quick to inform students they should watch and defend their fellow para-human classmates. The student body had their views, and more than a few vocalized their displeasure toward para-humans.
 
   Trystan was shocked when he found out Aznara had gotten into a number of altercations. A few students walked around with black eyes when Aznara was done with them. Sunara spent a lot of time at the penthouse, attending classes and her dorm room, and little elsewhere. The blue haired succubus went out of her way to avoid trouble. Despite being careful, her dorm room door was vandalized with the words “Monster Freak” spray painted on it. After that point, she spent most nights at the penthouse, either on the couch or in Nia’s bed.
 
   Spring melted into the very beginning of summer. Classes ended for summer break and the entire college breathed a sigh of relief. Trystan was excited that he completed his first year of college. Reeko threw a big party and many showed up for support and many more for the free drinks. The magistrates showed up a number of times to inform Reeko of noise complaints. The goblin smiled and took it as a badge of honor that his party was such a success, that the law had to get involved.
 
   During their time together, Trystan could feel a distance between himself and Nia. Aside from that one night when she first came home, Nia slept in her room. The mage tried to be understanding but she kept him at arm’s length. With Nia keeping her distance, the mage found himself spending more time with Gwen. The ink witch and mage felt a flowing romance as they met for dates. Guilt would sometimes stab at Trystan’s heart as he thought of Nia. He often pushed it away and tried to not think about it.
 
   The mage tried to spend time with Kira and Sylk together. The three of them often went for walks and the two familiars would find something to fight about. With college over, the mage tried to help them get along better. Trystan found it harder and harder but there were a few bright spots where they were civil and polite. The mage wished there were more moments like that.
 
   Two weeks after the end of classes, Trystan found himself sitting across from Gwen at a romantic dinner. The mage had to save up some coin and was happy to take the witch out to an expensive restaurant.
 
   “How is Kira?” Gwen asked before taking a sip of white wine.
 
   “It’s going slow. Sylk and her fight most of the time.” Trystan said.
 
   “And Nia?” Gwen said as she put her glass down.
 
   Trystan’s brow creased. “I wouldn’t know. We barely talk anymore.”
 
   Gwen looked to the mage. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch a sore spot.”
 
   “It’s fine. I think she is still having difficulty adjusting.” Trystan said flatly.
 
   “Trystan, I have enjoyed our time together but if you feel you need to be with her…..” Trystan cut her off.
 
   “No, I don’t. If I try to push into her space, then she will resent me. She needs time to come to grips with her new life. Nia was understanding when I left Freya. She gave me space to sort out my feelings. I am doing the same for her.”
 
   Gwen was quite. Trystan looked to the witch and his brow softened. Reaching over, he took her hands into his.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come off harsh. With classes over, I had more time to think about things.”
 
   Gwen smiled gently. “What has been on your mind?”
 
   Trystan continued to hold her hands. “Too many things. I miss Bella. I’m worried about Nia. Aznara and Sunara are still being harassed. I think Reeko has been stressed because he is drinking every night……”
 
   Trystan was quiet for a long moment before continuing. “……I keep thinking about Damon Wick and what he set in motion.”
 
   Gwen’s eyes turned to the table. “I have been thinking about him too. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about him.”
 
   “You told me once that he simply came home one day and was changed. What could have happened to him that would change him so suddenly?”
 
   “I wish I knew. He became a different man. He was obsessed with familiars and growing his mana pool. He babbled sometimes about long dead secrets. When I tried to understand, he pushed me away, saying I could never understand.”
 
   “When you helped me recover my memories, Damon mentioned the Libro Nocte. Could that have changed him?” 
 
   Gwen took another sip of wine before speaking. “I don’t know. There are so many legends around the that particular black book, who knows what really happened. I tried to do my own research but it was too painful for me. The man I knew is gone and I let him go years ago.”
 
   Trystan could see the sadness sink into Gwen’s shoulders. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you upset.”
 
   “It seems we both had a lot of things happen in our pasts.” Gwen said with a half-smile.
 
   Trystan squeezed Gwen’s hands. “I’m happy being here with you.”
 
   Gwen squeezed back. “I am too. Let’s enjoy our meal and talk about happier times.”
 
   Trystan nodded just as their food was served.
 
   ***
 
   Trystan lay with his eyes wide open. Gwen lay close, her hand on his chest and sleeping deeply. The mage was having a difficult time falling asleep. Even after lovemaking, the mage’s mind would not stop going. Thoughts and memories cycled through his mind over and over. Images of his past kept rising up and crashing down, suffocating any chance of peacefully drifting off.
 
   Shadows moved in the darken bedroom. Gwen’s apartment over the shop normally felt homey but tonight, Trystan wondered if Freya was peeking in on him from the shadows. It was enough to make him paranoid and sleep moved further and further away.
 
   The mage wondered what was in store for his next year in college. Would he even make it through and graduate? Will Damon make another attempt to destroy Stukarr and the college together? Will his friends leave because of the terrible attack on the city? Is Bella okay and did she make it home to her people? On and on Trystan thought about all the things he had little or no control. An image of Nia’s face floated in the mage’s mind. Had she stopped loving him? Did she feel it was a mistake to take the mana bolt meant for him? Does her scar and eye remind her of some terrible mistake?
 
   Trystan turned over, Gwen’s hand slipping from his chest. The young mage stared at shadows as they moved along the wall. Trystan knew it was from a slight breeze from the open window. The curtain moved, letting the light from the street cast morphing shadows against the wall. Trystan stared and stared, taking small breaths and clearing his mind. A warmth opened in his mind and it cascaded over his weary and stressed spirit. The warmth grew and Trystan found it easier and easier to relax. Eyes fluttering, they slowly closed and the mage was finally able to fall into a deep sleep.
 
   Eyes opening, Trystan took in his surroundings. A bright and shimmering forest stretched out in all directions around him. Looking down, he could see he was in a small clearing. A table and two chairs stood a few feet from him. The air felt fresh and inviting. Looking up, the sky was a warm yellow. Sunlight cast its life giving light on the mage’s face. Warm energy snaked along his body and the mage felt at peace.
 
   From the edge of the tree line, a robed figure stepped out and walked toward the mage. Trystan eyed the figure, gentle peace turning into foreboding. When the figure was on the other side of the table, hands reached up and pulled the hood back.
 
   Trystan took a step back as his eyes widened. Damon Wick smiled as he stood. The renegade mage put his hands up and kept a warm smile on his lips.
 
   “So that we are clear, yes, I am here speaking to you.” Damon smiled.
 
   Trystan was silent and took another step backwards.
 
   “Do you remember those words I spoke to you while you lay on the stone slab? It was a spell so we could meet again without any prying eyes. I knew we would have to speak again so I put it in place. Do you want tea or wine?”
 
   “What?” Trystan wasn’t sure he heard him right.
 
   Damon moved his hand over the table. A bottle of wine appeared with two glasses. Alongside it a steaming kettle appeared with two tea cups on saucers. Damon pulled out a seat and sat down, his hands moving to the tea kettle.
 
   “I prefer tea myself. I understand this whole experience may be troubling so maybe the wine will help you relax. Please have a seat.” Damon pointed his hand to the empty chair.
 
   Trystan’s brow formed a sharp V. “Why am I here? What do you want?” 
 
   Damon picked up a saucer with a tea cup on it. He took hold of the cup and extended a pinky. “We are in your head, your dreams to be precise. I want us to sit down and talk. No funny business. Just two mages having a conversation.”
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   Damon smirked. “We always have a choice. But if you prefer to stand, that is fine. The tea is very good. You are missing out.”
 
   Trystan started to feel awkward. Damon closed his eyes and sipped his tea. He behaved like he had all the time in the world. Against Trystan’s better judgment, he walked over to the empty chair and stiffly sat down. 
 
   Damon opened his eyes slightly and smiled. “See, no funny business. Isn’t this much more comfortable?”
 
   “It feels weird to be talking to a mage who tried to destroy a whole city.” Trystan said with clenched fists.
 
   “I doubt anything I say will relieve you of that notion.”
 
   “Your right.” Trystan said coldly.
 
   “Good. You have no reason to trust me and that mistrust will help keep your mind sharp.” Damon took another sip of tea.
 
   Trystan looked to the bottle of wine. He prepared a spell incase the mage across from him tried anything. 
 
   Damon looked from Trystan to the bottle of wine. “Spells will not work here in this dream. It is a safe place for us to talk about a few things.”
 
   “Why…..why did you try to destroy Stukarr? Why was Bella split into three parts? Why imprison her to collect mana? Why have me get the ritual from the Libro Nocte? Why me?” Trystan glared.
 
   Damon put down the saucer and cup. “All valid questions. Can I start with a story?”
 
   Trystan was silent.
 
   Damon continued. “The story begins with a naïve mage. He had a head filled with romantic notions of good and righteousness. He met a beautiful young ink witch and they fell madly in love. Before this simple mage left for college, he married the beautiful witch. He pledged his heart to her and promised to visit any chance he could between his studies. Even with the distance between them, they were very happy. Each visit was a storm of passion and love.”
 
   Trystan leaned back in his chair.
 
   Damon eyed him and continued. “Years passed and the young mage was mid-way through his college years. He learned from the best. Taking their knowledge and using it to its full advantage. He was gifted in a way they hadn’t seen in a long time. It helped the mage become popular and he had many friends.
 
   “Then on a chilly winter afternoon, the young mage was given a trial. He and a few other mages were to investigate a deserted town several miles from Stukarr. There were whispers of monsters trying to make it a home. The college would not stand for it. Headmaster Gloomis personally gave the trial to this young mage. They were to investigate and remove any monster infestation. The young mage was more than happy to complete such a task for the greater glory of the college and Stukarr city.
 
   “The mage and his fellow students set off on horseback to find these evil monsters and force them from the territory. They arrived at the deserted town late in the evening. Nothing stirred except for a small firelight from the broken down keep. We moved through the growing darkness, spells ready to vanquish this evil on our lands. It didn’t take long for us to make our way in and reach the decaying door deep in the main keep tower. I took hold of the rusty door handle while three male students and one female student readied to storm the room.”
 
   Trystan kept his eyes riveted to Damon as he took a sip of tea and placed the cup back down on its saucer.
 
   Damon let out a gruff chuckle. “How strange things are, built up in your mind. The mage was scared but ready to do his duty to stop the evil monster menace. When they crashed through, spells charged and at the ready, they all stared in shock at what was before them. A simple fire burned and a very frightened succubus cringed against the wall. She had blonde hair and looked to be warming herself at the little fire before they barged in. The mage knew the moment he saw her she was no threat. He let his spells fizzle and put down his hands.”
 
   The corner of Damon’s mouth crinkled as if he tasted something bad. “His fellow students were not so understanding. They launched themselves on to the demon, spells striking her and holding her in place. The mage turned to them and told them to stop. They ignored him as they surrounded the lone demon. Soon the questions rose on what they should do with her. The mage could sense the dark thoughts in their minds. He could feel a horror creep over him as they made lewd suggestions. The racist and prejudice hate started to flow. The female mage talked about her town being attacked by demons when she was young. One of the male mages spoke of a terrible night one of his uncles disappeared from a succubus brothel. Another male spoke of tales he heard where demons would rape and eat travelers on the roads. The last mage said they should carry out their duty and show this monster a lesson.”
 
   Damon was silent for a moment. “The young mage tried to stop them. The succubus was no threat to any of them. The mage tried to convince them to stop but the room filled with hateful desire. Terrible shouting commenced as they informed the mage if he wasn’t with them then he was against them. Two took hold of the of the succubus while another began to pull off her rags. The demoness couldn’t help herself and her instinct took over. She presented herself to their hateful lusts with a mad gleam in her eye. The young mage watched for a long terrible moment as several mages took out their hatred on a lone demon who earlier was trying to warm herself by a fire.”
 
   Damon cleared his throat. “The young mage prepared a spell to stop them. One of them noticed and cast their spell first. The young mage was thrown from the room, striking his head against a stone wall. Touching his head as he moaned, his hand came away with blood. They slammed the door and cast a holding spell on it. The succubus cried out in pleasure as the sounds of forced fornication echoed through the empty keep.”
 
   Damon’s eyes had a faraway look about them. “The young mage walked the halls, bleeding and dazed, his world crumbling around him. The mage walked into an old library with shelves of rotting books. He was about to turn around when the binding of a book seemed to catch his attention. Without thinking, the mage moved like a zombie to it. He reached up and pulled the book from the shelf. Opening it, the book whispered deep into his mind.”
 
   Damon reached down for his tea cup and brought it to his lips. He took a sip and held the cup inches from his mouth. “Terrible truths shined their dark light on the young man. For the first time everything made sense. Holding the book, the mage turned and made his way back to the room where his fellow students punished a demon. The book continued its whispers. The mage felt his mana burn dark. The holding spell was blasted away and the young mage stepped in.”
 
   Damon put the tea cup down and stared at Trystan. “They had her on all fours. The men had taken turns from behind while the woman held the succubus’s horns, the demon’s mouth to her sex. The young mage could feel their hateful madness rooted into their souls. The mage unleashed lightning bolt after lightning bolt. A head cracked open. A chest exploded. A neck was severed and a scream silenced with a bolt blasting through an open mouth.”
 
   Trystan twisted uncomfortably in his seat.
 
   Damon continued with a small smile. “The mage stayed with the succubus for a few days. He tended to her bruised body and ensured she was well. He burned the bodies of his fellow students. He gave the demoness a horse and supplies and sent her on her way. The mage rode back to Stukarr while holding onto this black book and reading its secrets. When he arrived, he told the Headmaster how they were ambushed and he was the only one to survive. The young mage was thanked for his heroism. The names of all four fellow mages were written into the stone memorial, heroes for serving the great Elemental College.”
 
   “What happened to the book?” Trystan asked simply.
 
   Damon shrugged. “Disappeared a short time later like it always does. Off to find another library to haunt. The mage never forgot what he read but sadly he didn’t read the entire book.”
 
   “Is that why you left? Some rotten apples do a terrible thing and an entire city must suffer for it? It seems like you already punished them for their crimes.” Trystan said as he tried to not think about the horrific images conjured up in his mind.
 
   Damon leaned back. “I have spent many years trying to discover knowledge and truth in the world. I have seen dead ends and I have seen roads that would take me beyond this mortal plane of existence. The one horrible truth I keep noticing is humans are a blight to this new world. The mana cataclysm was only the beginning of the world trying to reclaim itself from humanity. With my help, it will finally win its long war.”
 
   Trystan stared at the mage across from him. “You’re human too. Will you kill yourself if you win this war?”
 
   Damon grinned. “Freya does not give you enough credit. When I met you, I knew something deeper lay below the surface. My destiny lies elsewhere. When I have successfully put all the pieces in place, I will leave and never return.”
 
   “Why did you use Vanessa and me to get the ritual from the Libro Nocte? What does it do?”
 
   Damon pressed his fingers together before him. “The Dead Mother was supposed to invade and occupy the city. You were supposed to retrieve the ritual needed before the black book disappeared again. Vanessa failed at her task but you succeeded at yours. I had to set my next plan into action.”
 
   “Bella.” Trystan said flatly.
 
   “I want you to understand something. Bella was my most prized familiar. Had she kept her jealousy under control, I would not have had her split and placed in those ruins. She had to redeem herself. I put her to use, collecting mana and storing it.”
 
   “So you could destroy each city? You had each version of Bella by a city. You didn’t plan on just attacking Stukarr. You wanted to hurt each college for things that happened in the past.” Trystan said sharply.
 
   Damon nodded. “My original intent was not for that purpose. All three versions of Bella were to collect mana so I could use that energy for greater goals. Only with Vanessa’s failure did I have to redirect their objectives. You and your colleagues quickened the new plan.”
 
   Trystan leaned back and crossed his arms. “And you failed. We stopped them and no life was lost.”
 
   Damon smirked. “I didn’t fail.”
 
   Trystan stared.
 
   Damon leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “Doubt lingers over Stukarr like a toxic haze. Deep in every citizen’s heart they no longer feel safe behind their walls. Yes, I have killed but I never took any pleasure in it. I commend you and your friends saving many people from an otherwise certain death. You fascinate me Trystan because you still hold a belief that good will always find a way. When Freya told me about your optimistic outlook on life, I didn’t believe it at first.”
 
   “Is the reason you’re here in my dreams, talking to me, a way to tempt me or be sympathetic to your side?”
 
   Damon shook his head. “No. I know the side you’re already on. I’m here to present another view point to a bigger problem. The ritual you procured for me will help ensure my success. The Night College is nearly complete. Monsters all across Lurth will see that humanity cannot stop what is coming. For the first time in eons, humans will become legend and myth. You helped me acquire the ritual, now I want you to witness when I use it.”
 
   Trystan couldn’t hide the shock from his eyes.
 
   Damon held out an empty hand and a rolled up scroll appeared in it. Moving the tea cups aside, the renegade mage rolled out the scroll. A map of Lurth was drawn onto the yellowish paper. Damon’s long fingers ran along some of the lines and stopped at the Broken Islands to the southeast.
 
   Damon’s lips curved into a small grin. “I’m having a gathering of sorts and you are formally invited. As I speak, the spell in your head is filling with commands from my mind. You will know the exact location of the gathering but will be unable to give that knowledge to anyone else. You will instinctually know how to get there but cannot point it out directly on a map. This is to ensure that no one else will be able to find it unless they follow you.” 
 
   Trystan eyed the Broken Islands on the map. He remembered from Lurth History that the islands to the southeast used to be part of a peninsula until the cataclysm. The sea rose and broke the land into a number of islands. Some were small while a few were big enough to hold monster towns. The waters are treacherous due to many water monsters lurking in between islands and the ocean around it. Trystan felt a pit grow in his already queasy stomach. 
 
   Damon eyed the mage. “I know what you are thinking. You could bring some of the more powerful mages from the college to stop me. An obvious but powerful option but who would save Gwen?”
 
   Trystan looked at Damon and his mouth curved in dismay.
 
   Damon sat back. “You will not have any of the professors or Gwen accompany you on this trip. You may however bring your friends. The way is dangerous and even with this knowledge, you may not survive the journey.”
 
   “I will not risk the lives of my friends!” Trystan nearly growled.
 
   Damon gave a slight nod. “The choice is always yours but I must warn you, if you bring Gwen with you, she will never make it pass the Stukarr city walls.”
 
   “What kind of man are you to threaten hurting her!” Trystan could barely contain his rage.
 
   Damon kept eye contact. “I know she is important to you as she is still important to me. I want you to witness all the hard work you helped me achieve. Gwen would distract you and frankly I will need your full attention. I still care for her but don’t take my caring as a sign of weakness. She can be killed just like any other person who stands in my way.”
 
   “And if I don’t go?” Trystan crossed his arms and leaned back.
 
   Damon smiled. “You have that choice but you will miss what I have in store for the entire world. Once the ritual is cast, any restrictions I place on you will be null and void. You can tell anyone you wish of what you witnessed as I think you should.”
 
   Trystan looked away, his mind mulling over everything he just heard. The mage knew deep down what was going to happen but he didn’t feel good about it.
 
   “You don’t have to give me an answer. The choice is in your hands but I know you will do the right thing. It is in your nature. You have two weeks to reach the location in the Broken Islands” Damon picked up his teacup and finished his last drop of tea.
 
   Trystan felt a nervous anger take over. He continued to stare at the renegade mage as he put down his tea cup. 
 
   Trystan leaned forward and spoke very carefully. “I will stop you. I will stop this foolish attempt at power. You were mistaken to invite me and I will make sure you pay for it.”
 
   Damon returned the gaze with understanding eyes. “I know, young mage. I welcome the challenge. I believe we both can learn from the experience. Come by yourself or with your friends. I hope to see you on the night of the full moon. All will be revealed.”
 
   The dreamscape darkened. The bright sky turned black. Leaves fell off the trees, disintegrating the instant they touched the ground. The wine glasses and tea cups cracked. Damon gave one last long look before he turned to dust and spilled down over the chair and onto the dying grass. Trystan stood up just as his chair decayed into rotting wood. The young mage looked to the black sky. With a thought, he willed himself awake.
 
   Eyes blinking open, Trystan sat up. Looking over, Gwen slept peacefully at his side. The mage pulled the blanket off of himself, stood up and walked to the window. Peering past the edge of the curtain, the cobbled street below was silent and empty.
 
   Gwen sleepily reached over and found the bed empty. Eyes half opened, she slowly sat up and looked to Trystan standing by the partly open window, a summer breeze flowing in.
 
   “Trystan?” Gwen said as she blinked sleep from her eyes.
 
   “We have to talk.” Trystan said without turning around, his eyes looking to every shadow on the street, trying to pierce their darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Five
 
   Gwen pulled a bottle of wine from a small rack. Trystan sat at the kitchen table as the ink witch pulled two wine glasses from a cabinet. The young mage brooded as Gwen stepped over and placed the bottle and glasses on the wooden table. It was the middle of the night and the city slept on as the witch opened the bottle and poured red wine into each glass.
 
   “This will help calm the nerves.” Gwen said with a small smile.
 
   Trystan took hold of a glass as did Gwen. There was no toast as they both took a deep sip and placed their glasses on the table. Gwen smoothed down her silk robe as Trystan sat in his boxers. The mood was gloomy as the mage tried to work out what he was going to say.
 
   Trystan looked to Gwen and started talking. The witch sat patiently as Trystan told her of the dream, Damon Wick and everything they talked about. The mage did notice that he could speak of the Broken Islands but could not say exactly where the meeting spot would be. He tried numerous times to tell Gwen where Damon wanted him to go but he would close his mouth and stare. The mage had to change what he wanted to say and he could speak again.
 
   “I tried a few times to tell you the location Damon wants to meet but I can’t get the words out.” Trystan finished.
 
   Gwen nodded and took another sip of wine. “He has gone deep into your mind. I’m afraid there is nothing we can do until the ritual and time frame come to pass.”
 
   “He threatened to hurt you if you tried to come with me.” Trystan’s hands clenched.
 
   Gwen reached over and took Trystan’s hand into hers. “Sad to say, I believe he would go through with it.”
 
   “Gwen, I’m not sure what to do? Damon wants me to witness this event he has planned. I feel I should bring this to the Headmaster and Headmistress but I’m not sure what they will do. If they follow or intervene in any way, you and others may get hurt.”
 
   “What does your heart say?”
 
   Trystan held her hand a little tighter. “I need to go. I need to try and stop him.”
 
   “Trystan, you have a noble heart but he is experienced and has years of magical training. Do you think you can stop him?”
 
   Trystan’s head tilted forward, shadows covering his eyes. “No. But I can’t sit back and let him go through with this dark plot.”
 
   Gwen looked to the mage and her heart beat warmly for him. “I can’t tell you what to do but I can suggest that you go into this fully prepared. Take some time to plan. Talk to others who can help with some advice. Be ready for the unexpected.”
 
   Gwen took another sip before putting the wine glass down and continued. “The Broken Islands is a dangerous place. I travelled there years ago to speak with the sirens and mermaids. All manner of monsters lurk in the waters and islands. Even if you know the way, you will still need a guide to avoid the creatures there.”
 
   “The library has many maps of the territory. I will research it today and see if I can come up with a solid plan.” Trystan picked up his glass and took a sip. The red liquid sent a warming flow to his cheeks. 
 
   Gwen’s eyes lowered and she stared at the table. “I don’t want you to go. I want you to stay but I know how your heart works.”
 
   Trystan could see the war of emotions in Gwen’s eyes. The mage was on his feet and took hold of the witch’s hands. Bringing her to her feet, the mage leaned in and kissed her passionately. Gwen held him close, not wanting to break their embrace. After all they had been through, terrible thoughts of losing each other stormed through their minds and hearts.
 
   Trystan broke their kiss and stared into Gwen’s deep blue eyes. “I wish I could just stay here with you. I don’t know if I’m really up for this quest. I have so many doubts.”
 
   Gwen held him close and whispered in his ear. “I know you do. I may not be able to join you but I will do everything I can to help you. Finish your wine and come to bed. I still have you for the rest of the night and I want us to spend every moment in each other’s arms.”
 
   Gwen broke away, turned and her hands went to the thin fabric tying her robe closed. She untied it and shrugged the silk robe from her shoulders. The witch’s back was to Trystan and he could not take his eyes off her womanly body. Gwen turned her head and gave a playful smirk before stepping from the kitchen and toward the bedroom.
 
   Trystan drank down the rest of the wine in his glass and placed it on the table. He chased after the beautiful witch. When he reached the bedroom, Gwen was on her side and beckoning him to bed. The mage slipped into bed, lustful wanting in his eyes. The mage and witch made love until the first rays of sunlight touched the horizon.
 
   ***
 
   Trystan sat at a heavy wooden table in a deserted section of the Stukarr Library. Maps lay out before him with a small stack of thick books to his right. The mage was supposed to be working but instead found a nice quiet spot and began his research. Trystan pulled out his spell book and filled a few pages with notes. 
 
   Midafternoon sun spilled in from large cathedral sized windows. The light warmed the mage’s back as he worked feverishly on cramming every bit of knowledge in his sleep deprived brain. Time was of the essence and he could feel every moment tick by. Going over the map, he could see train rails going to the most east southern town, Lantern Beach. It was a two-day train ride to the town. From there he would have to book passage on a ship to take him the rest of the way. The mage sat back and wondered how he was going to do it. He didn’t have much coin and most of it would go to the train ride there. 
 
   “So this is where you’re hiding.” Came a voice from behind.
 
   Trystan’s stood up straight, nearly flipping the chair under him. Turning around with eyes the size of saucers, he stared at his boss Jenny Warg as she stood with her eyes closed and arms crossed.
 
   “Jenny! I…..uh…..was making sure these maps were in order.” Trystan stammered.
 
   Jenny continued to stand, arms crossed under her overly large chest, a finger tapping at her arm. “I know it’s slow because of the summer but that doesn’t mean you can just go off and hide. We have to be accountable for every book and work still needs to be done.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ll put everything away and get back to work.” Trystan said as he turned to the table, fingers taking hold of the top map.
 
   Jenny walked over and looked down at several maps laid out. “Broken Islands? Planning a trip?”
 
   Trystan oddly picked up a few books while Jenny pushed aside a long lock of blonde hair from her cheek. The librarian leaned over the maps and traced her fingers over the symbol of a town.
 
   “I’ve been to Lantern Beach. It’s a great resort town. This is their busy season.” Jenny said matter of fact.
 
   Trystan took what she was saying and ran with it. “Yea, I was thinking of getting away for a few weeks. I was going to come to you before I left today to ask for some time off.”
 
   Jenny stood up and looked over to the nervous mage. “I suppose I should let you take your vacation time. When are you leaving?”
 
   “The day after tomorrow.” Trystan said hesitantly.
 
   Jenny closed her eyes and turned from the mage. “This is short notice. I’m not sure I can accommodate it. I have to think of the schedule.”
 
   Trystan floundered. “Jenny, I really need this time off. Can you see it in your heart to let me go for two weeks?”
 
   Jenny stuck out her chin. “You have done a lot for this library and the city. It would be cruel of me to make you stay. Are you going there with anyone?”
 
   Trystan felt his shoulders drop. “No.”
 
   Jenny opened one eye. “What about your girlfriends, the witch or the red head?”
 
   Trystan tried to keep Jenny in the dark about his love life and wasn’t sure how she knew about them. Quickly thinking back, he remembered that Nia or Gwen would sometimes call him at work. The mage wondered if his boss was listening in on his conversations. 
 
   “Don’t try to deny anything. I know about them. They are both beautiful women. I don’t understand why you would go on vacation without either one or both?” The corner of Jenny’s mouth curved into a smirk.
 
   Trystan tried to think fast. “Well….uh…..I have been stressed out lately. You know, from all the excitement. I lost one of my familiars and …..well….I think I need some time to unwind.”
 
   Jenny turned with stars in her eyes. “You poor dear! I heard about what happened. I’m sorry I’m being so insensitive. You must be so stressed and need some time to rest.”
 
   The stars in Jenny’s eyes faded and filled with a sly devious gleam. “I will let you take your time off on the condition that I join you. I have some time saved up myself and I could use a vacation.”
 
   Trystan stared dumbfounded. “Jenny I don’t think…..”
 
   Jenny kept talking as if he didn’t say anything. “I spent a lot of time island hopping. I can show you some real beautiful spots. I know the owner of the Lantern Hotel. I’m sure he could give us a discount.”
 
   Trystan eyed the busty blonde. “You know the Broken Islands?”
 
   Jenny nodded. “Oh yes. Years ago I back packed all across Lurth. It was my wandering phase. I know many people in many towns and cities. Lantern Beach was a fun place filled with icy drinks and hot sun. My skin is very pale from working here all the time. I could stand to darken up.”
 
   Trystan was tempted to agree to her terms but knew deep down he couldn’t put her in any danger. He had to do this himself. 
 
   Jenny looked to the mage as he stood silently. “You don’t have to worry about your girlfriends. I can be discreet.” The librarian winked.
 
   Trystan still regretted the time he was with Jenny that one night. Against his will, he was forced into seducing her so he could snap a picture from a page in the Libro Nocte. Try as he might to simply be co-workers, the librarian took every opportunity to flirt with him. Trystan was gracious and politely turned away her advances but Jenny didn’t like taking no for an answer.
 
   The mage shook his head. Before he could say anything, Jenny was quick to respond.
 
   “Trystan, it is very simple. You will get your vacation time if I go with you. If not, then you will be spending the summer working in the lower book vaults cataloging every book down there. It can get chilly down there so you should bring a sweater.” 
 
   Trystan felt his face sag. The mage would have to figure out a way to leave before she could meet up with him. He would have to apologize later and hopefully still have a job when he returned. If he returned.
 
   “Alright Jenny. We can go together.” Trystan said, defeated.
 
   Jenny bounced and clapped her hands. “Yay! I will make some phone calls and pack my suitcase. Don’t think of trying to ditch me or you’re as good as fired. We are going to have so much fun!”
 
   Trystan stood with a few books in his hands and a gloomy cloud over his head. The blonde librarian looked to him and then to the books and maps strewn about.
 
   “It’s pretty dead here today. You can go back to your research. Keep your phone on so we can discuss and plan out the details. I’m so excited. You won’t regret it.” Jenny said and smacked Trystan on the butt. She turned on her heel and walked away.
 
   “I already do.” Trystan sighed under his breath.
 
   ***
 
   Trystan left work but not before Jenny talked his ear off concerning their trip together at the last second. She had already secured a room with a big bed. When Trystan said they should have two rooms, the librarian laughed it off. Jenny said that they were booked solid and only had one room left. Trystan didn’t entirely believe her but he would have to figure it out later.
 
   Walking toward the college, Trystan took in the warm evening air. The sun was just setting, a faint yellow glow reaching out across the heavens. The moment of peace was quickly replaced with knowing eyes. The mage looked to some of the damage the college had suffered during the slime attack. The grassy landscape before the actual college was ripped up with green grass and brown mud scattered everywhere. Giant footprints left their impressions. The stone paths lay shattered and disheveled. The main college buildings had some cracks but already the mage noticed that some of them were sealed up. The college didn’t look as haggard as it did a few days earlier. Trystan heard they were focusing repairs on the buildings before they start reshaping the landscape. Trystan wanted to see the beautiful college restored to its beautiful state by the time he was back for his second year.
 
   A twinge of worry struck the mage’s heart. Leaving the college to try and stop Damon Wick could end his very life. Trystan turned down a cracked path as he took one last look at the damaged college. He might not see it again and that caused the gloom around the mage that much darker.
 
   Pushing gloomy thoughts away, the mage continued to the college faculty housing. It was here Trystan noticed a lot of damage. At the end of the wide path was the destroyed Headmaster’s home. Judging from the damage, a whole new house would have to be built. Some of the other homes were destroyed as the slimes made their way toward the main part of the city. Trystan felt a cold chill spike down his spine as he felt he was walking through a warzone.
 
   The mage stopped in front of a modest two story home. A few moments later he was at the door and ringing the doorbell. Looking down, the mage smiled at the “All are Welcome!” door mat. The mage waited patiently and after a minute, he was going to ring the doorbell again when he heard footsteps.
 
   The door opened and Professor Hart looked to the mage with a beaming smile. “Trystan! So good to see you. Come in.”
 
   Trystan instantly felt relaxed and followed Professor Hart into his home. The professor was wearing a white robe, tied around the middle. The house was dark except for a light spilling down the stairs from the second floor. Professor Hart went about lighting lamps to his comfortable home. Trystan walked in but remained standing, feeling like he came at a bad time.
 
   “Please have a seat. What can I do for you this fine evening?” Professor Hart asked as he took a seat in a comfortable chair.”
 
   “Is it a bad time? I could come back tomorrow.” Trystan said while still standing awkwardly.
 
   “Nonsense. You came to see me for a reason. How can I help you?”
 
   Trystan nodded his head and took a seat on the couch. “I am taking a trip and I could use some advice.”
 
   “A trip you say. After everything you have gone through, a vacation is exactly what you need. I would be more than happy to help with any advice I can give.”
 
   Trystan felt a tightness in his chest. “I will also need you to not ask too many questions.”
 
   Professor Hart’s demeanor became a little more serious but positive energy continued to float from the professor. “Sounds like you have a problem. I will respect what you’re asking and try to not ask too many questions.”
 
   Trystan let out a huff before speaking again. “If a mage had to fight another mage, what would be the best tactic to use against them?”
 
   Professor Hart’s smile faded. The elder mage stood up and walked over to large globe of Lurth next to a desk. The professor flipped open the top to reveal glass bottles filled with different shades of liquids. He pulled out a bottle and two glasses. Closing the globe, he brought over the glasses and bottle and set them on the coffee table. Professor Hart poured into each glass and took one. Trystan reached down and took the other.
 
   “I assume you are speaking purely theoretical. If not, then I would have to report our conversation to the Headmaster and Headmistress.” The professor held the glass before his lips.
 
   Trystan nervously held his glass. He took a sip and the strong whiskey caused him to grimace. “Yes Professor. I want to get a jump on my studies before next year.” Trystan lied.
 
   Professor Hart took a long sip before speaking. “The college tries to wait when it comes to learning how to combat another spell user. You don’t start learning the basics until your 4th year. I don’t see the harm on having a chat about it but I recommend not using this knowledge until you’re properly trained.”
 
   Trystan nodded and took another sip. This time it went down easier.
 
   Professor Hart sat back in his chair. “There are two major ways of combatting another spell user. You have to either outwit or outlast them. As you know from your studies, all spell users carry different amounts of mana depending on how many familiars they have or how powerful they are. This can be a mage’s greatest secret because if you know how much mana your combatant has, then you would know how to deplete them until defeated. Any two mages can throw lightning at each other but the one with the most mana will overcome in the end.”
 
   “When we fought the slimes, I remember Headmaster Gloomis saying that they would run out of mana before the slimes would.”
 
   Professor Hart nodded. “Very good. I’m glad you noticed that tidbit. If we unleashed all our power, then we would have been defeated. The slimes had an incredible amount of mana filling their bodies. Our mana would have run dry long before the slimes lost their mana.”
 
   “Is that why we had to outwit them?” Trystan said.
 
   “Yes. We came up with a plan to halt their attack and stop them. But fighting giant slimes is different from fighting another spell user. Using magic to take down your opponent can be tricky. What you don’t know yet is that every spell user has a degree of magic resistance. If you threw a fireball at me, it would have less of an effect then if I threw one at you. Our mana is not just used for attack. It is there for defense as well.”  
 
   Trystan thought of Nia when she made her shield to defend him and it was shattered almost instantly. “A younger spell user would not have a chance against an older, more experienced one.”
 
   Professor Hart finished his whiskey and set it on the coffee table. “Nothing is certain. I could show you many tales of young mages overcoming insurmountable odds. It comes down to outthinking your opponent.”
 
   Trystan could feel a dark question snake into his mind. “What do you know of Damon Wick?”
 
   Professor Hart poured himself another glass of amber liquid. “Gifted student. He was one of the college’s best. It was a shame that he left us.”
 
   “He mentioned Fallen York and monster kind. What is the college going to do about his threats?”
 
   Professor Hart eyed the young mage and smiled. “This isn’t the first time the Elemental College or Stukarr City has been threatened. We will work to subdue any threat to its people and students. With so many people and para-humans across Lurth, there will always be those who want to tear down what others have built. We must stay positive or their negative energy will destroy everything we have fought so hard to build.”
 
   Professor Hart took a deep drink before holding his glass to his chest. “Trystan, is there anything you want to tell me?”
 
   Trystan’s hand tightened around his glass. “No professor.”
 
   Professor Hart nodded. “I heard about your new familiar and the circumstances behind it. The college is here to assist you if you need any help.”
 
   Trystan’s eyes lowered. “I have taken responsibility for the new familiar. It is my duty now to teach her how to be a force for good.”
 
   “You will make a fine mage. Let us toast to new beginnings.” Professor Hart held up his glass.  
 
   Trystan gave a small smile and clinked his glass to his professor’s glass. The young mage had a feeling Professor Hart knew what was happening but being respectful. Trystan didn’t feel completely comfortable feeling that but he couldn’t risk anyone coming with him.
 
   “I hope you enjoy your vacation but before you leave, I have a favor to ask.”
 
   Trystan was all ears until a shadow appeared on the stairs. Both professor and student looked over to pale legs as someone took each step down. Trystan sat up straighter as he watched a pale woman reach the bottom of the stairs with only a blanket held to her front. Vanessa gave a shy smile to Trystan. The blanket covered her chest, stomach and the front of her legs down to the floor. The sides of her legs, bottom, waist and arms were devoid of any clothing.
 
   “Hi Trystan.” Vanessa said to him and then looked to Professor Hart.
 
   “I will be up shortly. I need to speak with Trystan just a moment longer.” Professor Hart grinned.
 
   Vanessa nodded and took the steps back up. Trystan had to look away from her firm round bottom. 
 
   Professor Hart looked to the mage. “We reconnected. But I have that favor to ask.”
 
   “I will do what I can to help.” Trystan said innocently.
 
   Mist flowed from the top of Professor Hart’s robe. A moment later, Lana blinked into existence. The foxy kitsune familiar smiled and bowed her head to Trystan. The mage looked to the familiar and bowed his head from his seat.
 
   Professor Hart stood up and walked behind his familiar. “Since I have been indisposed with rekindling a past relationship, Lana has been a tad lonely.”
 
   “Ummm Professor?” Trystan asked with wide eyes.
 
   “I bring this up because Lana has asked about you several times. Since you’re here, I was thinking you could spend some time with her.”
 
   “Sir?” Trystan asked again with eyes still wide.
 
   Professor Hart pulled at the kitsune’s robe, opening it to reveal a stunning feminine form. Lana had fur on the outer parts of her thighs, calves and up her sides. The rest of her looked like a beautiful woman with pointed fox ears sticking up through her long hair. Brown nipples pointed from large round breasts. A triangular whisper of hair covered her sex between her womanly thighs.
 
   “Let yourself out when you’re done. I can’t wait to hear about your trip when you come back.” Professor Hart smiled and walked to the stairs.
 
   Trystan watched as the professor took each step until he was gone. Lana slinked forward, naughty thoughts showing in her smile. Trystan was about to get up and try to talk his way out of it but the foxy familiar had other plans. Lana bent to her knees and took hold of the mage when he was half way up from the couch. Trystan couldn’t believe her strength as she forced him back down onto his seat. Trystan tried to say something when Lana made a quick hand signal. The air around Trystan’s mouth turned white and solid. The mage blinked as the band wrapped around his mouth and clamped it shut, tying around to the back of his head.
 
   Trystan muffled something as the familiar took hold of his robes and began lifting them up. The young mage made the mistake of trying to hold them down. Lana made another hand signal and air turned to white bands around Trystan’s wrists. The bands pulled the mages arms back and held them against the back of the couch. Trystan stared and tried to speak as delicate long fingers lifted his robe and took hold of his boxers. Pulling them down, the familiar took hold of the mage’s rapidly growing staff.
 
   Lana stared at Trystan like a predator playing with its prey. The mage watched helplessly as she stroked his manhood up and down. Lana watched with inquisitive eyes as Trystan struggled in her grip. When he was fully hard, the kitsune took a playful lick of his throbbing head. The mage let out a muffled gasp, his body relaxing a second later. The familiar bent her head down but kept her eyes on the mage. Inches pushed passed moist lips. Trystan couldn’t fight the urges any longer. Lana’s tongue pressed along his shaft with long patient strokes.
 
   Trystan’s head leaned back, lost to blissful sensations. The kitsune continued to bob her head on his hard member. Delicate fingers made small signals over the mage’s thigh. A glowing symbol appeared over the mage’s leg, gently settling down and fading from view. Trystan brought his head up to look down at the foxy familiar increasing the tempo. The mage felt a strange oddness but it quickly slipped away as the familiar increased the rhythm. Tongue pressing along sensitive spots, Trystan had to fight the urge to orgasm. Lana had no such qualms as she licked him just the right way, forcing an orgasm. Trystan gave a muffled yell as molten come spurted into Lana’s waiting mouth. The kitsune greedily sucked it down, taking his mana into her body.
 
   Trystan breathed heavily through his nose as the familiar stood up and crawled on top of him. The mage couldn’t believe he was still hard as she mounted him. Pressing her full breasts into his face, the kitsune continued to play with the young mage. Hard inches speared her wet line and Lana cooed her approval. Trystan nearly suffocated as breasts pressed against him, bouncing into his face. The mage was so engrossed; he didn’t notice the familiar making another hand signal behind his head. A symbol appeared and faded into the mage’s hair.
 
   Lana squeezed the mage between her legs. A faint grunt flowed up Trystan’s throat. On and on they went, Lana teasing the mage into orgasm over and over again. The young mage couldn’t stop the surges of pleasure as the fox familiar continued her relentless assault on him. Lana made one last hand signal, hidden from the mage. When she was done, she focused on satisfying herself to the young mage’s muffled groans.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Six
 
   Trystan finished packing his backpack of holding. The penthouse was eerily quiet as the mage kept putting his ear to his own bedroom door, wondering what his roommates were doing. He hadn’t seen hide nor hair of any of them and he was secretly grateful. The mage hoisted his back pack over his shoulder and stepped over to the night stand. A plain envelope sat on the nightstand with Nia’s name on it. The mage knew it was only a matter of time until she came into his room and find the note. Trystan hadn’t told anyone he was leaving this very night. Earlier in the day he stopped by Gwen’s shop to say his goodbyes. The Ink Witch was quiet and appeared to restrain herself as Trystan kissed her goodbye. He promised to return but they both knew how dangerous this trip was. Gwen asserted she would do everything she could to help him. Trystan held her close, knowing she would try but ultimately it might be for nothing. When they parted, Trystan had to fight back his own tears.
 
   When he reached home, he quickly disappeared into his room. Aside from packing and making arrangements by phone to the train station and the hotel he didn’t speak to anyone. Not too surprising, Jenny had lied about the Lantern Hotel. They had enough rooms and Trystan made a reservation. The mage didn’t feel too bad about leaving Jenny behind. He had discussed with her to leave tomorrow night and she agreed. If the horny librarian decided to follow him, he would have a full day’s head start on her. That would be more than enough time to find a ship to take him to Damon’s destination. Trystan checked his small purse of coins. It was barely enough to pay for the train ride and the hotel for a night. The mage was going to have to figure out how he could get a ship, otherwise he was going to be travelling by foot over dangerous waters. The only bright spot was that Trystan would be in his element. With water around him, he might be able to make the trip without a ship but he would have to figure it out when he reached Lantern Beach.
 
   Trystan picked up the note for Nia and held it in his hand. It was a simple letter telling her how much he loves her. Trystan tried in as few words as possible to explain that he was taking on this dangerous quest so no one else would get hurt. He ended the note telling her again how beautiful and wonderful she is and when he returns, they should discuss the next step in their relationship. With the heavy thoughts of possibly dying, the mage felt it was necessary to discuss their future when and if he returned. Trystan had some ideas but they would have to wait.
 
   Putting the letter down, the mage stepped quietly to his bedroom door. Opening and peeking out, he could see that the penthouse was still and quiet. The mage stepped out into the small hallway and closed his bedroom door behind him. Creeping pass Nia’s room, the mage made a beeline for the elevators. With one last look back, the mage surveyed the penthouse, hoping he could return to it. Hitting the button for the elevator, the mage waited for the doors to open and he stepped inside.
 
   On the street, the evening air was a little humid. Trystan quickly walked from the front of the building and toward the train station. He wished he could have hired a coach to take to the station but counting on every bit of coin, he had to walk there. Eyes peeled, the mage looked to people passing him by, making sure they weren’t anyone he knew. He felt bad enough for leaving on his own but he didn’t want anyone else fueling any rumors about him. It would be a simple walk to the station, board the train and sit back until he reached Lantern Beach. Trystan hoped it would be that simple.
 
   After a few twists and turns, the mage could see the station lights a few blocks away. Pulling out his cell phone, Trystan powered it down and shoved it in his backpack. He told himself not to turn it on again. If he heard Nia’s or Gwen’s voice, he knew he would surely crack under pressure. He had to go it alone and that meant no distractions.
 
   The mage was a block away from the train station. Heart quickening, he told himself he was almost there. In thirty minutes he would be on his way and there would be no looking back. A new excitement flowed through his veins. Despite all the gloom and doom, the mage thought of lands and ocean to the South East and it tantalized his imagination.
 
   Trystan walked passed the edge of the last block and looked to the misty lights of the station. Shadows moved from under the lamps. Trystan focused his eyes and took a step back when he noticed the familiar outline of a witch’s hat.
 
   “Trystan!” said a familiar voice.
 
   The mage was ready to turn when the group stepped into the light and walked toward the startled mage. Trystan’s fingers clenched into fists as he watched Gwen, Nia, Reeko, Sunara, Aznara and Jenny walk toward him. The entire group was smiling and carrying back packs except for Jenny whose arms were crossed with an annoyed crease to her brow.
 
   Gwen stepped forward with head slightly tilted forward. “Before you say anything, I talked them into going with you.”
 
   Nia stepped forward next to Gwen. “More like we volunteered.”
 
   Trystan’s hands shook for a few seconds before he opened his hands and relaxed them. Looking to his friends, a warmth spread over his heart.
 
   “Thank you for coming but I won’t have any of you hurt because of me. I need to do this myself.” Trystan tried to sound convincing.
 
   “You think we would let you do this by yourself? We are your friends.” Aznara said and blew him a kiss.
 
   Sunara nodded her blue haired head. “The Broken Islands are dangerous. A bigger party would help our odds greatly.” 
 
   Reeko gave a knowing grin. “After everything we have been through, there was no way we would let you do this by yourself. Besides, I’m bank rolling this expedition and a Greengold never breaks a contract.”
 
   Trystan tried to hide his smile. The entire group was wide eyes and ready to help Trystan’s quest. Gwen smiled and walked to the stunned mage. Taking his hand, she led him away from the group. When they were out of ear shot, the witch stopped the mage and looked into his eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry but I had to do this for you. It was the only way to help you on your quest.” Gwen said with a sad smile.
 
   “I wish we talked about it first.” Trystan said sadly.
 
   “If we did, would you have gone through with it?”
 
   Trystan shook his head. “You’re right. I would have tried to sneak out sooner.”
 
   Trystan glanced pass the witch to the blonde librarian. “Why is Jenny here?” 
 
   “I knew that Damon would likely have spies everywhere, focusing on myself and the professors at the college. I spoke with Jenny on accompanying you on your trip because she seemed less likely someone Damon would concern himself with. She is powerful and has a lot of knowledge on many places across Lurth.”
 
   Trystan felt his shoulder’s sag. “She saw that I was researching the Broken Islands at work. When I asked for vacation time, she bullied herself into joining me. I was trying to sneak out without her knowing.”
 
   Gwen smiled. “I know she is a bit unusual but she is a powerful genius. I did my research on her and she finished the Elemental College in three years instead of six. She had her pick of jobs from teaching to dangerous quest research. She instead chose to be the Stukarr Librarian. Only some can detect the large amount of mana she has and she often hides it well. I know she tends to be a bit oversexed but have you ever met a genius that didn’t have some kind of quirk?”
 
   Trystan sighed. “Yea. I get it.”
 
   Gwen lifted her hand and touched his cheek. “Please don’t be mad with me. I couldn’t sit back and let you go alone. I too feared that if I went with you, I would be putting you in more harm. Otherwise I would be there with your friends on this journey.”
 
   Trystan took her hand and kissed the back of it. “I can’t be too mad. If I was you, I would have done the same thing.”
 
   The young mage let his eyes lower. “Gwen, I can’t thank you enough. I have been thinking about a few things and…..” The witch cut him off.
 
   “Tell me when you return. I will be waiting for you and we can speak then. Focus on the quest ahead of you and you can tell me all about it when you get back.” Gwen smiled and hugged the mage.
 
   Trystan returned the hug. Holding each other for long moments, it was Gwen who broke their embrace.
 
   “Your friends are waiting.” Gwen said as her hands slipped from Trystan.
 
   The mage and witch walked back to the group. Everyone seemed eager to board the train. It was Nia who walked up to Gwen. The witch and fire mage looked to each other.
 
   “Nia, please take care of him. He is pretty special.” Gwen said in a low voice.
 
   Nia nodded and looked to Gwen. “I will. When we return, the three of us should sit down and discuss our future together.”
 
   Gwen smiled at the redhead. “I would like that very much.”
 
   The two woman hugged each other. Trystan watched uncomfortably. Parts of his inner self tore at each other. He wanted both of them and couldn’t deny his feelings any longer. It hurt to leave the witch whom he had fallen deeply in love. The mage firmed up as Nia gave one last smile to Gwen and walked back to the group.
 
   Reeko clapped his hands once. “Alright! Let’s get this show on the road. Broken Islands here we come!”
 
    
 
             
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
   Seven
 
   The train rocked smoothly as dark trees rushed passed the window. Trystan sat on his bed, several maps laid out and his Trial Spell book open with quickly scrawled notes. The mage felt it was best to write what he could in one place and the spell book was perfect for that. Several times Trystan tried to write down the location of Damon’s gathering but the pen would not move and the ink would not flow. Gritting his teeth, he tried again and his hand remained nonresponsive. Letting out an annoyed sigh, the mage tried to write “Damon is an evil moron” and the words scribbled out unhindered. The mage smirked to himself as he went back to research and attempt at some sort of plan. A knock at the door woke him from his thoughts.
 
   “Yes?” The mage said as he closed his spell book.
 
   The door slid open and Aznara’s horned head peered in. “I saw you go right to your room. Want to join me for a glass of wine?”” The succubus asked as she looked at the maps all over his bed.
 
   Trystan looked to her and gave a weak smile. “Thanks but it’s late. I think I’m going to go to sleep soon. We still have a day and a half train ride before we get to Lantern Beach and I think we will need all the rest we can get.”
 
   Aznara’s eyes narrowed but a smile bloomed. “When did you become an old man? Come with me for one glass. Then I will let you get back to your maps and your beauty rest.”
 
   Trystan looked to the maps and then back to Aznara. “I’m not sure……”
 
   Aznara stepped in. “Come with me now Trystan Song. Or I will bring two bottles back and we will drink it in your room. I will get you drunk and have my way with you whether you like it or not.”
 
   Trystan eyed the demoness mage and he knew he wasn’t winning this exchange. “Alright, one drink. Let me roll these up and I will be right out.”
 
   Aznara leaned against a wall and crossed her arms. “You tried to go at this alone without our help. You won’t mind if I stay right here until you’re finished.”
 
   Trystan felt the corners of his eyes sag. “I’m sorry but I didn’t want….”
 
   Aznara cut him off. “Save it. We know why you wanted to go at it alone, that is why I didn’t give you a black eye. Hurry up and join me for a drink and all will be forgiven.”
 
   Trystan nodded his head and quickly rolled up his maps. From the corner of his eye he could see Aznara watching him, her eyes travelling to his butt.
 
   A short time later, the succubus pulled the mage along from car to car. Passengers often took double looks as the demon led Trystan along. The mage ignored them as they continued. They reached the dining car and Trystan thought they were going to stop but Aznara pulled at him to keep going. Trystan gave a confused expression as they reached the back of the dining car to a door with frosted glass.
 
   “Watch your step.” Aznara said as she opened the door.
 
   Trystan watched his step as they stepped through a covered section in between train cars. There was another door and it read “Bar Car” in gold letters. At first Trystan didn’t think too much of it until the door opened and he was greeted by people shouting “Surprise!”.
 
   Trystan stepped in to see the bar car empty except for all his friends, their familiars and two bartenders. Trystan stepped in with the door closing behind him. Reeko stepped forward with two drinks in his hands. He put one in Trystan’s hand and clasped him on the shoulder.
 
   “Surprise? It’s not my birthday.” Trystan said as he eyed the drink in his hand.
 
   Reeko grinned. “We know. But since you are our fearless leader for this expedition, we thought we’d throw a little party to calm the nerves and have a little fun.”
 
   Trystan glanced sideways at the goblin. “Fearless leader?”
 
   “Yes fellow mage. You won the vote. I still feel it was rigged. You slept with most of the people who voted.” Reeko finished with a laugh.
 
   Trystan felt heat rush to his cheeks as Reeko guided the mage into the fray. Nia and Sunara sat on bar stools side by side. The red head and blue haired demon raised their glasses in his direction. Shots lined the bar and Jenny took one, downed it and took another. The busty blonde turned to Trystan and threw her arms around his neck. The mage gave her a nervous smile and she attempted to kiss him.
 
   Reeko untangled her arm and gently pushed her away. “Hey now! Leave some for the rest of us.” The goblin laughed.
 
   Jenny pouted and turned back to the bar, hands reaching for another shot. Wendy and Red Fang sat in a small booth, sipping on drinks. They turned to Trystan and raised their drinks to him. Vossa, Aznara’s vampire familiar, held a glass of red wine and clinked the glass against Trystan’s glass. She eyed him hungrily as she sipped, making sure her plunging neck line was in full view. Trystan’s eyes looked down and back up into her eyes, the nervous smile growing wider.
 
   Aznara walked over with two drinks in her hand. Trystan was about to wave her away, showing that he already had a drink. The demoness put a glass in his empty hand and raised her glass. Trystan stood there with a glass in each hand and not sure what to do next. Reeko and Aznara took deep sips from their drinks. When they pulled their glasses from their lips, the goblin turned Trystan around to face everyone.
 
   “Can I have your attention! Your attention please!” Reeko said loudly.
 
   The car quieted down as all eyes turned to Trystan and the goblin.
 
   Despite being shorter than Trystan, Reeko put his arm around the mage’s shoulder and held him firmly. “We are all gathered here to celebrate the appointing of Trystan Song as Leader of our quest! He has fought gallantly against undead and slimes and has slain a number of hearts in his wake. Tonight we will have this bar car all to ourselves and drink to our heart’s content. Now I won’t babble on too much longer. Trystan, do you have any words for your fellow mages as we embark on this dangerous quest?”
 
   Trystan was silent as he stood with a drink in each hand and paralyzing shock bleeding into his eyes. The room was quiet as they patiently waited.
 
   Reeko squeezed his shoulder a little harder. “We are all friends here.” Reeko said with a comforting smile.
 
   Trystan shook off the moment of paralysis and looked to all his dear friends. “I know a lot has happened. I’m sorry I tried to go at this alone. I am still afraid of what might happen but I do feel better that you are all here. I don’t think of myself as a leader. We could be going someplace very dangerous and I don’t know what will happen. All I can tell you is that I will be here to fight and protect you with every ounce of my heart.” Trystan finished with his eyes pointed to the floor.
 
   “We will fight and protect you with all of our hearts!” Nia shouted.
 
   Trystan looked up to see all his friends smiling and holding out their drinks to him.
 
   Reeko took over. “A bit serious for such a fine evening and not a completely terrible speech. I think you will need to take a speech class but for tonight, all you have to do is drink.”
 
   “Drink! Drink! Drink! Drink! Drink…” The crowd chanted.
 
    Trystan’s heart warmed as his friends continued to chant. As good feelings washed over him, the mage smiled and guzzled one drink in his hand. The crowd watched, smiled and laughed as he drank down the second glass. When he was finished, Trystan held up both empty glasses and everyone cheered and clapped.
 
   The evening spun on from there. The mood was relaxed as conversations murmured and drinks continued to flow. Sylk slipped from her master’s arm and appeared. A scaled webbed hand entwined with his as he walked around. The siren familiar stayed close to her master as he made the rounds, making sure everyone saw her on his arm. The bartenders filled empty glasses nearly instantly. 
 
   The alcohol hit Trystan pretty fast as the train car began to sway a little more with each passing moment. Conversations turned to blissful laughter as Reeko jumped onto the bar and did single handed hand stands. Vossa slipped into the booth with Wendy and Red Fang, her pale hands caressing the red furred wolf creature’s shoulder. Wendy smiled but would often turn her one horned head to the direction of her master.
 
   Trystan noticed Nia turning her eye to him every few moments. Sunara would put her hand on Nia’s, as if to steer her back to their conversation. The mage found himself staring at Nia, her beautiful red hair flowing over her shoulders. Heat ran up his neck as he thought back to all the wonderful moments they shared. He looked to her and tried to capture her perfect face in his mind. Even with the eye patch and star shaped scar pointing from the corners of it, he could never deny her beauty, inside and out.
 
   Jenny stood up from a stool and nearly stumbled off. The blonde crisscrossed her steps as she tried to keep her balance. The train rumbled along and a slight shift of the car sent the busty blonde straight into Trystan. The mage clumsily held her, trying to help her back to her feet. The librarian gazed at the mage with warm fussy eyes and lips half parted.
 
   “We should sit you down in a booth.” Trystan said, his own balance a little woozy.
 
   “I’m fine right here.” Jenny whispered as she pressed her body to his. “Or we could go back to your room.”
 
   Trystan maneuvered the librarian to a booth seat. “I think you have had a little too much to drink.”
 
   Jenny’s brow furled. “I will tell you when I’ve had too much drink!” The blonde said angrily.
 
   Reeko stepped in close. “I will take it from here.”
 
   The goblin slid in across from the drunk librarian, his green hands taking hers. Jenny looked to him, eyes half closed and confused. Trystan made a hasty retreat while Reeko started a conversation to keep her distracted.
 
   Nia beckoned the mage over. Trystan saddled up, liquor calming his rattled nerves. Sunara politely smiled and nodded as the mage joined them. Trystan noticed the warm lighting made Nia glow with deep beauty.
 
   “Having a good time?” Nia asked.
 
   Trystan nodded. “Yup. But I still think we should all be sleeping now.”
 
   Nia smiled. “We have another day and a half train ride. I doubt we will be doing much tomorrow but sleeping off hang overs.”
 
   Trystan smiled. “You two never told me how it went when you captured the red slime Belle?”
 
   Nia looked down as Sunara spoke. “It was quite a battle. The red slime didn’t even leave us a chance to talk. It attacked us on sight. Nia would have been hurt if I didn’t tackle her to the ground.”
 
   Trystan looked to Nia. 
 
   The fire mage kept her gaze to the carpet. “Belle came at us with razor sharp tentacles. Sunara saved my life. Professor Hart and his familiar met the slime head on. Belle was like a storm, attacking anything that moved. The professor didn’t have time to use the jar on her so I used the jar to capture her.”
 
   Sunara touched Nia’s hand again. “Nia is being too modest. I may have saved her life but she saved all of ours. The razor tentacle meant for her, sliced a thick tree at the base. It came down and a thick branch struck me on the head. I was out cold. Professor Hart told me that Nia and Red Fang unleased a fire storm to keep Belle at bay. It gave them enough time to use the jar. Red Fang poured on the fire as Nia selflessly charged the mass of tentacles. I still don’t know how she made it out without a scratch.”
 
   Nia’s face was a mask as she talked. “It was nothing. Professor Hart was doing most of the work keeping her occupied. I think I closed my eyes when I was close. I felt the jar touch her and she screamed, her body slipping into it.”
 
   Sunara gave a smug grin. “Professor Hart said her bravery is what won the day.”
 
   Nia shifted on her stool. “I think he was just being nice when he said that. He is always so positive.”
 
   Sunara looked to Nia as if Trystan wasn’t there. “Take the credit where credit is due. You saved us and that is pretty amazing. You are amazing.”
 
   Trystan felt odd standing there, listening to the story. He was about to turn and move to Aznara when the entire train car lurched. The sound of talking stopped and everyone looked to each and the windows. The train car lurched again and everyone took hold of something to balance themselves.
 
   “Gremlin Alert! Gremlin Alert!” came over a loudspeaker.
 
   Beyond the window, a flash of white hot light flared. Trystan steadied himself and watched as the light blazed and dimmed, blazed and dimmed. He knew that the cars had protections against gremlin threats but uneasiness filled the mage. He had heard of gremlin attacks all his life but this was the first time he witnessed one.
 
   Light flared outside the window before it died completely. The bartenders calmly told everyone to make for the door when a loud metal screeching pierced the night. Trystan turned his head to his friends who looked to each other in concern. Something thudded against a window and hung there. Trystan turned his eyes to see and he took an unsteady step back.
 
   It hung just outside the window, it’s body inches from the glass. A small face peered into the car, slitted big eyes looking from person to person. Long floppy ears pointed from the side of its head. A toothless grin smiled ear to ear. Trystan immediately noticed that the gremlin looked like a small human but with pale skin, strange eyes and ears. The gremlin stared at the group for a long moment before it let one of its hand’s drop to its side, holding something big.
 
   “Everyone, get down!” Trystan shouted.
 
   The gremlin smashed a window with a hammer nearly the size of its body. Reeko took hold and pushed Jenny to the ground as glass flew passed them. Sunara and Aznara pointed their clawed hands at the open window. Wind whipped in as the two succubi fired fire and lightning bolts. Flashes of white and red light blinked inside the car as they blasted out the open window.
 
   The two succubi stopped their barrage a moment later to visually inspect if they hit their intended target. The window stood ominously as everyone waited to see if the gremlin was stopped. Reeko pulled Jenny to her feet and they staggered to the door of the car. A moment later, a small hand appeared briefly in the window as it tossed something onto the carpeted floor. All eyes fell on a small black orb with the words “Bye Bye Suckers!” written on it and a lit fuse burning down to the base.
 
     Everyone dove for cover expect Trystan. The mage made a quick hand gesture. Liquid surged up from drinks and streamed toward the bomb. Colored liquid encased the orb just as the fuse touched the base and exploded. Trystan had less than a second to fortify the liquid when it detonated. Everything was happening so fast that the mage did not take into account the flammable alcohol.
 
   The explosion was muted for a moment before blowing a hole in the floor and lighting the carpet on fire. Nia was still on the floor as she made hand signals, the flames a moment later extinguishing. The lights in the car went out and darkness covered everything. Red hot fuses were the only light as three more bombs were tossed in. Trystan leapt forward to grab one out of midair and throw it back out the window. Sunara called up an air spell to catch another and throw it out the window. Reeko was by the door with Jenny when he took hold of the third one and threw it down the hole to the tracks below.
 
   Seconds ticked and three explosions filled the night. Trystan looked to Reeko and Jenny. The librarian was trying to shake off the effects of the liquor while the goblin opened the car door. The mage could see passed the goblin that two more gremlins with oversized wrenches hacked at the train car coupling. The two gremlins looked to Reeko and smiled evilly with bare gums. Reeko was about to call up a spell when sharp teeth sprouted from their bare gums. Reeko’s spell fizzled and the car lurched again.
 
   From the open window, the gremlin on the side flipped in and landed on a nearby table. It growled menacingly as it heaved its oversized hammer. Red Fang was first to move and take hold of the creature. The gremlin was unfazed as it brought the hammer up and slammed it into the side of Red Fang’s snout. The familiar clutched at his nose as he let go and stumbled back. Wendy took over, reaching for the little creature. It jumped out of her reach and rolled into a ball mid-air. Sylk turned her head to the creature mid-air and let out a scream. The cone of vibrations blasted at the gremlin. The creature unfurled and blocked the cone with the hammer. Booted feet landed on the bar. The gremlin twisted and sent the hammer flying at the Siren. Sylk tried to move but the hammer was too fast. It slammed into her chest and she went flying into Vossa. The siren and vampire fell to the ground, Sylk crying out.
 
   Aznara jumped onto the bar and opened clawed hands. A fireball burst forth. The gremlin jumped as the fireball soared past and exploded against a wall. The gremlin was on the floor and scooping up its hammer. Trystan made a hand signal and liquid flowed. The mage clutched at short batons, one in each hand. The gremlin sized up the mage as it hefted its hammer.
 
   Trystan stared at the gremlin as it leered. Sharp teeth emerged from gums and shined in what little light there was. The mage knew if they kept going like this, the two gremlins in between the cars would separate the train car. It seemed a little too convenient that gremlins attacked this particular train. He would hazard a guess that they were sent by Damon Wick. With his friends behind him and the gremlin blocking the path to Reeko and Jenny, Trystan wasn’t sure how they would get pass. 
 
   Reeko called up another spell when one of the gremlins jumped up and brought his wrench down. The goblin side stepped it as the wrench smashed into the floor. The train shifted and Jenny fell to her knees. The gremlin’s eyes widened as Jenny fell to reveal shards of glass hovering behind her.
 
   Reeko smiled as the glass shot forward to the stunned gremlin. The creature made a blurry leap up as sharp glass just missed him by inches. The other gremlin used its oversized wrench as a shield. Glass shattered on impact. Reeko whispered an incantation as his eyes looked to the metal coupling holding the trains together. Metal twisted and bent to form a small hand. The gremlin didn’t notice until it was too late. The metal hand took hold of the creature’s ankle and held fast. Reeko was about to cast another spell when small feet flipped from the doorway, smashing the goblin in the face. Jenny caught the goblin as he fell back into her arms.
 
   The gremlin in front of Trystan held out a hand and beckoned with his fingers. Trystan knew better than to push the attack. He remained still as his friends behind him were soon to their feet. The gremlin noticed the group getting back to their feet and pressed his attack. Trystan met his hammer with his two blue staves. Trystan grunted as the gremlin pushed against him. The mage couldn’t believe how strong the gremlin was. They broke off their attack. The gremlin came at the mage with whirling attacks. Trystan blocked each one but the strength behind the attacks were enough to keep him off balance. The short gremlin took advantage by pouring it on with blow after blow. With the train moving and his footing off, the mage miss-stepped and crashed into a table.
 
   Nia pointed a hand with a fireball spell ready but she hesitated to take the shot with Reeko and Jenny behind the gremlin. The creature dug a hand into a small waist pouch and pulled out another bomb. Trystan stared as the gremlin touched the fuse and it lit. A crazy thought slammed into the mage’s mind as he rushed the gremlin. One hand took hold of the leather strap crossing over the gremlin’s chest. The other hand took hold of the bomb itself. The gremlin’s brow shot up as Trystan took the bomb and shoved it back into the pouch.
 
   The gremlin screeched as it quickly took off the pouch and threw it down the hole to the track below. There was no relief in the gremlin’s eyes as it darted for the open window and jumped out. The gremlin standing over Reeko and Jenny also screeched and jumped away. The last gremlin took its wrench and slammed at the metal hand, shattering it. The gremlin then made one metal clanging strike at the metal link between the train cars, sending a crack down the middle. The gremlin jumped away, screeching into the night. A bad feeling crawled down Trystan’s spine.
 
   Sunara was at the back when she looked out the window to the tracks behind the train. A moment later there was flash and the loudest boom any of them every heard. Sunara looked out to see debris and magical fire rain down on the bar car. Reeko managed to look to where the two gremlins were and he could see the metal links giving way.
 
   “Trystan! The train car isn’t going to hold!” Reeko said alarmed.
 
   “Everyone, move!” Trystan said as he stepped to the side.
 
   Familiars turned to mist and returned to the skin of their masters. The group made a dash for the exit. Nia took hold of Trystan’s robe but he knocked her hand away. The mage went to the bar and helped the bartenders out. Nia guided them along to the exit. Reeko and Jenny were on the other side, pulling people quickly into the next car. Nia stepped over with a bartender when she looked back to see Trystan and Sunara still in the car. The roof and sides caught fire. Magical fire touched a bottle and a second later it exploded. Glass struck Sunara in the face. The link between cars screeched and moaned as the metal started to give way.
 
   Trystan ran toward Sunara as she stumbled. The mage slammed his body into her, pushing her forward. Hands reached out and took hold of the falling succubus and pulled her to the next car. Trystan misjudged his footing and landed on his stomach. The metal links gave way and the train cars separated. Trystan was back on his feet as the gap widened. The whole car burned and wobbled as wheels skipped off the track. The mage took a deep breath and launched himself forward. 
 
   Nia, Sunara and Reeko watched as Trystan sailed through the air. Fear bled into his eyes as he saw he wouldn’t make it. Sunara made a quick hand signal as the bar car broke from the tracks, turned on its side and launched a few feet into the air. The very air took hold of the mage mid-flight. Sunara flicked a finger and Trystan was thrown into their waiting arms. The mage quickly took hold of them as the bar car crashed down a hill, wood and metal splintering in many directions.
 
   Sunara and Nia pulled Trystan in as Reeko closed the door behind them. Everyone lay about in the next car, breathing heavy. Trystan looked to Sunara and with heavy breath, gave her a nod. Sunara nodded back as she slumped to the floor, small drops of demon blood streaking her cheek. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eight
 
   Two magistrates and several train personnel helped the group of friends to seating so they could treat their wounds. Sunara looked on as train personnel used cotton and alcohol to clean her cuts. They were superficial and the succubus remained unmoving as band aids were placed on her cheek. Aznara was by her side, clawed hand brushing her blue hair in comfort. 
 
   Trystan looked to his friends as they were treated for minor bruises and cuts. Worry snaked into his heart. They had just started their quest and he felt they barely survived this encounter. What else was Damon Wick going to throw at them? The mage mulled over the invite in his head. Damon wanted him to show up to his gathering but Trystan could feel the renegade mage was going to make it as difficult as possible for them.
 
   The mage turned his attention to Nia. The red head sat but her eyes looked to Sunara. A second later she glanced over to Trystan. Something passed between them and Trystan wasn’t sure what to make of it until Nia lowered her gaze to the floor. The sudden pit in his stomach caused the mage to shift uncomfortably in his seat. Trystan took a deep breath and decided he would have to have a talk with Nia so they could clear the air.
 
   A magistrate looked down at Trystan. “Do you have any artifacts or technology on your person? Do any of your friends have anything like that?”
 
   Trystan looked up at the weather beaten face of the magistrate. “No, just our cell phones. We turned those off when we boarded.”
 
   “Those gremlins were after something. They normally attack the main engine and loot any technology they can get their grubby little hands on. Odd that they attacked the bar car.” The magistrate let the words hang in the air.
 
   Trystan didn’t want to give any hint of their quest. “I’m sorry sir, I have no idea why they attacked us. We were just having a good time, gearing up for our vacation in Lantern Beach.”
 
   The magistrate narrowed his eyes, like he was trying to bore into Trystan’s very mind. A moment passed and the tough looking magistrate made a feeble attempt at a smile.
 
   “Good thing you guys made it in one piece. The train will keep going so we don’t risk another attack. I suggest everyone check their phones to make sure they are off.”
 
   Trystan nodded. “What about the tracks? Will we be able to return home in a week?”
 
   The magistrate nodded. “The trains will reroute their paths but the track should be repaired in a day. We have repair crews who handle this sort of thing all the time. Thank you for your cooperation.” 
 
   Trystan watched as the magistrate turned and walked off toward his partner. With the crisis over, the entire group quietly retired to their rooms. Trystan closed the door to his room and flopped onto the bed. Mind wandering and exhaustion setting in, the mage fell into a fitful sleep. Nightmares rampaged as Trystan watched his friends each fall into a deep pit, swallowed by the abyss.
 
   ***
 
   Trystan picked up his backpack and surveyed his room. Checking to make sure he had everything, he gave one last look and turned to the door. The mage walked through the cars to one of the exits as the locomotive began to slow down. Glancing out the windows, an electric excitement started to well up. Sparkling blue ocean shined in the distance with a sandy beach touching it. Trystan continued to walk toward his friends and companions gathered at one of the sliding doors.
 
   Trystan could feel a weight around his neck. After what happened in the bar car, the mage kept to himself, spending his time obsessing over maps and working scenarios in his head. He didn’t want to be caught off guard and chance his friends getting hurt again. Several times Nia, Reeko and Jenny came to his door but he refused to open it, taking his meals in his room. Trystan hated being antisocial but had to make use of every last second of time to make plans.
 
   The mage walked up to the group and everyone gave a smile.
 
   “Glad you can join us.” Aznara smiled.
 
   “Sorry about that. I needed to work out some plans.” Trystan said while not making eye contact.
 
   “We know you have a lot on your mind but we are here to help you.” Reeko said with a small grin.
 
   Nia stepped closer to the mage. “Don’t shut us out to protect us.”
 
   Trystan looked up to Nia and his heart glowed. “I promise that no matter what happens, we will work it out together.”
 
   Aznara folded her arms. “Good because next time I’m breaking down the door.”
 
   “How are you going to pay for that? You don’t have enough coin to fix a lightbulb.” Sunara playfully sneered.
 
   Aznara stuck out her chin. “Reeko can pay for it.”
 
   The goblin shook his head from side to side. “No way. You’re on your own with that.”
 
   “They probably throw you in prison for damaging a train.” Sunara laughed.
 
   Aznara turned to Reeko. “You would let them take me away?”
 
   The goblin nodded. “Yea but I wouldn’t feel good about it. I would have to drink more and remember how you looked before prison life. It would all be very depressing but I would be saving money.”
 
   Aznara lashed out a hand, shoving the goblin slightly. 
 
   Reeko stumbled back. “Now we can add assault charges. I’m going to get the magistrate!”
 
   Trystan smiled like a fool as Reeko and Aznara playfully fought each other. The young mage began to feel better as the train slowed passed the main wall and eased into the station. With a loud hiss of steam, the train stopped and the doors opened. 
 
   The mage followed his friends out onto the platform. Instantly the scent of the ocean breeze washed over the group. Trystan’s shoulder’s relaxed as familiar feelings reminded him of home. The sun beamed down on stone buildings and the sound of ocean waves could be heard in the distance.
 
   The group started walking, leaving the station and stepping onto cobbled streets. Restaurants lined sidewalks with people eating, drinking and filling the air with pleasant conversation. For a moment, Trystan felt like he was back home. Grinning, the mage looked around as if he would run into the Serpent Inn or his old home. 
 
   On the group walked until they reached the boardwalk. Aznara and Sunara were first to walk to the handrails and gaze out. The two demons stared with wide eyes at the immense ocean before them. 
 
   Trystan walked over and stood by Aznara. “Beautiful isn’t it?”
 
   Aznara barely gave a nod. “We have never seen the ocean in person before.”
 
   “We have seen video and images but nothing prepares you for the real thing.” Sunara finished.
 
   “Well until we can secure a ship, we might be here a few days. Better to enjoy it now before we set out.” Trystan said as he put a hand on Aznara’s shoulder.
 
   The succubus reached up and placed her hand over his. “I can’t wait to swim in it.”
 
   “Let’s drop our stuff at the hotel and then we can see about coming back out.” Nia said.
 
   The group nodded and began walking along the boardwalk. In the short distance, the Lantern Beach Hotel stood overlooking the beach and ocean. It was the largest building in the town, standing about fifteen stories. The whole town was encapsulated behind a wall which reached the beach. Past the hotel, a maze of ships and docks could be seen. Trystan made special note of it so when they were settled, he would take a stroll over.
 
   People walked past in bathing attire. The beach had a good amount of people, not too crowded and everyone spread out enough so they weren’t on top of one another. Aznara’s eyes moved from one bronzed body to the next. Trystan and Reeko had a hard time trying not to stare at women barely wearing bathing suits. It was almost like they only allowed beautiful people on the beach. Nia and Sunara chatted as they walked while Jenny brought up the rear, her own eyes on Trystan.
 
   The group reached the hotel and walked in. The air was cool as they strode up to the lobby desk. Reservations were confirmed and keys handed to each guest. Trystan tried to remain focused on the quest but the vacation vibe was overpowering. Shuffling off to the elevators, the group stepped in and the doors closed behind them.
 
   Everyone stepped off on the fourteenth floor. A hallway stretched out before them with doors lining either side.
 
   “I reserved all the rooms on this floor so we can have some privacy. I would have taken the penthouse but thought this would be more low profile.” Reeko said as he started walking.
 
   “Good thinking. I’m sure we can prepare in peace.” Trystan said as he walked behind the goblin.
 
   Everyone went to a door. Trystan walked over to a door, inserted the key, turned the lock and stepped inside. The mage walked into a large lavish room with an open balcony. Summer air drifted in making white curtains billow and dance. The sound of the ocean and sea birds floated in. A cream colored bed was against a wall. The mage walked over, dropped his back pack and fell into bed. Turning over onto his back, he let the ambience smooth over his senses. 
 
   Laying on the bed, Trystan realized his robe would be much too heavy for this environment. Sitting up and back on his feet, he quickly disrobed and rummaged through his back pack. Pulling out a nice flowing shirt and pants, he quickly dressed and looked at himself in an oval mirror by the door.
 
   Stepping out of his room, Trystan spotted Nia, Jenny, Aznara and Sunara standing in the hallway in bathing suits, talking with towels under their arms. The mage was stunned at how beautiful all four women were, their suits adhering to their bodies.
 
   Nia turned to Trystan and smiled. “We are going to the beach. Put your bathing suit on.”
 
   Trystan looked down at his clothes. He was ready to go to the docks to see about getting a ship. He didn’t think everyone would be running to the beach so quickly.
 
   “We should try to book a ship.” Trystan said simply.
 
   Jenny stepped forward, her busty chest barely contained by her single piece bathing suit. “We have plenty of time to get a ship. Let’s enjoy some of our time here.”
 
   “I think we should stay focused and……”
 
   Jenny cut him off. “Trystan, we may be on vacation but I’m still your boss. We are going to the beach right now. Get your suit and join us.”
 
   “Yes, Mistress Jenny.” Trystan said absentmindedly.
 
   Nia and Aznara started laughing.
 
   “He still thinks he’s at work.” Aznara cackled as she pointed at the mage.
 
   Trystan felt his face glow hot as he reentered his room. After a quick change, the mage stepped out in swimming trunks, sandals and a towel over his shoulder. The women in the hall turned to him and eyed him with approving nods.
 
   “That’s better.” Jenny said with a smirk.
 
   Reeko stepped out of his room in black swim trunks, sunglasses and a towel over his green shoulder. Trystan still felt like they should get a ship but knew after what had happened on the train that everyone still wanted to relax. The mage thought an hour or two wouldn’t hurt. The group walked to the elevator, brimming with excited energy.
 
   On the beach, the companions walked out on the hot sand. Mist drifted off of Trystan’s shoulder, forming into Sylk. The mage smiled as she bounced excitingly and stared off to the ocean waves.
 
   “See you soon master!” The siren said as she ran off.
 
   Trystan smiled as Sylk jumped into the ocean waves and disappeared under the surface. The woman walked ahead with floppy hats on their heads and sunlight bathing their bodies. The mage couldn’t keep his eyes off of them as they reached a spot and put down beach blankets. Nia glanced over at him and gave a small smile. Trystan could feel she was still uncomfortable. The eye patch covering her eye only made her more self-conscious. Trystan was about to walk to her when Sunara took her arm and dragged her toward the ocean. Aznara was already running, her body bouncing as she jumped into the waves. Reeko ran after them after dumping his stuff on a blanket.
 
   Trystan was about to follow when Jenny lay on her beach blanket and beckoned to him with a finger. The mage looked to her and had a sudden urge to run. Jenny tilted her sunglasses forward and gave a wicked grin. Trystan took one step forward and the librarian shook her head. Feeling possessed, the mage walked over and sat down next to the busty librarian.
 
   “Isn’t it nice to sit and take in the sun?” Jenny said as she laid back.
 
   “The water looks like fun. We should join the others.” Trystan sat, arms around knees.
 
   “We will. I just wanted to talk to you for a little bit.”
 
   Trystan’s eyes looked to the sand. “I know why you want to talk.” 
 
   “We should clear the air. You were ready to ditch me after we made plans to come here together.” Jenny said softly.
 
   “You bullied me into coming with me.” Trystan said flatly.
 
   Jenny was silent for a moment before speaking again. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Trystan raised an eyebrow and glanced over at the buxom blonde.
 
   “It feels like you’re playing hard to get. I thought if I pushed hard enough that you would give in to what you really want.”
 
   “I really want us to be friends.” Trystan said looking to Jenny.
 
   Jenny peeked over the rim of her sunglasses to make eye contact. “Men look at me and most of the time they only want one thing. This is something I’m fine with because I often want the same thing. I couldn’t understand why you didn’t want to be with me especially after that time we spent in the vault.”
 
   Trystan let his shoulders sag. “There was a lot going on. I wish I could explain it.”
 
   “I still think about that night. It was so much fun. You were so aggressive and all I wanted was to please you but now I see what you’re going through.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Jenny turned her head and pushed her sunglasses up to cover her eyes. “Seeing you with your friends, I can understand the difficult position you are in. You love Nia but anyone can see she is falling for Sunara, hard.”
 
   Trystan was quiet as he turned his eyes to the ocean and could see Nia splashing and playing with their friends.
 
   “While you were locked away in your room, I sat and talked with Nia. She is a lovely girl and has deep feelings for you. What happened to her eye was tragic but she is strong, she will overcome. She loves you but it seems her heart is growing bigger for the blue haired succubus. You have given her space but you may have to take her back.”
 
   “Jenny, I appreciate the advice but that is something for Nia and I to work out.” Trystan huffed
 
   “I am only talking to you about it because we are friends, aren’t we?”
 
   Trystan felt a stab of guilt. Here he was trying to be a friend to Jenny and it backfired on himself. He hated to admit she was right but the mage felt like he had no choice but to agree. He wanted to talk to Nia about what was happening but he spent so much time focusing on the quest that he pushed their talk to the side.
 
   Jenny took in a deep breath, large breasts straining against thin fabric and nipples pointing. “Trystan, as a friend, I’m here for you any time you need me.”
 
   Trystan found himself staring at Jenny’s chest as it rose and fell with every breath. “I sometimes get confused on what that exactly means.”
 
   The corner of Jenny’s mouth curved into a smirk. “I’m here to ease any suffering you may have. Now you should join the others. I want to soak in the sun for a while.”
 
   Trystan looked away and stood up. Pushing Jenny’s words from his mind, the mage made his way to the water. Friends splashed and played in the ocean. Wendy was chest deep in the water with her master on her shoulders. Aznara was on Red Fang’s shoulders. Reeko and the succubus clamped hands and tried to wrestle the other one off. Red Fang and Wendy the Ogre smiled and growled. Nia cheered and clapped as Sunara floated on her back. 
 
   Trystan broke into a run across the hot sand. The mage crashed into the water and swam to his friends. He joined in on the cheering as Reeko barely held on. Wendy’s single horn pointed at the succubus on Red Fang’s shoulders but Aznara would not be deterred. A twist of the hand and a pull, Reeko was sent flying into the water below. Aznara put her hands up in triumph while Red Fang paraded her around. Wendy scooped up her master and placed him back on her shoulders.
 
   “Rematch!” The goblin shouted.
 
   Aznara growled loudly and they locked hands once again. The good feelings were infectious. For a moment, Trystan forgot about their quest. Nia bounced in the water, shouting and cheering. The mage gazed at her, taking in her moment of happiness, etching the memory deep into his mind. Webbed hands touched the mage’s skin. Trystan quickly dove his hands under the water and took hold of Sylk’s wrist.
 
   “Ha! I knew you would sneak up on me!” Trystan shouted as he pulled up the siren. 
 
   Sylk was held above water, a big smile beaming back at her master. Trystan kissed her blue lips. He then hoisted her up and threw her into the water. The mage started to swim as his familiar swam after him. Nia urged Trystan to keep swimming with cheers. Bodies glistened in the sunlight as the friends played on for the rest of the afternoon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nine
 
   Trystan stumbled toward the elevator with a drunken smile on his lips. The afternoon spun into the evening as the sun slowly disappeared over the horizon. After spending a few hours at the beach and nearly burning his skin, the mage suggested dinner and everyone jumped at the idea. Stomachs crying out for a meal, the group made their way back to the hotel and to freshen up. Meeting for dinner filled everyone with smiles as they sat down and ordered. The hotel dining room was more than adequate for the companions and they sat down with ravenous appetites.
 
   Trystan’s smile grew wider as he rode the elevator to his floor. The meal seemed to taste better than he ever thought it could. After dinner, they all proceeded to the bar for drinks and the good times rolled on. Talking and laughing filled the late afternoon into the darken evening. Worry seemed to slip away from Trystan as everyone talked with excitement in their voice. The beach town had a relaxed vibe that only fueled their good feelings. As the drinks flowed, Trystan thought he would like to come to Lantern Beach when he wasn’t on some dire quest.
 
   The quest did take a back seat to the festivities. It was easy to worry about it tomorrow for they were living in the now. With slightly burned skin and worn out muscles, the mage thought of his hotel bed. He wanted to sleep his life away, comforted by pleasant memories and beautiful mental images of the day.
 
   A stream of mist poured from Trystan’s arm and Sylk blinked into existence. The siren pressed her near nude body against her master’s and kissed him deeply. Trystan returned the kiss with closed eyes and happy thoughts.
 
   “I love when your drunk. It makes it easier to take advantage of you.” Sylk whispered.
 
   Trystan opened his eyes half way. “Maybe for a little bit. I’m so tired.”
 
   Sylk eyed her master with wicked thoughts. “When we get to the room, lay down on the bed. I will take care of you.”
 
   Trystan grinned at his familiar and the elevator stopped. The doors opened and Sylk guided her master out onto their floor. The mage glanced up as they walked down the hall. Nia and Sunara had left the bar about ten minutes before he did. When he and Sylk walked past Nia’s door, small muffled moans floated through the door. The mage looked to the door and a second later, his heart grew heavy.
 
   Sylk looked to her master but quietly guided him to his room. Walking through the door and shutting it behind them, Sylk gently pulled her master to the bed and sat him down. Trystan stared off, sad thoughts spilling into his drunken state. The smile he carried before had faded and a gloom cast a shadow over his spirit.
 
   Sylk went to the double doors leading out to the balcony. She opened them and a freshening warm breeze floated in. The sky held a dark cloud or two, the crescent moon glowing in the distance. The siren whispered a few words and her thin bikini faded from view, revealing her naked blue skinned body. Trystan looked over and gave a weak smile, eyes returning to the floor.
 
   The siren looked to her heartbroken master. Urges pushed at her to make him feel better but concern overrode her initial plans. Sylk stepped with webbed feet over soft carpeted floor and sat next to her master. A webbed hand touched his and held it.
 
   “She is leaving me.” Trystan said in a low voice.
 
   “No master. She loves you. She will never leave.” Sylk tried to sound reassuring.
 
   “I wish I could believe that. I really do. She took a bolt meant for me and it scarred her face.”
 
   “Does the scar bother you?”
 
   Trystan shook his head. “No. She is beautiful inside and out. I wish she would believe it.”
 
   Sylk grew quiet.
 
   Trystan continued. “Nia never had to worry for much. She is so beautiful and full of life. It was easy for her to get adopted. Her new family treated her like a princess and she was never left wanting. I don’t think she ever considered if something truly life altering would have such an effect on her.”
 
   “You think what happened to her eye caused her to question her life?” 
 
   Trystan looked to his familiar. “It wasn’t just the scar. She was hurt pretty bad from the battle with the slimes. If the healers didn’t get to her in time, then she might not have made it.”
 
    Sylk looked down and kicked out her feet.
 
   Trystan looked on as well. “I don’t know what to do? If I try to get close, she will resent me. If I stay too far away, she will think I don’t care.”
 
   Sylk nodded. “If I were you, I would go to her and let her know my feelings.”
 
   Trystan turned his head slightly. “It is surprising hearing that from you.”
 
   The siren shrugged. “I know our bond will never break. But the bond between you and Nia needs to be healed.”
 
   Trystan was silent for a long moment. The mage took a deep breath and stood up. “You’re right. I need to tell her.”
 
   Trystan began walking to the door. Sylk’s oval eyes widened and she was on her feet, running after her master.
 
   “Now? Maybe we should wait?” Sylk said alarmed.
 
   “No, I’ve waited long enough. I can’t go on this quest with this hanging over my head. I need to tell her now or I never will.” Trystan took hold of the door handle, turned it and stepped out into the hall.
 
   Sylk watched helplessly as her master walked down the hallway and stopped at Nia’s door. The mage gave a few hard knocks, alcohol fueling his bravery. The sounds from inside the room stopped. Trystan felt the first tendrils of nervous energy spiking trough his body when the door opened. The mage stared as Sunara stood naked before him, Nia’s scent floating around her.
 
   “Trystan?” Sunara said with a touch of concern and dash of bewilderment.
 
   “I need to speak to Nia.” The mage said as he stood his ground.
 
   “Can she talk to you in the morning? We were in the middle of…..”
 
   Trystan cut her off. “Now, please.”
 
   The blue haired succubus tilted her horned head, stepped to the side and let the door swing completely open. Nia was in the bed, clutching a blanket to her body. She wasn’t wearing her eye patch as a star shaped scar with a white eye stared back at him. For a brief moment, Trystan took in her red hair and smooth skin, a jealous need rising to pick her up and carry her back to his room. Instead he stayed at the doorway.
 
   Nia stared back. Eyes locking to Trystan’s, the red head turned away, a hand rising up to cover her white eye. Her good eye looked down, filling with regretful sorrow. Body shifted to the side as if she was trying to hide herself.
 
   “Nia…..I just had to come over and say something. You are the most beautiful woman in the world. My heart belongs to you and it always will. I know things have changed but that doesn’t mean those changes will destroy what we have. No matter what you decide is best for you, I will be here. I will protect you. I will care for you. I will always love you.”
 
   “Trystan.” Nia whispered as her eyes watered.
 
   Sunara looked to the mage with wide eyes. “Trystan….you can join us. I’m sure neither of us would mind.”
 
   Trystan’s shoulders sagged. “No. I think I will go for a walk. I just had to come over and say what I had to say.”
 
   The young mage wandered off from the door. Sylk closed the door to the hotel room, bikini appearing on her body, she rushed to her master’s side and entwined her arm into his. Together they walked to the elevator. A webbed finger touched the button and silver doors opened. Stepping inside, the siren stared as her master had a faraway look in his eyes.
 
   Outside, Trystan and Sylk took in the evening air. The mage tried not to think about what just happened. He wasn’t sure what to expect from Nia. Was she supposed to go running into his arms? Or was she supposed to tell him they could never be together because she had fallen for the blue haired succubus? The young man could not say. Sylk pressed herself close to her master, wanting to comfort him.
 
   Together master and familiar strolled through the streets of Lantern Beach. Trystan could see why they called it as such. Lanterns along the cobbled streets and hanging from wires filled the evening with orange and yellow light. The further they walked, the more the colors changed from orange to yellow to green and to blue. It seemed that each street had its own combinations of colors and it only added to the magic of the seaside town. Sylk looked up with starry eyes. Trystan smiled gently, focusing on the lights and pushing away sad thoughts of the woman he loves.
 
   The scent of the sea caressed their senses and a distant crashing of ocean waves pulsed like delicate white noise. Trystan kept the sad dark thoughts at bay but he knew it would only be a matter of time before they consumed him. Firming up his resolve, the mage told himself mentally that he would have to deal with the situation when the quest was over.
 
   “She will come back to you. You both have a long history.” Sylk said surprisingly upbeat.
 
   “Maybe. Or perhaps this is how she always wanted it to be? I will not cage her heart and I know she will not cage mine.” Trystan said as shadows covered his eyes.
 
   Sylk looked up to her master. “Then she is a fool to lose you.”
 
   “She will never lose me. We will simply go down different paths.”
 
   The siren looked ahead as they walked. “You still have me and Gwen.”
 
   Trystan smiled. “I am truly blessed to have my loving familiar and witchy lover. I never asked but I wasn’t sure how you felt about Gwen.”
 
   “I love Gwen. She created me and gave me to you. I sometimes fantasize of the three of us, living by the sea. We would have a large house. You and Gwen would have many babies. I would help take care of them and we would all spend our lives together.”
 
   Trystan raised an eyebrow. “Babies? Really?”
 
   Sylk nodded. “Gwen is only eight years older than you. She can still have many babies.” The siren was quiet for a moment before speaking again. “If I could, I would have your babies.”
 
   Trystan stopped walking and turned to his siren. Sylk tilted her chin down, as if ashamed at what she just said. The mage cupped her light blue chin and raised her face up so they could look eye to eye.
 
   “I didn’t know you thought about such things.” Trystan said softly.
 
   Sylk tried to look away but failed. “I envy Nia and Gwen. They can have you in a way that I never could. We may be close but I can never marry you or have your children. I will always be your familiar.”
 
   Trystan felt his heart beat warmly in his chest. “I don’t know if there is a rule that a mage cannot marry his familiar? If there is, who says we have to follow it?”
 
   Sylk’s eyes widened and she began jumping in place with a wide grin. “You mean it master? We can get married!”
 
   Trystan rubbed his own chin. “Well I’m not ready to marry any time soon but I won’t say no should the time ever come.”
 
   Sylk continued to bounce and smile gleefully. “I’m going to marry my master! I will have to look into dresses and see what would be the best location. We will have to plan well in advance because I read weddings can be time consuming. I think a summer wedding would suit us or maybe an autumn wedding….”
 
   Trystan watched as Sylk babbled on. It was that moment that he really felt close to her. He had already confessed his love but now it felt like their bonds grew even stronger. The mage had no idea when he would marry but just seeing his familiar so excited took some of the sad edge off.
 
   A cool breeze washed over the young mage. Sylk continued to talk loudly about where they can get flowers when Trystan felt a cold chill touch his mind. The mage turned and looked around. The street was empty except for a few hanging lanterns. The mage wasn’t paying attention to where he was going and it appeared they had walked to the edge of town closer to the wall.
 
   “Master?” Sylk asked as she stopped jumping.
 
   “Does something feel odd?” Trystan asked while surveying their surroundings.
 
   Sylk looked around. “Now that you mention it, I can sense mana flowing around us.”
 
   Trystan continued to look around, eyes searching for something in the air. The light from the lanterns caused shadows to move and bend. When a shadow leaped from one dark spot to another, Trystan whipped around and took hold of Sylk’s shoulders.
 
   “Get help! I think we…..” Trystan stopped mid-sentence.
 
   Shadows emerged from dark corners. Trystan and Sylk stood back to back as more shadows melted into the lantern light. The siren balled her webbed hands into fists. Trystan made several hand signals and spoke an arcane word. Sea water from the ocean surged up into a thin stream. It crossed the entire town and landed at Trystan’s feat. Another hand signal and the water turned into a blue staff.  
 
   The shadows around them pointed and shifted. Darkness bloomed into black solid bodies. Trystan counted eight of them as they stood silently.
 
   “Master?” Sylk whispered.
 
   “This is shadow magic. Our enemies are close.” Trystan whispered back.
 
   “What should we do?”
 
   Trystan focused as he looked from one shadow to another. “Defend ourselves.”
 
   A shadow blinked forward, black hands turning into sharpened points. Trystan pointed the end of his staff, the end blasting off. The bolt of water turned into a cone and struck the attacking shadow in the face. The force blew out the back the of the shadow’s head. The black body melted and returned to dark corners. Trystan whispered a word and the bolt of water changed direction. Another shadow rushed forward only to have the water bolt slam into the side of its head, causing it to explode.
 
   Trystan divided his attention. The bolt of water whipped around as the mage brought up his staff to block two more shadows. Black energy struck and purple sparks flew as the mage kept them at bay. Sylk rushed forward at two advancing shadows. A webbed foot struck a black knee while a webbed hand clawed across a dark face. One shadow went down to one knee while the other stepped back, trying to retain its form. The siren pressed her attack, flipping up and kicking the shadow on its knee under its jaw. The shadow disbursed into dozens of black shards, returning to the dark corners of the street. 
 
   Sylk landed on one foot and whipped her heel around. The other shadow lurched forward just as the heel struck it hard. The black shadow went flying into a stone wall and shattered.
 
   Trystan grunted as he spun his staff. The end of the staff struck at a neck, shattering the black body. The other shadow blocked the staff but had forgotten the water bolt spinning around. The bolt struck the side of its head hard and it fell to the ground in pieces. Turning, the mage centered on the last two shadows standing just out of reach. Sylk was by her master’s side, knees bent and eyes focused.
 
   Behind the two remaining shadows, darkness shifted and rose up. Trystan readied himself as a dozen more shadow men appeared in front of them. Sylk turned her head to see another dozen sprout behind them.
 
   “Master, there’s more.” Sylk said as she moved to face the dozen to the rear.
 
   Trystan stared as the shadows moved into a semi-circle formation. He couldn’t help but get the feeling they were toying with him. Taking a quick glance around, the mage spotted hooded figures on the nearby roofs, looking over the side.
 
   Shadow men raised their hands, forming them into hammers and sharp points. Trystan made quick hand signals and said several arcane words. The staff burst from his hand and formed many hand sized orbs. With another word, the water orbs froze solid. The shadows rushed forward. Trystan flicked his wrist and the orbs shot out. Time slowed down as the mage controlled each and every ice orb. Black bodies melted or shattered as each orb crashed through them like they were wet paper. 
 
   Sylk took three steps toward the dozen shadow men in front of her and screamed. The focused vibrations struck them, causing several bodies to shatter and slip away to the darkness where they came. More rushed the blue siren but she pressed on. With an impossible leap, Sylk was airborne, screaming at the shadows. Darkness vibrated and cracked like delicate glass. When the siren landed, all the shadows fell and slipped away.
 
   The siren turned to her master. One final orb punctured a final shadow man and it fell to the ground without a sound. Trystan turned and horror filled his eyes. Darkness sprang up and a moment later, the entire street was filled with shadow men. Sylk was about to leap back to her master when several black hands and arms took hold of her. Trystan whipped out ice orbs but the numbers were too great. Shadows blocked or knocked away the orbs as if they could have done it all along.
 
   Trystan made one last attempt to end the fight. The mage directed the frozen orbs up at the cloaked figures watching. Heads ducked away as stone exploded from Trystan’s attack. Despite the effort, the shadow men did not slow or stop. Hands took hold of the mage and pulled at him. Trystan cried out as black fingers dug into his flesh. Sylk screamed, dispatching the shadows holding her but more took their place. The siren fought with every last bit of power to drive them off.
 
   Mist shot up from Trystan’s chest. The mage looked up to see Kira form right above them. The dragon woman flapped large leathery wings, green fire pouring from her open mouth. Shadows put their arms up but held little protection as poison fire melted their forms. Kira roared as she whipped her tail and spit green fire. Trystan fell to the ground as the shadows holding him were sliced in two. Green fire washed over the dark bodies as they tried to escape.
 
   Kira landed on clawed feet, stalking forward and spitting a stream of fire. Several shadows leaped into the air, sharpened hands ready to stab the dragon woman. Kira whipped her tail and cut them down in one swipe. Sylk regained her composure and screamed open a path. Shadows burst and fell away.
 
   Trystan rolled back onto his feet, cuts along his chest began to bleed. Shadow men rose up from darkness, ready to continue the fight. The mage lifted his hands and readied another set of spells. The shadows began their next attack when flashes of bright light cut them down. Trystan, Sylk and Kira watched as each shadow man was cut down before they could ever move. White bolts of energy slammed into them, disbursing them into nothingness. Trystan had to shield his eyes from the intensity of the attack. Each shadow was blown away, no shards joining the darkness, no new shadows formed. Three breaths later, the street was devoid of any shadow men or robed figures on the roofs.
 
   At the end of the street, a wide shouldered man stepped slowly toward them. Trystan tried to make out his features but his face was cloaked in shadow. When lantern light touched him, he wore a long black trench coat. Hands were covered in metal gloves. Light gave way to reveal a dark skinned man with short white hair. Dark eyes looked to the mage and his two familiars as they heaved from the battle.
 
   “You better explain why shadow mages are hunting you in my town?” The man asked with a hard gaze. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ten
 
   “I don’t know where to begin.” Trystan said as he stepped to a wall and leaned on it. 
 
   The large man in the trench coat eyed the mage, face made of stone. Trystan was breathing hard but soon calmed himself down. The man walked over and gave Sylk and Kira the once over. The siren ignored their savoir and ran to her master. Kira stayed where she was, eyes drinking in the large stranger.
 
   “I haven’t seen a shadow mage in nearly three years. Tonight I spot several, casting spells and trying to overwhelm you. You must have pissed someone off for them to take a chance at attacking you in my town.”
 
   Trystan nodded but looked to the man with questioning eyes. “Your town? Are you the Lord Mayor?”
 
   The large man chuckled. “Lantern Beach doesn’t have a Lord Mayor but if there was one, I would be the closest person to it. We have a small council here and I help keep the peace.”
 
   “You look like a magistrate.” Trystan said, his breath even.
 
   “I was.” The man looked at Trystan’s wounds. “Let me escort you to the hotel. They have a healer that can tend to those wounds.”
 
   Trystan nodded again. The burly man took the mage by the arm and nearly pulled him with him. Sylk and Kira stayed close behind, eyes on the man and ready for anything.
 
   “You can tell your familiars to settle down. If I wanted to hurt you, you would be hurt.”
 
   “You can understand their protectiveness. Do you have a name, sir?” Trystan pulled his arm away and kept up the pace.
 
   “Samuel Kutter. But you can call me Kutter.” The man said bluntly.
 
   “Mr. Kutter, we…..”
 
   “It’s just Kutter.” The ex-magistrate corrected.
 
   Trystan tried to think fast so not to give too much away. “Kutter, myself and my friends are on a quest to explore the Broken Islands. We come from the Elemental College looking to expand our knowledge base and earn extra credit over the summer break.”
 
   Kutter continued to walk, the words not having any effect on his demeanor. “I saw you and your friends having fun at the beach. For a research quest you seem to be taking it really easy.”
 
   Trystan touched his chest and fingers came away with blood. “We thought we would blow off some steam. Our train was attacked by gremlins.”
 
   “I heard about that too. Gremlins attacked the bar car where you and your friends were. Strange since they always attack the engine or cars with large amounts of technology.”
 
   Trystan tried to play it off. “This quest has been strange from the start. We thought we would take a few days to rest up for our journey.”
 
   “If you’re not willing to tell the truth then our conversation is over. I don’t waste my time helping those who keep secrets.” Kutter said with a deep voice.
 
   Trystan’s head tilted forward as he walked. “I’m sorry Kutter. I am being rude. You saved my life and the life of my familiars. Thank you.”
 
   Kutter turned a corner before glancing at the mage. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why are shadow mages hunting you?”
 
   Trystan felt like he was backed into a corner. If he didn’t say something useful then another attack may prompt the ex-magistrate to turn him over to the town’s magistrates. The mage felt a chill run through him. The attack could have just been a warning or Freya simply having fun with him. The more Trystan wondered, the more questions clawed to the surface of his mind.
 
   The mage took a deep breath and began talking. “We are on a research quest to the Broken Islands. There is a location we wish to explore but we believe the Shadow College may want to explore it first.”
 
   “I have heard of playful competition but what I saw was anything but. Judging from the blood leaking out of your chest, they were ready to put you down.”
 
   Trystan pressed his robe to the wound. “I think one of them may be an ex-girlfriend.”
 
   The large man paused. 
 
   “I’m telling you the truth.” Trystan said with an edge.
 
   Kutter nodded and they continued walking. “So tell me elemental mage, how are you and your friends getting to the Broken Islands?”
 
   “My name is Trystan and I’m not sure. I thought we could hire a ship to take us out to the islands.”
 
   The large man smirked. “For a research quest you haven’t done much research. No ships are going to the Broken Islands, not since the Scylla attacks have increased.”
 
   “Scylla attacks?” 
 
   Kutter nodded slightly. “Half woman and half tentacle creature. Their bone ships have made numerous attacks on sea going vessels. The only reason Lantern Beach is not closed down is because the mermaids and sirens are helping with patrolling the waters.”
 
   “I had no idea there was a war going on?” Trystan felt his heart sag in his chest.
 
   “It has been kept out of the news feeds so it didn’t hurt the tourist season. The town makes its best coin from the summer. If you looked a little deeper than you would have known no ships were sailing. It looks like your quest ends here.”
 
   Trystan’s mind worked. He couldn’t let this stop him. He felt they were halfway there. If he didn’t get there by the full moon, then no one will be able to stop Damon Wick’s plans. The young mage remained quiet as they continued to walk.
 
   After a few blocks, Kutter walked Trystan through the front doors of the Lantern Beach Hotel. A clerk at the front desk looked to Kutter and then to Trystan. The sight of blood caused the desk clerk to pick up the phone and dial immediately. 
 
   Trystan took hold of the counter as a faint dizziness caused him to lose his balance. Sylk and Kira took hold of their master and held him up. Kutter kept his stony gaze.
 
   “Make sure this young man is healed and taken to his room.”
 
   “Right away, Kutter.” The clerk said as he came around the side to Trystan.
 
   Kutter turned away and started walking toward the front doors. A busty blonde stumbled out from the hotel bar entrance. She wobbled and zig zagged toward the ex-magistrate. When she was within a few feet, she looked up at the large man in the trench coat and her eyes widened.
 
   “Sam? Sam Kutter!” Jenny squealed.
 
   Trystan watched as the large man’s face melted into recognition. The mage was unnerved how quickly the large man went from stone faced to wide eyes and smile. Hands reached out and wrapped around Jenny, lifting her into the air and twirling her around. Trystan couldn’t believe it was the same man just a moment ago.
 
   “Jenny Warg! I have missed you my darling!” Kutter nearly squealed back. “I thought it was you I saw sun bathing on the beach but I wasn’t sure.”
 
   Jenny pressed her cheek to his and held onto him fiercely. “I’m here with friends! I was hoping to see you!”
 
   Kutter effortlessly put Jenny down to the ground and gazed at her with a bright smile. Jenny looked up with adoring eyes. Trystan stared as they gazed into each other’s eyes for a long moment. Jenny glanced over at the counter. When she saw Trystan standing there with his two familiars and blood dripping down his chest, she broke her embrace with Kutter and ran to the wounded mage.
 
   “Trystan!” Jenny said when she reached his side, eyes on his wounds.
 
   “A healer is on their way. I was ambushed. Kutter saved us.” Trystan managed as he grimaced in pain.
 
   Kutter walked over. “You know this young man?”
 
   “He is a good friend. We are travelling together with our friends.” Jenny said with concern in her eyes.
 
   Kutter crossed his arms and looked to Trystan. “You should have said you knew Jenny. I would have been a little nicer.”
 
   Trystan gave a weak smile before his legs trembled. The adrenalin had begun to wear off. The mage could feel the wound was worse than he actually thought. Sylk, Jenny and Kira began talking but the mage couldn’t make out what they were saying. Mouths moved but no sound came out. Trystan tried to talk but his strength started to slip away. Eyes rolling into his head, darkness closed in before he hit the floor. 
 
   ***
 
   The abyss stretched out with cosmic indifference. Trystan floated in its vast emptiness. Pain had subsided but a deeper ache lazily caressed his cheek. The mage pondered in the darkness. Was this his new home he wondered? A shaft of light appeared in the inky blackness and slowly it opened, pushing away the primal abyss. 
 
   The young mage blinked away the dark world of his mind. Dim light touched his eyes in between blinks. Eyes rolling into front and center, the mage forced his eyelids to open and take in his surroundings. Shadowy figures stood around him, glasses and bottles in their hands. As Trystan tried to focus, the sound of pleasant conversation flowed into his ears. The shadowy figures came into focus and the mage felt a moment of comfort, seeing his friends in his hotel room.
 
   Rolling his head to the side, Trystan stared up at Sylk’s smiling blue lips. Barely moving, muscles felt like they were still waking up and the mage groaned.
 
   “Easy Master, the healer told us you might be a little weak for a few hours.”
 
   Everyone in the room stopped talking and gathered around the bed. Trystan looked to them and gave a weak smile. Nia was at the foot of the bed, worry etched into her face. Sunara was by Nia’s side, her brows up in concern.   Reeko gave a reassuring smile. Aznara stood by Kira and they both peered down with a mixture of relief and cheer. 
 
   “How long was I out of it?” Trystan asked softly.
 
   Sylk reached over and touched her master’s shoulder. “About two hours.”
 
   Trystan tried to move again, an odd free feeling fell over him as he moved his legs and tried to sit up. The mage looked down to see that his chest was bare. A second later, he realized he was not wearing any clothes with only a blanket covering him.
 
   “Um…Where are my clothes?” Trystan asked.
 
   Kira stepped closer and looked to her master. “We thought you would be more comfortable.”
 
   Trystan noticed Nia and Sylk nod their heads in unison. 
 
   “It’s nothing we haven’t seen before.” Aznara laughed.
 
   “I hadn’t seen him like that.” Reeko grinned.
 
   The demoness shot the goblin a playful smirk. “Now you have. Welcome to the club.”
 
   Trystan felt another wave of weakness and he fell back into the comfortable bed. “Thank you everyone but I’m not sure I need everyone watching me.”
 
   “You are our fearless leader. We have to watch you.” Reeko said with relaxed sarcasm.
 
   “Sylk and Kira filled us in. We were talking about guard schedules.” Nia said as if she was trying to hold back her emotions.
 
   “Not sure we need to set up a schedule. They attacked me in a secluded area of town. I think we just need to make sure everyone travels in pairs.” Trystan said.
 
   Trystan looked away to the balcony and the cool night air beyond. “Not that it makes a difference. We will not be able to charter a ship. The coast is locked down until further notice. There have been sea monster attacks and boats won’t risk leaving the docks.”
 
   Aznara crossed her arms. “I think we just need to convince someone to take us. I’m sure Reeko has enough coin to do that.”
 
   Reeko’s pointed green ears twitched. “There isn’t enough coin in the world to convince someone to take their own lives in danger, never mind ours.”
 
   “We can’t give up.” Nia said with a soft command.
 
   “Maybe we can buy a boat?” Aznara shifted on her feet.
 
   “Last time I heard, gremlins even attack at sea. All the boats here are wind sails. Does anyone know how to pilot one?”
 
   The room grew quiet and almost all eyes turned to Reeko. 
 
   The goblin put his green hands up. “My family may be wealthy but we don’t like the ocean very much. I’m the only one in my family who knows how to swim.”
 
   “We could travel by foot and use magic to cross the waterways between islands.” Sunara added.
 
   Trystan shook his head. “We would be so depleted and exhausted by the time we reached our destination, we wouldn’t have any fight left in us. Plus there are sea monsters in the waters.”
 
   “I can’t believe this is it. There must be a way.” Nia said with drop of doubt in her voice.
 
   Trystan let out a deep sigh as his mind worked. They couldn’t have come all this way to be stopped now. The entire room filled with doubt as they tried to weigh their options and come up with any kind of solution.
 
   “We should sleep on it. We can plan in the morning…..” Trystan was stopped mid sentence by the door to his room swinging open and slamming against the wall.
 
   Jenny sauntered in on wobbly legs. The blonde-haired woman looked to everyone with a drunken smile until her eyes fell on Trystan sitting up in bed. With a squeal, she launched herself across the room. The group of friends watched astonished as the busty librarian soared through the air and landed on Trystan. The mage let out an “Ouff”, arms catching her.
 
   “You’re all better!” Jenny slurred.
 
   “Almost.” Trystan said with wide eyes.
 
   Jenny crawled up closer, eyes half closed and lips parted. Trystan felt a shiver of embarrassment as she moved like a coiled snake. Jenny did not seem to notice everyone else in the room as she put her face as close as she could to Trystan’s. The smell of rum was overpowering.
 
   “I have some good news but you will have to kiss me first.” Jenny giggled.
 
   “Jenny, I don’t think….”
 
   “Kiss me or I won’t tell you about the ship.” Jenny said with a whisper.
 
   “You got us a ship?” Trystan said as he pulled his head back until it hit the backboard.
 
   Jenny let out a throaty hum. “I’ve said too much. Kiss me and I will tell you the rest.” Jenny said in a slurred whisper.
 
   Trystan looked past the inebriated librarian to everyone else. The group stood, watching. Sylk was the only one to look away in dismay. The mage took in a deep breath. Jenny closed her eyes and puckered up her lips. Trystan leaned forward and gave her a quick peck on the lips.
 
   “You will have to do better than that.” Jenny said with closed eyes and creased brow.
 
   Annoyed fire bloomed as Trystan despised these types of games. Leaning his head in, he pressed his lips to hers. Heat reached out and touched delicate nerves. Jenny leaned in, drinking in the mage’s moist lips and warmth. Trystan felt a warm calm flow over him as Jenny’s heat and energy connected to his. The spark was there and Trystan became momentarily confused. Pushing away the odd sensation, the mage pulled away.
 
   Jenny looked to Trystan and gave a sheepish smile. “That’s more like it.”
 
   “The ship?” Trystan asked as his face turned red.
 
   “What ship?” Jenny said as she opened one eye.
 
   “The ship? The news you have?” Trystan huffed.
 
   Jenny sat up slightly. “Oh, that. Yea, Kutter has a ship. He will do us the favor of taking us to the Broken Islands.”
 
   “He will! That’s great Jenny!” Trystan said a little too excited.
 
   Jenny let her hand glide down the blanket and stopped at the mage’s hip. “Let’s celebrate.”
 
   Aznara’s brow formed a sharp V. She grabbed Jenny by the arm and pulled her from the bed. The blonde whimpered a protest as she was roughly brought to her feet.
 
   “Trystan needs his rest.” The succubus said sternly.
 
   “I know what he needs.” Jenny said defiantly.
 
   “Please stop!” Trystan said a little loud.
 
   Everyone turned to him and the room grew quiet.
 
   Trystan sat back. “Thank you Jenny and thank you everyone. I think we are in a better place to continue our quest. Jenny, did Kutter say when we can set sail?”
 
   Jenny fixed her shirt with a small frown on her lips. “He said we can leave the day after tomorrow, bright and early. He needs time to get the ship ready.”
 
   “This is good news.” Trystan smiled.
 
   The group nodded in agreement and an awkward silence fell over the room. 
 
   “Let’s let Trystan rest. We can pick this up tomorrow.” Reeko said, breaking the silence.
 
   Quietly everyone shuffled for the door except for Sylk and Kira. Jenny gave Trystan lustful eyes as Aznara guided her through the door. Nia gave one glance back, smiled and walked through the doorway to the hall. Sunara followed. Reeko was last to leave, closing the door behind him.
 
   Sylk dimmed the lights further while Kira stood by her master’s bedside. 
 
   “Father, did I do well, protecting you?” Kira asked as her eyes filled with insecurity.
 
   Trystan looked to his familiar with an understanding gaze. “Yes, you did. Thank you.”
 
   Kira tilted her head forward and a small smile appeared on her lips. Sylk crawled into bed and under the blankets. Pressing her body to her master’s, she let out her own comforting sigh. Kira looked away, her smile fading and her body turning to mist. She returned to her master’s skin over his heart.
 
   Sylk snuggled close, eyes closed. “I’m glad you’re okay.” The siren whispered.
 
   Trystan held her close. “Me too. I hope tonight was the worst of it.”
 
   The mage didn’t believe his own words. Another wave of weakness flowed over him and he fell into a fitful sleep. Thoughts swirled down the drain as he wondered what they would face next and if he had the strength to overcome. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eleven
 
    Trystan sat on the edge of the dock, feet inches from the seawater. The sun was just above the ocean horizon and yellow light bathed the entire town in its magnificence. A gentle lapping of water soothed the mage’s frayed nerves. 
 
   The rest of last night was not kind to the mage as he tossed and turned. When dawns early light touched the world, Trystan dressed and left the hotel for some air. Despite his talk earlier about everyone travelling in pairs, the mage thought it would be best to let everyone rest. When he walked through town, he appreciated the solemn silence. When he reached the dock, it felt like he was back home, taking in the salty scents and beautiful ocean scenery. 
 
   Mist flowed off the mage’s arm and Sylk appeared next to her master, sitting with webbed feet dangling. Without thinking, Trystan reached over and took her hand into his. It was a quiet moment they shared. Trystan didn’t realize how happy he was to have Sylk at his side. The master and familiar sat and gazed out across the water.
 
   Long moments passed until Sylk gently pulled her hand from her master’s hand and slipped off the dock into the inviting water below. Trystan watched as the siren swam on her back in circles. It was almost hypnotic and for a brief moment, the stress of the quest faded into the background before it crept back into his mind.
 
   Ugly doubt and worry washed over the young mage. He tried to come up with strategies to defeat Damon Wick but felt his power couldn’t hold a candle to his. Trying to come up with a clever way to defeat a powerful opponent eluded him. The mage had to refocus and try to think his way out of this terrible trap.
 
   Trystan held out a hand and made a few hand signals. The spell fizzled but he tried again. A small orb of seawater rose up and floated before him. The mage could feel his mana linking to it, controlling it and seeing options of control and manipulation. Remembering the shadows from last night, Trystan made a few more hand signals and whispered an arcane word. The orb shifted and formed into a little man made of water. Trystan pulled unseen mana strings and the little man floated toward him. The water man landed on his leg and stood at attention.
 
      Trystan smiled and pushed a little more mana into him, giving him just enough to move on his own accord. The little water elemental walked around but kept pointing his faceless head to his creator. 
 
   “Can you fight?” Trystan whispered to his creation.
 
   The little water man shifted an arm into a sharp point just like the shadows from last night. 
 
   “Can we do better?” Trystan asked amused.
 
   The little water elemental shifted and shaped the sharp point into a sword. It then danced and took stances, sword out and slashing at the air. Trystan watched fascinated at his little creation. He pondered if he could scale up these little water soldiers into an army? The mage thought it over as Sylk continued to swim in circles and the water soldier tumbled and stabbed upward at nothing.
 
   The sound of footsteps echoed through the air. Trystan looked over at a few docks further away, his little water solider melting to water and soaking into his pants. The mage ignored the sudden chill as he watched men with baskets walk along a particularly long dock. The baskets filled with apples, pears and plums. The men reached the end of the dock and put the baskets down. To Trystan’s astonishment, heads emerged from the water around the dock by the dozens. They each had different color hair from greens to deep blues. Pointed ears were on some while others looked human. 
 
   The men on the dock began turning over baskets, spilling fruit into the ocean. The sea women took hold of what they could and disappeared under the water’s surface. More baskets turned over, webbed and normal hands took hold of fruit. Trystan stared as this went on for few more minutes until the baskets were empty. The last bit of fruit bobbed in the water before it too disappeared under the watery surface.
 
   Trystan watched mystified as the men walked off with empty baskets in their arms.
 
   “Master.” Sylk said with alarm.
 
   Trystan turned his head to see many heads in the water, oval eyes turned to him and Sylk. The mage sat and stared back as sirens and mermaids blinked and eyed him silently. Sylk was right before her master in the water, surrounded by sea women.
 
   “Hello.” Trystan said cheerfully.
 
   The sirens and mermaids glanced to each other for a moment before looking at Trystan and smiling. A green-skinned siren swam closer and peered up at the human.
 
   “Hello handsome.” The siren grinned.
 
   “My name is Trystan. Please to meet you.” Trystan waved.
 
   “He has manners.” A siren said to another.
 
   The green one continued to stare. “Hello Trystan. My name is Merra.”
 
   Merra then turned her attention to Sylk and gave her a hard stare. “Your master is handsome.”
 
   Sylk nodded. “He is.”
 
   Trystan felt uneasy as they all continued to stare. “I didn’t know your kind liked fruit so much.”
 
   Merra turned back to the mage. “We love fruit.”
 
   Trystan nodded. “They dumped a lot of fruit for you. Is that some sort of payment for helping patrol the waters around the town?”
 
   Merra grinned. “He is handsome and smart. The Scylla have become bolder with their attacks. We have always loved the people of Lantern Beach. They pay us in fruit so we help protect them.”
 
   “Is there a reason why the scylla have become bolder?” Trystan was genuinely curious.
 
   “It is what they do. They despise any creature on land and want to return all life to the sea. We understand the balance and wish to help keep it. Now, may I ask a question?”
 
   Trystan nodded. “Sure.”
 
   “Join us for a swim? We would love your company.” Merra leered.
 
   Trystan paused. He knew the legends about sirens and mermaids. They often lure men to the sea so they could drown. Sirens would sing their seductive song while mermaids would pull men deep below. The mage had a feeling they wouldn’t do such a thing but for a moment he was unsure.
 
   The sirens and mermaids watched for a long breath before they started laughing. Sylk looked around herself bewildered and Trystan remained quiet.
 
   “He thinks we will drown him!” a siren shouted.
 
   “He believes the old legends!” A mermaid cackled with laughter.
 
   Trystan let a smile creep into his cheeks. “Forgive me. I meant no disrespect.”
 
   Merra smiled brightly. “None taken. We often asked people to join us for a swim. No one has drowned in these waters in over a hundred years. We just like the company of men.”
 
   “If I join you, will you tell me more about the war with the scylla?”
 
   Merra nodded. “There isn’t much but we will tell you all we know. Join us for a swim and we can speak.”
 
   Trystan pulled his feet up and stood up on the dock. The sea women watched as he removed his clothes down to his boxers. A nervous thrill ran through the mage. He was always in love with the sea. After his initial hesitation, an excitement grew. Holding his nose closed the mage cannonball into the water. The sea women clapped and cheered as Trystan rose up and broke the water’s surface.
 
   Webbed hands reached out and caressed his skin before pulling away. The mage tread water as sirens and mermaids circled him. Sylk watched with territorial eyes as the sea women clamored over the nearly nude mage. The green-skinned Merra swam over to Sylk and eyed her with oval eyes.
 
   “We will not hurt your master.”  
 
   “I’m not worried about you hurting him.” Sylk said with a knowing hard stare.
 
   Merra laughed. “We will not take him for our pleasure, unless he wants to.”
 
   “He doesn’t want to.” Sylk said and crossed her scaly arms.
 
   Merra looked to Trystan and then back to the blue siren. “He is yours?”
 
   Sylk nodded.
 
   “I will ensure everyone knows.” Merra smiled. 
 
   “Thank you.” Sylk said softly.
 
   “Have you been taught our ways? You may be a magical sister but you can still learn.”
 
   Sylk looked to the Merra and raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
 
   “You are like us but you are not like us. You are a magical sister but you share your energy with our ancestors. Do you know the songs?”
 
   Sylk’s eyes lowered to the water. She never thought about others like herself. She spent all her time being a familiar; she didn’t know what her kind could really do. The shock clouded her eyes for a moment and she quickly looked up to Merra, stewing in the ignorance of her people’s history.
 
   “Do not fret young one. We can share those songs with you should you want to know them. There will be an exchange for such knowledge but we can speak of it another time. Swim with your master and us. Let us enjoy this glorious morning.”
 
   For the first time, Sylk felt timid and unsure. The green siren seemed confident and understanding. Sylk felt a growing respect but the question of an exchange loomed in the back of her mind. Before she could ask, Trystan swam over, hugged the blue siren and twirled around in the water with her.
 
   “Swim and guard me. They can’t keep their hands off of me.” Trystan smiled.
 
   “Come back lover boy!” A siren catcalled the mage.
 
   Sylk stared into her master’s eyes. “Anything for you master.”
 
   The mage and familiar swam in the warm waters with the sea women. Trystan found himself smiling and laughing. Tension bled away and for a moment, he forgot about the dangerous quest ahead. Sylk stayed by her master’s side, playfully keeping the sea women at bay. The sun rose higher in the splendid morning sky.
 
   ***
 
   The door to the hotel room opened and several wait staff pushed carts of food into Trystan’s room. The group of friends had gathered around the carts and the hungry anticipation vibrated through the room. The staff pulled the covers off several dishes, the steam of hot meat, soups and cooked vegetables rose into the air. Another set of silver covers lifted to reveal fruit, cakes and assortment of cookies. Wine was poured into glasses and handed to each of the young mages. Reeko pulled out a few coins and handed them over. The staff bowed and made a quick exit.
 
   Cool evening air flowed in from the open balcony doors. Plates were grabbed and food was shoveled on in heaps. Everyone took a seat on the carpeted floor in a circle and began eating immediately. An unspoken feeling ran through the group. Tomorrow they would set sail for the Broken Islands and they didn’t know when they would eat this well again. With plate’s half-empty, hunger subsided and wine took the edge off for the discussion ahead of them.
 
   “Do we have any idea what we are facing?” Reeko said while chewing on a piece of meat.
 
   Jenny sat with her legs folded under her, eyes a little distant. “I island hopped here years ago. Some of the islands have lizard folk while the water between islands are filled with all types of sea serpents, dragon turtles and spear fish.”
 
   Aznara finished gulping down her wine. “Lizard folk? Are they dangerous?”
 
   Jenny nodded. “They can be. They are tribal creatures and often attack on sight. They seem superstitious and I found that casting big bright spells will scare them off.”
 
   Trystan sat with his back against the side of the bed. “What about landmarks or structures on the islands?”
 
   Jenny nodded again. “Some islands have old pyramids and ruins. I never had a chance to explore all of them so I don’t remember exactly what is out there.”
 
   Trystan nodded. “I learned today that there is another threat we should be aware of. An ancient race of scylla are waging a war with the sea folk here. They worship some ocean god called Draygon.”
 
   Jenny looked to Trystan. “I heard about him. The lizard folk also worship him as their god. I found idols and shrines in secluded areas on different islands. He is known as the Dead Sea God.”
 
   Nia put her plate down. “What can we expect from the scylla?”
 
   “They will attack any ship they spot. They wage war on magical bone ships that seem to defy logic. They can move under and on water. They are slow but powerful and there is a fleet patrolling the waters.”  Trystan took a sip of wine.
 
   “How did you find this out?” Sunara asked.
 
   Trystan’s eyes lowered. “I was swimming with sirens and mermaids this morning. They were nice enough to let me know what is happening here.”
 
   Aznara smiled. “And you didn’t invite us? I’m crushed.”
 
   “It was spur of the moment. They were very friendly.” Trystan’s voice raised an octave.
 
   “I thought we were supposed to travel in pairs. What if you were attacked again?” Nia said with a hint of anger.
 
   “I needed to think things out. I didn’t think it was a big……” Trystan was cut off.
 
   “It is a big deal! You could have been killed, dragged off and no one would have known. You can’t be this irresponsible.” Anger flared as Nia looked Trystan in the eye.
 
   “I’m sorry Nia. Sorry everyone. I just needed some time to myself.” 
 
   Reeko put a green hand on Nia’s shoulder. “We should all take it easy. We are here to discuss plans of action.”
 
   Nia’s fingers curled into tight fists against her thighs. “Promise me you won’t do that again. Promise us.”
 
   Trystan nodded. “I promise I won’t go off on my own again.”
 
   Nia’s hands relaxed and uncurled her fingers. Sunara looked to the red haired mage with loving eyes. Jenny sat silently. Reeko gave Nia another pat on the shoulder and a comforting squeeze.
 
   “I think we need more wine.” Aznara said as she stood up and walked over to the wine cart.
 
   Everyone held up their glasses as the succubus poured into each one in turn. 
 
   “Do we know where we are going exactly? What do we do when we get there?” Sunara asked after a sip of wine.
 
   “I know the direction we are going but Damon has prevented me from speaking or indicating the location. We have three days left before the full moon but I think we will get there sooner. We can scout out the location and see if there is anything we can use to our advantage.”
 
   Sunara swirled her wine. “That is pretty vague. If Damon Wick is as powerful and intelligent as he seems, he will have guards and traps ready. I don’t know how we will overcome and stop what he has planned.”
 
   Jenny closed her eyes as she spoke. “I might be able to cloak Kutter’s ship. It will require me to concentrate for the entire journey so I will not be able to do much else.”
 
   Trystan raised an eyebrow. “You can do that for three days?”
 
   Jenny nodded. “I can. Kutter is also very experienced. I’m sure he has a number of tricks to keep our enemies at bay.”
 
   “Still doesn’t help against Damon Wick. Can we even take on someone that powerful?” Sunara said with a hint of dismay.
 
   Trystan tapped his glass with a finger. “We don’t have to fight him directly. He is performing a ritual on the night of the full moon. We just have to stop the ritual. We all work well together. Rituals are delicate in nature and require time to set up and execute. If we disrupt it then he may have to wait till the next full moon.”
 
   “We will have to do this again in a month?” Aznara asked and gulped her wine.
 
   Trystan shook his head. “No. Once we all know the location, we can tell the headmaster and headmistress. They can stop any further activity at the location. Damon told me that once we reach the area, the spell preventing me from speaking it would end.”
 
   Reeko finished his wine and held an empty glass. “Sounds like a plan and I think we are all crazy enough to do it.”
 
   Trystan looked to his friends. “We can do it if we are all in agreement. Are we?”
 
   Aznara nodded her head, followed by Nia and Sunara. Jenny nodded and Reeko put a green thumb up and smirked. Trystan let a small smile slip as he looked to his friends. The air took on a charge of positive energy.
 
   “We should rest up, how about one more glass of wine for the night?” Trystan smiled.
 
   Everyone smiled and lifted their glasses again. Reeko stood up and grabbed another bottle of wine. Red liquid flowed as the group chatted and relaxed. Trystan tried to keep his courage up. Fear languished as he hoped they would make it out okay. For now, he would enjoy this night before embarking on the final leg of their quest. 
 
   The mage looked to Nia but his mind drifted to Gwen. The mage wished she were here. The bond between himself and Nia felt like it was thinning more and more yet the bond between himself and the ink witch seemed to grow stronger. He didn’t know how this would all turn out but he knew he loved Nia. He knew she loved him enough that maybe one day she would return to him. Trystan would keep that door open but in the time being, he would let her go and let a candle burn in the window for her return.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twelve 
 
   Mist blanketed the town of Lantern Beach. The sounds of footsteps on the wooden docks broke the serene gray morning. A dim ball of light burned in the far distance, its light unable to break through the shrouded gloom. Mages walked single file down a lone dock, backpacks over their shoulders and excitement in their hearts. Jenny led the way with Trystan close behind.
 
   The mist around the dock parted with each step. Soon a sail ship appeared to rise out of the mists. Trystan drank it in the closer they moved toward it. The masts rose up like wooden spires against the gray background. A lone figure was on deck, pulling at ropes. Trystan at first thought it was a normal man until the mist parted further to reveal leathery wings. The figure moved from one rope to the next, wings flexing and gray muscled body moving with each pull. Pointed ears were on the side of its head but Trystan couldn’t make out the face.
 
   Jenny smiled as she walked to the gangplank and stepped up onto the ship. Trystan followed and stepped onto the vessel. The gray-skinned humanoid turned and an incredibly handsome face looked back.
 
   “Who is that?” Aznara asked as she stepped onto the ship.
 
   Jenny opened her arms and rushed the handsome gargoyle. Thick gray arms hugged her back and buried its face into her neck. Together they hugged for a long moment before breaking their embrace.
 
   “It’s so good to see you again, Tyler. Where’s your master?” Jenny grinned.
 
   Tyler pointed a gray finger to the command deck. Trystan looked up to see Kutter at the main wheel in his trench coat, looking like a pirate captain from old storybooks. The ex-magistrate peered down at the mages and beckoned them onboard.
 
   “Morning Kutter.” Trystan shouted. 
 
   “Morning mage, stow your gear in the rooms below. There are only three rooms so some of you will have to double up. Tyler, pull the gangplank and raise the anchor. We leave now.” 
 
   The handsome gargoyle moved to the port side and raised the gangplank. Kutter made a few quick hand signals and whispered a word. The wind picked up, pushing the mist away and inflating the sails. Tyler took hold of the chain to the anchor. Muscles bulged as he hoisted it one hand over the other. Ropes holding the ship to the dock untied themselves and rolled onto deck. The ship lurched free and they were on their way.
 
   Trystan moved to the side of the deck and looked out. Head broke the surface and webbed hands waved goodbye. Reeko joined the mage at the side of the deck, smiling at all the beautiful sea women.
 
   “Welcome to the Sea Strider!” Kutter bellowed and turned the wheel.
 
   The ship turned direction and began sailing south. Trystan waved to the sea women as they slowly faded from view. Sunara took Nia’s hand and pulled her to the door leading to the deck below. Aznara stared at Tyler as he worked the ropes, holding and twirling her own tail. Reeko gripped the side of the ship. Trystan glanced over to see a blanks look in the goblin’s eyes.
 
   “Are you okay?” Trystan asked.
 
   “No….I….don’t think so…..” The green goblin’s face seemed to become greener.
 
    Trystan was about to say something when the goblin leaned forward and his breakfast came up. The mage grimaced as Reeko wretched and groaned his displeasure. Just as Trystan thought he was done, more came up.
 
   “First…time…..out…to…sea….” The goblin heaved.
 
   Trystan patted him on the shoulder. “I’m here for you.”
 
   “Thanks.” Reeko managed before he dry heaved over the side again.
 
   ***
 
   The morning mist parted and blue skies shined with the bright sun. Trystan took in a deep cleansing breath as he marveled at the perfect clear sky. They were a few hours into their journey and calmness fell over everyone. Reeko had retired to a room after heaving for nearly an hour. Trystan had helped him settle in and the goblin quickly passed out. Aznara spent the whole time staring at Tyler. The gargoyle ignored the succubus as he moved to make sure the rigging was secure. Aznara did her best to make sure he was in sight at all times. Jenny spent about an hour talking to Kutter on the command deck. Trystan didn’t know what they were saying but it seemed like a serious conversation. After an hour, the librarian stood to the back of the command deck. Trystan just barely saw her mouth move, and then she looked upward. Her eyes turned white and she became as still as a statue. Kutter kissed his fingers and touched them to Jenny’s cheek. She remained unmoving as if she wasn’t in her own body.
 
   Trystan spent the time enjoying the view and thinking about the journey. Mist rolled off his arm and flowed to the deck. Sylk appeared but her head tilted forward, eyes on the deck and hands at her sides. Trystan looked over for a moment and then looked back out to sea. The siren stepped over to the side of the deck beside her master.
 
   “I can tell you want to talk.” Trystan said eyes still looking up.
 
   “Master…..I…..” Sylk trailed off.
 
   “It’s okay. I saw you talking with Merra. She talked to me too.”
 
   Sylk looked up to her master. “She wants to show me things. Show me knowledge from other sirens.”
 
   “I know. She asked me if it was okay. I already said yes.” Trystan smiled.
 
   Sylk’s eyes widened.
 
   Trystan continued. “I have read about familiars leaving their masters for special journeys. I didn’t even know you could leave me for a length of time and distance. Merra seemed understanding that you should learn more about your kind. What better way than to learn from your actual people.”
 
   Sylk looked out to the water. “I can leave but there will always be a pull to come back to you. My needs will change and I will be able to draw mana from food until I return to you. It will not be as powerful as your mana but it will be enough for me to survive.”
 
   Sylk’s eyes looked to the water. “You need me for this quest. I feel like I’m abandoning you when you need me the most.”
 
   Trystan sighed. “Life never travels in a straight line. Merra made a compelling statement for your benefit. I couldn’t say no. If I did, then it would have been incredibly selfish and you wouldn’t grow. I love you and only want you to experience life to the fullest.”
 
   Sylk looked to her master and hugged him, tears running down her cheeks. “Merra said this would be the only time to train because they are preparing to leave Lantern Beach and meet with another clan of sirens to strengthen their forces against the Scylla. She didn’t know how long she would be gone. I don’t want to go. I want to be by your side.”
 
   Trystan ran fingers through blue hair. “Merra told me it would be a few days before they leave, plenty of time to train you. It’s not a lifetime. Besides I still have Kira.”
 
   Sylk pulled back and glared at her master. “That bitch better protect you.” The siren growled.
 
   “Bitch? I thought you guys were getting along?”
 
   Sylk pressed her cheek to her master’s chest. “I will never trust her. We may be your familiars but she will never be our family.”
 
   “Don’t worry. Our friends will make sure I am okay. Take this time to learn and grow. We will meet up again soon.” Trystan hugged Sylk a little harder.
 
   “Please be safe. I will come back stronger for you, for us.”
 
   Trystan cupped his fingers under her chin, raising her up so their eyes could meet. “You are already the strongest woman I know. Learn everything you can and come back.”
 
   Sylk nodded her head. Pulling away from her master, the siren leapt onto the railing. Sylk looked to her master. Trystan winked and smiled. The siren blew a kiss and dove over the side. The mage looked over to see her blue body hit the water with barely a splash. A second later, she was gone.
 
   A haunting sadness washed over the mage as he stared at the water, looking for any hint of his beautiful familiar. Another hour passed and he stepped away from the railing. Looking around, Kutter was still at the wheel. Jenny was next to him, eyes still white and her body unmoving. Tyler the gargoyle was up in the crow’s nest. Aznara was leaning against the opposite railing, eyes on the crow’s nest and pointed tail swishing back and forth. 
 
   Trystan let out a sigh and walked across the deck to the succubus. Aznara didn’t even notice him as he stepped close and leaned against the same railing.
 
   “So, see something you like?” Trystan smiled.
 
   “I don’t understand. I have been throwing every signal in my arsenal and the gargoyle hasn’t even blinked in my direction. He has a face carved by angels and a body that would turn me into a pretzel but doesn’t even see me.” Aznara said while keeping her gaze.
 
   “Maybe he is focused on his work. We are going into dangerous waters.”
 
   “No. There has to be something else.” Aznara said in a low voice.
 
   A high-pitched whistle filled the air. Trystan and Aznara turned to Kutter as he worked the wheel. The ex-magistrate was looking up at the crow’s nest and a finger pointed to the deck. The gargoyle looked down and leaped into the air. Tyler glided down and gently landed next to his master.
 
   Trystan and Aznara watched as the ex-magistrate leaned in and kissed the handsome gargoyle. Tyler pressed his body to his master’s with a loving embrace. When they pulled apart, Kutter gave Tyler a quick pat on the butt. The gargoyle made a loving squeak before flying back up to the crow’s nest. The ex-magistrate looked down at Aznara and winked.
 
   “Now it makes sense.” Aznara smiled ear to ear.  
 
   The succubus turned and looked off to the water. Trystan eyed her and then turned to gaze out next to her.
 
   “So that’s it. No more trying to seduce the gargoyle?” Trystan smiled.
 
   “I need to come up with a new strategy.” Aznara was quiet for a few moments before speaking again. “The sea is beautiful.”
 
   Trystan nodded. “It is. Grew up next to it most of my life. I have books of poetry dedicated to the ocean. She has been my inspiration for a long time.”
 
   “Where I lived there are beautiful mountains and canyons. Big rivers flowing with crystal clear water. I miss it sometimes. The last year has been so strange. I hope we all survive this quest so we can enjoy many more years together.” The succubus gave the mage a small sly smile.
 
   Trystan smiled back. “I have hope in my heart.”
 
   Aznara looked away. “I hope so. I have been watching you and it seems this quest has been hard on you.”
 
   “It has. I worry all the time that something may happen to you all. I’m thankful for the help but I couldn’t live with myself if any of you were hurt.”
 
   “We are tougher then you think. I know we will all protect each other when it comes down to it.”
 
   Trystan nodded and put his hands on the railing. Aznara’s slender hand reached over and lay on top of his. Trystan didn’t pull away and the two mages looked out in the oceanic expanse before them. The mage could feel in his mind a gentle pull, a direction he must follow in order to reach Damon Wick’s destination. The warmth from Aznara’s hand was distracting but the mage made no move to remove it.
 
   “Trystan! Up here!” Kutter shouted.
 
   The mage turned and his hand slipped away from Aznara’s hand. The succubus turned her head slightly and caught the mage gazing at her. She thought he moved on to meet Kutter but instead he stayed.
 
   “Aznara, I have to ask you to help me with something.” Trystan said in a low voice.
 
   “We are friends. I will help you with anything.” The succubus said with a gentle smile.
 
   “Good. I will see what Kutter wants and then I will be back down to talk to you.” Trystan smiled and walked off.
 
   Aznara stared as the mage walked to the stairs leading up to the command deck. A few seconds later, the mage was at Kutter’s side. A wave hit the side of the ship, sending sea spray in the air. Gulls cawed in the distance.
 
   “Trystan, we need a heading. Jenny informed me of the unique circumstances concerning this quest. Point in the direction and I will get us there.” Kutter spoke and kept his eyes to the horizon.
 
   Trystan let the pull guide him. Without a word, he pointed off to the right. Kutter glanced over and eyed the mage. Trystan kept his stance, pointing but unable to speak or give any further direction.
 
   “You point in the direction of the next moon rise. There are a number of islands in our way as we travel. I will swing the Sea Strider around and get us there but you will have to tell me when we get close.” Kutter turned the wheel.
 
   “Aye aye Captian.”
 
   “I’m no captain, not anymore. Keep it Kutter.” The ex-magistrate grimaced.
 
   Trystan nodded and moved to the stairs. Descending, the mage caught sight of Aznara staring at him. He wondered if she was watching him the whole time. The succubus had a look of wonder and questioning as the mage stepped across the deck to her. Trystan reached out and let his fingers caress her neck.
 
   The succubus shuddered from his touch and a blazing fire roared to life. Trystan kept the back of his fingers to her, feeling her pulse just underneath her hot skin. Aznara’s eyes half closed and a devilish smirk crept into her lips.
 
   “I know we are friends and I have need of a friend now for a special project.” Trystan said softly.
 
   The succubus was putty and a weakness touched her knees. Wild sensations rolled through the demoness before her eyes opened wider and she pulled back. Shaking her head, the succubus balled her hands into fists.
 
   “Trystan……we are friends. Why are you doing this? I thought we were to only be friends?” The succubus stammered.
 
   Trystan’s eyes took on a weight of understanding. “We are friends but I need someone close to help me with a project. I need you to be with me and…….” Trystan trailed off as seconds thoughts bloomed.
 
   Aznara stepped closer, picking up Trystan’s hand and holding it between her firm breasts. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I just…. I have spent so much time trying to keep us at arms distance. This is a surprise.” The succubus held his hand to her skin as the two friends stared deeply into each other’s eyes. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   Trystan hesitated. He didn’t want this to come off the wrong way. He cared for the succubus deeply but he knew there was no deep meaningful love. A rotten feeling came over him but he knew he had no other choice.
 
   “I need you to be with me and help feed Kira. I have worked it out in my mind that for the quest ahead, we will need all the mana we can store. Kira is powerful but we haven’t been intimate. I feed her by being close but we haven’t……well you know.” Trystan face turned red.
 
   Aznara leaned against the railing and crossed her arms. Trystan grew nervous as she said nothing and seem to stare off. The mage felt like he crossed a line and was about to say something when the succubus spoke.
 
   “I know several techniques that can keep us going for hours, maybe even days. We should have a lot of water on hand. Do we need anything like chains or cuffs? I brought my own but since she is so strong, will we need more?” Aznara said as if she was discussing a business deal.
 
   Trystan shifted on his feet. “I….umm..haven’t thought about it that far.”
 
   Aznara closed her eyes and nodded her head. “Well if we are going to push as much mana as we can into Kira, the three of us will have to share the mana load, as it were. You will have to focus on me as well.”
 
   Trystan stared blankly.
 
   Aznara continued. “I’m a succubus. The more sex I have, the greater my mana output is magnified. One reason my sister and I were chosen to join the Elemental College was for our mana output. My familiar is nearly drunk all the time because of the amount of mana she stores. I often have to hold myself back so she can behave normally.”
 
   “Well I thought that was going without saying.” 
 
   Aznara shook her head. “I don’t think you understand. You have seen me when we were in the orc town. Once I’m whipped into frenzy, I will not stop. I can literally fuck you into unconsciousness.”
 
   “I was hoping more for a long session until Kira was nearly drunk with mana.” Trystan felt like he opened Pandora’s Box.
 
   “We can do that. I’m more concerned about after that. Trystan, you know I adore you and want nothing more than for you to take me repeatedly. I have feelings for you and I don’t know how I can separate them. Will we be okay? Will we still be friends afterwards?”
 
   Trystan could see the expression of doubt written between Aznara’s horns. She was genuinely concerned and it showed. The mage lifted up his arms and hugged the succubus fiercely. Shock colored the demon’s eyes before her lip began to tremble.
 
   “You are my friend, now and forever. We will always be special to each other.” Trystan whispered into her ear.
 
   “What about Nia? Gwen?” Aznara whispered back and buried her face into his neck.
 
   Trystan’s heart sagged. “I think Nia and I are breaking up. As for Gwen, she told me she has no problem with sharing.”
 
   Aznara paused for a moment. “What about you? Will you be okay with us together for this one night?”
 
   “I’m learning that life never works out the way you think it will work out. I’m okay with us sharing our time. If I didn’t then I wouldn’t be here asking for your help. I trust you and I hope you trust me?”
 
   Aznara leaned back a little and put her arms around the mage’s neck. “I trust you with my life Trystan Song. We should get below deck and get started.”
 
   Trystan’s back stiffened. “Now?”  
 
   Aznara nodded. “I’m not wasting another moment. Come with me mage, we have work to do.”
 
   The succubus took hold of Trystan’s hand and led him across the deck to the doorway leading to the sleeping quarters below deck. The mage wondered while he was being lead down the stairs if he may have bitten off more than he could chew.    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirteen
 
   The ship rocked to gentle waves. Trystan attempted to keep his balance and not fly into the walls as he and Aznara walked down the small corridor. The succubus led the way, tail swinging back and forth behind her. A row of doors lined the walls to either side of them. Trystan remembered he put Reeko in one to sleep off his seasickness. Another door just past his stood closed. Trystan wondered if that was the one Nia and Sunara were in. He hadn’t seen them since they disappeared below deck. It could only mean Sunara had an insatiable appetite and Nia was enjoying their time together. The thought stung and the mage mentally waved it away.
 
   On the mage and succubus walked until they reached the next door. It swung open and Aznara took hold. She looked back and gave Trystan a sly smile before stepping in. The mage let out a sigh as he walked to the doorway. Stepping through, he was impressed by the size of it. The room contained a queen-sized bed with many furs and blankets. Two small round porthole windows looked out to the ocean. Unlit lanterns connected to the wood with metal holders to keep them in place. A small table bolted to the floor with a small wooden stool underneath.
 
   “Stay here. I will get our backpacks.” Aznara said with a commanding and seductive tone.
 
   Trystan stared at her shapely bottom as she stepped out and closed the door behind her. Mist flowed from his chest and pooled onto the wooden floor. It took shape and Kira appeared. The dragon woman folded her wings to her shoulders to give her the appearance of a cape. She wore a skimpy black bikini and little else. Trystan sat on the edge of the bed and put his hands back to prop himself up.
 
   “Father, I heard everything.” The familiar said in a low tone.
 
   “I know. I wanted you to hear it. How do you feel about it?” Trystan said with neutral eyes.
 
   The familiar looked to her master and smirked. “Excited but curious, you have kept yourself from me because I remind you of mother. What has changed?”
 
   Trystan stayed on the bed, unmoving. “It is many things. Freya is a beautiful woman but she is internally flawed. You are a beautiful familiar and I shouldn’t let her bad deeds fall on your shoulders. We belong to each other just as Sylk and I belong together.”
 
   The dragon woman stared, eyes watering. “It makes me happy to hear you say that. I have wanted to be with you for so long but I knew if I pushed, you would push me away.”
 
   The mage gazed at Kira as she stood like a frightened woman. He could only guess the familiar was not completely filled with Freya’s essence. Something of him must be there too and it was showing. The words she just spoke were something he would say and it warmed the mage’s heart. 
 
   Kira fell to her black scaled knees before Trystan. “What can I do for you Fath…..Master?”
 
   Trystan kept his gaze steady, a hand reaching up and running through her black silky hair. “Be free with Aznara and I. Then you will have earned my trust and my love.”
 
   “Yes Master.” Kira nodded.
 
   The door opened and Aznara stepped in with two backpacks. A foot closed the door and the succubus dropped the packs. Red eyes stared with a hint of mischief to the sight of Kira on her knees before Trystan. 
 
   “I hope I’m interrupting.” The succubus leered.
 
   Trystan grinned. “We were just clearing some things up.”
 
   “Good. I hate wasting any more time talking.” Aznara said as she unbuckled her leather pants and slipped them off.
 
   Trystan watched as the succubus removed her clothing piece by piece. Kira stood up and moved to the side, her own eyes gazing at the shapely demon’s figure. Aznara pulled off her shirt, firm breasts spilling out and defying gravity, red nipples erect. The mage let his eyes wander over her smooth skin and red hair covering her valley. She was just as he remembered her that night in the orc town. Seeing her completely nude caused blood to rush and the mage found himself becoming hard.
 
   Kira stared at her master as he eyed the demon. Not wanting to be outdone, the dragon woman whispered a command and her black bikini faded away. Trystan glanced over to his familiar as she stepped into his vision. Head following, the mage could see Kira’s firm breasts and shaven valley. Black clawed hands reached out and pulled at his clothes. The mage helped his familiar along, shedding his own clothes until he was naked.
 
   Staring down between his legs, Kira reached out and ran her fingers along his shaft. “I want to please you master.”
 
   Trystan said nothing as the dragon woman took hold of his manhood and parted her lips. Aznara sauntered over, hips moving to a primal rhythm and eyes on Kira. Her hand moved to the dragon woman’s hair. Kira pressed the tip of Trystan’s manhood to her lips and Aznara gently pushed the dragon woman’s head. Inches pushed past plump lips. Kira did not fight as the succubus forced her to take her master’s cock. Smiling, the succubus let her own fingers touch her line, massaging it. The air grew warm and gentle gasps filled the cabin. Aznara took lead, pushing and pulling Kira’s head to a slow tempo while caressing her own womanhood. Trystan let out a pleasurable sigh, eyes on Kira as her head bobbed between his legs. Sultry wet sounds played on while Kira upped her tempo, ignoring Aznara’s hand on her head.
 
   The succubus let go and sat next to Trystan, thighs open and fingers pressed to her now wet womanhood. The mage reached up and cupped one of Aznara’s firm breasts, fingers passing gently over a raised nipple. The succubus cooed her approval and her tail stroked along Trystan’s back. Energy began to rise as each participant’s mana glowed with wanting excitement.
 
   With each long succulent pull on his member, Trystan turned his attention back to Kira. The dragon familiar sucked and took him all the way to the base, eyes looking up innocently. The young mage stared with frozen eyes at the creature between his legs. Horrific dark memories oozed up his neck and into his mind’s eye. At first, it was a trickle but soon turned into a deluge. Everything came flooding back, the abuse, the manipulative torture, the fear. The mage thought he moved passed it. He thought it was long over. Now he stared at his familiar with the exact likeness of the one person who is continuously trying to destroy his life.
 
   Trystan put his hands to Kira’s shoulders and pushed her away. The familiar fell back onto her butt, hurt filling her eyes. Aznara opened her eyes to see Trystan crawl back onto the bed, away from his familiar. Seeing it play out caused the succubus to act.
 
   “Trystan, she is not Freya.” Aznara said in a soothing tone.
 
   “I thought I could do this. I thought I could move pass it. Instead it still haunts me like a bad dream.” Trystan said with a face red.
 
   Aznara crawled toward him, brushing her body against his. Fingers touched his wilting manhood and stroked it gently. The mage looked away, his plan falling apart at the seams.
 
   “Master….I….” Kira trailed off.
 
   Trystan ignored her. “I’m sorry Aznara. This isn’t going to work.”
 
   The succubus cuddled close, hand gently stroking her friend. “It will work. I will help you overcome it.”
 
   “I don’t know how….” Trystan’s eyes went wide as the succubus bit his neck.
 
   The bite was gentle, teeth barely penetrating skin. Aznara licked at Trystan’s skin and sank her teeth a little deeper. The young mage cried out as waves of ecstasy radiated from the bite. His wilting manhood hardened again and moans rose up his throat. The demoness pushed her chest against his arm, urging him to take hold. Without thinking, Trystan cupped her breast once again and fondled her.
 
   The succubus pulled her wet mouth from his neck and gave a simple evil smile. “I remember you in the orc town. I remember you unchaining your beast. It drove me to the edge of nirvana with that hungry gaze in your eyes. How I pictured it over and over again.”
 
   Trystan looked up at the demoness, mind and body with unbridled need. The mage forced Aznara onto her back, knees kicking her thighs open, a crazed lust had taken root and began to grow. The succubus let small moans vibrate up her throat. She stared with half closed eyes, a welcoming sigh spilling from her lips. The mage was on top of her, his manhood pointed like a threatening spear.
 
   “I know you can hear me even as your blood pumps with desire. You are my friend and I will share with you one of our secrets. My kind’s saliva can turn any creature into a sex-starved beast. It wasn’t just my technique that made you hard in the orc town. I knew I had to help you overcome your mental hang-ups. It worked better then even I expected.”
 
   The mage lowered his body onto Aznara’s body, the tip of his manhood pressing against her wet line. The succubus took a trembling intake of breath as her own hips grinded against him, coating his tip in her honey.
 
   “I want nothing more than for you to impale me but I agreed to help you. Stop and look to your familiar. Look to her and desire her.” Aznara whispered.
 
   Trystan found the tip of his manhood in the demoness, wild fire burning in his eyes. 
 
   “Look to her. Look to Kira.” The succubus whispered seductively.
 
   Mad urges struck like hammers at his spirit. Fighting every bit of beastly hunger, the mage turned his head. Kira was standing, nude with her hands behind her. Focus shifted and the mage admired her curves, gaze flowing up her thighs to her bare womanhood, up her smooth stomach and onto her heaving breasts and finishing at her sad expression. Black leathery wings moved over her shoulders slightly, as if to hide from her master’s terrible gaze.
 
   Aznara caressed Trystan’s neck with clawed fingertips. “She is yours. Tell her what you want. Tell her what you will do.”
 
   The mage heard nothing but the pounding of blood in his ears. Doubt and fear bled away. The mage pulled his member from the succubus and was on his knees. Kira’s head tilted forward as if shamed. 
 
   “Master, I will do anything for your love. Please don’t push me away any longer. I will do everything I can to help heal your heart. I will……”
 
   Trystan gave the dragon familiar a hard stare. “Say it.”
 
   Kira looked away. “I am your familiar. I will forsake mother because I only belong to you.”
 
   The mage reached out an open hand. The dragon woman uncurled her fingers from behind and put her hand in his. The mage appeared serene, as if the words had calmed his stormy spirit. Trystan grabbed Kira’s hand with an iron grip. The suddenness of it caused the powerful familiar to gasp. The young mage pulled the familiar into the bed, her body twisting and landing on her back, next to Aznara.
 
   The succubus sat up, fingers caressing herself and eyes wide so she could watch. Kira’s head turned to the side, eyes closed. Trystan stared and savored her prone body laid out before him. The internal beast was unchained and it rampaged through him unchecked. The mage’s primal self was pleased that his familiar had submitted herself to him. Looking down, wetness glistened between her legs. Hands taking hold of her wrists and knees spreading her thighs open, Trystan touched his spear point to her opening. Kira trembled as he teased her, a gasp filling the cabin.
 
   “Take her. Fuck her.” Aznara moaned as her own orgasm bloomed.
 
   Trystan moved his hips, driving his manhood gently into Kira’s tightness. The dragon woman moaned loudly as her walls spread to accommodate her master. Aznara rubbed her clit furiously, breathing in the scent of sex like a fine wine. Another orgasm caused the demoness to tremble in excitement. Inches sunk into the familiar and when Trystan reached his base, Kira moved her hips against him. Eyes opening, she turned her head to the young mage with a playful smirk. Needs propelled the mage to move to his own tempo. Kira moaned as she lay, held in her master’s grip. 
 
   Bodies writhed to unhinged desires. Rage had taken hold of the mage as he forced himself deep. Seeing Kira bend to his will goaded him on. The familiar’s eyes rolled into her head as spirals of pleasure lashed at her senses. On and on they went. The need to conquer his fears pushed the mage beyond his normal sensibilities. Pulling from the writhing familiar, the mage turned her over and took hold of her hips. Pulling them up, Kira looked ahead as she was now on her hands and knees. Aznara continued her delighted fingering as Trystan took hold of Kira’s hips and slipped his spear into her. The song of moans played on.
 
   Aznara stopped touching herself and crawled in front of Kira’s closed eyes and open mouth. The succubus nestled in the bed, legs spread before the familiar. Trystan continued his relentless assault from behind. Kira opened her eyes to Aznara’s scent as it drifted up. The succubus reached out and ran a finger down one of Kira’s black horns.
 
   “We are here to feed you. Taste me and please me.” Aznara said with a lustful glare.
 
   “Master?” Kira managed between moans.
 
   “Taste her.” Trystan commanded.
 
   Kira’s pointed tongue snaked out and ran along the demon’s wet line. Aznara closed her eyes and leaned her head back, hands holding onto Kira’s head, keeping her in place. Mana glowed brightly and the dragon familiar found she was hungry. Moments later another orgasm exploded from between Aznara’s legs. Invisible strands of magical energy spilled out. The dragon sipped and soon drank down the intoxicating energy. Another orgasm exploded and Kira lapped at more mana. Through the haze of lust, Trystan could see the flood of mana from between Aznara’s thighs. The groans and moans grew in tempo. The mage could no longer hold back. His spear thickened and a soul-crushing groan filled the cabin. Driving himself as deep as he could go, spurts of molten come splashed in Kira’s tight opening. The mana from her master filled the familiar’s magical womb.
 
   The beast urging Trystan on grew weaker and the mage could feel some semblance of his normal self. The only thing that did not lessen was his need to continue. The mage did not lose his hardness as he continued to invade Kira from behind. The urges to come again stayed and the mage didn’t slow down.
 
   “You will be like this for hours.” Aznara said and her mouth made another prefect O.
 
   “Kira?” Trystan asked while keeping his rhythm even.
 
   The dragon familiar pulled her mouth an inch from Aznara’s line. “Please master, don’t stop. So hungry, I need more.”
 
   All three went on and on, filling the familiar with more and more mana. After forty minutes, Aznara gently pushed the familiar away. Trystan slipped from Kira as she rolled onto her back, eyes rolled up and licking her lips. 
 
   The succubus eyed Trystan as he stay on his knees across from her. “I want you too. Take me my friend.” Aznara said breathlessly.
 
   The young mage crawled forward, the madness gone but a lustful hunger driving him. The succubus reached down and spread herself open with her fingers, inviting him in. Trystan obliged, sinking into her with every inch. The mood shifted and tenderness blanketed the mage and demon. Both wrapped their arms around each other. Aznara’s legs closed around Trystan’s waist, holding him close. Trystan kissed her neck. The moans stopped and a comforting peace filled the cabin. Aznara let her lust subside and gently held onto her friend. Together they moved and writhed, connected as one being.
 
   “You don’t have to say it but I want to say it. I love you.” Aznara said in the barest of whispers.
 
   Warmth and heat charged the very air around man and demon. Trystan did not say the words but his body could not hold back the reaction. The mage’s cock stiffened and jets of come spurted into the demoness. Aznara bit his shoulder, stifling her own cries as orgasm after orgasm stormed through her trembling frame. Time stopped and the mage pulled back, eyes connecting with the succubus. Unspoken thoughts passed between them before time flowed once again.
 
   “One more time and then back to work. We still have the rest of the night and this is a pretty long break.” Aznara said matter of fact.
 
   “This is a break?” Trystan said out of breath.
 
   The succubus nodded. “We haven’t even pulled out the chains yet. I have plans for all three of us. Now back to it.”
 
   The two friends smiled and continued. The afternoon turned to evening and the evening turned to night. Mage, succubus and familiar pushed their bodies to the limit and beyond. In early morning, two hours before sunrise, all three passed out into the deepest sleep they have ever known. Satisfied grins with arms and legs entangled with each other.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fourteen
 
   Trystan stared over the railing at another island covered in thick jungle like trees. It was the fifth one they had passed. The young man was starting to see them all looking alike. If it were not for the pull, he would have surely thought they were lost.
 
   Aside from the activities from yesterday until last night, nothing much had happened. Kutter checked with the mage occasionally, making sure, they were on their correct course. Jenny had remained a statue, eyes white and silent as a tomb. Nia and Sunara had come up onto deck a number of times. Nia glanced at him a number of times with a lost expression. The mage did wonder if she heard what was going on in his cabin. They certainly didn’t keep themselves quiet but there was no malice in it. The mage wanted to walk over and talk to her but something held him back every time. Instead, he would turn to the water and look on. Nia did not attempt to close the chasm between them and they remained distant.
 
   Reeko had overcome his seasickness. He was on deck peering at the islands beyond as they passed. The goblin bubbled with energy and was eager to be on land and continue their quest. Aznara would come up and gaze out at the sea, keeping to herself. The energy between the mage and succubus was still there but they kept their distance, agreeing that last night was two mages helping each other with a task and nothing more.
 
   The evening sun touched the western horizon, an orange and yellow light painting the sky. Uneasy thoughts filtered through the mage’s mind. They would reach their destination tomorrow morning, the day of the full moon. Trystan memorized spells and incantations, spending many moments rehearsing them in his head. Whatever happened tomorrow, their main goal was to disrupt the ritual and escape intact. The mage felt they could do it but that didn’t stop the lingering doubt in his heart.
 
   Thoughts turned to Sylk and the mage let out a yearning sigh. He missed the siren terribly. This had been the longest they have been apart and he was feeling it. Silently he sent well wishes to her and asked to whoever was listening, a speedy return. The spot on his arm where she would be itched occasionally, Trystan hoped it was just her reaching out and letting him know she was okay.
 
   “Trystan.” Kutter called out.
 
   The mage turned and walked over to the stairs leading to the command deck. Kutter lazily turned the wheel as the ship floated on. When Trystan reached the ex-magistrate, he stood straighter despite the soreness in his muscles.
 
   “Yes Kutter?”
 
   “We should be at this secret location of yours by tomorrow morning. I suggest you get some rest tonight before we scout it out.” Kutter said while never taking his eyes off the horizon.
 
   “You are coming with us? I thought you were just getting us here. I don’t want to chance….”
 
   “If you think I’m going to let all of you go out and get killed then you have another thing coming. Jenny and I will be protecting all of you from this Damon Wick. I have heard of him and if the rumors are true then he is powerful and intelligent. Jenny and I have more than enough power to take him on and send him packing.” Kutter sneered.
 
   “I’m sorry Kutter. I can be a bit over protective sometimes. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
   Kutter glanced at the mage and his expression softened. “Trystan, you and your friends are very brave. I commend you for trying but the only way we will get through this is if we work together. You are not alone on this quest. Jenny told me the details about what Damon has done to you. Do not carry this burden on your shoulders.”
 
   Trystan smiled. “Thank you Kutter. I have a feeling we will come out of this okay.”
 
   Kutter let the edge of his mouth barely smirk. “We will. Now go watch the sunset and get some rest. Tomorrow will be a long day.”
 
   The mage nodded and moved to the stairs. On the main deck, he moved to the railing and stared at the horizon. The sun was halfway down and the sky glowed like dim embers. Night was approaching with her ever-flowing shroud. A few stars blinked in the darkening sky and a gentle calm covered the ocean. 
 
   Trystan gazed out, watching the sun sink lower and lower. Seeing the islands pass made him want to explore each one. He thought how exciting would it be to have an expedition to the Broken Islands and come back with ancient artifacts. The young man daydreamed as the final rays of the sun disappeared behind the horizon. A burst of light lit up the sky before fading into the darken background. A nearly full moon rose up, slowly taking her place in the heavens.
 
   The mage let his eyes wander to the water and his thoughts turned to Sylk again. Shoulder’s relaxing, the young man stood up and the water rippled below him. The mage’s eyes adjusted to the evening light when another tiny ripple made him peer over the side. Eyes widening, spells immediately came to mind. Black slick bodies silently moved up the side of the ship by the dozens. Slittled eyes glared upward at the mage, swords and spears tied to their backs. Reptilian snouts turned to the surprised mage but didn’t slow their climbing crawl. 
 
   “We are under attack!” Trystan managed as one of the lizard men leaped into the air.
 
   The world moved in slow motion as the reptilian humanoid was airborne, drawing it’s sword over its shoulder and murderous intent in its eyes. The mage made a hand signal. The water on the creature’s skin pushed away from the mage, sending the lizard man sailing into the air and splashing into the water a hundred feet away. Trystan backed up from the railing as dozens of slick bodies crawled over the railing a second later. The mage lost count as he prepared another spell.
 
   Reeko backed up as he too saw more scaled bodies rise over the railing. Mist flowed off his body and Wendy appeared with a big club in her hands. The ogre wasted no time as she bashed outward. Thin muscular bodies dove out of the way except for one. He went flying as the club struck him in the chest. Wendy growled a battled cry as she swung repeatedly. Lizard men made it onto the deck and moved with blinding agility. Bodies flipped or dodged the ogre as she swung her club back and forth. A lone lizard man rushed passed the big familiar with a spear pointed at Reeko. The goblin whispered a word. The metal spear point shattered into several pieces. Those metal pieces zipped through the air and right back at the attacking lizard man. The attacker lifted up and twirled his spear now turned staff. Sharp metal imbedded into the wood with amazing skill.
 
   Trystan turned to see Wendy and Reeko keeping some of the lizard folk away. Above them, white light blazed. The mage could barely make out Kutter’s form as he was airborne, white mana shaping into ancient handguns from Lurth’s distant past. Weapons drawn, the attackers surged forward. Kutter spun midair, white guns firing mana bolts in all directions. Trystan turned to a group of lizard men, feet from him. White bolts struck each one dead on, sending them off the ship or dropping to the wet deck. Horror gripped the mage as he thought they were all dead. A second later, he saw a chest heave from a fallen lizard man, taking in a breath.
 
   All lizard folk on deck were immediately struck down. Kutter landed on his booted feet, turning and taking aim at anything that moved. Claws took hold of the railing and two dozen lizard bodies climbed over. Trystan moved back until he was at Kutter’s right. Reeko and Wendy moved back until they were at Kutter’s left. The group stared out, as the enemy unsheathed their weapons.
 
   “There is no way they could have found us unless someone is directing them.” Kutter said calmly.
 
   “How do we stop them?” Reeko said through clenched teeth.
 
   “They are superstitious creatures. A display of power will send them back to the water unless they are controlled. Either way, I will handle it. Get below deck and bar that door. Don’t open it unless I give the all clear.” Kutter said as the lizard men took a menacing step closer.
 
   “Are you going to kill them?” Trystan asked with an edge of fear.
 
   “We are not here to create a bloodbath. Get below deck, now!” Kutter commanded.
 
   Scaly tails whipped behind the invading force as they closed in. Kutter cleared his mind and stilled his heart. Mana surged and the ex-magistrate’s guns glowed brightly. The lizard men hissed and gripped their weapons tighter. The leather-clad ex-magistrate’s eyes focused and the world burst into blinding flashes of light.
 
    Trystan could barely keep his eyes on Kutter as he moved like a force of nature. White guns shoved into scaled chests, bursting with light. Lizard men were thrown in the air from each explosion of light. The invaders could barely keep up as a blur of motion zipped through their ranks. The attack was devastating, sending bodies in the air almost simultaneously. Mist flowed from the blur. Tyler the gargoyle took to the air, grabbing two lizard men and tossing them over the side. Turning sideways in mid flight, clawed hands reached out and grabbed a few more attackers, sending them over the side. 
 
   Trystan, Reeko and Wendy backed up as Kutter appeared frozen for a sliver of a moment, blasting a lizard man and blurring to the next one. In five seconds, the invading force was landing to the deck unconscious or careening over the side. Trystan felt a stab of relief until more clawed scaly hands gripped the side and lizard bodies pulled themselves up.
 
   The three reached the door when it burst open. Nia, Sunara and Aznara spilled out into the group, eyes wide as lizard men climbed up the side. An explosion rocked the ship, causing everyone to slid and stumble to one of the side railings. Kutter turned and kept up his relentless assault. A column of smoke rose from the rear into the night sky.
 
   Jenny closed her eyes and opened them again, color returning. The librarian stood up and stumbled as the ship moved underfoot. Several lizard folk were already on the command deck and rushed the blonde-haired woman. Jenny spoke a word. All the air in the attacker’s lungs vacated. Choking and gasping, they fell to the wooden deck and passed out. Jenny released the spell and all the fallen attackers took an involuntary inhale. The busty librarian looked over the side and spread her senses. Scenes played out before her eyes. The explosion in the back opened part of the ship and they were taking on water. Lizard men were entering through the broken hull and ripping open doors. Her friends were all on deck, surrounded on all sides. Kutter moved like a maelstrom, taking down the enemy almost as fast as they tried to board. The librarian was about to act when dark mana surged in their direction.
 
   “Trystan!” Jenny shouted over the side.
 
   Shadows opened up and arms reached out. Sunara raised an arm as fingers closed down on her. She let out a grunt before being dragged into the darkness and disappearing. Trystan looked for a target, spells at the ready. Another shadow rose from the deck, hands reaching for Nia. The young man made a hand signal, water bolting from around them and striking the outstretched arms hard. The shadow screamed in pain. Nia called up a fireball when another shadow rose up from behind her. Black tentacles wrapped around her, causing the fireball spell to fizzle. Nia screamed as her body was pulled into the darkness. Reeko took hold of her ankle before she disappeared completely. He held fast as Wendy took hold of him. Muscles bulged as the ogre pulled her master and Nia from the inky darkness. A tentacle shot out, striking the goblin’s hand like a whip. Reeko grunted as his wrist broke and released his hold on Nia. The fire mage was sucked in and the shadows melted back to its former spot against the hull.
 
   Jenny leaped over the side and landed on the deck. A shadow rose up next to Trystan and the mage slashed his hand upward with hand signals. Water turned to ice in an instant and stabbed deep into the shadow. It continued to move, unaffected by the mage’s attack. Jenny stepped toward it, hand raised and lighting streaking forth. Blue lightning struck it and dispersed the inky black shadow. Three more shadows rose up, tentacles and hands reaching out. Trystan called up spouts of water from the ocean behind him and commanded them like a symphony, lashing out in all directions. Water surged into a shadow, knocking hands and tentacles away. Another surge blasted a shadow like a canon, forcing the shadow to bend like a tree in the wind before dispersing into nothingness. Jenny continued to step toward Trystan, eyes focused on the last shadow and lightning pouring from her delicate hand. The energy rippled as electricity caused the shadow to scream before melting away.
 
   Chaos reigned as the ship rocked back and forth. Aznara poured fire from her hands, chasing lizard men off deck and back into the water. A shadow opened up behind her and tentacles lashed out. The succubus growled as they whipped around her arms and legs, pulling her toward the darkness. The demoness sent fire blazing at one tentacle, melting it from existence but the other tentacles pulled harder. Clawed fingers gripped the sides of the open shadow, muscles straining.
 
   “You fuckers aren’t taking me!” Aznara shouted with jagged menace.
 
   Several more tentacles wrapped around the succubus’s waist, arms and legs. The demoness mage tried to call up another spell but the strain was too much. A leg slipped off the edge and then another. Her upper body was holding on, growling and straining. Tentacles wrapped around her head and mouth. The succubus bit down as they pulled.
 
   Trystan caught sight of Aznara struggling to stay out of a raised shadow. He called up a water bolt spell when something moved underneath him. The spell fizzled as hands and tentacles wrapped and gripped his legs. Jenny was nearly too him as his body sank into the darkness. Hands out, Trystan and Jenny clamped onto each other. Aznara angrily screeched as more tentacles wrapped around her and pulled her into the black shadow.
 
   “I….have…you……don’t…let…go…” Jenny managed as she held onto Trystan.
 
   The young mage looked to her with wide eyes, shadows and hands pulling him into the darkness. “Jenny….find us!” Trystan said with wild fear in his eyes.
 
   “Don’t let go!” The librarian half shouted, half pleaded.
 
   Trystan knew this was Damon’s plan all along. He wanted him to come here and bear witness. This was a losing battle and the mage knew in order to win, he himself had to be defeated. Jenny could see the look in the young man’s eyes as he resigned himself to his decision. Before she could say anything, Trystan let go, fear turning into acceptance. 
 
   “NO!” Jenny screamed.
 
   Darkness closed in all around the mage. The final image he saw was Jenny screaming for him before the abyss closed in and blanked out the world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifteen
 
    The dark world was still and silent as a tomb. Trystan floated with patient indifference. Half awake and half asleep, he kept his mind rehearsing his spells as his muscles rested. He knew he was asleep but could not bring himself to wake up. The warm darkness spread on, a void with the only point of reference was his mind and sanity.
 
   Ripples pulsed along nerve endings. A buzzing filled the blackness far off in the distance. The mage continued to rehearse his spells. Time was running out and the mage had to prepare up until the last moment. The buzzing grew louder and louder until the abyss vibrated from it’s terrible droning. Gritting his teeth, he closed his eyes to block it out. The buzzing turned deafening and the mage opened his mouth to shout at the endless barrage of sonic vibrations.
 
   Eyes blinked open and a mosquito buzzed away. A hazy world glowed and shifted before his weak eyes. The mage willed himself to focus. Wavy lines stood straighter and the lights dimmed into a recognizable form. Trystan felt his arms were over his head as he blinked away the mental cobwebs. Metal clinked as he moved slightly, wrists straining against chains. Sitting, he looked around and took in his surroundings.
 
   Small burning braziers illuminated the stonework. The sky was dark and the horizon held a dim glow as if the sun had just set. Turning his head, he could see figures standing on the other side of the stone floor; tall trees and ocean beyond them surrounded the area. The figures across from him were in hooded black robes, heads nodding and gentle conversation on the wind. Calmly, the mage looked to his right and to his left. Two pillars to his left held Nia and Sunara while the one to his right held Aznara. All of them chained to pillars. Heads forward as if they were still unconscious. 
 
   Trystan tugged at the chains again while turning his eyes to the hooded figures. They didn’t seem to noticed he was awake for none looked his way. The hard metal held fast and gave no inch to his feeble tugging. The mage prepared to summon Kira so she could melt the chains when a robed figure appeared on the opposite from him. The other cloaked figures stopped talking and moved to the side as the gray robed figure walked forward. Behind him in the night sky, the full moon began to rise.
 
   A tremble of panic ran up the mage’s spine. Had they missed an entire day? Where was Jenny and Kutter? Are they too late? Trystan tried to calm his rapidly beating heart and focus. The flaming braziers glowed brighter. The gray robed figure walked to the middle of the stone floor and pulled back his hood. Damon Wick centered his eyes on Trystan’s and smiled.
 
   “Trystan, so glad you are awake to bear witness. I was concerned you might sleep through the ceremony.”
 
   Trystan sat back against his pillar. “The chains seem a bit much.”
 
   Damon nodded. “I agree but they are temporary. I want you to see what is going to happen first before I let you go.”
 
   “You are pretty confident that this event cannot be stopped. I don’t see how keeping me and my friends chained will change the outcome.” 
 
   Damon spread out his hands and bowed. “Trystan you continue to impress me, trying to bait me by playing to my ego. Bravo on the attempt but I must listen to my council on this very matter. They have given me great cause to keep you in binds for the moment. If it were up to me, you would be by my side through the entirety of the ritual.”
 
   Trystan smirked. “The great Damon Wick must bow to a higher authority?”
 
   Damon smiled back. “He must. We must keep order in these trying times.”
 
   “How about I make you an offer? I will stand by your side if you let my friends go. They don’t need to be here. You wanted me to bear witness so I will do as you wanted but only if they go free.”
 
   Damon let his hands drop to his sides and stared at the chained mage for a long moment. “Admirable but your friends have nothing to fear. They will not be harmed. You on the other hand may wish to save your strength. My council has seen fit to punish you and they have ignored my advice to the contrary.”
 
   A smaller black robed figure stepped forward and pulled back their hood. Trystan remained silent as Freya stared back with an evil smile.  
 
   “Hello lover.” The shadow mage said simply.
 
   “There will be plenty of time for you two to catch up in the near future. First we must perform the ritual and carry out our divine duty.” Damon said as he turned and walked back to the group of hooded shadow mages.
 
   Freya stayed where she was. Trystan looked down to her feet and could see intricate symbols carved in the very stone floor. A circle surrounded her with three human like grooves equal distance from each other carved into the stone. From his vantage point, the mage guessed they were atop a pyramid. The Broken Islands contained many in hidden places. 
 
   “Devva, Paula, bring them out.” Freya said as she opened her robe to reveal her nude body in the firelight.
 
   Two shadow mages pulled back their hoods. One was a dark skinned woman with long dreadlock hair. The other was an albino with pure white skin and hair. The albino’s eyes were red and practically glowed in the fire light. Several other shadow mages moved aside and three lizard men stepped forward. Devva and Paula led the three lizard folk from the group of shadow mages to the circle with Freya in the middle. Devva was first to shed her robe, dark firm body lit by firelight. Paula was next to shed her robe, white skin glowing in the night.
 
   Nia moaned and Trystan turned to see her eyes fluttering open. Soon Sunara and Aznara began to stir. The mage calculated how much mana he needed to crack the stone or damage the circle. A lizard man moved to Freya as one moved to Devva and another to Paula. The three women touched the lizard men and spoke a command. The lizard men bowed their heads and removed what little clothing they had. They stood again, naked and their members erect. A moment later, they lay down over the humanoid grooves in the floor and relaxed into place. 
 
   Trystan knew this was his chance to act. Moving his fingers into arcane symbols and speaking mysterious words, a spell cast but nothing happened. Trystan looked around bewildered and repeated the spell. There wasn’t even a fizzle. The mage looked up and his eyes met Damon’s. The enemy mage shook his head slightly and pulled out a rolled up scroll.
 
   Trystan looked up at the chains over his head. He noticed there were runes carved into the metal. He didn’t understand what they meant but he deduced they were there to stop any kind of spell casting. The young mage called on Kira but she did not answer. He could feel her presence over his heart but she was quiet and unmoving.
 
   Freya stood over the lizard man below her. She stepped over him and bent her knees, straddling the scaled creature. Trystan watched as Freya pressed her slit to the erect penis of the lizard man. Moaning loudly, the dark cock penetrated her and she slid down all the way to the hilt. Devva and Paula did the same. Moaning and giggling as they lowered on to the lizard men on their backs. Hips moved and breasts bounced. Trystan tried a spell repeatedly to no effect. The mage glanced over to see Nia staring at the coupling with fear.
 
   Damon Wick stepped forward, scroll open and the moon rising above the horizon behind him. The renegade mage began speaking mysterious words. Vibrations and intensity grew from his words as he repeated them again and again. The sharp lines of reality began to wave and bend to unknown forces. Familiar feelings flowed over Trystan. When he dreamed of the Libro Nocte, the black book’s touch caused a similar sensation but here it felt a hundred times more powerful.
 
   Freya and her colleagues moaned like rutting beasts to the maddening vibrations. The lizard men cried out to the horror inducing vibrations. Trystan looked to them and cringed as their movements moved to a higher tempo. Freya threw her hands up as did her two shadow sisters. Daggers shined in the firelight as they arced from the group of shadow mages to the three shadow sisters. Palms open, dagger pommels landed in each one. The vibrations around them shook the very air with power. Freya, Devva and Paula cried out as they pointed the daggers over the lizard men’s throats. 
 
   “Don’t do this!” Trystan screamed but his voice was lost to the sonic storm of ancient words.
 
   The lizard men reached up and took hold of the shadow women’s wrists. Orgasms bloomed and hands pulled. Trystan watched in horror as the lizard men forced the daggers into their own throats. A mad gleam glowed in Freya’s eyes as she helped drive the daggers in each of her hands deep into scaled flesh. Blood spurted and poured. The albino dipped her fingers into the red fountain and smeared it over her white skin and breasts. Heart’s pumping, blood filled the circular groove and met with each stream. Lightning struck the sea off in the distance. The thunderclap reached them a moment later. Damon said the final words with a whisper, the scroll burning up and turning to ash in his hands.
 
   Trystan looked away, not wanting to process what he just witnessed. Gazing to his right, Aznara stared as if the image burned into her retinas. No sound came from Nia and Sunara. Freya stood up, blood on her hands and legs, an indifferent smile on her lips. Damon bowed his head and turned his back to the ocean behind him.
 
   The blue mage turned his head, unsure what would happen next. In the distance, a plume of white water sprouted into the night sky. All bodies and eyes turned to see the amazing sight. Water surged upward, nearly a mile into the sky before it came falling back to the sea’s cold embrace. The chains holding Trystan opened and fell away. The mage let his arms drop and he rubbed his wrists. Getting to his feet, Damon beckoned him over.
 
   Reluctantly, the mage walked over the three corpses and pooled blood. Some shadow mages looked back with cautious eyes. Trystan showed no fear for he walked as if in a trance. Something dark touched his spirit and a weakness pooled in his mind. Looking out from top of the pyramid, the ocean bubbled and something white penetrated the watery surface. Trystan stared as one of the fabled bone ships rose up from the depths, the bow pointing into the sky. The ship fell forward and the hull sent up mighty plumes of water. 
 
   Mesmerized, Trystan gazed as sails made of skin unrolled of their own accord across a bone white masthead. The ship turned and raced to the island by supernatural power. A large inhuman skull with an open mouth twisted into a silent scream made up the bow of the ship. It charged toward them with ghostly speed. 
 
   Damon leaned in close to the stunned mage. “Thank you for making this meeting possible. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
 
   All eyes turned to the bone ship. Water parted as the ship moved in close to the island. When it was in but twenty feet, the ship turned to its side and a white gangplank slid out. Touching land, strange figures moved on the main deck. Trystan stared, drinking in every detail as the figures moved off the deck and down the white gangplank in single file.
 
   Tentacles shifted into makeshift legs as the crew stepped onto firm land. Spears held in pale hands, half women and half squid creatures moved to the base of the pyramid. They wore gold armor on their shoulders and chests. Bellies covered in scaled armor, arms were humanoid with armbands and rings. Long lustrous hair tied back into ponytails and they each were strikingly beautiful with angular faces and oval eyes. In the middle of the tentacle women was a larger version. She wore a long robe with the front open to reveal a shapely body. Long purple hair spilled down behind her head and over her shoulders, a web-like headdress pointed up and fanned out giving her a regal appearance. When the group moved closer, the mage could see that the one in the robe was over seven feet tall.
 
   The group of shadow mages moved back, two of them putting hands on Trystan’s shoulders and pulling him back with them. Damon was the only one to stay at the edge of the stairs with a welcoming smile on his lips. The smaller tentacle women were at the top, spears leaning forward and hard stares on the renegade mage. Trystan noticed the tentacle women were not smaller, only smaller compared to the one with purple hair. They were close to six feet tall and may be taller if their tentacles were not bent at the ends to become makeshift feet.
 
   The larger tentacle woman stepped forward and peered down at Damon, her face blank and unreadable. 
 
   After a long pause, the purple-haired tentacle woman spoke. “I am Theena, Kraken High Priestess to the almighty Draygon, the Dead Sea God. You have summoned me for a wish. Speak your desire and may your soul belong to Draygon from this point on.”
 
   Damon stepped forward. “Beautiful Theena, my name is Damon Wick. I have summoned you but before we speak about true desire, I ask for you to stay and let me entertain you?”
 
   The kraken eyed the mage as he bowed. “You waste my valuable time for entertainment?”
 
   Damon kept his head bowed. “I have no wish to waste any time with you. I only wish to begin our relationship with a night to remember. Please indulge me and we can get down to business.”
 
   The renegade mage made a quick hand signal. Shadows moved and formed in a large black table and two chairs. A shadow mage to the side brought over two wine glasses and a bottle of wine. Theena looked at the set up but her purple lips barely smirked. Damon stood up and tapped the table. A black water rose melted up from the shadow table and turned a shade of purple. Trystan had never seen anyone change a construct another color before.
 
   Damon held out a hand. Theena let her hand touch his. The renegade mage guided her to the table and pulled out her seat. The high priestess sat down as he pushed it under her. The size of the high priestess dwarfed her host. Damon picked up the uncorked bottle and began to pour red wine. Theena picked up her glass, as Damon picked up his. They clinked their glasses and each took a sip.
 
   “As entertaining as this may be, I am needed elsewhere.” The high priestess said as she put down her glass.
 
   “I understand but we should live for the moment. How goes the war with the living? I hear it has grown difficult recently.”
 
   Theena’s hand clenched the stem of her wine glass.
 
   Damon continued. “I mean no disrespect to your efforts in the war. I’m sure one day the Dead Sea God will consume all. I was merely stating current events. The sirens and mermaids have sided with the land dwellers.”
 
   “They will be consumed just like all those who do not follow Draygon’s ways.”
 
   Damon nodded. “I agree to a certain extent. Is it true the Dead Sea God is looking for converts?”
 
   Theena gave a wicked smile. “Those who follow his path will earn a place in his halls of knowledge and protection. All others shall be consumed.”
 
   Damon leaned in a little, making eye contact. “What if I offered to help your lord with followers, converts to his ways? I’m sure the influx of land worshippers would turn the tide in your war.”
 
   The high priestess kept her face a blank mask. “Is that your wish? You wish to help Draygon with his war?”
 
   Damon gave a mischievous smile. “I offer to help in your war as something extra to sweeten the pot. I will tell you my wish but first, how about some entertainment.”
 
   The renegade mage turned to the group of shadow mages. All of them parted, leaving Trystan along in the middle of the circle, the three dead lizard men bodies pointed toward the center. Freya picked up her robe and put it back on. The flaming braziers glowed brighter, illuminating the entire area so everyone could see.
 
   Damon turned to Theena again. “You know of the Elemental College?”
 
   Theena looked to Trystan. “We know all.”
 
   “Good. My offer to you is simple. I pledge the Shadow, Night and Terror colleges will teach students the ways of Draygon. The Dead Sea God will have a greater influence on land then he ever had before. There are many students willing to learn his ways and will add to your cause. One of my students will challenge one of the Elemental College students to show our willingness and power. The outcome will either prove or disprove the offer. If the shadow student fails, then you may have her soul. If she wins, consider my proposal.”
 
   The high priestess eyed the mage with a smirk. “You intrigue me, mage. Entertain me and we will see if your words ring true.”
 
   “When it is over, we will discuss my wish but enjoy the show.” Damon finished.
 
   Trystan turned to Freya. Dread touched his mind as he watched the shadow mage make a hand signal. Shadows leaped up and formed into a large hammer. The blue mage made a hand signal; a stream of water shot up from the ocean and landed by his foot, forming into a staff. 
 
   “You beat me last time because it was the middle of the day. Now you’re in my element. Prepare to get your ass handed to you.” Freya sneered.
 
   Trystan took hold of his staff. “I would ask you to stop this but I know you won’t. You really are evil and I pity you.”
 
   Freya bended her knees and gripped her hammer. “When it is over, I will have you on your knees, begging me to stop. Now fight, loser!” Freya screamed and pounced.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sixteen
 
   Shadow spiked up around Trystan as Freya leaped high into the air. The mage spun, striking out with his staff and dissipating shadows. Spinning away, he held his staff sideways just as Freya came down. Black hammer and blue staff clashed with mana sparks flying. Shadows emerged again. Trystan picked up his foot, planted it on Freya’s stomach and pushed hard. Freya kept sliding backwards and back flipped onto her feet. Pointing his staff, the end blasted off, forming a water bolt. Freya brought her hammer across and smacked it away with ease.
 
   The blue mage took a step back with mist rolling from his chest. Freya eyed him as the mist morphed and turned into Kira. The dragon familiar fell to her knees with a dazed and confused look in her eyes.
 
   “I see you want to bring our daughter into the fight.” Freya laughed.
 
   “She is not our daughter. She is my familiar!” Trystan said through gritted teeth.
 
   The shadow mage laughed on. “You fool! She was inked with part of my essence. She has parts from both of us. She is our daughter and always will be.”
 
   “Master….I feel dizzy…” Kira said in a low voice.
 
   Freya stood up straighter. “Master? He is your father and you will call him by his proper title.”
 
   Trystan turned his head slightly and looked to Kira with one eye. “I know you feel dizzy my familiar. Stay back.”
 
   Freya stopped laughing. “No, stay where you are, I want you to see what happens next. I want you to sit there and make no move to help him.”
 
   Kira stayed on her knees, black wings folded over her shoulders. Trystan eyed her, as she made no effort to move away. The mage turned to Freya and held his staff at the ready.
 
   “She was made to protect you from everything else but me. We both can command her and only us. She will not aid you unless I let her.” Freya said smugly.
 
   Trystan kept his stance. “Why do you have to do these things? Why not just let me go and move on?”
 
   Freya let her hammer down just an inch, eyes meeting Trystan’s. “You belong to me Trystan and one night you will understand that. Now I will teach you your place in our relationship!”
 
   Freya howled like a beast from nightmares as she charged. Trystan held his ground, weapons clashed. The shadow mage brought her foot up while pushing Trystan’s staff up. Her foot struck him in the throat. The young mage stumbled back, gasping for breath. Freya capitalized on the situation and drove her foot into his stomach. The mage bent over and fell to his knees. Freya spun around with her black hammer outstretched. The mage could not recover as the hammer struck him hard across the face.
 
   Nia winced as Trystan went flying backwards to the stone floor. The mage turned onto his stomach, a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth and his eye puffing up. With a hand signal, Trystan’s staff exploded into water bolts. They all turned mid-air and shot at the shadow mage. Freya grinned as shadows leaped up, striking and shattering each bolt into watery mists. Trystan made another hand signal, water vapor forming into bolts once again. Freya launched herself, driving her knee into the same side of his head she had struck before. A splash of blood flew through the air and landed at Nia’s feet.
 
   Freya stood over Trystan as he struggled to push his upper body up. Blood trickled from his mouth. His right eye closed shut as the skin around it puffed up further. The shadow mage swung her hammer and drove it into Trystan’s side, rolling the mage several times before he lay flat on his back. Two ribs ached and the mage knew they were broken.
 
   “Pathetic.” Freya said as she stepped toward him. “You fought better the first time. What happened? Are you holding back because you don’t want to hurt me? You had no problems outside of the Stukarr walls.”
 
   Trystan struggled to sit up. “I did have a…a problem with it. You don’t remember?” The mage spit blood.
 
   “I remember you fighting to impress that bitch over there.” Freya pointed to the chained Nia. “What happened? You two on the outs?”
 
   “What does it matter to you?” Trystan made a hand signal and his staff reformed in his hands.
 
   Freya stepped over to Trystan as he sat. She brought the hammer down on his staff, shattering it to mist. “I hear that you two don’t see each other anymore. I hear that she has fallen for someone else.”
 
   Trystan looked up dazed. “What do you…mean?” 
 
   Freya gave a wicked grin. “Sunara, you don’t have to play the part anymore.”
 
   Trystan looked over with his one working eye to the blue-haired succubus. Darkness covered her eyes. Moving her hands, the chains opened and the demoness stood up. Trystan’s heart sagged in his beaten chest. The succubus walked across to the other side with the gathered shadow mages. 
 
   The young mage kept his eye on her until she turned around. “Sunara, I….I thought we were all friends?”
 
   Sunara’s mouth frowned in annoyed dismay. “We were never friends.”
 
   Aznara struggled in her binds. “Sister! Why? Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Sister? We are not sisters. You are a weight around my neck. We joined a college that is racist and prejudice toward anything not human. I joined the winning side that accepts us for who we are long before we entered the Stukarr gates.” Sunara glared.
 
   “I….don’t understand.” Aznara said in a low weak voice.
 
   “How could you?” Sunara laughed. “You spent so much pining over Trystan that you never saw what was actually going on. You never questioned anything I did. You blindly followed me like some whipped dog just because we shared a rookery.”
 
   The chains around Aznara’s wrists opened. The succubus stood up, looking to her sister with disbelief. 
 
   Sunara continued. “Now is your chance to prove yourself. Come with me to the Night College. We can learn in an environment that will praise our abilities and honor our knowledge. We will become our own masters and shape the world into a better place.”
 
   The blue-haired succubus looked to the fallen Trystan. “Or stay here and be his bitch. He doesn’t love you. He is a human, using us to do his bidding.”
 
   “You’re wrong.” Trystan coughed. “We are friends, all of us. Sunara, don’t let them convince you their way is better. They are using you for their own evil purposes. They were willing to kill innocent people with the slime attack. Can’t you see that?”
 
   Sunara tilted her head forward, shadows covering her eyes again. “I know. I helped plan the slime attack. What are a few human deaths compared to the millions of monsters who died during human wars?”
 
   “You…helped plan the attacks….”Aznara stared with disbelief. 
 
   “I did.” Sunara crossed her arms. “Now choose. Come with me or forever be a second class citizen in a dying human world.”
 
   Aznara looked from Sunara to Trystan. The mage coughed and another glob of blood dripped from his bottom lip. The succubus looked back to her sister and her hands curled into fists. She stepped closer to Trystan and knelt down, clawed hands on him and eyes filled with concern.
 
   Sunara was silent for a moment. “You have made your choice.”
 
   Trystan looked up into Aznara’s red eyes. “Thank you but you didn’t have to stay.”
 
   Aznara smiled. “You have been more of a friend then she was ever a sister.”
 
   Sunara looked past them to the chained Nia. A word whispered and the chains opened. Nia slowly put her arms down and stood up. Trystan and Aznara turned their gaze to the red head. Nia had a faraway look in her eyes as she shambled forward toward them. 
 
   “Come to me my pet.” Sunara beckoned.
 
   “Nia.” Trystan said and tried to stand up. 
 
   Aznara took hold of her friend and helped him to his feet. Freya moved close, bringing her hammer up and hard across. Aznara went flying down to the stone floor. Freya heaved again and slammed the hammer against Trystan’s arm. Bone snapped and the mage hit the floor with a yelp.
 
   “I never said you could stand.” Freya growled.
 
   Nia walked pass the fallen Trystan. The young mage gripped his arm and tried to sit up, eyes wide and pleading to the indifferent fire mage.
 
   “Nia, don’t go.” Trystan begged.
 
   The red head was silent as she walked to Sunara’s side. She turned around and bowed her head, eyes staring at nothing.
 
   Sunara brushed Nia’s hair over her shoulder. “You lost her that very night all three of us shared our bodies. I always wanted a human pet and now I have a pretty one.”
 
   Aznara sat up, clutching her chest. “Trystan, Nia is addicted to her. She let her taste her true self.”
 
   “I’m sure it helped. The poor dear lost her eye and I was the only one to comfort her. You should have tried harder, Trystan. If you had then she may have been able to resist my temptation. Now she cannot bear to be away from me.” Sunara ran the back of her fingers across Nia’s cheek.
 
   Trystan felt his spirit grow heavy, a tear streaking down his cheek. Aznara looked to Sunara and Nia, tears in her eyes. Kira’s eyes stared at the stone floor as fire danced on the pyramid.
 
   Freya stepped over her ex-lover and bent over to look him in the eye. “You should have stayed with me. None of this would have happened. Now wallow in your pain until I come to claim you. Sunara has her pet and soon I will have mine.”
 
   Damon Wick clapped his hands. Theena had a closed hand to her ample chest, eyes wide and in the moment.
 
   “A battle and a play of drama, did you enjoy it?” Damon smiled.
 
   Theena looked to the renegade mage and smiled. “I can taste the pain in the very air. You have impressed me Damon. If you are true to your word then the Dead Sea God will be pleased with your offering.”
 
   Damon turned his attention to the high priestess and reached across the table, taking her hands into his. “We are not done. I still have my wish.”
 
   Theena nodded. “Ask it and it shall be yours.”
 
   Damon looked down at Theena’s pale hands and then back to her purple eyes. “I wish to court you, Theena High Priestess of Draygon.”
 
   The kraken’s eyes widened and her lips parted in shock. “No being has asked to court a High Priestess of Draygon. I belong to my lord and no one else.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to give up your lord. I’m asking for a chance to court you so we may seal our agreements and love our lives, entwined together. You are beautiful and I have dreamed of being your consort. Grant my wish and we will bring the glory of Draygon to this world and beyond.”
 
   Theena stared at the mage and smiled. “You are a dangerous human but you have shown me pain, beauty and power. I will consult with my lord but for now, your wish is granted.”
 
   Damon stood up and walked around the table to Theena’s side. The kraken sat but her head was level with the mage’s as he stood. Damon leaned in and they kissed. Shadow mages bowed their heads, witnessing the union and creepy dread filling the air like arid fog.
 
   Trystan was partially sitting up, mouth moving but no sound coming out. Freya gazed at Damon and Theena as their kiss turned passionate. When they parted, Freya let out a sigh.
 
   “One night we will have that again.” Freya said with tears in her eyes.
 
   Trystan stopped moving his mouth and looked up to Freya with contempt. “No, we won’t.” The mage hissed.
 
   The young mage whispered a word of power. A shockwave exploded from Trystan’s heart in all directions. The wave struck Kira and she looked up, eyes and mouth wide. She screamed as mana erupted and shot into the sky. Freya looked over to see the dragon familiar staring up, power lighting up the night’s sky.
 
   The shadow mage turned to Trystan with wide eyes. “What did you do?”
 
   Trystan smirked. “Playing my ace card.”
 
   White energy pooled in the night air, swirling and churning like a contained maelstrom.
 
   “When your shadow mages attacked me in Lantern Beach, they gave me a great idea. If you can do it then I knew I could do it.” Trystan coughed and snickered.
 
   Power streaked out in all directions, forming a dome of white lightning as power poured into the ocean. Trystan turned from Freya and stared out as his spell took effect. The ocean around the island bubbled and waves grew. Streams of water rose up and twisted into hulking shapes. Shadow mages rushed to the edge of the pyramid and stared down as an army of hulking water bodies stepped from the surf toward them. Power continued to light up the sky until it drained the familiar. The dragon woman let out a weak moan before falling to the stone floor and passing out. Turning to mist, she returned to Trystan’s skin over her master’s heart.
 
   Freya stepped to the edge and glared over as hundreds of water elementals broke free from the ocean and rushed the stairs. Some elongated and climbed the temple pyramid, blank expressions as they closed the distance.
 
   A purple glow emanated from Trystan’s arms, legs and head. Runes took shape and quickly faded. The mage smiled to himself as something whispered in his ear that help was on the way. Freya turned back to the mage and stalked over, hammer over her shoulder and ready to strike.
 
   “I knock you out and your spell will fizzle!” Freya growled.
 
   Trystan looked up with serenity in his eyes. “I know. But I saved just enough mana for one more spell.” 
 
   Freya looked down at the reflection of the moon in puddles under her feet. Before she could move, the puddle clamped onto her feet. Sliding away, Freya was pulled to the pyramid edge and launched into the air. Trystan watched with a sense of satisfaction as Freya went over the side screaming. The shadow mage tumbled down the side, arms, legs and face hitting hard stone, body rolling. A quick hand signal and a shadow caught her half way down. Throbbing pain pulsed through her small frame. She turned and controlled the shadow to bring her back up the side of the pyramid when she noticed an army of water soldiers within a few feet of her. Fear bled into her eyes as she forced more mana into the shadow to increase speed, water elementals slicing at the air feet from her.
 
   Aznara was on her feet and to Trystan’s side. “Why didn’t you start with that?”
 
   Trystan grunted as the succubus helped him to his feet. “The spell was long and intricate. I needed time to cast it.”
 
   “Will your army stop them?” Aznara held him close.
 
   “I don’t know but before anything, we have to rescue Nia and Sunara. Do you have mana?” Trystan said through tendrils of pain.
 
   “I’m full.” Aznara smiled.
 
   “I’m out so follow my hand signals exactly. We might be able to get everyone out.” 
 
   Water elementals charged the line of shadow mages and scylla soldiers. Upon seeing the hulking water creations, shadow mages unleashed a full torrent of black lightning. Energy slammed into bodies made of water and exploded instantly. The barrage continued but for every water elemental that fell, four more took their place. Scylla joined the fray, spears stabbing and slashing with expert skill. The stone steps were drenched in fallen elementals but more surged, pushing the line back.
 
   Damon watched as mages attempted to keep the flood of attackers at bay, his face a blank mask. Theena’s brow turned into a sharp V and looked to Damon.
 
   “I thought you had everything under control?” Theena said, calm as still waters.
 
   Damon turned to her and smiled. “I do. Can you not see it? The elementals are weak, a display of power but no substance. A distraction to….” Damon turned his head to Trystan and Aznara. “…save their friends.”
 
   Trystan grunted in pain as he stood with his good arm out. Aznara held him up with one arm and held out her other arm. The blue mage began making hand signals and the succubus copied them.
 
   Sunara grabbed Nia’s arm and pulled her away from the battle. “We are getting out of here.”
 
   Nia hesitated, looking to Trystan and Aznara as they worked a spell together. Raw emotion burst from her heart and she pulled her arm from Sunara’s grip. The red head broke into a run, eyes wide with each footfall. 
 
   “Trystan!” Nia shouted with arms outstretched.
 
   The young mage finished his hand signal and Aznara did the same. Water pooling all around the pyramid edge rose up, knocking shadow mages to the ground. Scylla cut through the wave of water with precision. Damon flicked his wrist and the wave near him and Theena melted away without so much as a drop touching them. Aznara laughed with triumph as the wave took hold of Sunara and Nia. Bodies slid against the stone floor and stopped at the blue mage and succubus’s feet.
 
   Damon smiled to Trystan and nodded his approval when the entire temple shook. The renegade mage looked out to the water as another explosion rattled the very foundation. Enhancing his senses, he could see the Sea Strider moving in close. Kutter was on deck, a glowing white cylinder on his shoulder and a smile on his lips. The tube exploded with bright light and a white fireball was hurtling toward the temple.  
 
   “Is this part of your control?” Theena said amused.
 
   Damon made several hand signals. “I see a display of true power is appropriate for the moment. Let me show you what I can do.”
 
   Theena picked up her wine glass again. “Please do and I shall reward you my consort.”
 
   Damon stepped forward and raised his hands. Spells activated, he made the final signals to complete them. The island rumbled as mana erupted from the renegade mage. Kutter took aim again when his ship stopped moving. The ex-magistrate stopped his attack for a moment when the ocean to the right of the ship began to churn. Swiveling his shoulders to the right, he kept his stony gaze as the ocean began to raise and take shape. Kutter unleashed another super charged bolt of mana at the water body forming. It exploded on impact but did not stop its transformation. Kutter stepped to the rail, pointing his mana cannon as an elemental dragon stared back, its maw open wide. Kutter fired again and again. The dragon spit a high-powered stream of water. The ex-magistrate stepped to the side as the stream cut the top deck like a laser. Reeko used the metal spear points captured from the fallen lizard men to twist and turn, clamping the sides of the deck, reinforcing and holding it together. 
 
   “Keep the ship together while I take down a dragon!” Kutter bellowed as he bent his knees and launched himself at the water dragon.
 
    The jump was an impossible one but the ex-magistrate soared through the air with smooth grace. The water dragon opened its mouth, ready to smash the ex-magistrate. Kutter let the mana cannon twist and reshape into a long double pointed spear. Holding it up and down, the dragon clamped its mouth shut, spearing the top and bottom. Kutter sent a surge of power into the elemental and the construct roared in pain.
 
   On the top of the pyramid, Trystan knelt down and touched Nia’s cheek. The fire mage looked up and smiled weakly. A clawed fist struck the mage and sent him spiraling to the floor. Sunara stood over Nia with rage in her eyes. Aznara rushed her rookery sister only to be met with an air bolt to the chest. The succubus flipped backwards and struck her head hard against the floor. Aznara groaned as she turned her head to her sister.
 
   “You will not take her! She belongs to me!” Sunara screeched.
 
   Mist flowed from Sunara’s back and formed into a ghostly figure. Trystan immediately recognized it as the ghost who possessed him the library to take pictures of the Libro Nocte. Instinct took over as the mage prepared a spell but it instantly fizzled since he had no mana left.
 
   “Santiago, take her.” Sunara commanded.
 
   The ghostly familiar slipped down toward Nia who was still on her stomach. 
 
   Nia stared into Trystan’s wide eyes. “I love you…..” The fire mage managed before the ghost possessed her. 
 
   Trystan stared helplessly as Nia stood up and stepped to Sunara’s side. The blue-haired succubus gave a sardonic smile before they both sank into a shadow. Nia stared blankly as her body dipped further into the black shadow and disappeared. Sunara kept smiling until she too faded from sight. 
 
   The young mage reached over and touched hard stone, his friends gone. Aznara crawled over to her friend, blood dripping from her hair. Pain and disbelief colored their eyes as their hearts cried out in sorrow.
 
   Damon controlled the water dragon as Kutter continued to blast at the construct. Senses turned to eleven, the renegade turned his gaze skyward as a white and yellow comet came spiraling toward him. Damon smiled as comets landed thirty feet from him with a thunderclap. Water mist began to clear. Jenny stood with her eyes closed and her arms crossed. Lana, Professor Hart’s kitsune, stood with her white robes bellowing and golden runes glowing along the edges.
 
   Trystan looked up. “Jenny! Lana!” He cried out.
 
   Jenny kept her eyes closed as she spoke. “Stay down. We will handle the renegade.”
 
   Lana nodded and glanced back to Trystan, giving him a wink.
 
   Damon stepped forward. “Trystan, I’m impressed. You have such powerful friends. I didn’t notice before but the kitsune imprinted a spell on you to watch your every move, a wise decision but not enough to stop my plans.”
 
   Jenny opened her eyes. “Your plans end when we capture you. Now you can come quietly or do we have to do this the hard way?”
 
   “Jenny, I will not waste my mana on the two of you. I rather sit back and watch.” Damon smiled. “Xolly.”
 
   Mist streamed up from Damon’s robe collar. It streaked forward and landed a few feet in front of him. The white mist darkened and shifted until a feminine form appeared with large feathered wings. The figure was kneeling with their head hanging forward. Black hair hung, covering her face. Skin was the color of blackened ash. Her naked body was toned and athletic. Black feathered wings flexed but no muscles moved.
 
   “Xolly, I want you to disable them. Do that for master.” Damon said as he strolled back to the shadow table and sat across from Theena.
 
   The black angel raised her head. Trystan could see her eyes covered with a blindfold, a red triangle with an eye drawn in the middle of it. Xolly stood up and stretched out her wings. The air began to vibrate with power.
 
   Jenny whispered three arcane words. Clouds appeared out of nowhere, swirling and forming over their heads, high in the night sky. One of the metal braziers broke from the stone base and flew toward Jenny. The librarian held out her hand as the metal twisted and smoothed, forming into a metal sword. When it reached her hand, it blazed with hot fire. Jenny held out her other hand. A lightning bolt streaked down, striking the ground and leaping up into her open hand, forming into blade of pure lightning. 
 
   Lana flexed delicate fingers. Air whirled around, forming into two short white swords. The air continued to whip about, forming many more white swords and daggers, hovering in mid-air.
 
   Xolly the black angel remained still for a long breath. All three opponents eyed each other, waiting for one to make a move. Trystan and Aznara watched with wide eyes while Damon and Theena looked on with amusement. The air was thick with power but the angel moved first.
 
   Xolly shot forward, a clear bubble encasing her body. Lana darted away while Jenny met her head on. Lightning and metal swords sparked against the barrier as the librarian whipped away. Xolly stopped mid movement and slashed out with a black wing. Jenny leapt into the air, spinning and throwing her metal sword. The blade bounced off the barrier and back into the air. Jenny landed with hand out, blade handle landing in her open palm.
 
   Lana flicked her tail and white daggers shot out, striking the angel’s barrier and bouncing off. The kitsune flicked her tail again. The white swords lined up and launched each in turn. Each sword struck one spot on the shield over and over. Xolly stepped back and spun away but the swords continued to adjust and turn to strike one location. Lana smirked when the barrier cracked after the last sword strike.
 
   The black angel crossed her arms and the crack began to seal. Jenny took the moment to press her attack. Charging, the metal sword penetrated the crack halfway, the sharp point ten inches from Xolly’s chest. The black angel smiled until Jenny pressed her lightning sword to the metal sword half buried in the shield. The lightning sword zapped through the metal and erupted from the end of the blade, slamming into the angel’s chest. Xolly grunted as she stumbled back, smoke rising from just above her breasts. 
 
   “Stop playing with them.” Damon said with a hint of annoyance.
 
   Xolly let her hands fall to her sides and red energy began to swirl around her naked form. Lana and Jenny braced themselves as a red aura grew bigger and brighter. Jenny whispered an arcane word, lighting blasted down from the heavens, booming against the angel’s shield. Lana created a white sword and sent it spinning. The white sword drilled against the shield, mana sparks flying in all directions. 
 
   The black angel smirked as the aura nearly engulfed her in red light. The very ground trembled as her smile faded and her form exploded. Jenny gazed as time slowed down. Whispering words, she tried to break the effect but it was too late. The angel moved like a comet toward her. The librarian mentally called on lightning since her thoughts were not affected by the slow time effect, only her body. Lightning bolts rained down on the black and red angel as she came at her. The thunderclaps moved in slow motion as they struck the shield repeatedly. Xolly shrugged them off as she closed her fist and drove it into Jenny’s cheek. The blonde librarian went flying, eyes shut and pain moving across her face.
 
   Lana finished her counter spell as Jenny went sailing through the air. Time returned to normal and Jenny hit the floor rolling. Xolly was already moving toward the kitsune, fists blazing with red energy. Lana made a signal and a sonic boom blasted toward the angel. Xolly punched through the shockwave with one fist. She didn’t slow down as she punched Lana with the other. The familiar went sailing into the air but she recovered, her cheek bruised. The angel was still moving, hand out. The angel’s black hand took hold of Lana’s robe and bunched the fabric in her hand. Lana unleashed a dozen palm attacks, slamming them into Xolly’s blindfolded face. When she finished, the black angel turned her smooth face to the kitsune and grinned.
 
   Trystan saw the fear in Lana’s eyes as the black angel pulled her close, lifted her up and threw her at the temple. Lana struck the stone floor and debris jettisoned into the air. A shock wave knocked Trystan and Aznara onto their backs. The angel barreled down to the new crater with Lana in it and smashed her feet into the kitsune’s chest. A second shockwave boomed, sending more debris into the air.
 
   Damon stood up and looked down at Jenny and Lana. The librarian lay on the floor heaving and trying sit up. Lana lay in the crater unconscious and unmoving. The renegade mage stepped over to Xolly as she landed and bowed her head to her master. The mage put a finger under her chin and lifted her face to his. Leaning in, he kissed her deeply. When he broke away, Xolly turned to mist and returned to her master’s skin. The renegade mage turned to the high priestess who was smiling.
 
   “Are you impressed?” Damon smiled.
 
   Theena nodded her head slightly. “Yes my consort. Shall we retire to another location so we may discuss and you may claim your rewards?”
 
   Damon stepped to her and pulled her up. The renegade looked up to the high priestess. “I thought you would never ask.”
 
   The renegade mage made several hand signals. Shadow mages and scylla soldiers sunk into their own shadows. Darkness rose up along the ocean and covered the bone ship, drawing it in and transporting it to another location. Freya stared at the fallen Trystan as her shadow moved over her body and she faded into it. Theena reached out with a pale hand to Damon’s arm. 
 
   Damon turned to Trystan. “Young mage, you are free of my spells. I hope we cross paths in the future. I want to see what a fine mage you will become. Farewell for now.”
 
   Damon turned to Theena and they stared at each other lovingly as shadows blanketed them, their forms fading away into the darkness. 
 
   Trystan struggled to sit up but his ribs and arms throbbed with paralyzing pain. Aznara had passed out next to him, blood dripping from her head wound. The mage tried to reach out and touch her, his body not responding. Turning his head slightly, he could see the water elemental dragon lose its form, falling to the ocean. Time seemed to lose meaning as the mage looked up at the sky, clouds parting and stars twinkling in the beautiful night sky. The last thing he saw was Kutter landing next to him, arms reaching out before darkness closed in.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seventeen
 
   The breeze caressed Trystan’s cheek as he stared out over the railing. The sky was a deep and comforting blue. The town of Lantern Beach stood in the distance, calling to him like an old friend. Brilliant sunlight eased his stiff muscles. He hated spending so much time in bed. One hand gripped the railing while the other hung in a sling over his shoulder. The mage tried to soak up the warm sunlight but his heart beat with profound regret.
 
   The voyage back was smooth considering the Sea Strider was barely holding together. Jenny had recovered but didn’t speak much during the voyage back. Aznara was unconscious for a day before she woke up, asking what happened. Reeko had to be the one to tell his side first, his broken wrist making him wince every time he moved. Lana recovered and flew off as soon as she woke up, Trystan assumed back to Professor Hart. Kutter steered the ship back while his familiar tended to everyone’s wounds. Since no one was a healer, the gargoyle did the next best thing of setting bones and wrapping appendages. The rocking of the ship caused everyone to feel some sort of pain. Trystan tried to focus on the physical pain and ignore the maddening ache in his heart.
 
   The Sea Strider docked with the port town of Lantern Beach. Many people were waiting and they nearly rushed the ship. Healers went to work, nearly attacking Trystan first. Warm energy healed his wounds, mended his ribs and fused the bones in his arm but the mage felt like he was incomplete and empty. The healers moved below deck to the rooms, laying their healing energy on Aznara and Reeko.
 
   Trystan moved to the gangplank and took a shaky step on it. Hands reached out and the mage managed a small smile. Professor Hart and Gwen guided the mage to the dock. Standing on the solid dock, Professor Hart patted Trystan’s shoulder. A moment later, Gwen hugged him fiercely. The mage hugged the witch, never wanting to let go. The sun shined down on them in the perfect summer air.
 
   ***
 
   The private dining room was alive with activity. Waiters moved with trays of food, setting them down at the table. Bottles of wines opened and poured into glasses. Trystan sat with Gwen to one side of him. Professor Hart sat at the head of the table. Aznara and Reeko sat across from the mage and witch. Jenny sat at the other end of the table, her head bowed and eyes looking off. When the food and drinks were finished being served, the wait staff made a hasty exit, closing the double sliding doors behind them.
 
   Quietly, everyone began taking food and putting it on their plates. The mood was relaxed but a dark undertone seemed to lie just below the surface. After a few minutes, Trystan put down his knife and fork with a small clatter.
 
   The mage stood up and all eyes were on him. “I’m just going to come out and say it. I failed. I failed everyone here. I understand if you hate my guts but I hate myself even more. I hate that I could not keep everyone safe and could not stop Damon Wick’s plans.”
 
   The room was silent for a long moment. 
 
   Aznara spoke first. “We don’t hate you. We all knew the risks.”
 
   Reeko nodded. “You can’t be so hard on yourself. Damon was the one who manipulated us to witnessing his grand event.”
 
   Jenny stood up, head bowed. “It is I who failed all of you. I was supposed to take down Damon Wick and I failed at my task. I am ashamed and will reconsider my place as librarian in Stukarr.”
 
   Professor Hart put up his hands. “I know everyone feels pretty emotional right now. Please sit and relax. Placing blame will not help the situation any further. The only thing we can do is discuss what happened and plan for the future.”
 
   Jenny sat down and then Trystan. Gwen put her hand on Trystan’s arm and gave him a squeeze.
 
   “Professor Hart is right. We must plan now so we can rescue Nia and Sunara.” Gwen said in an understanding tone.
 
   Aznara looked away. “We won’t be able to save Sunara. She has made her decision.”
 
   “I still can’t believe she was behind the slime attacks and controlling the Dead Mother. Should we save her after all of that?” Reeko said in a low voice.
 
    Professor Hart took a deep breath. “Sunara will have to answer for her crimes but Nia is being held against her will. We will need to come up with a strategy to bring them back home.”
 
   “Do we even know where they took them?” The goblin kept his head low.
 
   Trystan sat back. “They must be in Fallen York. If Damon is reopening the Night College there, then that is where he will show his power to the High Priestess.”
 
   Professor Hart nodded. “I have to agree. Damon will be in the heart of his new empire with every monster he convinced to join his crusade.”
 
   Trystan looked to the head of the table. “Professor, we will need an army to get in there. Will the college risk starting a war to save two students?”
 
   Professor Hart rubbed his chin. “If I know the Headmaster and Headmistress, they will not risk starting a war anytime soon. I’m afraid we are on our own with this one.”
 
   “On our own?” Trystan asked.
 
   Professor Hart looked to everyone as they stared back at him. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this. The only way we are getting Nia and Sunara back is if we do it ourselves.” The professor turned his eyes to Trystan. “I know when we last talked; I was trying to look out for you and the college. I had Lana watch over you and ready to fly to you if you were in serious danger. But now, with everything you have told me, I fear we must do this without the college’s knowledge of it.”
 
   Gwen picked up her wine and took a sip before putting it back down again. “All of us in this room must swear to keep what we say in this room a secret. We don’t know how many spies Damon may have in Stukarr. He has been one step ahead the entire time but now we may have a chance against him.”
 
   All heads at the table nodded in unison.
 
   Gwen continued. “All of us will return to our normal lives but Professor Hart and I will set up secret meetings for all of you. When the time is right and we are fully prepared, we will rescue Nia and Sunara, and stop Damon Wick. Now is your chance to leave if you don’t wish to be a part of it. We won’t hold it against you.”
 
   No one moved from the table.
 
   Professor Hart gave a mischievous smile. “Let us not lose heart. Damon’s grand event was merely a ploy to increase his political and power base. Even if he thinks he has won, he doesn’t understand what he is up against. We fought the slimes and saved Stukarr from destruction. We can put a stop to his schemes because we stopped him before. We will save Nia and Sunara. We will stop his mad plan to wipe out humanity. You are fine mages and with training, nothing will stop us from pushing back the darkness once again. Now let’s enjoy this meal and get down to business. We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
 
   Everyone at the table looked to each other and a spirited conviction filled the room. The group resumed their meal, discussing plans and ideas well into the night.
 
   ***
 
   Trystan and Gwen walked along the boardwalk, the waning moon high in the night sky and the crashing of ocean waves against the deserted beach. Gwen held Trystan’s hand but the mage had a faraway look in his eyes.
 
   “Trystan…I know how hard this must all be…..” Trystan cut her off with a small smile.
 
   “You never told me if you ran into trouble when you left Stukarr. Damon promised to hurt you if you left the city walls.”
 
   Gwen looked to the mage. “Professor Hart was nice enough to be my bodyguard. We had spoken after you left. In confidence, I told him what was happening and he understood the situation. He knew something was up when you went to speak to him before you left. We decided to sneak out and be here at Lantern Beach for your return. I think Damon may have been bluffing. We never ran into any trouble.”
 
   “Thank you for all your help. I doubt we would have gotten as far as we did without it.” Trystan said, his eyes lowering.
 
   “Trystan, I know you are hurting. We will do everything we can to get Nia back.”
 
   “I know we will. She is my friend and I know she would do the same for me or anyone else she cared for.” Trystan looked off.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” Gwen asked timidly.
 
   Trystan squeezed her hand. “Not right now.” A warm flash sunk into Trystan’s spirit and he looked to the crashing waves. “I just need some time to think things over. If you excuse me, I have to meet someone.”
 
   The young mage let go of Gwen’s hand and walked out onto the beach. Sand shifted under Trystan’s feet as he walked across the beach toward the water. Gwen stayed on the boardwalk, looking out to the mage, her heart tight with concern.
 
   The blue mage reached the edge of the beach, booted feet on wet sand. A wave crashed and covered his boots, seawater spilling into them. The mage stared with intense eyes as another wave crashed and a figure rose up from the wave. Stepping deeper into the water, hands reached out and took hold of a haggard siren. Sylk looked up with weary eyes. No words were spoken as she hugged her master close. Trystan held her head to his chest, kissing the top of her head. Master and Familiar stayed in the water as the waves splashed into them, their connection growing stronger. Together they turned and walked back onto the beach.
 
   “Master…..” Sylk trailed off.
 
   “I’m so happy to see you.” Trystan smiled.
 
   “I’ve missed you my love.” Sylk said while not taking her webbed hands from him.
 
   “I have missed you too my love. We have much to catch up on but for right now, let’s rest tonight. I just want us together.”
 
   “Yes my love. I dreamed of being back in your arms.” The siren whispered.
 
   Gwen gazed at the mage and familiar for a long moment. She tilted her hat and smiled, walking off as the two stepped onto the boardwalk toward the hotel. Trystan held the blue siren close. They walked into the hotel together, the moon casting its diffused glow on their wet footsteps, the sound of the ocean crashing in the distance.
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   A Note from Eden Redd
 
   I wanted to take this moment to thank you for reading!
 
   I hope you enjoyed the story. If you have a moment, please leave a review. If leaving a review is not your cup of tea, then please e-mail me. I try to answer all e-mails as fast as I can but I would love to hear your feedback.
 
   Join my mailing list and receive updates on new titles!
 
   edenreddx@gmail.com
 
   I am also on twitter! I tend to put sexy monster pics and quirky thoughts/ideas. 
 
   Please check out my author page and some of my other works you may like.
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