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    Preface 
 
      
 
    Really, I felt like I hadn’t truly been living until now. And I wasn’t about to go back to a life of solitude just to keep this body breathing while my heart slowly withered away in loneliness. I needed to feel, to be alive, even if it did ultimately lead to an early death. 
 
    I looked up at him with renewed determination, only to realize he wasn’t focused on me anymore, and his expression had changed drastically. He had a look in his eyes that I hadn’t seen before, and I hoped to never see it directed at me. 
 
    Pure hatred. 
 
    I turned around, almost expecting him to be looking at the elf, only to see that all three of them were facing the other way too, swords halfway drawn. I gazed further on, trying to understand what was happening, finally seeing it for myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1: Banished 
 
      
 
    I knew this horrible day would come – I had been preparing for it for the last eighteen years of my life. It was the day my time was up, being within the elves’ protected kingdom. The day I would be forced to leave and fend for myself in a world I didn’t belong. 
 
    Granted, I never really belonged here either. 
 
    Who could accept the mistake that I was? 
 
    As much as I hated the teasing that came from growing up with elf children, all of whom were much taller than me, I knew the real world would be worse. Much worse. The elves’ prejudice was significantly milder than the other races, which is why it had been possible for me to find sanctuary here as a newborn. 
 
    Although, it wasn’t like they took me in out of kindness. It had cost my mother dearly, and the price was only enough to allow me entry. She was forced to leave, never to see me again. 
 
    Even now, I had no idea what she had offered them that was worth eighteen years of my life, but I suspected I would never find out. No doubt she had managed to steal some priceless magical artifact, because otherwise I couldn’t imagine why they would tolerate feeding and protecting something so worthless. There was nothing beneficial in it for them. Raising me had been a pain for my adoptive mother, who looked old enough to be a grandmother by human terms. I resigned myself to calling her my godmother, though the elves knew her as Matron Aurora Akema of the Wind. 
 
    And I was known as Riella Akema, her non-elf, half-breed charge. 
 
    However, it was her wisdom and patience that allowed me to grow into who I was today. She wasn’t easy on me. If anything, she was hard to live with, but I knew she loved me…even though she had never actually said it. 
 
    And if it wasn’t for her love, then I might have ended my own life long ago from all the psychological torturing I had to endure from everyone else. She was the only person who cared about me. Everyone else hated me. Most of the adult elves didn’t say anything to my face, but I saw how they looked at my ears and tail with disgust. When I was younger I tried hiding my cat-like features whenever I was in public, but there was only so much that could be done. 
 
    Not to mention it didn’t matter. Being half human, an outsider might think I looked a lot like the elves, only shorter, but to them the difference was night and day. Even when I had my tail wrapped around my waist, as uncomfortable as it was, they still gave me the same looks. And even when my ears were out of sight, clipped down underneath my black hair, it was no different to them. 
 
    I was an abomination, and nothing would hide that truth. 
 
    My height itself was enough to make that clear. The shortest of the elves was a good half foot taller than my measly five feet, with the average elf being at least six feet tall. I was like an imp walking among them, and I had been all my life. My mother must have been short too, because the therian race my father was from were supposedly tall as well. 
 
    They were the elderfel, a race of anthropoid felines that were somewhat humanoid in shape but were completely covered in fur. They were a lot larger and stronger than humans, and their faces were more feline than humanoid. 
 
    They were also one of the most prejudiced races of all – I would be killed on sight if even a single elderfel came across me, which was a major source of the danger the outside world posed. The humans were also prejudiced against most other races, but especially pantherians like me. The fact that I could potentially pass as a human, as long as I hid my elderfel features, made half-breeds like me seem more dangerous to them. I had been told all my life that pantherians used to be hunted down, just like ancient witch hunts before magic became an accepted practice among humans. 
 
    At least my strength made up for my other limitations. I was stronger than a human would be, even as strong as an elf, and I had trained with my peers in practicing combat. 
 
    There were three dojos in the elven village where I had grown up, and all but one had refused to train me. And that was only because the master owed my godmother a favor. She had also taught me magic herself, since getting a professional to train me in that area was a lost cause. 
 
    Most humans couldn’t use magic, and basically zero elderfel were capable, which meant my mother must have been a mage. Otherwise, it shouldn’t have been possible for me to learn. But thankfully, it was possible, and I was grateful for any tool that would allow me to survive in the outside world past the age of eighteen. 
 
    Because, unlike the magic-rare humans and the magicless elderfel, I could use my own type of magic quite well. 
 
    I sat down on a rock about five miles away from the only home I had ever known. I wasn’t technically out of elven territory yet, but I didn’t think anyone would care if I took a small break. Their magically protected realm ended only about ten feet away, where the forest stopped and a meadow began. 
 
    Since I had spent most of my life training in the art of fighting, and since elderfels had a natural high level of endurance, I wasn’t even winded from the five-mile trek out of the forest. However, in a way, my heart was fatigued already. My chest felt grieved and frightened. 
 
    Part of me was glad to leave the elves behind. I was tired of their looks of disdain, and tired of the way everyone treated me. But at the same time, I knew it would be worse in the outside world. And that made me afraid, because I wasn’t allowed to return. I was banished from their lands now that their obligation had been met. Forever. 
 
    I sighed heavily as I stared at my small black boots. They weren’t very feminine, but then again, no one had viewed me as anything other than a beast all my life. At least the rest of my clothing was a little more feminine. I wore a small pair of black leather shorts held tight to my waist just below my tail by a black leather belt, as well as a thin black half-jacket that was sleeveless. My almost nonexistent chest was covered in a small garment that was dark purple, leaving my toned stomach completely exposed. My legs were mostly exposed too, sacrificing protection in an attempt to stay cool in the summer heat. Even though it was only a couple of hours past the sun having risen, and even under the shade of the trees, it was extremely hot and humid. 
 
    The only weapon I had with me was a special sword crafted by an elf named Ortius. He had a unique talent for making magical weapons, and also happened to owe my godmother a few favors. This was one of the reasons I knew she loved me despite how hard she was on me – she had used up a lot of her long-established goodwill trying to prepare me for this day. 
 
    I pulled the midnight blade briefly out of its sheath, mesmerized again by its beauty. Unlike a normal sword, the black metal was shaped like a flat spike that was about a foot and a half long. While I could certainly handle a normal sized blade, regular swords were almost as big as I was – not the best weapon for traveling when cursed with such short legs. The blade had red accents along it that were remnants of the magic used to prevent it from dulling or breaking. Other than that, it was a fairly normal sword with an extremely plain black sheath – nothing fancy. 
 
    It did have one unique ability – to cut through anything physical when magic was infused into it. In that sense, I supposed someone might consider it a magical artifact, but I had only managed to successfully activate it once. Plus, it wasn’t very useful in battle due to the amount of concentration it required to keep it active. 
 
    It wasn’t an accident that I was dressed in dark colors. Bright colors were a great way to draw unwanted attention, not to mention it made a person more visible in the dark. If it wasn’t so hot, I would have covered up my pale skin more, but there was only so much heat I could tolerate. I chose the purple top simply because it went well with my bright amethyst eyes. At least, I thought it did. I didn’t know a lot about fashion, but I always thought it was beautiful when elven women in the village would wear colors that matched their eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t help but be mesmerized by their beauty sometimes, even though they always looked at me with disgust in exchange. They were all perfect – too perfect even. I had no problem admitting I was jealous. I’d never be perceived as beautiful like them, so how could I not be envious? Even my godmother was beautiful, despite her aged appearance. 
 
    I sighed heavily, trying to push aside my vexing thoughts to focus on my surroundings. 
 
    The tall green grass at the edge of the forest and the green vegetation made me feel content, but the humid temperature was almost suffocating. It seemed warmer than usual for this early in the morning. It made me wish I was capable of using ice magic, but unfortunately I only had an affinity for an obscure dark spell referred to broadly as binding magic. 
 
    I was able to create blue ethereal chains that could immobilize a target, but that was it. Nothing offensive. Supposedly, this type of magic could also allow me to enslave another creature permanently to do my bidding, but it was forbidden by the elves. My godmother wouldn’t even tell me how to do it, and it was a miracle she had even mentioned it to me. 
 
    Still, that information alone wasn’t very helpful because finding someone who did know how to perform binding spells would be next to impossible. A lot of what people knew about magic was experimental in nature, which meant only someone who could do what I could would know – and that person might be very dangerous. 
 
    I sighed again as I readjusted the pack on my shoulders. It would probably be heavy to a human, but my inhuman elderfel strength made it manageable. It was mostly full of dry food, along with a small knife, flint, and something else my godmother had placed in there. She had told me it was a gift, but that I wasn’t allowed to look at it until after I had left elven territory. Whatever her gift was, that was where most of the weight came from. 
 
    My curiosity was tugging at me to discover what she had hidden in the small leather pouch she had stuffed in my pack, but I also wasn’t ready to take the last few steps out of the forest and into a world of peril. It felt dangerous out in the meadow a few trees away, but I wasn’t sure if that was my elderfel instincts or just my fear of the unknown. After all, I had never so much as ventured a mile beyond the village in my entire life, and here I was five miles away about to step out of a protected land. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the sound of a twig snapping came from behind, prompting me to dash to my feet with a hasty spin, my blade already yanked free of its sheath. 
 
    A familiar voice greeted me. “Calm down Riella. It’s just me.” 
 
    “Regulus?” I wondered in surprise. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The tall elf cautiously stepped out from the brush so I could see him. He was wearing his guard uniform, indicating he was currently on duty. The dark green clothing with gold accents were standard in our village…well, their village. I wasn’t considered a member anymore, not that anyone really considered me one in the first place. Regulus had always been ‘polite’ to me, but that was about as far as it went. Which is why I felt unsure of why he was here now. 
 
    His bright green eyes grinned, looking especially appealing when contrasted against his tan skin. He was definitely one of the more handsome elves, but I had learned at a young age to be skeptical of those who pretended to be nice to me – it never ended well. And really, Regulus wasn’t nice, just not mean. He was one of the few elves who didn’t look at me with disgust whenever I was around. 
 
    Regulus ran his fingers through his white hair as he responded. “Well, I came to see you off, of course. I’m glad I caught you before you left the forest. I wanted to tell you something before you go…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    I was shocked he had anything to say to me – we had barely spoken at all since I first met him fifteen years ago. Despite his height, we were the same age, and I had been forced to be around him a lot since we attended both the same educational center and dojo. Elven villages were often extremely large, requiring multiples of both types of facilities to handle all the children. There were four educational centers roughly three miles apart from each other. And the entire village was easily ten miles deep into the trees. Yet it was just one of many such elvish communities, with massive cities lying further in the forest. 
 
    I sheathed my sword as I waited for him to continue. He seemed…nervous, but I couldn’t imagine why. 
 
    “And?” I finally prompted, raising a thin eyebrow with my arms crossed. 
 
    He sighed. “And, I just wanted to say that I think you’re really pretty, in your own way, and if I was in to bestiality I would have totally considered spending more time with you while you were here.” 
 
    I just gawked at him, rage slowly bubbling up inside of me as I tried to determine if he was giving me a compliment, which I couldn’t even imagine, or insulting me. He seemed to notice, quickly trying to clarify. “I just mean, if you were an elf you’d be pretty – you have a pretty face…I…” He became more flustered the more pissed my expression grew. 
 
    I have a pretty face? Thanks idiot. Not only was it a lie, but that sounded like something I’d heard someone say to an elf who was a little overweight – you have a pretty face… If the girl hadn’t been such a jerk to me, then I would have defended her from the insult. Granted, that was almost ten years ago and she was thin and beautiful now, with fair skin and silver eyes. And even more hateful. She was definitely one elf I was glad I would never see again. 
 
    Finally, seeming exasperated, he finished. “That’s all I wanted to say. Please put away your sword.” 
 
    I looked down to see I had instinctively drawn it out halfway again. I quickly shoved it back in and turned on my heels, not wanting him to see my anger begin to transition to tears. 
 
    Why did they all have to be so hateful? Even this guy, who I kind of admired, was a jerk. And the worst part was, I knew he wasn’t trying to be. In his own way, he was trying to send me off on a positive note. Instead, I was both pissed and depressed. 
 
    Bestiality? Thanks, you idiot. Real helpful. If it weren’t for these stupid ears and tail, I would pass as a normal human. Not that it mattered much to an elf – he might have mentioned bestiality even if I was fully human. But that fact still didn’t make me feel much better. 
 
    Without a word, I began walking to escape the edge of the forest, and hopefully the tears that threatened to escape my eyes. 
 
    “Wait!” Regulus called out, taking a few steps after me. 
 
    I stopped. “What?” I snapped, not looking back. But he didn’t respond. He just stood where he was, unsure of what to say. What could he say? Probably nothing nice, even if that was his goal. 
 
    Finally, I sighed and took another step forward. He shocked me by blurting out what was on his mind. “Can I kiss you? …Before you go?” 
 
    I froze, my heart suddenly racing. 
 
    Kiss him? Why? There had to be a catch. I didn’t even know how to kiss…not to mention I would never see him again. I quickly wiped my purple eyes and then turned my head to stare at him. His posture was reserved, but I could see in his expression that he was hopeful I’d say yes. But why? I’d never see him again, and I knew he would never considering having any kind of relationship with me. He definitely would never leave the forest with me. Still… 
 
    “Don’t you have a girlfriend?” I wondered, knowing he did. She was beautiful like him, with slightly darker skin and vivid icy-blue eyes. 
 
    He scoffed in annoyance. “I wasn’t asking you to date me – just for a kiss before you leave forever.” 
 
    Selfish bastard! 
 
    I barely managed to hold my tongue as my eyes narrowed in rage. I immediately whipped my head back around and marched forward to escape this stupid hell. He called out to me again, but I just ignored him, knowing he wouldn’t follow. So much for a friendly goodbye. I didn’t have any friends anyway. I was just a worthless piece of garbage whose feelings didn’t matter to anyone. 
 
    I seethed as I hurried across the empty meadow, forgetting to be cautious of my surroundings. At least nothing seemed to be around in broad daylight. I still had most of the day before dark, so I needed to try to cover as much distance as possible. I wasn’t even sure exactly where I was going. My godmother had just said to head west, but she had given no specific reason why, other than the fact that it was safer for me. It made me wonder if the elderfel lived more towards the east. I knew the elvish forest was in the south, which meant I was currently facing north and needed to head towards my left slightly. That’s where I should find humans, and as far as I knew they wouldn’t try to kill me on sight like an elderfel would. 
 
    I had considered trying to hide my tail and ears, but it was too hot to wear the necessary clothing. I’d die of heat stroke before I died from someone seeing my non-human features. My black clothing, as little as it was, didn’t help either. It was certainly a tradeoff. In the end, I wasn’t sure I was really accomplishing anything. Maybe I should have just gone with lighter colors so that at least I wasn’t dying of heat. 
 
    Once I cleared the meadow, I paused to look back, my anger having finally dissipated enough to glance one last time at the elven forest. 
 
    But it was already gone. 
 
    What should have been trees was a massive outcropping of rocks, going up as high as I could see. It was an illusion of course, but the magical barrier made it feel real enough if someone were to try to touch it. 
 
    When I had first been told about how the elves kept outsiders out, it had made me curious about my mother – how had she managed to get in? 
 
    But no one had an answer for me. Either they didn’t want to say, or else they sincerely didn’t know. Only elves could proceed through the barrier – everyone else faced an impenetrable wall. Including myself now. 
 
    Suddenly, movement in the distance caused my cat-ears to flinch, the black fur on my tail suddenly sticking up. I began turning in alarm just as a stabbing pain pierced my thigh, forcing me to stumble. Instinctively, I used the only power I had available at this range. I activated my magic, visualizing what I wanted, and heard something heavy drop to the ground as my assailant was bound by my blue ethereal chains. 
 
    Trying to stay upright, I looked down to see an arrow sticking through my thigh. 
 
    Someone attacked me? Already? Why? 
 
    My mind was racing as I tried to avoid passing out, the pain just now starting to hit me. But I didn’t have time to think. Even though the first assailant was still restrained, two more appeared out of the brush on either side. 
 
    Elderfels. 
 
    Both of them resembled tigers, although the one to my right had bluish fur whereas the one to the left was more gray. They both were wearing dark brown leather armor that covered their upper torso and waist. Fear gripped my chest as I realized they had been waiting for me. I hadn’t just been exiled from my home, I had been sent to my death. 
 
    I immediately pulled out my short sword, ready to defend myself. I wasn’t sure how I’d manage though. I was strong, but so were they. I had skill, but so did they. And if I bound all three of them with my magic, then I’d immobilize myself from the strain on my mind. One was about all I could handle and still move. 
 
    Unexpectedly, vines erupted from the ground and ensnared both of my immediate threats, dropping them to the forest floor. I instantly cleared the distance, despite the horrible pain erupting from my thigh, and readied myself to slice the throat of the first one. 
 
    I hesitated briefly, watching the humanoid gray tiger struggle against the vines. I didn’t have time to waste, but I had never actually killed an intelligent creature before – only animals. The elves had a high respect for life, but they weren’t opposed to hunting for food. 
 
    I had certainly killed before, but not something like this. 
 
    I grimaced as I instinctively safeguarded my mind by thinking the same prejudice I’d grown up with. The same prejudice that had always been directed towards me. 
 
    It’s just an animal. 
 
    I stabbed my midnight blade into its throat, trying to ignore the gurgling sound it made as it gasped for breath, and quickly hobbled over to the next one to do the same. 
 
    Just an animal, just an animal, just an animal. 
 
    I then glanced back at the stone wall, knowing Regulus had been the one to save me. For him, he could see me across the meadow unhindered, though he would never step foot out of the forest to help me in person. Still, I was glad to know he was watching. I wasn’t sure if I would have survived this attack by myself. 
 
    I suddenly regretted not giving him that kiss, but then chastised myself for thinking like that. He didn’t really care about me. Not to mention he had someone. I shouldn’t have to give someone a kiss in exchange for saving my life – it should just be something people do as a courtesy to their fellow… 
 
    Elf? Human? 
 
    I supposed I didn’t fit into any category that deserved saving based on a common decency for life. 
 
    Despite my complaining muscle, I quickly limped over to the last elderfel still bound by my ethereal chains. The arrowhead scraped my other leg on the way. 
 
    I stood over the panther-like creature, shocked to see that his black fur was the same shade as mine on my ears and tail. 
 
    He spat at me, cursing in a language I didn’t understand. But then, as I held my blade up to his throat, he spoke in the human tongue, which was something I had been taught. His voice was full of spite and disdain. “Filthy pantherian! You’re an obscenity to our kind! A disgrace to us all! The sun will not set before you are dead. We will assure of that.” 
 
    Fear gripped my chest again. I quickly glanced around to make sure I didn’t see or hear anyone else. 
 
    The elderfel laughed at me. “They will come soon enough and hunt you down. We have been waiting for eighteen years to destroy you. Finally, we will end this mistake.” 
 
    I stared into his hateful eyes, surprised to see slits instead of normal circular pupils like mine. He looked so sinister. Truly a monster. 
 
    But that’s not what I was focusing on now. My mind was racing. 
 
    Had they really had elderfel camped out here consistently for eighteen years? They wanted me dead that badly? I knew the elderfel were prejudiced, but I didn’t know they were that prejudiced. Why did they want me dead so desperately? It didn’t make sense to waste so many resources on killing one person. 
 
    I tried to get answers, but the elderfel just laughed and spat at me. 
 
    Knowing I might pass out from the pain at any moment, which would automatically release the monster from my chains, I slit his throat to be done with it. I then hobbled about six feet away and leaned up against a nearby tree. 
 
    Thinking about them as animals or monsters made it easier to kill them. This panther was just a monster, who only happened to be capable of intellectual speech. That’s all. 
 
    I felt like I was losing a piece of myself by thinking that, but the alternative was distressing. 
 
    Glancing at my leg, I wondered if I should risk taking the arrow out. Right now, it was the only thing preventing me from bleeding to death, the wooden shaft blocking the wound. However, I couldn’t walk like this either, and I was as good as dead if I didn’t get into hiding quickly. 
 
    Clenching my teeth, I used my sword to slice off the ends of the arrow. I tried not to scream in agony, but I couldn’t help it. I was gasping for breath by the time I sat down on the ground, leaving the shaft in my leg for now. Once I recovered enough to think clearly, I quickly began going through my pack for anything that might help. But I had nothing. Doubtful anyone had foreseen me being attacked this soon, if at all. I still couldn’t believe that they had stationed assassins here to kill me whenever I reappeared. 
 
    For eighteen years, there had always been someone here watching. It just didn’t make sense. 
 
    Almost giving up, realizing I would probably need to tear up my small jacket to stop the bleeding once I removed the shaft, I pulled out the heavy leather pouch given to me by my godmother. 
 
    As I felt inside, I gasped when my fingers grasped a small glass vial, hoping it was what I suspected it to be. The clear rosy liquid gave it away – it was a magically imbued serum that accelerated healing. I quickly took a small sip and capped the tube. I then clenched my teeth and hissed as I ripped the arrow out of my leg. 
 
    An excruciating pain erupted up my thigh and into my core, lasting a few seconds before the warmth in my stomach began to seep throughout my body and reach my wound. I almost cried as the pain began releasing, replaced with a burning sensation. I relished in the moment for a few seconds, gasping for air, before forcing myself to focus again. 
 
    I placed the thick glass vial back in my pack, noting that I had maybe four sips left, and decided to find out what other unexpected gifts my godmother had given me. I knew it was dangerous to stay here, but the potion required a few minutes to fully work and I needed to know what resources I had available. 
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t expecting much though. The elixir alone was possibly the most valuable item I had ever owned other than my sword. 
 
    Reaching in the leather sack again, I grasped the heavy object inside and heaved it out, my eyes widening. It looked like a sphere of pure onyx, but I knew exactly what it was. It was a summoning crystal – the most valuable item my godmother had in her possession, because the method for creating them had been lost long ago. The value far eclipsed both my sword and the potion combined. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t like I knew how to use it, nor did I understand why she would have given it to me. 
 
    Maybe she wanted me to sell it? 
 
    I carefully set it down in between my legs and reached in to determine if there was anything else valuable. At the bottom was a piece of old parchment. I pulled it out to see that it was a page torn from a thick tome written in the human language. My godmother had also scribbled in the corner, inscribing a message. 
 
    I focused on her words first. 
 
    “Riella, I have done all that I can to prepare you for this day, but I fear it may not be enough. The elderfel are a malicious race and may know of your existence, though I cannot be sure. With this page you should find my summoning crystal. It is extremely dangerous and can only be used once more. Study this page carefully before you consider using it, because the monster you summon might kill you if you are unable to permanently bind it to yourself. There is binding magic imbued in the crystal, so you aren’t required to use your own, but you still must exert your will for it to work. I know I have never said it to your face, but I didn’t want you to leave without admitting I have grown fond of you over the years. I love you, and I wish you the best.” 
 
    My throat suddenly felt tight, my eyes stinging at the last part. She was right, she had never told me she loved me. I suspected it of course, due to her actions, but I never realized how much I needed for her to say it until now. I just wished it had been in person. 
 
    If anything, her having written her message in the human tongue seemed a little impersonal, like it wasn’t good enough to write in elvish, but I decided not to focus on that. No matter what language she had written it in, she had still said it nonetheless. 
 
    Fighting back the tears, I placed the small bag down and shifted my weight as I began stroking my tail absentmindedly, trying to comfort myself. It was one of the many soothing habits I’d developed over the years to take my mind off whatever was bothering me. After a few seconds, I sighed and picked up the paper again to study it while I had the chance. 
 
    The crystal would summon a being based on the summoner’s needs, ripping the creature from their current location and instantly transporting them. It was absolutely essential that the summoner focus intently on what they needed as they activated it, and just as important that they maintained their focus when the monster arrived out of the portal. I was glad to learn that I didn’t have to do anything special for the binding magic to work – the process would start automatically, but it could fail if I didn’t stay focused. 
 
    I had to be careful not to falter if the creature I summoned was scary. 
 
    But that’s what I needed right now. Something scary and lethal, like a dragon. I scoffed at myself as I admitted what I really needed was a friend, something I had never had. Granted, that wouldn’t be very helpful in keeping me alive. 
 
    Unexpectedly, a sizzling noise between my legs caught my attention. I looked down in horror to see a second drop of my blood from my leg splash onto the onyx sphere. My wound was mostly healed now, but it was still occasionally dripping. I had unconsciously readjusted myself, allowing the wound on my inner thigh to hover over it. 
 
    I stared as the sizzling blood disappeared, seemingly absorbed into the crystal. For a moment, nothing else happened, but then I realized the sphere was beginning to glow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Summoned 
 
      
 
    The black sphere between my legs glowed brighter, intensifying until it was a vivid red. Sparks began to fly out of it, startling me. 
 
    Horrified, I threw myself to the side, rolling away as arcs of red energy began crackling into the ground all around the sphere. I was afraid my pack was going to catch fire, but then recalled that magical energy didn’t usually contain heat unless it was being used to create flames. 
 
    As I scrambled to my hands and knees, a blue glow on my right forearm caught my attention. I looked down to see thin ethereal chains similar to my own appear around it. They abruptly shot towards the bright red orb, seeming to grow out of nothing, just as a massive shadowy void appeared in the air above it. The chains instantly curved upwards and went taut the moment it entered the portal. 
 
    Something strong pulled on my arm, jerking me forward. I immediately pulled back, throwing my weight into it as I sat back on my heels, afraid I was going to get yanked straight into the black hole. 
 
    Much to my surprise, a shadowy figure fell out when I pulled, landing on the ground next to the sphere. A blue ethereal collar was already around its neck. But it wasn’t over yet. The shadow monster glared at me with piercing blue eyes. 
 
    It startled me, because the eyes were humanoid, though I couldn’t see what lie behind the shadows. The creature used the opportunity to wrap the chain around its arm, yanking on it so that the collar around its neck snapped off. 
 
    Terror gripped my chest again as I felt the ethereal chain snake up my own arm and wrap around my own neck. 
 
    The spell was backfiring! This monster was going to enslave me! 
 
    I focused as hard as I could, knowing the spell was going to end soon, but the chain wouldn’t advance to the monster’s throat again. The shadows were fading, revealing skin, but I had to focus. 
 
    Finally, I gave up and just forced a collar into existence on its forearm, trying to yank my own collar off. The chain on my own arm had unraveled, and now it was linked directly from my neck to the monster’s wrist. 
 
    Just as I managed to get a collar to form on the creature, I felt my own magical collar begin to crack. I could feel my will fighting fiercely against the thing I had summoned, but we were at a standstill. I couldn’t fully break the collar. 
 
    Abruptly, the spell climaxed and sunk into my skin. 
 
    I cried out as I felt it burn all along my throat, like someone was trying to strangle me with a rope made of fire. I was shocked to hear the monster cry out too, stunned that the noise didn’t sound like a beast. It sounded more anthropoid, humanoid even. 
 
    As the burning sensation slowly faded away, I looked down at my right hand to see a black marking resembling a chain that wound up my arm where the magic had been. It went all the way up my shoulder and onto my neck. However, the mark rapidly disappeared, leaving behind only the sensation on my throat. 
 
    I had failed. 
 
    While I had managed to enslave it in time, it had also enslaved me. I didn’t know what that meant – didn’t know what would happen now. 
 
    My head snapped up, fear gripping my chest again, to find those piercing blue eyes staring at its own arm. A similar black marking ran up its wrist to a black tattoo band around its muscular forearm. Except the chain pattern didn’t disappear like mine had. The whole tattoo remained. 
 
    The black collar was surprisingly pretty to look at, enough so to distract me for a moment, appearing like it had snowflakes set within an elegant fencing. I wondered if it was how mine looked too. I had never actually seen snow, but my godmother had a book that illustrated what snow supposedly looked like up close. 
 
    Reminding myself of the seriousness of the situation, I tore my attention away from the enchanting marking to focus on my potential enemy. The creature I had summoned was humanoid – very humanoid, except for the massive black wings hovering in the air behind it. 
 
    And, as I glanced down, I realized it was naked…he was naked. 
 
    I immediately looked up, my cheeks flushed red, only to be horrified again when I realized those infuriated sapphire eyes were glaring at me now. I fell backwards as he leapt on top of me, pinning me to the ground. I instinctively shoved my hands against his bare chest, trying to force him off, but even as strong as I was being half-elderfel, I wasn’t nearly as strong as him. Not to mention he was so heavy, like the weight of ten people shoved into one body. 
 
    I tried to grab my blade, only for him to wrap his hand around my wrist and slam it into the ground. I didn’t want to risk trying with my other hand, keeping it on his chest to try to prevent him from crushing me to death with his weight alone. 
 
    “Stop!” I finally cried out. 
 
    It was my last resort, hoping the enslavement ritual would make him obey. But he didn’t stop. He just stared at me with hard eyes. His face was scary because of his anger, but also because it was so breathtakingly beautiful. Even more so than the elves. I had no idea what this creature was that I had summoned, but I was sure it wouldn’t matter in a moment when he killed me. 
 
    I found myself whimpering like a stupid kitten, and turned my head away from him, embarrassed by my weakness – by my fear. It was all so stupid. I had been able to hold my own even against some of the best of the elves and here I was almost dying from a handful of elderfels, only to be killed by some unknown monster. 
 
    Some unknown, stupidly beautiful, monster. 
 
    I could tell he was trying to speak, but his anger was making it difficult. Finally, he spoke in a harsh tone. “What in the hell did you do to me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, trying to keep the tears from escaping my eyes by closing them. “It was an accident. I didn’t mean to activate it.” Even if I had intended to activate it eventually, he didn’t need to know that. If lying would save my life, then I was going to lie until I was blue in the face. 
 
    “Activate what?” He demanded. 
 
    I tried to speak, tried to control the fear making my heart race. “S-Summoning crystal. It a-activated when my b-blood touched it. I was attacked…” 
 
    I felt him glance down at my body, looking for any evidence that I was telling the truth, before noticing the drying blood on my thigh. I peeked out of my eyelids then when I felt his body shift slightly, seeing that he was looking behind himself at the elderfel who I had killed not far from where we were. 
 
    He turned his head towards me again, and I found myself holding his azure gaze when I saw that his anger had significantly diminished. 
 
    He stared at me more with curiosity now, looking up at my ears. “What are you?” He finally asked, his head cocking slightly to the side. 
 
    “Half elderfel, half human,” I whispered. 
 
    Surprisingly, he scoffed, speaking of the feline race with disdain. “An elderfel would never impregnate a human.” 
 
    My anger began to seep through in response to his disbelief. “I’m not lying! My father was an elderfel! How else do you think I ended up with these ears? I have a tail too!” 
 
    He looked down between our bodies then, seeing my tail twitching between my legs. He was straddling me, although he wasn’t touching me. I blushed furiously when I saw again that he wasn’t wearing any clothes. 
 
    “What?!” I exclaimed sarcastically, my embarrassment shifting immediately to annoyance. “Do you just walk around naked or something?!” 
 
    He glared at me again. “No, I don’t. I was wearing clothes just a moment ago, in the middle of hunting actually, before that black thing swallowed me up. I don’t know where my stuff went.” He scoffed then. “But that still doesn’t answer my question. Not just anyone can use a summoning crystal!” 
 
    “My mother might have been a mage,” I quickly added. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” He snapped. 
 
    I immediately looked away from him, unsure if he would believe me when I told him I hadn’t stolen it. “My godmother gave it to me. She told me to use it to enslave a creature to help protect me from the elderfel.” 
 
    “And you think that’s okay?!” He was enraged. “To enslave someone?!” 
 
    I gawked at him. “People keep pets all the time!” 
 
    “I’m not a pet!” He exclaimed. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to summon someone like you! I was trying to summon a beast, like a dragon or something!” 
 
    His glare suddenly intensified, causing a spike of fear in my chest again. I managed to yank my wrist away from him, shoving both my hands against his muscled chest when he leaned more into me. He brought his face down to mine, forcing me to turn my head away. I could feel his hot breath against my cheek, making me feel both terrified and a demented sense of thrill at the same time. 
 
    It was stupid, because I felt like he was going to reach down and rip my throat out with his teeth. After a few seconds, when he just remained there, I finally manage to speak. “What are you trying to do?” I gasped. 
 
    He grunted and pulled back slightly. “Trying not to bite you. Or scorch your face off. Trying to convince myself you don’t deserve it after saying something so insulting.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to insult you!” I exclaimed. “All I said was that I was trying to enslave a dra–” Suddenly my eyes focused on the wings hovering in the air behind him, and I gasped. “You can’t be…” 
 
    He scoffed. “No, I am not. You are right about that.” He looked away, allowing me to study his expression, seeing something I hadn’t expected – anguish. 
 
    “Then why did that offend you?” I asked quietly, confused by his reaction. 
 
    Abruptly, he pushed off me and turned away, sitting on the ground. I hesitated for a moment, before pushing myself up on my elbows. I managed to get a better view of his wings as he folded them back behind his back, confirming that they did indeed look draconic. 
 
    They were too long in his sitting position, causing them to bend outwards against the forest floor. It didn’t seem uncomfortable for him though, appearing as if the bony fingers had multiple joints, like a hand would, that could comfortably bend either direction. 
 
    I sat up the rest of the way slowly, surprised that he would turn his back to me when I still had my sword within reach. I kept my hands off it anyway, just to make sure he didn’t think I was going to literally stab him in the back. As far as I was concerned, I still wanted his help if he was willing. 
 
    No, I needed to convince him to help me. Because as skilled as I was with a sword, I might be able to take on one or two elderfel at the same time, but if I had a group of three or more come after me then I wouldn’t be able to manage on my own. Which meant I first needed to figure out why I had unintentionally offended him. 
 
    As I examined his body from behind, a thought hit me, though I couldn’t imagine how it would be possible. “Are you…” I began, feeling hesitant. I paused and started over. “Are you mixed too? A pantherian like me?” 
 
    He flinched when I said it, but didn’t respond. Finally, he took a deep breath. “When I was younger, my human mother scolded me for even asking how it happened…” He paused. “And when I got old enough for her to share, I decided I didn’t want to know. Magic was involved obviously, but I didn’t ask for the details.” 
 
    “My mother was human too,” I whispered. He glanced back at me, his eyes dropping down to my sword just briefly, before looking away again. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, suddenly feeling illogically embarrassed by how small it was. If I was a normal attractive girl, then he might have looked there as his gaze fell from my face to my sword. But no, he skipped right over my body. I scoffed. “And you didn’t believe me when I told you my father was an elderfel. Your story sounds more like a lie than mine does.” 
 
    He hissed in response. “Believe what you want.” He then abruptly stood up and walked over to the dead feline. 
 
    I blushed and immediately looked away. “What are you doing?!” I exclaimed. 
 
    I saw him glare at me from the corner of my eye. “Well, I can’t exactly go walking around naked, now can I?” To emphasize his point, he dramatically bent down and began unstrapping the armor off the corpse, careful to avoid getting more blood on it than it already had. After about a minute, he spoke again. “How’d you kill this guy anyway?” He wondered absentmindedly. 
 
    I just gawked at him. Was he stupid? “Well, if you look at the slit in its throat then maybe that would give you a hint.” 
 
    He glared at me again, finally having a loose pair of dark brown leather shorts on. “Obviously, I can see how he died, but you’re so small. I can’t imagine you taking this guy on yourself.” 
 
    I bit my tongue as my rage threatened to cause me to insult him for real this time. 
 
    Jerk. 
 
    Finally, after a few minutes of fuming, he had finished getting the rest of the armor on and was now waiting impatiently for an answer with his arms crossed. The elderfel armor appeared to be cut lower in the upper back, allowing him to wear it even despite his wings. 
 
    It was obvious he wasn’t even considering taking back his comment. I finally glared at him as I replied. “I’ve been training almost my entire life with a sword, and I also have some magic at my disposal, so my size shouldn’t matter.” 
 
    He smirked at me then, amused by my anger, and I suddenly found myself wanting to rip that smile off his pretty little face. “You know…” He began, his grin widening. “You’re kind of cute when you’re angry.” 
 
    That was the tipping point. I jumped to my feet and ripped my sword from its sheath, ready to show him just how ‘cute’ I could be when I gutted him. 
 
    He immediately held out his hands. “Jeez! Chill out! I should be the one mad here, not you!” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Look, I was just getting even. You’re the one who insulted me first. Dragons are intelligent creatures, not just some beast you can enslave. And…” He stuck his finger out at me. “If you had tried enslaving a full-blooded dragon then you’d probably be dead right now.” 
 
    My expression dropped, my anger suddenly transforming to rejection. I wasn’t even focusing on the last part he said, only on the fact that he admitted his comment was just to get even. Of course he hadn’t meant it when he said I was cute. I knew that, but it still hurt to hear him say it out loud. 
 
    I sheathed my sword and turned away, so he couldn’t see the inevitable tears threatening to reveal themselves. I suddenly didn’t even care if he stayed. If he wanted to leave, then I wanted him to just do it and get it over with. In a controlled voice, I spoke evenly. “Obviously you don’t want to be here, and it wasn’t my intention to summon you…” I hesitated. “I’m sorry for that…So if you’re going to leave then just go already.” 
 
    Surprisingly, he scoffed at me. “Do you even know how this works?” 
 
    I couldn’t look at him, although I wanted to. I didn’t want him to see the tears that had slipped out, nor did I want to wipe them away and risk him knowing. Finally, I sighed, and replied. “Honestly, no. Why?” 
 
    “Because I can’t leave. We’re stuck together unless we can find someone to break these bonds.” 
 
    I tried to look like I was smacking my hand against my forehead, instead using the opportunity to get the moisture off my cheeks. I then turned around to look at him. “And how exactly are we stuck together? I don’t see anything keeping you here.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and sighed, holding up his arm. “This band on my arm, and the one on your neck. They’re connected by magic.” He paused, beginning to speak almost to himself. “Well, really, I’m sure the magic goes deeper than that. If I lost my arm, this mark would probably just relocate on my body.” He focused on me again. “Anyway, I can probably physically move away from you for some distance, but if I actually tried to walk away with the intention of leaving…” He hesitated, and then turned around. “Here, I’ll show you. I’m going home.” 
 
    He began walking into the brush and after a few feet the ethereal blue chain reappeared, connected directly between the tattoo bands, suddenly taut from his movement. At first, I was surprised he didn’t just keep dragging me along, but then realized that when he brought his arm back towards me, only half of the chain went slack, as if there was an invisible force directly in the middle of us that prevented either of us from moving further away. I leaned forward just briefly to see that my half of the chain went slack too, but when I pulled it back straight, it kept extending. 
 
    He immediately noticed and commented on it. “You aren’t being held in place because you aren’t planning on walking away from me. So the chain will keep growing if you wanted to put some space between us. Normally, only one party gets enslaved, which has a slightly different effect. But since there are two masters and two slaves, the magic is reacting differently.” 
 
    I crossed my arms as I considered his words. I wondered how he was so knowledgeable about this magic, but I found myself more focused on the immediate situation. “So much for your high and mighty speech about enslaving others. You almost enslaved me.” 
 
    He glared at me again. “And what was I supposed to do? Just let you enslave me? I don’t know anything about you! No one wants to be anyone else’s slave!” 
 
    He had a point, I couldn’t argue with that. The blue chain immediately disappeared then, and I realized he must have stopped thinking about leaving me. It briefly made me happy, even though I knew he probably would leave if he didn’t have magic keeping him here. 
 
    “So what now?” I finally asked. 
 
    He scoffed at me yet again. “I don’t know, you tell me. You’re the one who did the summoning ritual.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and bowed my head, feeling my ears and tail droop. “Well, I was planning on using it to summon a creature to help me defend myself…” I paused, realizing I’d messed up my only chance. “But I guess we can just try to find a mage or something to undo this magic…” My ears drooped more. “So you can go home.” 
 
    He was silent for a long time as he examined my defeated posture. “Why are they after you anyway?” 
 
    I refused to look up at him. “Because of what I am. Apparently, it’s highly offensive to them, to the point that they will kill me the moment they see me. Although, I just found out they’ve had elderfel stationed here over the course of the last eighteen years keeping watch, so that they could kill me whenever I reappeared out of the elven forest.” 
 
    “You were in the elven forest?” He exclaimed in shock. “In their territory?!” 
 
    I finally glanced up, surprised he didn’t think I was lying. Maybe it was because I had been honest with him thus far. “Yes, my biological mother gave them something valuable in exchange for protecting me until today. But my time’s up.” I looked back down, unable to meet his gaze. “I just left the only home I’ve ever known, never to return again.” 
 
    “How long were you there?” He wondered, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    I found the courage to look up at him again. “I just told you. Eighteen years. My mother dropped me off about two weeks after I was born, and today’s my eighteenth birthday.” 
 
    He eyed me suspiciously. “You sure don’t look eighteen.” 
 
    I immediately crossed my arms tightly over my chest, feeling ashamed and embarrassed again. “Well, no one asked you anyway!” I exclaimed, turning away from him slightly. 
 
    “Chill out!” He retorted. “If anything, it was a compliment. Most women would love to look younger than they actually are.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not most women,” I replied haughtily. I heard him sneer but he didn’t respond. 
 
    After a few seconds, he surprised me. “Well, happy birthday I guess. Sorry that it’s turning out to be a horrible day for you.” 
 
    My head snapped towards him, waiting for the teasing. No one was ever nice to me and really meant it. There was always some degrading comment to follow. But he was looking away, scratching the back of his head like he was uncomfortable. His fingers running through his black hair. 
 
    Did he really mean it? 
 
    It kind of seemed like he did. 
 
    I sighed, facing him fully again, hoping I wasn’t getting my hopes up. “Yeah, well, I’m sorry for dragging you into my mess.” I paused then. “My name’s Riella by the way.” 
 
    He met my gaze briefly, before looking away. “I’m Eliakim. You can call me Eli for short.” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure if I should respond honestly. I decided I might as well. “That’s…a pretty name…” I blushed when he looked at me again, my gaze falling to my feet. “And you can call me Riel if you want.” 
 
    “Sure,” he shrugged, reaching down to grab the dead elderfel’s sword and fasten it to his new belt. 
 
    I blurted out what was on my mind. “Does your name have a meaning?” I wondered. 
 
    He hesitated briefly, before responding. “Yeah, it means ‘resurrection of god’ – it’s a reference to the sun god Ephraim. Why?” 
 
    I bit my lip gently. “I just wondered. My name means ‘god is my strength’ although I’m not sure which god my mother worshipped. The elves worship the earth itself since that’s where magic comes from.” 
 
    Eli crossed his arms and was quiet for a moment. I looked up at him, wondering why he was holding his tongue. He didn’t look upset, just hesitant to comment. Finally, after a few moments, he spoke. “The dragons believe Ephraim is the source of all magic – that it ends up in the earth because the trees serve as a vessel to pull it out of the air and into the ground.” 
 
    I blinked at him in surprise. “Oh, that may be. I don’t really know either way.” I paused then, wondering if I was being too forward by inquiring so much about him. “So…how old are you? You know my age, so I figured I’d ask.” 
 
    He shrugged, answering before quickly changing subjects. “Nineteen. So where are we going anyway?” 
 
    I didn’t want to tell him I had no idea, afraid that him finding out I was walking aimlessly might anger him again, so I just pointed northwest. He nodded, and I quickly walked towards my pack to grab everything. The summoning crystal wasn’t black anymore – it was a dull gray, like a regular stone. I picked it up to examine it. 
 
    “Can I see that?” He wondered. 
 
    I looked up at him in surprise, and then tossed it over. When he caught the sphere, it was obvious he hadn’t expected it to be so heavy considering how I had handled it. The look on his face when he gawked at me was priceless. It made my day. 
 
    “Huh,” he commented, “I guess you really are half-elderfel.” I smirked at him, but he didn’t smile back. Instead, he turned on his heels and chucked the rock as hard as he could. Much to my disbelief, it bolted away from him like a cannon ball, smashing into a tree and causing the trunk to erupt into a thousand splinters. 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine and tail. “Why did you do that?” I asked breathlessly. 
 
    Eli turned back towards me and shrugged again. “It’s useless now anyway, and it was an easy way to take out some aggression.” 
 
    I just stared at him, uncertain if I should really ask. My curiosity got the better of me. “Are you going to try hurting me?” 
 
    He scoffed. “I couldn’t hurt you even if I wanted to. The magic won’t allow it.” 
 
    My eyes widened as the recent memory of his hot breath on my cheek flashed in my mind. Had he really been trying then? “But that’s not what I asked,” I blurted out. 
 
    He glanced at me and sighed. “It doesn’t really matter. I can’t either way.” 
 
    “It matters to me!” I exclaimed, feeling extremely uncomfortable. I didn’t want to find a way to undo the magic only to have him attack me. If he were an elderfel, elf, or human then I would probably be fine with it, but I had already seen for myself just how significantly stronger he was. 
 
    I supposed I did still have my binding spell, but that didn’t work on everyone. There had been at least one elf, who also used dark magic, capable of defending himself. And I had no idea what this half-dragon was capable of. 
 
    Eli eyed me curiously. “Would you believe me if I told you I didn’t? You don’t even know me.” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment. He was right. I would have a difficult time believing him after all the betrayal I had already suffered in my life. But part of me wanted to believe him. Part of me wanted to trust someone. Somehow, even after all this time, I hadn’t lost hope that I might find someone I could rely on, but that was probably because it was my deepest desire. 
 
    He was completely right, although he likely didn’t realize just how right he was. I needed to guard my heart, because if he did betray me like everyone else had, it might be too much to bear this time. 
 
    I felt my ears and tail droop again as I thought about it. He noticed of course, but didn’t say anything else. I quickly shouldered my pack and then grabbed the large piece of parchment off the ground when I noticed it. 
 
    Eli took a step closer with an outstretched hand. “Can I see that?” He wondered. 
 
    I immediately eyed him suspiciously, already having it halfway in my bag. “No,” I said curtly. 
 
    He cocked his head. “Why not? I just want to read it. From the small image on it, I assume it has information about the crystal. Besides, it’s not like you need it anymore.” 
 
    I turned my head away as I replied. “It has a message from my godmother on it, so it’s more important than that.” 
 
    “Then I promise I won’t damage it. That page might have information about how to release this magic.” 
 
    I sighed heavily and handed it towards him without looking. When I felt him draw near and gently begin taking it from my fingers, I tightened my grip slightly. “Promise?” I whispered. 
 
    He sounded annoyed. “Yes, I promise.” Then after I loosened my grip he backed away, muttering underneath his breath saying, “Trust issues much?” 
 
    I glared at him, my ears twitching. I crossed my arms. “You just reminded me that I know nothing about you, and now you’re complaining I don’t trust you enough?” 
 
    Eli smirked. “Fair enough. But I haven’t done anything to break your trust yet.” 
 
    “Yet,” I repeated in annoyance, beginning to walk off. 
 
    He quickly followed after me, sounding irritated himself. “What? Did an elf boyfriend break your heart or something?” 
 
    I immediately tightened my embrace around my chest. “No,” I retorted. “There is no elf who would ever consider dating me.” 
 
    “Well, at least you got to live a semi-normal life until now.” 
 
    I glared back at him, only to see he was looking away, that same pained expression as before. Still, it wasn’t enough to abate my anger. “You don’t know anything!” I snapped, turning my gaze forward again. 
 
    Eli didn’t say anything. After a few seconds of walking in silence, I heard him unfold the page and began reading it. Much to my surprise, my godmother’s message must have been the first thing he read, because he blurted out a comment about it in disbelief. “She really never told you she loved you?”  
 
    I grimaced, refusing to look at him as I replied. “No, and she didn’t need to. She housed me, fed me, and if it wasn’t for her, then I never would have been trained to fight or learn magic. I owe her everything, much more than I deserve.” 
 
    Eli didn’t respond. I assumed he must have gone back to reading again. We walked in silence for a long time, and I realized I didn’t have time to be angry. I needed to focus on my surroundings or else risk being attacked blindly again. The last elderfel I had slain seemed confident I wouldn’t survive past sunset, which meant I had to get out of these trees and find somewhere safe to stay the night as soon as possible. 
 
    This forest was different than the elven forest. The trees seemed less…magical. I had never really seen trees like these. They looked sickly in comparison, although the deep green leaves that grew above our heads indicated they were in great health. There was also significantly less vegetation, and the tree trunks were spaced out more. I could see clearly far out from where we were, which meant we could also be seen easily too. 
 
    My ears began twitching as I listened for any unusual sounds. It was fairly noisy with all the birds and summer insects, but I knew I should still be able to pick out the sounds of footsteps. I was surprised Eli was able to walk so quietly, even though he wasn’t paying attention. I glanced back at him briefly, trying not to seem obvious. He had turned the page over and was reading intently whatever was on the back. 
 
    Why did he have to be so damn handsome? 
 
    It made me even more annoyed that I’d never have what everyone else obtained so easily. Even if he was a pantherian like me, I doubted he would ever have any interest in me. He was way out of my reach in more ways than one. 
 
    I blushed when he looked up to see me watching him from the corner of my eye. I immediately turned my head back around, feeling self-conscious. “What?” I asked, as if I had been expecting him to say something. 
 
    He sighed. “What were you thinking about when you ‘accidentally’ used the crystal?” 
 
    I stifled a groan, thankful I wasn’t looking at him now. Because I knew exactly what I had been thinking about, though I had been trying to avoid considering it. I wanted something lethal, like a dragon, but just before I heard the sizzling of my blood, my mind had trailed off…wishing for a friend… 
 
    “Dragon,” I said automatically, not wanting to admit that to him. That was too vulnerable of a desire to share. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” he began. “When you accidentally activated the crystal, you were already thinking about a dragon?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said simply. “I was just in the middle of reading that first part on the page when it happened.” I glanced back at him again. “Why?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing.” He then paused before continuing with a sigh. “But, it looks like breaking this enslavement is next to impossible because of how you did it.” 
 
    I halted in my tracks, turning to look at him. “How I did it?” I repeated in confusion. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    He hesitated, seeming cautious. “It requires the summoner’s blood to activate…” 
 
    “And?” I prompted when he didn’t continue. I had figured that much out on my own. But he didn’t look at me. Instead, he just stared off into space. When it didn’t appear that he was going to respond anytime soon, I carefully took a step forward and slipped the piece of parchment out of his hand. 
 
    He let me, still looking away. 
 
    I eyed him suspiciously, before glancing at the back side of the page. I began scanning it carefully, trying to find the spot where it talked about how to activate it…and then I found it. Blood given freely from the summoner from them cutting themselves would allow the master to break the bonds if desired with the use of another summoning crystal. However, the crystal was designed with a sort of failsafe intended on protecting the mage in the event they were in danger. 
 
    Blood used that was extracted unwillingly, such as from a wound created by an enemy, would create an unbreakable bond only shattered by… 
 
    Death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Eliakim 
 
      
 
    I gasped as I looked up at him again, suddenly feeling a renewed sense of fear. This half-dragon was bound to me for life, and the only way to break it is if one of us died. 
 
    “We’re soulbound,” I whispered out loud in disbelief. The magicbound version of the spell could have been broken with another crystal, but not this. This was truly permanent, hence the name given to it according to the page. 
 
    Eli seemed to notice my sudden uneasiness, maybe even catching my slight trembling, and sighed heavily. “I told you I can’t hurt you, remember?” 
 
    “But you can still let me die!” I retorted. Since I hadn’t been successful in enslaving him, he didn’t have to fight for me. He could just let the elderfel kill me and then he’d be free. In my attempt to gain an ally, I had just created another enemy. 
 
    He shrugged. “Obviously you’re more difficult to kill than you look,” he replied, gesturing to my bloodstained leg. “There’s not even a sign of the wound that blood came from.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to tell him how I’d managed to heal that. The last thing I needed was for him to steal my potion and leave me with nothing in the event I was attacked again. 
 
    What had I gotten myself into?! 
 
    My mind became frantic as I tried to understand the entire scope of the situation. He couldn’t harm me, and he didn’t have to fight with me…so in reality, it wasn’t much different than if he wasn’t even here. I was basically just on my own again, which wasn’t as bad as it could be. It just sucked that I had wasted my one chance of having a pet, or partner, or whatever, to help defend myself. 
 
    Eli’s sigh brought me out of my train of thought. “Look, I’m not going to intentionally get you killed. If we are attacked, I’ll fight too.” 
 
    “But how can I know you’re telling the truth?” I wondered skeptically. He began walking again, passing me up. I turned to follow, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Well?” I asked after a minute. 
 
    He shrugged again. “I honestly don’t know what to tell you. It’s not like I had anything better going on, so being stuck with you isn’t so bad…I guess.” 
 
    I still felt skeptical. “What about your family? Won’t they be worried?” But Eli didn’t respond. He just kept walking in silence. My head dropped as I began to suspect why. “Sorry…” I whispered. 
 
    I saw him glance back at me, before looking forward again. He then ducked under a low tree branch that I wouldn’t have even considered paying any attention to, before responding. “I never knew my father. And my mother…” He took a deep breath. “She became sick a few months ago with some weird disease. I brought her to the nearby human village, but they couldn’t help her.” 
 
    I suddenly felt irrationally annoyed again, but on his behalf this time. “Couldn’t? Or wouldn’t?” I sneered. 
 
    He stopped, almost causing me to knock into him. I quickly took a step back, uncertain about his reserved expression. “Couldn’t,” he said simply. “They didn’t know I was a pantherian.” 
 
    I gawked at him in surprise. “But how…” 
 
    He shook his head and began turning back around. At first, I thought he was going to ignore me, but then his wings vanished right before my eyes. I immediately reached out in shock, grasping one with my thin fingers. The leathery texture was so smooth and soft. 
 
    “Hey!” He exclaimed. “Don’t touch them!” 
 
    “Sorry!” I said sincerely, immediately letting go. “I just couldn’t believe they disappeared.” 
 
    “Yeah, well they didn’t. It’s a type of illusion magic that lets me conceal myself. Or in this case, parts of myself.” He began walking again, and I immediately followed. 
 
    “So, you can make yourself invisible then?” I wondered. 
 
    Eli glanced back at me with a smirk, and then vanished right before my eyes. Fear gripped my chest again, afraid he was going to disappear forever. I began frantically looking around, my ears twitching as I tried to listen for him. 
 
    Suddenly, his face was just inches away from mine, causing me to fall backwards. He instantly reached out and wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me back upright before I fell entirely. I blushed furiously, but the moment only lasted for a few seconds before he took a step back. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you like that.” He then smirked again. “Although, I have to admit the look on your face when I reappeared was priceless.” 
 
    I couldn’t meet his gaze, so I just nodded and walked around him. I was doing my best to conceal my reaction, afraid my expression might give too much away. His brief touch had affected me in ways that I’d never want to admit out loud. 
 
    I could feel his eyes boring into the back of my head. However, his tone surprised me when he finally spoke. 
 
    “Did I make you angry?” He wondered quietly. 
 
    I glanced back at him, having composed myself now. “No,” I admitted. “I’m fine. It just surprised me is all.” When he looked away, I sighed and then slowed my pace so he could walk beside me. He looked down at me hesitantly before finally believing that I wasn’t angry. Granted, I had to admit I was glad that’s what he had assumed instead of the truth. 
 
    As I began focusing more on my surroundings again, he wondered about my weapon. 
 
    “Can I see your sword?” 
 
    I stopped immediately and eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    He held his hands up in defense. “I just wanted to see it up close. I assume it must be elven made, because I’ve never seen a weapon like that before.” When I didn’t stop glaring at him, he sighed. “I can’t hurt you remember?” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “But you could still hide it from me or something.” 
 
    He scoffed. “I’m not going to hide it from you. If the elderfel attack again, I have no doubt they would try killing me too. I just want to take a look.” 
 
    I pouted as I considered it, before begrudgingly sliding out my blade and handing it over. He accepted it carefully and then held it up close to his face. “Wow,” he exclaimed. “The magic used to forge this was really powerful fire magic.” 
 
    “It was?” I asked in surprised. 
 
    He nodded, running his fingers along the flat surface before handing it back to me. “Yeah. I can use fire magic of course – I am part dragon after all – so I can sense the remnants, although I have no idea what the lingering effects do. I assume it must have made the blade more durable, since the metal is so thin.” 
 
    I sheathed my sword and began walking again. “Yes, supposedly it will never dull or break. Other than the note my godmother left, it’s my most precious possession.” I paused. “Really, it’s one of the few things I have that I can call mine.” 
 
    “Oh…” I saw him look away from the corner of my eye as he hesitated. “Thank you for letting me hold it then. I didn’t realize it meant that much to you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied simply, trying to ignore the heated sensation I felt in my cheeks yet again. My constant blushing today was really starting to annoy me. I needed to get a hold of myself and focus on what was important – like staying alive. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Eli’s wing shot out around me just as an arrow stopped an inch away from my shoulder, buried in the membrane of his extra appendage. He growled in pain, before shoving me to the ground roughly. I twisted around so that I was on my back and quickly reached out with my mind, binding the assailant. The creature dropped to the ground in the distance. 
 
    Then, I heard another arrow pierce Eli’s other wing. I gasped, looking up at him urgently. “I can bind the other archer, but I won’t be able to fight if I do. It takes too much concentration.” 
 
    He grunted in discomfort. “Do it. I’ll kill them.” 
 
    Fear seized my heart again as I realized that this was his chance to let me die. But if I didn’t stop the archers, then we would both probably die anyway. I trembled as I closed my eyes and concentrated on the second archer. He fell to the ground immediately, but now I was trapped, feeling helpless as Eli pushed himself off me and began to fight two…no three more elderfel who were attempting to attack at close range. 
 
    I had never felt so vulnerable in my entire life. I was literally laying in the middle of a battlefield, helpless to defend myself. Could Eli really defend me as I lay here wide open to attack? 
 
    I quickly bound a third assailant, making my head hurt from the effort. 
 
    Unexpectedly, my hair stood on its end as the air became charged with an unknown energy, and flashes of light along with peals of thunder erupted all around me. I heard an elderfel hiss before a blade sliced its throat and it fell limp to the ground. 
 
    And now I was only binding the two archers. 
 
    I heard Eli running away from me, followed quickly by the second archer’s lifeforce fading, allowing me to open my eyes to see Eli heading back in my direction. The three closest bodies were almost charred, their fur singed and smoking. The smell threatened to make me gag. 
 
    He paused, staring into the distance. “Are you wanting to try to get information out of the last one?” He wondered. 
 
    I looked towards the first archer, barely seeing the glow of my ethereal chains in the distance. I got to my feet as I looked up at him. My head was beginning to pound from the concentration that had been required to bind three at the same time. “I couldn’t get any of the others to talk, so I doubt this one will be any different…” I looked around at the bodies. “What kind of magic did you use?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    He shrugged. “Lightning magic.” 
 
    I gawked at him. “I didn’t know dragons could use that. I thought it was a rare form only occasionally seen in humans. Even the elves have never been known to use it.” He crossed his arms and looked at me as if I was missing something obvious. “Oh!” I exclaimed as it hit me. “Your mother was a mage?” 
 
    He nodded, speaking as he began to snap the arrows in his wings and pull them out. “Yes. I’m sure you know that just because someone can use magic doesn’t mean their children will be able to, but I ended up with the ability to use both fire and electric-based magic. My illusion magic is a form of dark magic – that comes from my mother too. Both my biological parents were strongly touched by it.” 
 
    I just stared at him in awe. He could use three types of magic, which almost seemed impossible. Even some of the best elves could use two at most – and that by itself was exceptionally rare. Magic was a uniform energy, but it would manifest differently depending on the user. For a person to be able to manifest that homogeneous energy in two different ways was unique – and three…that was just unheard of. 
 
    After a second of processing what he said, my eyes narrowed. “But wait, you said both your parents were strongly touched by magic. So then, what about your father?” After all, fire magic was common for them. 
 
    He paused as he considered my question. “He could use dark magic too. I suspect it’s how I came to be born, because I have traces of his abilities…” He then hesitated. “Maybe I’ll show you sometime, but for now we should kill the last one and go. It’s too dangerous outside of a city for us right now.” 
 
    I was surprised he said ‘us,’ but I didn’t correct him. Really, if he could leave, then it would only be dangerous for me. I quickly spun on my heels and headed for the last elderfel. I decided to try to get him to speak, holding my blade to his throat. I even sliced a few cuts on his arms, but when he just cursed at me repeatedly in their feral language, I slit his throat and moved on. He may have been trying to buy time for reinforcements anyway. 
 
    Stupid animal. 
 
    I sighed heavily. Stupid me. 
 
    As we began walking again, I glanced at the blood slowly leaking from the puncture holes in Eli’s wings. I couldn’t see the wounds since his large appendages were folded up, but I could see the blood dripping at the bottom. I took a deep breath. “Do you want me to heal that?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    He glanced at me. “You can use healing magic?” He wondered, sounding surprised. 
 
    I shook my head, and then stopped to pull out the vial. “If you take a sip of this, it’ll fix it.” 
 
    He crossed his arms. “That seems pretty valuable. Why offer it to me?” 
 
    I grimaced and looked down. “Because those arrows weren’t meant for you.” I paused, feeling my face turn red as my uneasiness transitioned to appreciation. “Thanks, by the way…” 
 
    Eli reached out his hand towards the potion, only to gently push it closer to my chest. “I heal fairly quickly. These tears will be gone within a day or two, so you should save that for a more life-threatening wound.” 
 
    I nodded, still unable to meet his gaze, and quietly stored it back in my pack. As I turned to begin walking again, his hand shot out to grab my arm. His touch was gentle, indicating there wasn’t a threat, but the heat from his fingers made my heart skip a beat. 
 
    “What?” I demanded, feeling annoyed by my own reaction to him. 
 
    He quickly let go in response to my sudden hostility. “Sorry. I just…” I looked at him finally when he couldn’t seem to get the words out. He seemed embarrassed. “I just figured if you’re offering something so valuable, then maybe you’d be willing to share some of your food. I was in the middle of hunting earlier, remember?” 
 
    “Oh!” I exclaimed apologetically. “Of course. It’s the least I could do after you saved my life.” I hurriedly pulled out two large slabs of dried meat, having no idea how much he ate. 
 
    He accepted them gratefully, and we began walking again. “Thanks,” he finally said, sighing in content once he was halfway done with the first piece. “Although, I didn’t just save your life.” He added. I glanced at him in confusion, prompting him to elaborate. “You helped a lot too. It would have been difficult taking on all five at once, especially when the other two could attack from a distance.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s why I need help staying alive,” I agreed. “I’m pretty confident I could handle two at a time, assuming I was starting off uninjured, but trying to fight that many puts me at a lethal disadvantage.” 
 
    “Well,” he replied, swallowing another bite of meat, “your being able to even handle yourself one-on-one is impressive by itself, never mind facing multiple opponents at once.” He seemed to sense that I hadn’t reacted the way he was expecting, so he looked down at my drooping ears and flushed face. “What’s wrong?” He asked in surprise. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing. I’m just not used to being complimented.” 
 
    He scoffed in disbelief. “Seriously?” 
 
    I nodded, both embarrassed and afraid that a retort was coming. I saw him cross his arms, a piece of the dried meat resting against his muscled side. I blushed again when I focused on his abs, quickly looking away. He didn’t seem to notice this time. 
 
    “That’s hard to believe,” he admitted. “Although, I guess if your godmother never even told you she loved you to your face, then maybe…” He uncrossed his arms again and took another bite. “Can you tell me about it?” He wondered. 
 
    I glanced up at him, feeling uneasy about sharing that part of my life. He was the only person I knew who wasn’t aware of my past, and I was afraid that telling him would keep it from remaining in the past. 
 
    I supposed I was still waiting for him to reveal his true colors, like even the polite elves ended up doing. But from what I had seen so far, he was eerily like me in multiple ways. A perfect match almost…which kind of made sense, because I had been wishing for a friend when my blood had activated the crystal. But that would just make his rejection all the more worse compared to receiving it from some regular stranger. 
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, causing him to glance down at me and retract his question. “Or not. That’s fine.” 
 
    I looked up at him again, wishing desperately I could trust him. I had spent my entire life having that desire unfulfilled. “Maybe…” I paused. “Can you tell me about your life first?” I requested tentatively. 
 
    He turned his head away, and we both fell silent. I was afraid I had shut him down by probing more into his own past, but then he surprised me by speaking. “My mother and I have lived alone all my life. Being a mage and skilled archer, she was able to provide food for the two of us by hunting and growing various vegetables around our house.” 
 
    He sighed. “She took it upon herself to educate me as well, teaching me about the world and its history. I learned how to use a bow from her, although I have a hard time hitting small game. And I’m not that great with a sword either, but my magic makes up for it. Granted, I’ve never really had to fight.” 
 
    He paused to glance down at me before continuing. “We lived about a mile from a human village, where my mother occasionally visited to exchange meat and hides in order to purchase supplies we couldn’t get otherwise. It’s how she managed to purchase the few books we have. She used those to teach me to read and write.” He sighed again. “Once we discovered I could hide my wings, I went occasionally to the village too, but not as often as I’d like since there was always the risk someone might accidentally touch them. But the people were friendly enough.” He then glanced at me again in expectation. 
 
    I had been listening intently to every word, so it took me a second to realize it was my turn. “Oh, sorry,” I said, looking away embarrassed. “Umm…well…” I was still hesitant. 
 
    He took a deep breath again. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. At least not now.” 
 
    I stared at him in shock. “You really mean that?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    He crossed his arms again, having just swallowed his last bite of meat. “I mean, I would appreciate it if you shared after I told you. But yeah, if it’s too hard to tell me right now then I can wait.” 
 
    I continued to stare at him for a few more seconds, before looking away and nodding to myself. I had made up my mind, but I couldn’t hold his gaze as I spoke. “The elves hate me. They hated me being there. And there wasn’t a single day when I didn’t get constant looks of disgust – and nothing I ever did changed that. I tried hiding my ears and tail, but it didn’t matter. I was also bullied and teased relentlessly when I was younger. And even as I got older, I still had people making degrading comments. My godmother was the only person who was sincerely nice to me, but as you already know even she never said she loved me to my face.” I sighed. “I’d pick your life over mine any day. At least you had someone who truly loved you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he whispered. 
 
     I glanced up at him finally. “For what?” 
 
    “For assuming you had a normal life by living with the elves. Other than the elderfel, they’re probably one of the most prejudiced races out there, so I should have known.” 
 
    I blinked at him in response. “They are? I was told they were fairly mild compared to the other races.” 
 
    He scoffed at me. “And who told you that?” He wondered seriously. “An elf?” 
 
    “Oh…” I looked down, feeling stupid. 
 
    He just shook his head. “Pantherians like you are fairly common nowadays, so no human will think twice when they see you. Most of them are half-worgron, so their ears are at least like yours. However, I’m a different story, which is why I hide my wings. Although…” He paused. 
 
    I knew that worgrons were a race of anthropoid wolves similar to the elderfel, although much less violent and less organized as a race. Thus, I was initially hung up on the surprise that I would see others like me, even if they were wolf-like instead of cat-like, but before I could ask for more details I realized he had hesitated because he didn’t want to tell me the catch. 
 
    “Although what?” I finally asked uneasily. 
 
    He glanced down at me and then away. “Pantherians like you are so common now because they are intentionally bred for slavery. They are stronger than humans and smarter than animals, which makes them the perfect labor beast. Of course, most humans don’t view them as equals, and since it’s exceptionally rare to see a freed pantherian…” 
 
    “What?” I asked breathlessly, already not liking where this was going. 
 
    He sighed. “It might be best if we pretend like you’re my slave while in towns. Otherwise, they might start asking questions.” 
 
    I immediately crossed my arms, stopping in my tracks. “Absolutely not!” 
 
    He seemed shocked by my reaction. “Why?” He wondered seriously. 
 
    “Because it’s bad enough I’ve had to spend my entire life feeling inferior to everyone else. I’m not about to go waltzing through a town pretending to be someone’s slave!” 
 
    He scoffed. “Well, I wouldn’t be pretending if your ritual had gone as planned.” 
 
    I was too irritated to feel sympathetic right now. “I already told you that wasn’t my intention,” I hissed. 
 
    “That may be true,” he countered, crossing his arms, “but you also admitted you were planning on enslaving a dragon, which is just as bad.” 
 
    I humphed and turned away. “I didn’t realize they were intelligent creatures, okay? Just drop it already.” 
 
    But he didn’t drop it. “You’re telling me you would have changed your mind had you known?” 
 
    I felt my shoulders slump as his question broke through my anger. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I’m just trying to stay alive.” I grimaced again. “You make it seem like I’m a horrible person for just wanting to live.” 
 
    Eli took a deep breath and turned his head away too. After a moment, he continued to walk again, so I quietly followed after him. 
 
    We both walked in silence while I tried to process everything. I honestly wasn’t sure if I would have changed my mind about summoning a dragon. I needed something to help me stay alive, and I didn’t know of very many creatures that could assist me in accomplishing that goal. I knew everything would just be easier if I rolled over and died, but I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live, even if my life sucked I still wanted to live. Even being a slave would be better than being murdered at the hands of the elderfel. 
 
    “Fine,” I announced, breaking the silence. “I’ll try to go along with it.” 
 
    “Really?” He asked surprised. He then quickly continued when I glared at him. “I’m not going to tell you to do something just to annoy you. It’s just our cover story. If someone questions it, we can just show them the marks on our bodies, and I can explain I’m a mage who needed a servant to help with my practice.” 
 
    I shrugged. “If I can keep my ears and tail out without causing a ton of trouble for us, then I guess it’s worth it.” My eyes narrowed. “Just don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    “Okay, seriously,” he said, stopping abruptly and facing me. “Obviously, I’m a little annoyed that I was just snatched up while hunting and tossed naked into some random forest, but I’m not inherently a horrible person. I’m not going to go out of my way to humiliate you just to do it. My mother…” His expression became pained as he averted his eyes. “…she raised me right.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered. I felt bad about being the reason why that subject had come up again. 
 
    He quickly shook his head and continued walking. I followed after him in silence. He didn’t seem angry – only sad. After a few minutes, I decided I would remain quiet and allow him to start the conversation up again, only if he wanted. He didn’t though, so we continued to make our way through the forest, listening for any more sounds of danger on the way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: Boshra 
 
      
 
    When we finally arrived at the edge of the trees, we saw a large human town in the distance. We were slightly uphill, giving us a better view of the overall area. Much of the surrounding land was clearly agricultural, with large patches of various crops being grown. There were also wooden fences that contained livestock. 
 
    The actual buildings in the town looked like nothing I had ever seen before in the elven village. Here the buildings weren’t created from living trees grown by the will of magic. Instead, it appeared that trees had been cut down and flattened to form planks of wood. Although, many of the buildings were also made of stone, whereas others were a combination of stone and wood. 
 
    I also noticed that on the far western side of the village, there was a strange metal fence that seemed out of place from the rest of the town. Eli held up his hand and pointed out a speck in the distance that I assumed was a horse-drawn cart. 
 
    “It might be best if we try to greet someone outside the town first,” he explained. “That way we can get an idea of what kind of a place we are walking into.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “And I’ll try to pretend like you’re my…” I couldn’t say the word ‘master’ out loud. It made me feel defeated. Still, it was better than being dead. 
 
    Eli gently rested his hand on my shoulder, causing me to blush. “All you have to do is just try to look at me when you have a suggestion, as if you’re asking for my permission. That should be enough for them to be convinced.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay, I can do that.” I paused, my tail twitching. “And I’m sorry again for trying to enslave you.” 
 
    He gently patted my arm, causing me to look at him. “It’s behind us now, so let’s move on, okay?” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment, and then nodded, quickly looking away from his ridiculously handsome face. 
 
    As we began walking out of the trees, we noticed another horse-drawn cart that had just recently exited the forest too, about a quarter-mile away. It wasn’t following a path, but it was obvious it was headed for the town. We decided to change course slightly and head in that direction to intercept the driver. 
 
    Once we got closer, we saw that there were two people riding on the cart, both male – one who looked to be about our age and the other was old enough to be the guy’s father. The older human was steering the horse and was also the one who noticed us first. He slowed down the cart and waved when he saw us. 
 
    I glanced at Eli when he waved back, only to see that his wings had already disappeared…which meant we were now officially roleplaying as a human with his pantherian slave. I gulped at the thought for multiple reasons, a few of which unexpectedly gave me a weird thrill. 
 
    “Greetings,” the man said when we were close enough to talk. “I’m Lucius and this is my son Theo. I don’t think I’ve seen you before. Are you a traveler?” 
 
    Lucius was a large man with graying hair, although it was apparent that his hair color had originally been light brown. His dark brown eyes still seemed to have a spark of youth, despite his overall aged appearance. Glancing at his son, Theo, I could easily imagine what the older man looked like in his youth. The younger human had the same deep brown eyes, with his hair being the lighter brown I had imagined on the older one. He was also almost just as muscular as his father, despite the age gap. 
 
    When Lucius spoke, I noticed immediately that the man neither looked at me nor referenced my existence when talking to Eli. It really was just as the half-dragon said – pantherians truly must have been common for him to not take notice of me, and they were usually slaves. Of course, no one addressed a slave in public. I tried to hide my reaction, realizing this wasn’t much different than how the elves treated me. 
 
    “Hello,” Eli responded in a pleasant tone. “I’m Eliakim. And yes, my servant and I are just passing through. I’m a mage originally from the village of Rinshi.” 
 
    “You’re from Rinshi?!” The man exclaimed. “That’s clear on the other side of the country!” 
 
    I looked up at Eli just in time to see him pause to process that information. Neither of us had any idea how far away from home he was. However, he quickly recovered. “Yes, well we have been traveling for a very long time. The primary reason is for research, but we also get by with odd jobs in the various towns and cities we visit. However, it appears we’ve gotten lost. Would you be able to tell me which town this is?” 
 
    Lucius nodded. “Sure, this is Boshra, and you couldn’t have come at a better time. My brother could really use the help of a mage right now, if you’re willing.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Eli agreed, “although I’m sure you understand I don’t provide my services for free.” 
 
    Lucius grinned at him. “Of course! Once you hear about the job from my brother, Tobias Vernon, he will be happy to discuss potential compensation with you prior to your acceptance.” He then gestured to the cart, which was full of small animals that had been freshly trapped and cleaned – most of them were rabbits. “If you would like a ride, I can take you there right now.” 
 
    Eli agreed, however the son, Theo, interrupted us before we could move to the back of the cart. 
 
    I had been trying to stay focused on Lucius, but the younger human had been looking me up and down the whole time in a way I had never seen anyone before. I was trying to process the stare from the corner of my eye while listening. It was how I might imagine a wolf might eye a slab of meat when it was ravenously hungry. But what bothered me most about his expression was that there was a hint of something else I’d seen in elves before, when they were interested in someone. I couldn’t imagine why he would be directing such an expression towards me. 
 
    Theo’s voice was slightly deeper than I expected, given his youthful appearance. However, his words immediately tainted my first impression of him. “I sure wish I had a pet like that.” 
 
    Lucius immediately jabbed his son in the side with his elbow. 
 
    “What?!” Theo exclaimed. “I’m just saying she’s pretty!” 
 
    “Really?” I gasped uncontrollably, already forgetting he had called me a pet. I couldn’t believe he really thought that. Was it just another joke? I saw Eli glance down at me with a look of annoyance, so I decided I should keep my mouth shut to avoid messing this up. I wasn’t sure if the two humans heard me speak or not, because Lucius continued to ignore me as he apologized on his son’s behalf. 
 
    Eli shrugged it off. “I can acknowledge the misunderstanding, but you are correct that I do not appreciate my servant being referred to as such. She is more valuable to my work than a mere personal pet.” 
 
    I realized immediately that there must be some meaning I wasn’t getting, because otherwise Theo’s next response didn’t make sense. 
 
    “Oh come on!” Theo exclaimed. “You can’t honestly tell me you don’t do things with her outside of your research! With a body like that how could you not?!” 
 
    Lucius smacked his son over the head so hard he almost fell off the cart. “Shut that damn mouth of yours!” He then immediately turned to Eli. “Magus Eliakim, please forgive my son’s insulting behavior. I’ll be sure that you see no more of him during your stay here in Boshra.” 
 
    Eli nodded without saying anything this time, and he motioned for me to climb onto the back of the cart. I hesitated briefly, still stunned by Theo’s comment. Did I really have a body that would be desirable to human men? Or at least some of them? And really, what I wanted to know…was it possible that my body could be desirable to Eli too? 
 
    I jumped slightly when Eli pressed his warm palm against my exposed lower back underneath my pack, nudging me forward. I immediately looked at him apologetically and hurried to climb in. He sat down next to me, both of us facing the opposite direction as our chauffeurs, with our legs hanging off the cart. I could feel one of his invisible wings touching my hip as the bottom portion folded outwards slightly against our wooden seat. Part of me wanted to reach out and rest my hand gently on it, but I kept my fingers to myself, clasping them together in my lap. 
 
    As Eli nodded to the man, and the horse-drawn cart began moving again, I kept my eyes trained on the trees for any signs of elderfel. The clopping of the horse’s hooves and the squeaking of the wheels filled my ears, combined with the slight rattling of the cart itself. I could tell that Eli wasn’t in the mood to converse with these humans right now, but he made an effort to try to gather some information. 
 
    “So,” he began, “I do have some questions regarding this town’s perception of pantherians. It is not uncommon that I might send her out on errands by herself. Is that a practice that might cause problems here?” 
 
    Lucius looked back at him with an understanding expression. “Rumors spread fast in this place, so if you decide to stay longer than a day or two, then everyone will know she’s with you. However, I wouldn’t recommend it if you will only be here until tomorrow. Pantherians are generally not welcome, whether they belong to someone or not.” 
 
    “I see,” Eli replied. He then looked at me meaningfully, and I quietly sighed in annoyance. However, unexpectedly he got a wicked grin on his face and he turned back towards the two men. As he began speaking, I suddenly wondered if ‘rumors spread fast in this place’ was what was on his mind. 
 
    “Theo, was it?” The younger man looked back at Eli in surprise. “Actually, I do understand where you’re coming from. My servant is quite beautiful. However, to answer your question, I can’t enjoy her in that way without breaking the spell that binds her. It’s very temperamental magic and even the slightest moment of indiscretion might undo it. The magic prevents her from turning on me, which is why I am able to give her a sword in confidence, however for me to harm her in anyway would break the spell.” 
 
    I just gawked at him, before abruptly looking away to hide my beet red face. I knew he didn’t mean it. This was all an act – all pretend. He was providing them with a rumor to spread, an excuse for why our relationship wasn’t like that, and yet…I couldn’t help but wish he meant it when he said I was beautiful. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to take a few controlled breaths as my embarrassment quickly shifted to pain. My chest ached, feeling crushed to hear something I knew couldn’t possibly be true. Thankfully, I managed to clear my mind before the tears gave me away. 
 
    It was obvious that Eli had noticed, because when I finally opened my eyes I saw that his expression was now reserved. Lucius had made a comment that he appreciated that Eli had taken the time to humor his son’s question, but that it wasn’t necessary, nor was it Theo’s business to ask. Eli said he appreciated the apology, but wanted to make sure that the wrong type of rumors didn’t spread about him. 
 
    “Given what you’ve said about the perception of pantherians here,” Eli was saying, “your son’s assumption would not do well for my reputation in this town. I am a Mage in pursuit of a higher understanding of magic, not some common slave owner.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lucius agreed, elbowing his son in the side again even though he hadn’t said anything recently. “And I will be sure that no such rumors spread regarding you. By the twin goddesses, you have my word.” 
 
    Eli nodded in appreciation and fell silent again. 
 
    Trying to get my mind off my aching heart, I looked up at the pale twin moons that were low in the sky, having risen already even though the sun was just passing its apex straight above us. They were barely visible in the bright blue canopy above the trees in the distance. I knew these celestial bodies were the two goddesses Lucius had mentioned, Edith and Freya. 
 
    They were also the wives of the sun god Ephraim who watched over their husband’s creation mostly at night, while the sun god guarded us during the day. It was said that the twin goddesses would often rise early or late to greet their husband. And every few years, they would join in the sky, darkening the land to take part in their matrimonial rights. 
 
    The elves averted their eyes on such days, giving the trio their privacy as was respectfully due to them. Granted, the elves didn’t worship them by any means, but only acknowledged their rights as gods. 
 
    Freya, the smaller of the two, slowly danced around Edith as she surveyed the land below for half the year. During the summertime, as was the case now, she could be seen standing before Edith slightly off to the side. I had always appreciated Freya the most, because I imagined she understood what it was like to be small in comparison to the other two. 
 
    She was also unique in her own way, having neither the pale white glow of Edith nor the bright yellow hue of Ephraim. Instead, she was clothed in a beautiful red that gave the summer night a pink radiance. Freya was not a fan of the more temperate weather though, and would disappear behind Edith once the leaves on the trees began to fall, only for her to return when they reappeared in the spring. 
 
    It was never cold here, although I had been told by the elves that further north the rain sometimes turned into the snowflakes I had seen in books. Supposedly, it resembled fluffy white powder that was as cold as ice magic. They believed this frozen precipitation further north was the real reason why Freya hid behind Edith during those months. But personally, I secretly wondered if she was just sad to see the green leaves disappear. 
 
    While I didn’t really worship any of the gods or goddesses, I had to admit I was envious of them. They had something I never would – acceptance, and a family. 
 
    Lucius spoke up again, interrupting my train of thought. “I don’t mean to impose, but I noticed you both have blood on you. Run into some trouble in the forest?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eli admitted immediately. “We were unexpectedly attacked by a small group of elderfel. We managed to defeat them unscathed though.” He then tugged on the leather on his chest. “These clothes I’m wearing actually belonged to one of them. My own were severely damaged in the fight, becoming unusable. I burned them with my magic in order to eliminate my scent.” 
 
    “Elderfel!” Lucius exclaimed. “What in the hell are they doing this far west?!” 
 
    Well, that confirmed what I thought about the elderfel living in the east, and the reason why my godmother had told me to go west. I knew it wouldn’t be a good idea to tell them the truth, otherwise they might not welcome us into town. Granted, it didn’t seem like we were heading directly into town anyway. 
 
    As we had neared the outcropping of buildings, Lucius had turned west, heading towards the land surrounded by the strange metal fencing. The unnatural sight made me uncomfortable, but I wasn’t sure why. 
 
    Humans could be seen in some of the fields, working the land, and the town noises became louder now that we were so close. The collective chatter of people towards the center reached all the way to the edge of town, along with the sound of clanging metal and trotting horses. In many ways, it didn’t sound much different than from being home, and I found the noise comforting. 
 
    I looked up at Eli, wondering how he was going to respond about the elderfel. I was glad he seemed to understand the need for discretion, answering before I could even formulate an excuse. “No idea why they were here,” he lied. “I thought it was strange too. I’ve heard that the elves live in this region, so maybe that has something to do with it.” 
 
    Lucius laughed. “Elves! Well, if they do live around here, then it must be underground. I’ve been as far south as the great mountain and as far north as the capital Xenith. I’m sure I would have seen an elf here or there if they lived nearby.” He then looked back at us suspiciously. “None of the elderfel escaped, did they?” 
 
    Eli immediately shook his head. “No, we got them all. I know better than to let one live – otherwise they’d return with reinforcements and hunt us down. Granted, I’m sure they live far enough away from here for it not to be a problem either way. I certainly don’t want to bring any trouble to your town.” 
 
    Lucius nodded. “Yes, that’s a fair point. Even if one did manage to escape, it would be weeks before they returned.” He then seemed pensive briefly. “I’ll have to let the town guard know to be on the lookout. Whether they know who killed their kin or not, they may assume someone from town was responsible.” 
 
    I immediately glanced up at Eli, concerned they were right and the elderfel would attack these people. While I already wasn’t much of a fan of them, I certainly didn’t want to bring death their way. Eli nodded towards me, as if to acknowledge my unspoken concerns and then replied. “I apologize if killing them has caused problems for you.” 
 
    Lucius laughed again. “Your concern is noted, but unnecessary. There would be no way for you to avoid the situation and no one would expect you to give up your lives for strangers. Needless to say, if they had run across anyone else, there wouldn’t be survivors to tell the tale.” He then beat his chest. “But we will be fine. We have magitek guns from the empire to protect our town.” 
 
    Eli and I exchanged a glance in confusion, unsure of what magitek was. I wanted to ask, my curiosity getting the better of me again, but held my tongue. Eli kept silent too, and I suspected he was concerned that his lacking knowledge on the subject would raise unwanted suspicion. Thankfully, Lucius continued speaking, seemingly proud of their unique weapons. 
 
    “My brother Tobias is who purchased them. He’s the one who has his land surrounded by that electric fencing.” Lucius pointed towards the unnatural cage-like structure that towered at least twice Eli’s height. “Tobias Vernon. Profitable man my brother is, though he is known for using his wealth for the benefit of the entire town. I believe the fence is why he needs the assistance of a mage. The magicite powering the damn thing must have expired, though I find that hard to believe since magicite that size should last a century.” 
 
    Eli still didn’t say anything and neither did I. We both felt uncomfortable about the situation, uncertain of how we could help, or decline to help, without blowing our cover. What exactly was magicite? And did most mages know how to help in this situation? 
 
    Lucius continued. “But don’t take my word for it. My brother can give you the details of what he’s needing.” 
 
    Eli nodded. “Of course. And thank you for the ride.” 
 
    I looked up to see that we were already almost there now. The dirt road that ran around the city branched off and led right up to an opening in the fence. It appeared as if two sections of the fence had been slid sideways, doubling the metal wires in two layers. I imagined these sections could be pulled together to seal off the entrance like a gate. 
 
    An older man with white hair and a hunched back was sitting in a wooden booth just on the inside of the opening. He remained in his seat as we approached. Lucius called out to him cheerfully. 
 
    “Gregor! Good day! Please let my brother know I’ve brought him a mage who happened to be passing through.” 
 
    While the older man didn’t get up, his eyes brightened. His voice was raspy. “Oh wonderful! Tobias will be extremely excited to hear this!” He then pulled out a small metal object with a long finger-like protrusion coming out of the top. Holding it up to his face, he spoke to it, causing my head to tilt in confusion. “Landon, can you hear me? Your uncle is here with a mage.” 
 
    Much to my surprise, the disembodied voice of a young man came crackling out of the metal object. “Perfect! It was going to be weeks before we could get the magicite gauntlet replaced! My father will be so excited to hear this! We’ll meet the guy at the house.” The voice then paused, suddenly sounding awkward. “It is a guy, right? I don’t want to offend them if it’s a female mage.” 
 
    Gregor confirmed that it was a guy, being able to see Eli’s head clearly. He then looked up at Lucius, as if nonverbally asking if the request to meet at the house was alright. Our escort nodded, snapping the reigns to get the cart moving again. As the horse continued forward, Lucius waved to the old man. “I’ll stop by to visit when we return, Gregor. I don’t want to waste the mage’s time.” 
 
    Gregor nodded in approval, finally getting a good look at us as we passed. His eyes widened slightly when he saw me, before abruptly squinting as if to see me better. I couldn’t imagine why. I wondered if it was because these people weren’t fond of pantherians, but his expression didn’t seem hostile. I just looked away and ignored him. 
 
    Eli leaned in towards me to whisper once we were inside the gate. His hot breath made me flush, and I tried to keep my eyes off his full lips. He didn’t even have a hint of facial hair like I might have expected from someone who was partly human, and I wondered if he was unable to grow it like the elves. “You’re doing really well,” he whispered. 
 
    I just shrugged in response, trying to hide my red cheeks by turning my head. I didn’t feel like I was actually doing anything that deserved praise. I was only keeping my mouth shut and letting him do all the talking – nothing too special about that. I just needed to make sure I kept my temper under control while we were around them, so I didn’t lose sight of the goal. I was also beginning to realize that, while I certainly didn’t want to be a slave for real, I didn’t mind so much pretending to be his slave, especially if he continued to treat me respectfully in public. Maybe this arrangement wouldn’t be so bad after all. 
 
    I also really liked that no one was looking at me with disgust for once. I’d take being ignored over that any day. 
 
    Eli noticed that he had embarrassed me, chuckling softly at my reaction to his comment. And I unexpectedly discovered I had a new favorite sound. My ears drooped as I began to feel pathetic by that realization. He picked up on my change in demeanor but didn’t say anything, instead focusing on our surroundings again. The ride to the house wasn’t as long as I expected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: Magicite 
 
      
 
    When the cart came to a stop, we immediately hopped out, seeing that we were next to a series of large wooden buildings. I wasn’t familiar with human architecture, but I assumed the building closest to us with all the windows must have been the house. Despite its dead appearance, especially compared to the living buildings created by the elves, I had to admit it was beautiful in its own right. 
 
    The house was painted white and had a massive porch that wrapped around one side. There were numerous chairs sitting underneath the overhanging roof, many of which had strange curved bottoms. I wasn’t sure how someone could stay stationary in one without automatically rocking back and forth from just sitting down. 
 
    But maybe that was the point? 
 
    The roof appeared to be covered in a thin layer of dark gray metal. It was dark inside, so I couldn’t see into the windows, most of which had the curtains drawn back to allow the sunlight in. 
 
    The elves produced light by manipulating plants with magic to create a bright luminance. Once the modification was made, the roots automatically pulled magic out of the earth to power the bright glow. I wasn’t sure what humans did for light though. I assumed maybe they used fire. 
 
    The other buildings in the distance were painted red, varying in size. I suspected one of them must house some kind of cattle, because I could hear them calling out to each other. The air was also thick with the smell of fertilizer, reminding me of the earthy scents in the elven forest. It was different than what I was used to, but it wasn’t unpleasant. 
 
    Another young human male about our age was coming around the side of the house with a metal object strapped to his back – it immediately piqued my curiosity. It was just slightly longer than my short blade and didn’t look sharp. I had no idea what it was, but suspected it might be a weapon. The human had his hands free though, so that was a good sign that he wasn’t hostile. 
 
    Granted, his brilliant smile would have made him feel friendly even if he had been holding the weapon. He had bright blonde hair that made Theo’s hair look dirty in comparison, and he was almost as handsome as Eli. His green eyes reminded me of moss, with specks of brown complementing the dark emerald color. 
 
    Unlike Lucius, who had almost completely ignored me, and his son Theo who initially stared at me the entire time, this guy fell somewhere in between. He immediately grinned at Eli before gawking at me briefly. I tried not to react in order to hide my confusion. I didn’t understand his reaction, because it was very different from everyone else thus far. His expression was then slightly more serious, although still pleasant. “Welcome!” He began, holding out his hand towards Eli. “I’m Landon Vernon, Tobias’ son. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    I watched in fascination as Eli held out his own hand and clasped the guy’s, shaking it briefly. I had never seen two people greet each other with that gesture, since the elves rarely touched those who they weren’t close to, unless it was for combat training. 
 
    “My name is Eliakim Dracul,” he replied kindly. “Eliakim is fine though. I’m pleased to potentially be of service. We still haven’t been told the details of the job yet.” 
 
    Landon glanced at me again briefly while he dropped Eli’s hand, before returning his gaze to my supposed master. “Of course. And we’re pleased to have you Magus Eliakim. I’m sure you’ll find the job is fairly simple for a mage like yourself, and we’ll compensate you well of course.” He angled himself away from us slightly, beginning to wave us forward, but then stopped. His eyes were on my thigh now. “But first, did either of you have wounds that needed attending to?” He wondered with concern. I was surprised that he had addressed me directly by saying ‘either of you’ instead of ‘you or your servant’ – he spoke almost as if he was asking me specifically without trying to seem obvious. Remembering that I was supposed to be a slave, I looked up at Eli, waiting for him to respond for me. 
 
    However, Lucius chimed in instead. “They’re both alright, I’ve already asked. It’s not their blood. They ran into some trouble in the forest on the way here.” 
 
    “I see,” Landon responded, looking back and forth between us. Eli nodded to confirm Lucius’ statement, and Landon’s green eyes lingered on me again before he turned back around. “Very well. We can let you both wash off afterwards. It’s the least we can do. Now, if you’ll please follow me, I’ll take you to my father who can explain what we need. He’s already at the generator to get everything ready.” 
 
    I saw Eli trying to hide the confusion on his face as he nodded, taking a step forward. I quickly followed after him. As we all walked away, Landon called out over his shoulder to his uncle and cousin. “Mira’s inside if you two want to stop in.” 
 
    Lucius waved at him. “Thanks. We’ll do that, although we can’t stay long. Tell my brother I said hello, and we’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Landon nodded, and we continued walking. 
 
    “Who’s Mira?” I asked absentmindedly, before clamping my hands over my mouth. 
 
    Landon looked back at me, and then he and Eli exchanged a glance. I wasn’t sure what was being communicated between the two of them, but then Eli surprised me by gently resting his hand on my head. The touch was brief, but it almost made my knees buckle from the unexpected surge of pleasure it gave me. His palm was extremely warm in the best way possible, and even though it was hot outside I wanted him to keep it there. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was too startled and embarrassed to be angry at myself for my pathetic reaction. 
 
    Eli smirked at me, noticing my unspoken dilemma. “You can speak freely Riella, so long as our friend here is willing to converse with you.” 
 
    I glanced at him, surprised he used my full name instead of the nickname I’d given him permission to use. But then I realized he was using his full name around the humans too. It made me wonder, and hope, that our nicknames were special just for each other. My godmother had been the one to start calling me Riel and was the only one who used that name. I doubted Eli knew how significant it was that I had offered for him to call me that. 
 
    Landon spoke up then. “I have no problems speaking with a pantherian. I just didn’t want to be rude to you Magus Eliakim by doing so without your permission.” 
 
    Eli nodded. “Just so long as you speak to her with the same level of respect as you would speak to me, then it is fine.” I knew he was saying that for my sake, probably so I wouldn’t get provoked. I certainly appreciated the gesture. I didn’t want these humans to actually start treating me like a slave. Ignoring me was one thing, but speaking to me as such might set me off. 
 
    Landon eyed Eli carefully for a moment, before glancing at me again over his shoulder. His tone was pleasant and conversational. “Mira is my older sister. It’s just the three of us who live here, so she does a lot of the housework and cooking. She’s preparing lunch right now.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise, forgetting to consider my words before speaking. “Where’s your mother?” 
 
    Landon shrugged. “She left us a long time ago, just after I was born. She ran off with some other guy. My father never remarried.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered, looking down. It seemed like I was running into one person after another who had lost their mother, although it seemed like in this situation the woman had abandoned her family like my father had done to me. 
 
    Landon was looking forward again as he continued. “No need to apologize. I never knew her since I was so young, and my sister barely even remembers her. It’s hard to miss someone who you’ve never met.” 
 
    I begged to differ, since I missed my mother a lot even though I’d never known her, but I didn’t say anything. Maybe the fact that I knew my mother had loved me made the difference. 
 
    Landon led us past a few of the large red barns, taking us towards a smaller white building close to where a field began. Unlike the other structures, this one was made of painted stone, and the large door was made of thick metal. I began feeling uneasy again by the sight. The fence already made me feel caged in, but I suspected I could cut through those wires with my unique sword. Alternatively, the thick walls and door of this shed made me feel confident that escaping from there would be nearly impossible if we were to be locked inside. 
 
    I was definitely not going to be the first one in, or the last one out. 
 
    Thankfully, just as we arrived, the man who I assumed must be Tobias stepped out of the building to greet us. His dark brown shirt was torn at the shoulder and he overall looked a little dirty like he had already done a lot of work for the day. His hair was a similar shade as Lucius, indicating Landon’s mother may have been where the blonde hair came from. Tobias was built slightly smaller than the man who claimed to be his brother, but overall he was a muscularly large man. 
 
    Tobias had a rag in his hand to wipe them clean as he smiled at us. “Welcome!” He said in an excited tone, introducing himself. Eli gave his introduction as well, and Tobias got right to the point. 
 
    “Right, so I just need you to install the magicite into our generator – nothing too special. We had a set of magicite gauntlets to do it ourselves, but one of them fractured from the strength of the crystal, and I can’t do it one-handed. Paying you to do it will be much more affordable than replacing the gauntlet, not to mention that the delivery time is absurd.” He chuckled at some unspoken thought. “Anyway, in return for your assistance, I’ll pay you four gold as well as add in a silver for you to stay in the inn if you want. That’s about all I can offer for the job, other than a meal too, if you want to stay for lunch.” 
 
    Eli crossed his arms as he considered it. I had no idea how the money system worked in the human world, so I didn’t know what the value of four gold was. Finally, Eli replied. “That’s a lot of money for something you make sound like a simple job. I’ll be honest with you, I’ve been studying magic for so long that I haven’t taken the time to familiarize myself with the empire’s technology. I have no idea even what magicite is, which makes me wonder if I’d be able to help you.” 
 
    Landon gawked at Eli like he was crazy, but Tobias seemed unaffected. “It’s no problem. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of it, since not every town is as fortunate as ours. Your lack of knowledge won’t be a problem though. The procedure is fairly simple, and I can give you directions on what to do.” 
 
    “If it’s so easy, then why do you need a mage?” I blurted out without thinking. 
 
    Tobias looked at me in shock, before Landon quickly intervened. “Magus Eliakim allows his pantherian to speak freely.” 
 
    The man looked at his son and then quickly recovered. “Excuse me,” he said apologetically. “I just wasn’t expecting that.” He glanced at Eli before looking directly at me again. “Magicite is very dangerous to normal people, which is why we have special gauntlets to handle it. However, mages who naturally have magic inside their bodies can touch it without harm. While it is certainly an easy task for someone like your master to accomplish, it is nearly impossible for someone like you or I.” 
 
    Eli unexpectedly cleared his throat, catching everyone’s attention. His tone was reserved, like he was trying to hide irritation. “My pantherian, who you may call Riella, is capable of using magic herself.” 
 
    The two men suddenly stared at me like I had three heads, their mouths literally open, gawking at me. Finally, they began recovering and eyed me with a new level of respect I wasn’t expecting. Was being able to use magic really that special to them? It seemed normal to me, since almost all elves could use it. 
 
    Tobias bowed his head slightly. “My apologies to you both for the assumption. I have never heard of a pantherian being able to use magic.” 
 
    “Depends on the parents,” I informed him, crossing my arms. I didn’t feel the need to be so reserved anymore. 
 
    Eli nodded in agreement. “Doubtful a mage would ever subject themselves to the process of creating pantherian slaves. Unlike a traditional slave-owner, I summoned and bound my unique servant with magic, hence the lack of physical chains.”  
 
    Tobias nodded with his hand on his chin, listening as if he were a student in the middle of a stimulating lecture. I realized he was studying the tattoos on my neck and Eli’s forearm. “I see,” he said, almost to himself. He then spoke louder. “That makes perfect sense. Well, I would be happy to instruct your pantherian instead, if you would prefer her install the magicite.” 
 
    Eli replied before I had time to say anything. “No, I will do it. Please lead the way.” He took a step forward and I quickly followed after him. My curiosity was getting the better of me again. I wanted to see this for myself, but then realized I should probably ‘ask’ in order to keep up the façade. However, I was going to be pissed if he said no, so I was hesitant. Hopefully he was smart enough not to exert his artificial control over me while in public, because I’d give him a piece of my mind once we were in private again. 
 
    “I would like to watch,” I said loudly, catching Eli’s attention. I gave him a look as I continued. “If that’s alright with you?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said quickly. “You should learn how to do this too in case we are asked in the future and I need your help.” 
 
    I sighed with relief and smirked at him approvingly. He gave me a small smirk back. Unfortunately, the exchange didn’t go unnoticed by either of the men with us, but neither said anything about it. 
 
    I was expecting the inside of the white stone building to be dark and damp, but instead it was bright and dry. The walls and stone floor were all painted white as well. The source of the light was a piece of twisted metal inside a glass casing on two of the white walls. Despite the small size, the lights were exceptionally bright, to the point where it hurt to look directly at them. Below each of them was a metal box with a glass window revealing a shard of white crystal entrapped in a metal brace. 
 
    I realized immediately the shards must be magicite, powering the light with the magic held within. Tobias directed us to a large machine, which I assumed was the generator based on what Landon had said earlier. A door was open at the base, revealing bracers much larger than the ones for the lights. The opening between the metal prongs was currently empty, although it was obvious a large chunk of magicite was meant to be placed within. I watched in awe as Tobias opened up a metal case to reveal a piece of crystal almost twice as large as my outstretched hand. 
 
    The man was careful not to touch the quartz as he gestured towards it. “This of course is magicite. It’s mined from the earth and contains an astronomical amount of magic. The empire discovered how to extract the energy and has used that technology to revolutionize their cities. They still primarily use gasoline-based energy for the general public in the capital, but much of their electricity comes from magicite now.” He grinned at us. “The electrical fence around my property, as well as the lights in our house are all powered by this generator.” He then sighed. “Unfortunately, it has been difficult to bring electricity to the entire town due to the cost, so most of them still rely on oil lamps for lighting.” 
 
    We were both listening intently, but Eli had his arms crossed. “If you don’t mind me asking,” he wondered, “why do you have this fence in the first place?” 
 
    Tobias nodded in acknowledgment and stood up straight. “We have a unique business involving a very expensive product that we sell in the surrounding cities, especially Vanardis and the capital Xenith. The fence was installed to protect our business from thieves.” 
 
    Eli uncrossed his arms. “Okay, I understand now. I hope I don’t offend you when I admit the fence had been bothering me, and I am glad to know the reason behind it.” 
 
    The man smiled. “I understand. If you weren’t aware of what magicite is then I’m sure a lot of this technology would seem foreign to you, not to mention the fact that it is out-of-place in a town like this.” He then gestured towards Landon, who was standing against the wall behind us. “Son, would you want to show them your gun?” 
 
    Landon pulled the strap off his shoulder with a huge grin. He held the weapon up, close enough to get a better look, but not so close we might have misinterpreted him as offering it for us to hold. “This is a magicite gun,” he began cheerfully. “It takes the raw energy from the crystals and fires it as a thin beam. Fairly harmless to a mage like yourself, but it can really do some damage to regular creatures.” 
 
    I looked down at the black metal in awe. The majority of the gun’s length was a cylinder that looked like it might be metal wrapped around some type of glass. The actual magicite was nowhere to be seen, but I discovered that by trying to find it I could actually sense it towards the base of the gun where the metal widened. Landon held it up to his shoulder briefly, pointing the weapon at the wall as if he were going to demonstrate its use. The wider portion of the gun rested against his shoulder as he looked down the barrel to aim. 
 
    Lowering the weapon, Landon turned back towards us with another grin. “I can shoot it later if you want to see.” 
 
    “What would happen if you shot a mage?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    He looked down at me with a frown. “Well, if fired this close, it might cause unconsciousness, but otherwise it’s harmless like I said.” 
 
    Tobias grunted. “Yes, however, for regular people it can be lethal for the same reasons as why it is extremely dangerous for them to handle magicite directly. I’ve given a handful of such guns to the town guard, only to be used as a last resort in the event it’s necessary. Otherwise, most of them have regular guns.” He then abruptly clapped his hands together, unexpectedly changing subjects. “Anyway, enough of that. Let’s get this thing installed and then you can join us for lunch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: Secrets 
 
      
 
    Installing the magicite really was simple, although it did definitely require two hands. It turned out that the crystal wasn’t a new one – it was actually the same one they had originally purchased over a year ago, having the capacity to last for over a century like Lucius had mentioned. However, the generator itself had required a tune-up, which prompted them to remove the source of the power to work on it. One of their magicite gauntlets cracked when taking it out a few days ago, leaving them unable to reinstall it. 
 
    I stood behind Eli to watch, but also to guard his invisible wings. At one point, Tobias actually reached out to tap him on the shoulder to get his attention, and I smacked his hand away as fast as lightning. He looked at me in shock, and Landon immediately became tense. I explained myself quickly. 
 
    “My master,” I almost cringed when I said it, my ears and tail twitching instead, “doesn’t like to be touched. Please refrain from doing so.” 
 
    Tobias nodded and surprisingly apologized to both of us. It seemed that them finding out I was technically a mage too went a long way to earning their respect, slave or not. Eli seemed especially embarrassed by the whole incident, although I wasn’t sure why. I figured he would appreciate me watching his back, literally. 
 
    After he was done, Tobias asked if we would rinse off the blood before coming inside for lunch, which we were both happy to do. They had bars of soap available by the well, and there was even a small building that served as a washroom for cleaning off. Neither of us used it though, since we didn’t want to be rude by making them wait while we fully bathed separately. 
 
    I had to avert my eyes when Eli took off the armor covering his chest to rinse it off. His muscled torso made me too excited and I was embarrassed by that fact, knowing he represented something I would never have. 
 
    While I was in the middle of soaping up my thigh to wipe the dried blood off, Eli quietly thanked me for protecting his wings, which made me feel a little better. I couldn’t imagine what I had done to embarrass him earlier, or why he even cared what these humans thought. 
 
    At least, I initially assumed he felt humiliated on their behalf. But maybe it was what I said. Was he just as uncomfortable with me calling him ‘master’ as I was? 
 
    I decided to ask, but he shut it down immediately, shaking his head and walking off to were Tobias and Landon were waiting for us. His cheeks were flushed, so I didn’t know how to interpret his reaction. 
 
    When we got to the house, we were invited inside and given a short tour. Now that the magicite was installed, the building was lit up brightly, with every room having at least one light. The entire floor was made of a dark polished wood, while the walls were covered in a dark red paint with intricate gold patterns that resembled leaves. The contrasting gold and red made the entire house beautiful and bright. 
 
    Despite the size from the outside, the one-story house had a limited number of rooms. There was a large dining room immediately to the right, which led to a kitchen towards the back of the house. On the left side was a spacious living room with several padded chairs, including a bench-like seat that was completely covered in cushions. Eli called it a couch when I looked at it with a confused expression. That one piece of furniture could easily sit three or four people, and it had a dark brown rug underneath that matched the floorboards. 
 
    The wide hallway that stretched from the front door to the back of the house revealed that there were two more rooms on the left side, behind the living room. I imagined it must be where they slept since there was only one level. Those rooms were also the only ones that had doors, although they weren’t shut, making it possible to peek inside if walking by. Overall, the wide entryways to each room made it feel very open. 
 
    I sat my pack down by the door, and decided I trusted them enough to take off my sword too. Eli followed my lead. 
 
    Landon’s sister, Mira, had already set the table with more than enough food for the five of us. It looked like she had planned to feed a small army. She was just walking out with a large dish of sliced meat when we all walked in. Her hair was just as blonde as her brothers, but her irises were a pure green, lacking the specks of brown. Her eyes were more vibrant because of it. She was a good few inches taller than me, although still short compared to the guys. But she was just as thin, and her skin was just as fair as mine. She had light freckles that ran across her nose and cheeks. 
 
    I liked her immediately, even before she spoke, wishing she would be my friend. Though I doubted that would happen since most humans in this town didn’t like pantherians. Yet, there was something about her that I picked up instinctively – a sort of gentleness that I had rarely seen before. Everything about her radiated it. 
 
    I realized I already envied her for having everything I wanted, but not in a way that made me angry or jealous. There was something about her that was too kind to be able to hate. Instead, I just knew I wanted to know her right away. I wanted to know if she would be kind to me. 
 
    Tobias introduce us to his eldest daughter, who was twenty-one years old, and she greeted us warmly before quickly excusing herself. Her voice was angelic and hospitable. “Please have a seat and make yourselves comfortable. I just need to grab a few more dishes and then lunch will be ready.” 
 
    “Can I help?” I blurted out, eager to do something for her as if I owed her a favor. My entire tail was flicking behind me in excitement. If the huge grin on my face didn’t give it away, then my twitching ears and tail may have, at least to those who paid attention well enough. 
 
    She looked at me in surprise, and then looked down shyly. “If your master is fine with it, then I’d be happy to have your help, although you are the guest here.” 
 
    “He’s fine with it,” I announced, not even wanting to take the chance of Eli saying no, nor caring what anyone thought about my sudden autonomy. Of course, everyone looked at me in shock, before glancing at Eli like they were afraid he was going to hit me. 
 
    He just shrugged and agreed with me. “Yes, that’s fine.” He then carefully took a seat when Landon pulled a chair out for him. I noticed that Eli thanked him, before politely indicating he didn’t need further assistance, trying to avoid an accidental encounter with his wings. Eli sat down on the edge of the chair as if he was making an effort to sit properly – I wasn’t exactly sure how he had his wings situated, but I knew that was the reason why. 
 
    Mira’s kind smile warmed my heart as she turned to lead me to the kitchen. I introduced myself again, even though she had already been told my name. I wanted to talk more as I started to help her carry out the last four dishes of food… 
 
    But then I quickly fell silent. 
 
    Because I sensed what I had been taught to sense by my godmother. 
 
    Mira was a mage. 
 
    She noticed my change in demeanor immediately and looked concerned. “Ms. Riella, are you alright?” She asked with apprehension. 
 
    I nodded slowly, trying to at least put on a fake smile. “Umm, yeah I’m okay. And Riella is fine. No need for formalities.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said with a sweet smile. I quickly helped her set the rest of the table, trying not to reveal my uneasiness, but unfortunately everyone noticed. Eli raised his eyebrows as I sat down, so I took a deep breath and looked at Tobias. He was sitting at the head of the table to my right, whereas Mira and Landon were sitting across from us. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” I began tentatively. “Why did you need a mage when you already have one right here?” 
 
    Eli looked at me seriously, and then looked at everyone else, his eyes falling on Mira since she was the newest person we had been introduced to. I wondered if he had been taught to sense other mages. It was a useful skill that any mage could develop and hone, but it was especially valuable for finding those who didn’t know they could use magic. That’s how my godmother had known I was capable of it. And it was the same reason why I had sensed where the magicite crystal was in Landon’s gun without seeing it. 
 
    Mira was different though. I suspected she knew she could use magic, because her magical reserves felt…depleted slightly. Like she had used her magic recently. 
 
    When no one responded, I then added. “Mages can usually sense other mages, at least if they have been trained to do so.” 
 
    Tobias sighed heavily before replying, seeming to change the subject. “Are you familiar with the new disease that’s been spreading across the land in the last few years?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eli answered immediately, suddenly more interested. 
 
    “Well, they’ve developed an antidote, but it acts very slowly. Too slowly. A lot of people who get the cure in time end up dying anyway. Thus, to put a stop to that, Mira began experimenting with the antidote to try to enhance it with her healing magic. It worked, so now we regularly purchase the original formula in order to enhance it and resell it.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, surprised by their greed. “And you’ve gotten rich from it, is that right?” 
 
    Mira looked at me in shock, and Tobias held up his hands. “No, you’ve got it all wrong. We do make a lot of money, but we use most of it to help others. We use a lot of the profit from the antidote we sell to ship some of the potion for free to poorer regions. The more money we make, the more free antidote we can give away. Without us, it wouldn’t even exist outside of the wealthier cities. We also give a lot back to the community, both ours and others.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said lowering my gaze, feeling ashamed. I bit my lip. “I’m sorry. I assumed.” 
 
    Mira reached over towards me across the table with a warm smile. I hesitated, and then took her hand as she spoke. “It’s alright Riella. I’m glad the idea of earning money from another’s suffering is offensive to you. It’s offensive to us as well. We wouldn’t do it just for the money.” 
 
    I blushed at the compliment, deciding I liked her all the more…and feeling slightly worse about my accusation. 
 
    “Anyway,” Tobias continued. “To answer your question, while I know that it is theoretically safe for a mage to touch magicite, I’m not going to risk all we’re doing by testing it out.” 
 
    Eli nodded in response. “I can understand that. While I’m sure she would be fine, by the sound of it she’s also the only person who’s responsible for this new cure. Losing her could lead to the death of thousands.” 
 
    “More like tens of thousands,” Tobias corrected. “But yes, that’s exactly right. It’s not about the money. It’s about saving lives, and we’re proud to do it.” He then laughed. “If we were rolling in coin then I would have offered you a lot more than four gold for the job! A magicite gauntlet is twenty gold easily! I would be saving money even if you demanded ten, but I don’t have ten to give you.” 
 
    Eli shook his head. “Four is fine.” 
 
    As my embarrassment began to dissipate, with the help of Mira’s reassuring smile, I slowly transitioned into a better mood now that I understood what was going on. I could sense that Mira was a good person, but now I realized the full extent of her kindness. No doubt using her magic on vials of medicine was labor-intensive work. Using magic was similar to using muscles. Just like you could pass out from physical exertion and fatigue, you could pass out from overusing your magic too. Granted, magic use usually didn’t affect physical endurance – they were separate forms of stamina. 
 
    Everyone had begun eating, so I followed suit. I was looking down at my plate when someone sneezed, prompting me to announce, “Bless you,” cheerfully without knowing who I was speaking to. 
 
    However, everyone immediately fell silent, including Eli. I looked up at them staring at me, and then glanced up at him in confusion. “What?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Why did you say that?” He wondered seriously. 
 
    I gawked at him. Did they not say ‘bless you’ in the human world? Did they have a different phrase? Or maybe was it rude to acknowledge a sneeze? I suddenly felt self-conscious as I responded tentatively. “Umm, because someone sneezed…” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment, before responding. “No one sneezed Riel.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed, suspicious that he was contradicting me. I looked over at everyone else only for my gaze to focus on Mira. She was staring down at her plate now, her smile gone, and her expression was failing to conceal an emotion I dreaded – fear. 
 
    My ear twitched when I heard another sneeze, this one significantly muffled, but a sneeze nonetheless. I bolted out of my chair so fast that it flew to the ground as I turned towards where I heard the sound. Normally, I might have asked if there was someone else in the house, but I heard exactly where the sneeze came from this time. 
 
    And I didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    Everyone else stood too, startled by my abrupt reaction. Tobias yelled something, but I wasn’t listening, not that I would obey him anyway. 
 
    I dashed into the living room, revealing a hint of how fast I really was, and took a quick whiff of the air before tossing the couch with a swift inhumanly strong kick. It crashed on the floor a few feet away. 
 
    I reached down and grabbed the brown rug, throwing it to the side to reveal a door in the floor. One of the men yelled ‘stop,’ but it was too late. I already had it open, revealing a stone hole about five feet deep filled with more pantherians than I could count. Most of them had wolf-like ears with a few that were scaly like a lizard. 
 
    Almost all of them looked to be under the age of ten. 
 
    Even as I looked at them, none of them made a noise. They all shivered violently as if afraid that any sound would make them visible. All of them had their eyes closed…all of them, except one. She was the only one who wasn’t young, and she stared at me intensely with golden eyes, evaluating me. I couldn’t see most of her body, because she was in the center of them all, their bodies curled around her in fear. 
 
    I tore my gaze from the wolf-girl and looked up to see that Eli was at my side. Landon was at the table holding up his magitek gun, and Tobias was in between his son and us. 
 
    But I wasn’t focused on them. I was focused on Mira, still at the table, but standing now. 
 
    “What in the hell?!” I demanded of her. 
 
    She looked down, as if ashamed. 
 
    Eli had his hands up, electricity sparking all along one hand and a ball of fire in his other – a show of power. Even among mages, being able to use two types of magic was rare. He was the first one to speak after me. His voice was loud and intense. “I suggest you lower your weapon. And explain this.” 
 
    “Now everyone just calm down,” Tobias said holding his hands up. He then looked back at his son. “And put that damn gun down!” 
 
    Landon hesitated before slowly listening. Eli responded by first discontinuing the fire, allowing the electricity to briefly continue sparking along his fingers before stopping that too. He then lowered his hands and crossed his arms. I mimicked his posture, crossing my arms over my chest too, the end of my tail twitching violently in agitation. 
 
    “Well?” I demanded when no one offered an explanation right away. I looked at Tobias now, but really I wanted it come from Mira. I couldn’t believe her kindness was fake. How could she put up with this? 
 
    Tobias crossed his arms too, glaring at me. “Well, Ms. Riella you certainly seem a little independent right now.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” I demanded. 
 
    “My point,” he replied slowly, “is that we need to know if we can trust you, or not, with our secret.” 
 
    “Depends on the secret,” I sneered. 
 
    Mira finally spoke up in a whisper. “We bought them.” 
 
    “Well that much is obvious!” I yelled at her, infuriated. It was either that or they stole them – neither option I liked. Being kind and slave-owning didn’t go together in my mind, and even though I knew this might seem normal to humans, I couldn’t handle the hypocrisy. 
 
    “No, you’re not understanding,” Tobias said with a raised voice. “We bought them, in order to free them.” 
 
    I hesitated suddenly, my anger coming to a halt. I wanted to believe him, but I was uncertain if I really could. I glanced down at the wolf-girl, her gold eyes still trained on me, and she nodded once – telling me silently that they were telling the truth. 
 
    I looked away from her, feeling ashamed of myself all over again for jumping to conclusions. 
 
    Tobias continued. “We can get them at a significant discount when they’re sick. Originally, owners would just kill them, because it costs a lot more to cure them than it does to just buy a new pantherian. But we made deals with several of the slave-owners to purchase them at less than a tenth of their original price. They are willing because they at least get some money out of it. We then heal them and ship them off to a town that borders the Worgron territory where pantherians are able to live freely. We also have an orphanage there for the younger ones, and that’s where most of our profit actually goes.” 
 
    I glanced down at the pantherians again, realizing that’s what most of them were. They were half-human, half-worgron just like Eli had mentioned to me earlier in the forest. However, I wasn’t sure about the ones with lizard features. 
 
    Mira chimed back in, trying to provide more evidence that they were being honest. Her tone was gentle but firm. “I didn’t prepare this much food because I knew you were coming. I made it to feed them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered to her, dropping my head again. I felt Eli’s heated palm rest gently on my neck, but I couldn’t look up at him. I was grateful that he left his hand there as he spoke up. 
 
    “Clearly there has been a misunderstanding. I apologize for interrupting your originally planned lunch. If what you say is true, then we will leave and speak nothing of it.” 
 
    Tobias held up his hands again. “No, that’s not necessary. If you are willing to keep our secret, then we would be happy for you to continue to have lunch with us.” 
 
    I shook my head, tears threatening to escape my eyes. “I’m not about to eat knowing they’re stuck in a hole and hungry.” 
 
    Suddenly Mira was grasping my hands in hers, causing me to gasp and look up in surprise. I had been so focused on my shame that I hadn’t even noticed her approach. Her expression was more gentle than I deserved. “Riella, we’re inviting you to our originally planned meal, if you’ll stay.” 
 
    I freed one of my hands and wiped my eyes, before silently nodding. 
 
    Landon broke the silence then. “So, let me just make sure I’m understanding this correctly. This pantherian is not a slave?” 
 
    I scoffed at him. “I’ve never been a slave a single day of my life!” But then I immediately glanced down apologetically at the worgron girl, afraid she might perceive me as rubbing it in her face. However, she didn’t look at me with anger. Instead, her expression was one of awe, reminding me of how I felt about Mira – envious, but not to the point of hatred or jealousy. 
 
    Either way, she was free now, which meant she had finally obtained the thing she probably most desired. 
 
    And I slowly realized as I gazed into this girl’s golden eyes, that I may have finally found what I desperately desired too, both in her and maybe Mira as well – a friend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Risa 
 
      
 
    Once the tension had subsided and we got all the pantherians out of the safehouse below the floor, I learned more about the pantherian slave-trade in the human world. 
 
    I discovered that the lizard pantherians were half golydin, which was an anthropoid lizard race that I hadn’t known about. The groups who bred the slaves paid both male worgrons and golydin a measly twenty-five bronze, which was half a silver, to sleep with human women to impregnate them. The women themselves were often slaves, which was ironically illegal but rarely enforced since the pantherians had become an important part of the human economy. 
 
    The slaves were then sold at an average of ten silver, or half a gold, for a sickening profit. Pantherians who were purchased at an older age were sold for a full gold, since they were both more valuable to the buyers and more expensive to keep around for the sellers. 
 
    It was rare for there to be an elderfel pantherian like myself, because the elderfel kept to themselves and didn’t mingle with the other races. Tobias had surmised the truth based on my tail, since worgron pantherians had a fluffier wolf-like tail. Otherwise, the trademark ears were too similar to distinguish easily. 
 
    I also quickly discovered it was rare for pantherians to come out so humanoid. Most of the wolf-like children were covered in fur, with their human-like faces being the primary distinction that they were pantherians. Interestingly, the nineteen-year-old worgron girl was much more humanoid, like Eli and myself. Although, I quickly found out that had worked out to her disadvantage, since she had been forced to live most of her life in a brothel. Her name was Risa, and Mira hadn’t just cured her of the disease that was killing her – she had also cured her of numerous sexually transmitted diseases as well. 
 
    Needless to say, Risa watched all three of the men like a hawk, as if she was afraid they might try something with her. I didn’t fully understand her reaction, since none of them had even given her hardly any attention, so I decided to ask about it. 
 
    We were in the living room now, with Risa and I sitting side-by-side on the couch. Mira had pulled up a chair to sit close in front of us, our three sets of knees almost touching. The men and most of the children were in the dining room still eating. I had told them both about my life, trying not to seem dramatic about the fact that I had been bullied and shunned the entire time. However, surprisingly, Risa was sympathetic despite her situation being so much worse. 
 
    When I noticed how she kept looking at the men, I finally tried to reassure her in a whisper. “Risa, I just wanted to say…” I hesitated. “I haven’t known Eli for very long, but I’m pretty sure he would never do anything to hurt you. He’s always been very respectable to me.” 
 
    Mira chimed in then, seeming glad I had brought it up. “And I promise you my brother wouldn’t hurt you either. If he even so much as looks at you wrong, then I’ll punch him square in the nose.” 
 
    I laughed at that, because the idea of this sweet blonde-hair girl even hurting a tiny insect was comical, never mind hitting someone. Risa seemed to appreciate the comment too, smirking at the girl who had saved her in more ways than one. 
 
    Risa then sighed, speaking in a silky-smooth voice. “It’s not that I don’t trust them…” She admitted slowly. “It’s just that it’s hard to be around men when most of my experience with them has been unpleasant.” She paused then, looking down at her bare toes. Both her fingernails and toenails were naturally black like mine, although her hands otherwise look like a normal human’s. Her hair was jet-black too, also just like mine, with the only major difference in coloring being her gold eyes compared to my purple ones. 
 
    However, unlike Mira, who was only a few inches taller than me, Risa was a good half foot taller when she stood up. Granted, that height difference was diminished when she was sitting. I could easily lean forward and comfortably rest my chin on her shoulder, which meant I only had to look up slightly at her. She was still thin as a rail though, possibly even thinner than Mira despite her being taller, and her overall bone-structure was just as petite as mine. 
 
    I reached out and intertwined my fingers in hers, trying to reassure her. She looked sideways at me with a weak smile and continued. “They drugged me a lot because I was unwilling, and they couldn’t afford to damage my skin.” She took a slow breath. “It would make me less valuable to not have flawless skin, so they were limited on how they could get me to comply. Of course, the customers who bought my time didn’t care I was drugged. Many of them even seemed to like it that I would sometimes try to struggle against them. But I never liked it though. Not once.” 
 
    I tightened my grip on her hand and leaned my shoulder into hers. Mira likewise reached out and rested her hand on Risa’s knee. It was hard for both of us to hear, neither of us being able to imagine what she had been forced to endure most of her life. 
 
    Sighing heavily, I decided to change the subject to something that had been weighing on my mind ever since I had physically gotten close to Risa. I didn’t want to just blurt it out, but I decided she deserved to know. I loosened my grip on her hand and turned towards her, still holding her fingers gently. “Risa, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    Her wolf-like ears perked up and she looked more concerned than I was intending. I rested my other hand on top of hers and smiled. “You’re capable of using magic, and if you are willing then I would like to teach you how.” 
 
    Risa’s gold eyes widened in surprised, and I noticed Mira having the same reaction. “I c-can?” She stuttered, completely baffled. 
 
    I nodded. “My godmother taught me how to sense magic in others, which is how I knew Mira was a mage.” I paused. “When I helped you out of the safehouse, I knew immediately you were touched by magic too.” 
 
    And in reality, all the pantherians who had been sick were touched slightly by magic, but not enough to actually use it. But Risa was different. She was overflowing with it, more so than both Eli and I combined. Granted, a person having magic inside of them was different than being able to control it. That was always the hard part – control. And it was the part that really distinguished mages. Certainly, no one could be a mage without having the natural ability to store a decent amount of magic, but one with precise control and less magic could be much more effective than one with no control and a lot of magic. 
 
    “But shouldn’t she have figured that out by now?” Mira asked, seeming confused. “I mean, no one had to teach me. I just discovered I could do it. Granted…” She grimaced. “I was also free to experiment with it.” She looked away then, being reminded that she had been fortunate whereas Risa most definitely had not. 
 
    Risa reached out and patted her on the knee. “Please don’t pity me. It actually makes me feel worse to see that expression on your face.” 
 
    Mira looked up at her in surprise. “Oh! I’m sorry. I’m not trying to pity you. It just…really sucks…” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. “It was, well, horrible. But it’s over now, and I want to try to leave it in the past. So please, try to see me for me, rather than what’s happened to me.” 
 
    Mira nodded somberly, doing her best to smile. 
 
    Feeling moved by their interaction, I abruptly leaned forward, hooking an arm around each of their necks and pulled them into a hug. They both hugged me back, and it made me brave enough to share my feelings. “I feel stupid for saying this,” I began in a whisper, “but I’m eighteen years old and have never once had a single friend in my entire life. Today’s actually my birthday, and I feel like I’ve received the best birthday present I’ve ever had. I know we only just met, but I feel like I finally have friends.” 
 
    Both of them immediately tightened their embrace on me, and Risa’s voice came out choked. “Me too,” she whispered. “You’re my first real friends ever.” 
 
    I thought I was the first one to start silently crying, but then I wasn’t so sure. My black mini-jacket was quickly getting soaked on both shoulders from their tears, but I didn’t care. I finally had friends. They could cry on my shoulders as much as they wanted – forever even. 
 
    Boisterous laughter coming from the guys in the dining room prompted us to break our embrace and wipe our eyes. I took a deep breath, before turning towards Risa to find out if she had noticed any strange occurrences that could be attributed to magic. 
 
    “Anything at all,” I repeated myself. “Maybe plants grow faster when you’re around, or the room heats up when you get upset, or possibly you seem to accidentally shock people on a regular basis. We can always try the hard way to figure it out, but it’s easier if you already have an idea.” 
 
    Risa’s brow was furrowed as she thought about it. Finally, after a minute she spoke. “Well, one of the complaints my previous master used to get occasionally is that the room was too cold, especially towards the end. But that’s all I can think of. It didn’t always happen, but they always had a heater in the room I was assigned to in case the clients wanted to use it. No one else had that problem.” 
 
    I was both excited and dejected to discover that piece of information. I tried to not let the depression show on my face, trying to sound cheerful instead. My drooping ears probably didn’t fool Risa though. “Well, that sounds like a classic case of ice magic to me.” 
 
    “Really?” She asked in surprise. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nodded. “Ice mages inherently use their magic to slow movement and thus reduce temperature. It can manifest in different ways, but cooling the air is the most common. Want to give it a try?” 
 
    She grinned at me, a truly genuine and unreserved smile. Her gold eyes were bright with excitement. “Yes! Please show me!” 
 
    Her enthusiasm was contagious, but I had to give her a short explanation first. “Okay, but if you want to try this now, I have to forewarn you that I’ll need to touch your stomach.” She cocked her head to the side as I continued. “The fastest way for me to teach you how to feel your magic is to inject some of my own into your core. It has no lasting effect other than helping you sense it.” 
 
    She leaned back and pulled up her tattered shirt to reveal her milky stomach. Her skin really was flawless. “Yeah, that’s fine,” she said. Her innocent smile was adorable. 
 
    With a smirk, I reached out and placed my hand on her belly, surprised by how smooth and warm it was. It made me a little jealous, although I knew my skin was fairly soft too. “Ready?” I asked. She nodded. “Okay, then I want you to close your eyes and just focus on my hand. You should start to feel it in a moment – honestly, it’s kind of hard to miss, but don’t feel bad if you struggle at first.” 
 
    She nodded again with her eyes closed, her brow furrowed now as her expression became more determined. Seeing that she was ready, I began to push my magic into her. She surprised me by gasping immediately. “That’s what it feels like?” She wondered in shock, her gold eyes flying open. 
 
    “Yes…” I said hesitantly, both glad that she was a natural, but also uncertain about her reaction. “Why?” 
 
    Her eyes locked onto mine. “Because I remember feeling it a lot when I was drugged. The sensation helped comfort me despite the circumstances. It’s probably the only reason why I’m not…” She hesitated. “Broken, after all this time.” 
 
    “Oh…” I honestly didn’t know what to say. I tried to continue, knowing she didn’t want us to linger on her past. “Well, it looks like you’re a natural then,” I replied with a smile. “The next step is to just call upon that sensation and will it to make your surroundings obey you. Essentially, it is a power that faithfully serves you, allowing you to have an influence on the environment beyond your normal faculties. Granted, that part can take some time to develop, so don’t feel bad if it takes you a while – like it can take years even.” 
 
    Mira nodded. “It took me almost a year of experimentation to get good at healing, and even longer to really fine-tune it to do more specific things like enhancing an antidote’s effects.” 
 
    “For now,” I began, “just try to focus on that feeling, and imagine slowing down the air around you.” 
 
    Risa looked at me confused again. “You don’t want me to cool the air?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I do. But the best way to visualize it at first is to think about slowing it down instead.” I winked at her. “It’s sort of a trade secret. Once you get used to it, you won’t even have to think about it like that. It will just come as naturally as breathing.” 
 
    Risa nodded again, closing her eyes to concentrate. 
 
    I expected the air to slowly get a little cooler, not instantly become frigid. Within a matter of seconds, ice was forming in the air and being sucked up towards her body, rapidly encasing her torso. Her eyes flew open in shock, her teeth already starting to chatter – ice mages often could use their magic to resist the cold, but that too took practice. She didn’t need to ask for help, her eyes said it for her. 
 
    “Eli!” I cried out urgently, but he was already in the room – they all were, having come when they felt the temperature in the house abruptly drop. 
 
    “What happened?!” He exclaimed. “Who used ice magic?!” 
 
    “She did,” I said in a panic. “Can you thaw her out without hurting her?” 
 
    He nodded and quickly walked up, only for her to start panicking even more. “N-No,” she said, her jaw spasming from the cold, “D-Don’t t-touch m-m-me.” 
 
    He immediately hesitated, unsure of what the problem was. I couldn’t blame him. He hadn’t done anything to deserve that reaction. He looked at me for an explanation, but Mira was the one who provided it. “She doesn’t trust human men.” 
 
    Eli looked at her and then knelt down in front of Risa so that she was above him. He paused briefly before speaking. “Then would it help if you knew I’m not human?” Mira gasped, but he ignored her. “I’m a pantherian just like you.” 
 
    Risa’s gold eyes widened, but I could tell that she was hesitant to believe him since he looked normal. 
 
    “Eli,” I said urgently, “show her already and thaw her out.” 
 
    Without looking at me, he abruptly let the illusion drop. Both Tobias and Landon jumped back in surprise, and even Mira almost leapt out of her chair. A couple of the pantherian kids shrieked at the sight of his wings, but the three of us ignored it all. I watched as Risa’s eyes frantically looked at his wings and then at him, still trying to debate whether freezing to death might be better. I understood her feelings to an extent – I understood that true trauma could produce scars on the heart and mind that led to illogical decisions. 
 
    No one can easily unlearn fear. And there was nothing wrong with that fact. It was just reality. But that meant I might need to make the decision for her. 
 
    Unsure of what she was going to decide, I got on my knees on the couch and quickly wrapped my arms around her head. “Risa, I’m not going to let you freeze to death, okay? I trust him and I’m right here to protect you.” I didn’t wait for her to respond. “Do it Eli.” 
 
    She whimpered when she saw him draw near, but I brought my mouth to her ear and started whispering to her. “I’m right here. You’re my friend now, and I will protect you no matter what. As long as I’m alive, I will do everything in my power to make sure no one ever harms you again. You have my word.” 
 
    I could already feel Eli’s magic breaking through the ice, knowing what to expect from it. While fire magic was so named for its iconic production of flames, it inherently sped things up to cause heat. An amateur could use it to turn ice into water without harming someone else, but it was clear Eli was no amateur. A thin mist quickly filled the air around us as the ice instantly transitioned into a vapor. Within a matter of seconds, it was over. 
 
    Eli’s hand had only had to touch her briefly on the stomach, before he was done and quickly backed away to the other side of the room. His wings were invisible again. Risa was still shaking, although I couldn’t determine if it was from being traumatized by Eli’s presence or just because she was still cold. When she glanced up at him with that same panicked expression, he immediately turned around to leave the room. He quickly waved for the other two guys to follow him, and they surprisingly took his lead. 
 
    I could hear him apologizing to them for deceiving them, but Tobias was unexpectedly understanding. I supposed they really did see pantherians as equals instead of lesser beings. 
 
    I focused on Risa, who I was thankful was letting me keep my thin arms wrapped around her. Part of me was afraid she was going to reject me, feeling like I had betrayed her. I didn’t want to betray her, but I also couldn’t let her freeze to death either. Especially not right after she had finally been freed from slavery. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t realize that would happen. I’ve never helped someone learn magic before, and you seem to have a much stronger ability than I expected.” 
 
    Risa almost made me cry when she responded by wrapping her arms around me and pushing her head into my chest more. Mira quickly joined in too, sitting on her other side and getting in on the hug. The three of us were quiet, listening to the noises of the worgron-children slowly beginning to interact with each other again. 
 
    After a few minutes, Risa finally sighed and apologized. “I’m sorry Riella, thank you for telling him to get me out of the ice. I was just…” She took a deep breath. “Afraid. It brings back really bad memories.” 
 
    I nodded, rubbing my cheek against her thick hair on the top of her head. “You don’t need to apologize. I get it. If there was another way, I would have done it, but our options were limited to basically just the one.” I then pulled away slightly to look down at her. “And see? He’s not such a bad guy. You didn’t even have to tell him to leave the room, he did it on his own when he saw it was making you uncomfortable. I don’t think he would ever do something against your wishes, even though you’re a stranger to him. He’s not like the men you’ve been exposed to.” 
 
    Mira nodded. “Neither are my father and brother. They’re both good men. Well…” She snickered. “I’m not sure Landon is quite a man yet. He still acts childish sometimes.” 
 
    Risa smiled at that, before responding with another sigh. “I do understand what you’re both saying, and I do believe you…it’s just…” 
 
    “It’s hard to forget the memories, and the fear they cause,” I finished. 
 
    I could relate after all, having a few of my own traumas – thankfully, nothing as horrible as what she had experienced. But I didn’t want to bring them up right now. 
 
    The reasons why I was terrified of being submerged in water, or horrified of anything that resembled a wild dog or wolf, were things I didn’t want to remember right now. I was glad that the pantherian children were humanoid enough to not provoke my fears. If anything, I thought they were adorable with their furry bodies and wolf-like features. 
 
    Risa met my gaze and nodded in agreement. “Yes. I didn’t really think he was going to do anything, especially with everyone here, but it’s like the fear has a mind of its own sometimes. My heart starts racing and my thinking becomes confused. I’m not even trying to panic on purpose. It just happens.” She then hugged me tightly again. “But thank you. Even though I haven’t known you for very long, I feel like I can really trust you both…and it’s really nice to feel that way.” 
 
    “I agree completely,” I replied. “I really haven’t had any friends all my life. It’s been my deepest desire for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Risa admitted. 
 
    I was shocked. “Really?” I wondered. “I would have thought that being free was your deepest desire.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Yes and no. Certainly, I would never want to go back to that, but what made it so unbearable was that I was alone. Everyone else had accepted their fate, and that made them automatically hate me for not giving in. I think it would have been a little more bearable if I had someone to call a friend, but I never did.” 
 
    “Well, now you do,” I said confidently, before pausing. 
 
    Eli had just appeared at the entrance to the room again, looking at me expectantly. I quickly held up a finger for him to wait and then spoke to her again. “Risa, will you be alright if Eli talks to me? Or do you need us to go into the other room?” I wasn’t trying to be overly dramatic, but I still felt bad about the situation. 
 
    She shook her head, leaning back against the couch. I slowly sat back down next to her as I watched her examine him for a few moments before glancing away. He was waiting patiently, but he was also not looking at us. Satisfied that she was going to be okay, I looked back up at him. 
 
    “What is it?” I wondered. 
 
    He met my gaze again. “Tobias has offered to let us stay here for the night, I just wanted to know what you thought about that.” 
 
    I immediately considered the fact that I was still being targeted by the elderfel, but then thought about the tall electric fence surrounding the property. “Probably would be safer than an inn,” I admitted, trying not to give too much away. I didn’t want to put any of their lives in danger, but I also didn’t want to risk my life by sleeping exactly where an elderfel assassin would expect to find me. 
 
    Eli nodded in agreement. “I was thinking that too, although I think we should share the details of why we had blood on us.” 
 
    I hesitated briefly, trying to determine if he was suggesting what it sounded like. He wanted us to tell them about the real danger, but he intentionally hadn’t given away too much, in case I wanted to just go with the same story we had told Lucius. He was giving me the choice of how much I wanted to share, although I could tell from his expression what he thought was right. I stared at him for a few seconds, before sighing heavily. “I agree. If they’re going to offer us lodging, then they have a right to know the danger that puts them in.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Tobias asked, reappearing around the corner next to Eli. 
 
    I took a deep breath, glancing at Risa and Mira, before explaining. “The elderfel are intent on killing me. I was told it’s because I’m half-elderfel and they despise me for it, but really I have no idea why. They have literally been stalking me for the last eighteen years.” I sighed again. “I was being protected by the elves – it’s complicated, so I’ll just leave it at that. But when I was forced to leave their protection earlier today, I was attacked immediately. They have been waiting for me all this time. I’ve been attacked twice already, and there’s no reason to think they’ll stop anytime soon…” I hesitated, biting my lip. “Which puts all of you in danger if we stay here.” 
 
    Being in the middle of the summer, we had plenty of time before it would be dark outside, so I knew we had the option of getting a few miles away from town before the sun set. It was an alternative to staying at the inn, in the event they decided to ask us to leave. 
 
    I briefly considered my newfound friendship with Risa and Mira, suddenly afraid I might have to leave them so soon. I felt a little foolish having already made promises to protect Risa without considering the fact that she might not want to travel with me. 
 
    Risa clasped her hand in mine reassuringly and Mira grabbed my other hand. Yet they both waited for Tobias to respond. It was clear he was deliberating over this new information. “There must be something else going on,” he finally deduced. “While rare, there are other elderfel pantherians that exist, and I’ve never heard of one being targeted by them.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Like I said, I really don’t know the reason why, but I can guarantee they don’t plan on stopping. One of them actually told me I’d be dead by sunset today…” I paused, hoping that wasn’t true. “So whatever issue they have with me, it’s serious.” 
 
    “And you don’t know anything about your past?” Tobias wondered. “Anything about your mother or father that might shed some light on the situation?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only that my mother had to sacrifice something very valuable in order to secure the elves’ protection. I’ve never even met her because of it, and have no idea if she’s even alive. But otherwise, I have nothing to go on. Not even a clue.” 
 
    Risa’s hand abruptly tightened, prompting me to look at her determined gold eyes. “I’ll learn ice magic as fast as I can,” she whispered, “so I can protect you.” 
 
    My eyes stung slightly at her words, and I tried to swallow the sudden lump in my throat, because I could see she really meant it. 
 
    Mira surprised us all by chiming in then, her green eyes intense. “I think the fact that her mother found it necessary to give over custody of her daughter to the elves for protection is enough proof that they won’t stop. Clearly, something big is going on here, although I can’t even begin to fathom what.” 
 
    I hadn’t really thought about that, but she was right. The other elderfel pantherians, as few as they may be, hadn’t needed the elves protection. Only I had… 
 
    So then, why? Why was it necessary for my mother to seek out their help right after I was born? Why did she have to give me up? Why did the elderfel want me, and only me, dead so badly? It just didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Tobias was pensive again as he considered the situation. “Well, this is part of the reason why we have the fence in the first place. If it can’t keep out a handful of elderfel then it’s practically useless. They may be strong, but they can’t scale a twelve-foot fence without touching it, nor can they survive if they tried.” Tobias looked at Eli, before focusing his gaze on me. “So then, I would still like to have you both stay the night, and then tomorrow we can discuss what to do from there. I might actually even be able to give you a ride further up north in a couple of days, if you are willing to help out a little.” 
 
    I glanced at Eli before responding. “Well, I’m not completely opposed to the idea, but my overall goal is to head west as far away from the elderfel as possible.” 
 
    Tobias nodded. “The place you’d be going is Vanardis, which is northwest of here.” 
 
    I glanced at Eli one more time before agreeing. “Then, that sounds good to me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: Gift 
 
      
 
    Once we decided to stay, Landon took Eli to the entrance to close the gate for the day and inspect the fence around their property. Tobias left the house as well to make some preparations for tomorrow, and Mira had some of the older pantherian children help her clean up the dining room and kitchen, as well as help prepare dinner. 
 
    Cooking was its own fulltime job when there were so many mouths to feed. 
 
    That left Risa and myself standing outside, away from the house, after she had practically begged me to keep teaching her how to control and use her magic. 
 
    “I think I know what I did wrong,” she admitted when I was reluctant. “While that feeling always kept me calmer at the brothel, using it earlier had the opposite effect. It reminded me of a bad memory. I suddenly had the urge to protect myself from it, which is why I accidentally covered myself in ice. I was trying to stop the memory using my magic.” 
 
    Looking up at her, I nodded, completely understanding what went wrong now. “Yes, that’s it then. Your magic works by slowing things down, so trying to stop something entirely is going to cause a stronger manifestation of it. And since you were trying to stop a memory inside of you, you ended up pulling the ice to your body.” I sighed, running my fingers through my black hair briefly. “Which means you need to be really careful if we try this again. You can’t use your magic to stop memories – all you’ll do is bury yourself like last time…” I paused. “And even if it’s hot outside, Eli’s not here to thaw you out. I’d almost rather wait until he gets back.” 
 
    Risa bowed her head, pleading again. I could still see her face fine though, since I was half a foot shorter than her. “Please teach me. I’ll be more careful. I want to be able to protect you…” She bit her bottom lip. “And if that’s not enough reason, then I’d like to be able to protect myself too.” 
 
    I dropped my own head in defeat. She knew how to get to me, because I also wanted her to be able to protect herself. I had promised to protect her, but I knew in reality we might not be together for very long. However, I quickly pushed that thought aside, not liking how it made me feel. 
 
    I smirked when I noticed her black furry tail wagging slowly behind her, giving her away. I glanced up to see her gold eyes reserved, yet hopeful. She suspected she had convinced me, but didn’t want me to change my mind by admitting it. 
 
    I reached out to poke her in the stomach, teasing her. “Your tail gave you away Risa, you can’t hide your thoughts from me.” Her tail immediately stopped wagging and she looked at me concerned. I sighed. “Okay fine, I’ll do it, but you have to do exactly what I say…” I paused again. “And I know it’s difficult, but you have to try not to think of bad memories.” 
 
    Her ears perked up at the same time her tail resumed moving. Her hands clasped in front of her chest like she was praying. “I will!” She promised excitedly. 
 
    I decided to begin with a small bucket of water, so she had something in particular to focus on. We both sat on the ground beside each other with the metal pail in front of us about a foot away. I first asked her to try to concentrate and imagine just slowing down a small amount of water in the middle of the pail. Surprisingly, she did it fairly quickly and a piece of ice floated to the top. I was so shocked that she had done it so easily, that I had her do it a few more times just to make sure it wasn’t a fluke. 
 
    Once it was clear she already had that part down, I had her focus more on the shape of the ice in order to control what she was doing. At first, I asked her to make a sphere, which she unsurprisingly struggled with, although not as much as I would have predicted. Thus, once she managed to do it a few times, I had her work on making a perfect cube of ice. I tried to reassure her when she started getting frustrated. 
 
    “Risa, you’re doing amazing. I’ve seen elves struggle months with just making a sphere of ice, and you’ve already done it in less than half an hour of trying.” 
 
    “Really?” She asked, sounding hopeful that what I was saying was true. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, seriously. Your ability to control your magic and make it do what you want is already really advanced. So you shouldn’t feel bad that you’re struggling to shape it into a cube.” 
 
    “How does this training ultimately help?” She wondered tentatively. 
 
    I rubbed the side of my arm briefly as I tried to think about how to explain. “Well, the best way I can describe it is like learning how to use a sword. Anyone can take a blade and swing it aimlessly, but if you want to be skilled then you have to learn how to control your swings. It matters how and where you swing. Magic is the same way.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “This part might be a little boring, but eventually you’ll be doing more detailed work like making flowers out of ice.” Risa’s eyes widened in shock, quickly shifting to excitement as I continued. “And once you have that much control, you’ll be able to do almost anything. You can do something as unrefined and massive as creating an ice storm, which actually requires a lot of effort on the ‘how you swing a sword’ part. And you’ll also be able to make something as specific as an unbreakable ice sword, which requires a lot of effort on the specific ‘where you swing a sword’ part, because you have to focus specifically on where your magic is manifesting at all times. Granted, you’ll have to learn how to use your magic to make your body more resistant to the temperature first, or else you’ll freeze your hand off.” 
 
    Risa blinked at me in surprise. “How can an ice sword be unbreakable?” She wondered. 
 
    “Well, creating the ice sword isn’t too difficult, but once you can make a flower of ice then you should be able to use your magic to force the sword to retain its form no matter what – thereby making it unbreakable. If you think of the ‘slowing down’ analogy, you’ll essentially be forcing the ice in your weapon to stop completely, making it impenetrable so long as your magic is forcing that condition on it.” 
 
    Risa smirked at me. “I can’t wait!” 
 
    I was about to reply, but I heard my name whispered far behind us. Risa heard it too with her sensitive wolf-ears, and we both turned to see Eli standing at the edge of the house. I knew he wanted to talk, but didn’t want to get close to Risa when she clearly didn’t want him around. I quickly turned to her, seeing that her gaze was still cautious when looking at him, so I asked her to keep practicing while I went to go see what he wanted. 
 
    “Do your best!” I teased her, feeling confident she would be fine on her own after watching her exert such precise control with making spheres of ice. “No slacking while I’m gone!” 
 
    When I got close to Eli, he turned and motioned for me to follow him. I quickly caught up and fell in step at his side. 
 
    “What’s up?” I wondered. 
 
    “Well,” he said tentatively, rubbing the back of his neck. “We might have a problem. There’s a small tear in the fence that looks recent.” He glanced down at me as he continued. “It’s not big enough for a person to fit, but Landon suspects someone was trying to cut their way in with a sword before the electricity came back on.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I considered what he was saying. “And you didn’t see anyone?” 
 
    I remembered that Tobias had been confident someone would die if they tried to scale the fence, although I didn’t know what a momentary shock would do. But the question still remained: had someone managed to scale it beforehand? Was someone already hiding on their property? 
 
    Eli shook his head, responding to my spoken question. “No, there was no one around. But the air does smell faintly of burnt hair…or maybe fur. I figured your nose might be better than mine.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. I didn’t know how strong dragon senses were, but it was already clear that my sense of hearing was stronger than his. However, as I looked up at his expression, I felt like there might be something else on his mind. “What’s wrong?” I wondered. 
 
    He met my gaze, and then slowed to a stop, turning to face me. “I just want to make sure you want to stay here tonight.” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment, suddenly worried that he thought I had made the wrong decision. “Do you think we should leave?” I whispered. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, it’s just I feel uneasy about putting everyone in danger, not to mention the children, but…” He hesitated, looking at me meaningfully. “I also don’t want you to be in danger either.” Between his words and his intense gaze, I couldn’t help but blush and look away. Thankfully, he continued with a sigh. “If we do stay here, I may try to stay up most of the night to keep watch and then sleep tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise, stunned that he would do that to protect me. 
 
    His cheeks flushed and he looked away, only to clarify with a shrug. “Yeah. I don’t want to wake up with a knife to my throat.” 
 
    Both my ears and tail dropped, my tone suddenly defeated. “Oh. Of course.” I felt stupid for thinking he would do that to protect me specifically, especially when there were others here too. I wasn’t the only one who would benefit from him keeping watch. 
 
    It was obvious he noticed my disappointment, but he didn’t comment on it. 
 
    We started walking again so he could show me the gash. Sure enough, it was a tear about half a foot long where a sword had probably been slammed into it repeatedly. Looking back towards the house far in the distance, I was surprised no one heard it. Although, at this distance even I may have struggled to pick up on the noise. 
 
    “Landon said they will try to fix it tomorrow morning. They don’t want to turn off the fence right now when it’s this late in the afternoon.” 
 
    I nodded as I examined the gash. I almost wanted to reach out and touch it, but knew that would be a stupid idea. As far as I was aware, the entire piece of metal had an electric current constantly running through it. I looked down and saw that there was about an inch gap between the bottom of the fence and the ground. For a second, I wondered if someone could just dig under it. But then, as I looked closer, I saw that there was a second fence that began at the top of the ground, going down into the earth an indeterminate distance. Whoever had installed it had really thought of everything as far as I could tell. 
 
    When we walked back, we were both fairly quiet. Eli eventually decided to ask more about Risa, wanting to know why she was so afraid of men. I didn’t think it was necessarily a secret, so I decided to tell him the basics of her past. 
 
    He seemed really shaken by what I disclosed, although he didn’t share what was on his mind. I thought about asking, but I suspected I knew the answer. He had said his mother ‘raised him right,’ and since he only lived with her it made sense he might have been fairly sheltered. Granted, it’s not like my reaction was much better. 
 
    I echoed Risa’s comment to him that she wanted people to view her as her, rather than only seeing her for her past. He glanced at me then as he thought about that, before quietly nodding. When he left me to go back inside the house, he seemed a little more determined to focus on the person rather than the past. 
 
    Risa was still where I had left her, trying to practice her magic. She surprised me by smashing something on the ground and picking up the bucket to cover it up. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I wondered as I reached her. I thought about seeing what she had broken, but didn’t want to invade her privacy. Obviously, she didn’t want me to see. 
 
    She looked up at me hesitantly, giving me a suspicious smile. “Yep, just trying to get that cube down.” She then hesitated again. “Umm, would you be alright if I practiced by myself for a little while longer?” 
 
    I examined her expression tentatively before nodding. “Umm, yeah I can do that. I guess…” I paused. “Just call out if you need help.” I reached up and gently grabbed the tip of my cat-like ear. “I should be able to hear you just fine even from inside.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a genuine grin. 
 
    I smirked at her enthusiasm, and walked back to the house. Most of the pantherian children were in the living room now, being strangely quiet. I wasn’t used to seeing kids so well behaved, but then again, I also wasn’t used to seeing kids who had been slaves. 
 
    Eli, Mira, Tobias, and Landon were all sitting at the table now, discussing plans for the next day while they waited for dinner to finish cooking. 
 
    I went ahead and sat down next to Eli, trying to catch up on the conversation. It didn’t appear as if I had missed much. 
 
    Tobias was talking. “So then, after the children get picked up, we can go into town to get the extra supplies we need for our trip to Vanardis the day after. Originally, we were just going because one of our business partners obtained a large shipment of the original antidote and wants us to come enhance it. The guy was going to make it worth our time by paying us extra for our efforts in order to buy up some more slaves.” He hesitated. “We have a reputation in a lot of the cities as slave traders ourselves, although they don’t know we actually free them.” He paused again, with a grimace on his face when thinking about the reputation they had to put up with. “We won’t be bringing the slaves back with us though. We have a network of allies that help us transport slaves from one location to the next until they reach their destination. The only slaves who normally end up here are more from eastern cities.” He sighed. “Anyway, yesterday we became aware that there is also a noble seeking our assistance in healing one of his family members who has a different illness. It’s a job that Mira would need to be physically present for.” 
 
    Something about Tobias’ expression made me think there was more he was reluctant to say. “So what’s the problem?” I finally asked. 
 
    Tobias looked at me and then down at his hands on the table, his fingers interlaced. “Well, there are some people who know the source of our cure, which puts us at risk from thieves.” He then looked up at me again. “The fence isn’t to protect our product. The fence is to protect Mira from being kidnapped.” 
 
    “And turned into a slave myself,” Mira added. 
 
    I gawked at them both, beginning to deduce the situation. “So then, that’s why you want us to come? For protection?” Tobias nodded slowly. I smirked. “Okay, I’m fine with that.” I then grinned at Mira. “I’ll be by your side like the twin goddesses Freya and Edith! You won’t even get to use the bathroom without me there!” Mira’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head in surprise, and I laughed so hard I had to grab my sides. “I’m just kidding! Your face! It’s priceless!” I gasped. 
 
    Both Eli and Landon at least thought it was funny, and even Tobias had a small grin. Once I calmed down and wiped the tears out of my eyes, Tobias continued. “Anyway, yes, it would be for protection. Two capable mages like yourselves should be more than enough, but more importantly you’re both two people who I feel we can trust.” 
 
    I looked up at Eli to see that he was watching me, although I wasn’t sure why. However, after a few seconds I felt a weird sensation in my mind… 
 
    I gasped, my eyes suddenly wide. Because unexpectedly I knew what Eli was thinking. Or rather, I knew what he thought I should do. I looked into his bright blue eyes timidly as I whispered. “Are you wanting me to tell them about my magical abilities?” 
 
    He cocked his head in surprise. “How’d you know?” 
 
    I reached up and gently ran my fingers along the black tattoo on my neck. “I think it’s our connection,” I began in a whisper. “A master is probably able to communicate what they want to their servant, however in our case…” 
 
    “Wait,” Landon said, sounding confused. “I thought you said you weren’t a slave.” 
 
    I glanced at him, and then back at Eli, sensing again what he wanted. In this case, he was leaving it up to me to tell them. I sighed, trying to keep it vague. “It’s true that I’m not a slave, however this magic,” I ran my fingers along my tattoo again, “is very much real. In our situation, we’re both the master and both the servant at the same time, so the effect is different. I don’t have to obey what he says, nor does he have to obey me. However, I think we’ve just discovered that we can sense what the other wants.” 
 
    “That’s very unusual,” Tobias commented, crossing his arms. “I’m curious to know how that happened.” 
 
    I looked up at Eli again, before sighing. “I’m not trying to hide anything from you, but I would prefer to leave that subject untouched.” Honestly, I was surprised that they hadn’t figured out the inconsistencies in our story, since I had already disclosed that I had been with the elves until today, and Eli had already mentioned he was from a town on the other side of the country… 
 
    Or rather, he had mentioned that to Lucius and Theo – we hadn’t shared that information with these three yet. 
 
    Mira quickly joined in, sounding authoritative as she looked at her father and brother. “That’s fine Riella, it’s none of our business. You have a right to keep secrets just between yourselves.” 
 
    I nodded in appreciation. “Thanks. Of course, if it’s something that will affect anyone’s safety, then I won’t hesitate to share.” 
 
    Tobias became apologetic and nodded. I then went ahead and explained to them the type of magic I used, indicating that it had limited uses since I could only safely immobilize one person at a time and would be unable to move if I used it on two or three people. Nevertheless, they felt like it was a useful ability. 
 
    I also explained that my real talent came from being highly skilled with a sword and fighting in hand-to-hand combat. Landon laughed at me, so I gave him a brief tutorial of my inhuman strength by walking over to him and shoving him out of his chair. He got up with a grin and tried to push me back, only for me to hoist him over my head and walk him into the living room where I tossed him on the couch. The other three thought it was hilarious, although Landon most definitely did not enjoy being dragged around like he was the five-foot-tall imp instead of me. 
 
    Once we were all seated again, we began discussing the details of the trip. 
 
    However, the front door unexpectedly opened, and we turned to see Risa come in with a huge smile on her face. She stopped at the entrance of the dining room, eyeing the men cautiously, before focusing on me. “I made you something,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    Shocked, I glanced at her right arm holding something behind her back. I quickly stood, walking up to her as I examined her excited expression. I suspected she had made something with her ice, but given that she had just started learning I couldn’t imagine that it would be too exciting. I needed to make sure I didn’t disappoint her if she handed me a cube. Granted, that was something to be excited about if she had already produced a cube of ice. 
 
    Risa smirked at me, barely containing herself. “Ready?” 
 
    I nodded with a smile. 
 
    Risa carefully pulled out the object she was hiding, and I almost fainted from the shock. 
 
    In her delicate hands was an even more delicate ice flower about three inches tall. It was so detailed that it was almost indistinguishable from the real thing, and it was comparable to some of the best flowers I had ever seen the elves make. I just stood there like an idiot and stared at it. 
 
    “Do you like it?” She asked with concern. “It’s a rose.” 
 
    I finally tore my gaze from it and stared at her. “Can I hold it?” I asked breathlessly, still baffled by what I was seeing. 
 
    She smiled warmly at me and held it out to gently place it in my open hands. The petals were so thin that it began melting almost immediately when it touched my warm skin. I carefully grasped it by the stem with my other hand and examined it. It had everything, even a few thorns as if it were freshly cut from a rosebush. The density of the ice itself gave the illusion that the petals were made of velvet while the stem was hard. The leaves looked almost just as soft. 
 
    “I wish I could keep this,” I whispered, seeing that my fingers had already melted through the thin stem to the point that it was close to breaking. I carefully readjusted my grasp. 
 
    She beamed. “I can make more sometime – anytime you want one, I’ll make it for you.” 
 
    I looked up at her gold eyes, seeing the tenderness in them. She really meant that. She wanted to make these for me, and I was thrilled to accept them. I glanced down at the flower again, hearing that Mira was finally getting up to come see too. Looking up again, I spoke. “Risa, I don’t think you realize just how amazing this is. I’ve known elves who have been using ice magic all their lives and they can’t make a flower like this. You’ve just done in barely an hour what others haven’t accomplished after years of trying. Decades of trying.” 
 
    Risa blushed, her face quickly becoming even more red when Mira saw the flower up close and gasped. “My goddess! Risa this is gorgeous! It looks so real!” 
 
    I suddenly felt that pull again, sensing that Eli wanted something of me – he wanted to see it too, but he didn’t want to invade Risa’s space. I quickly met Risa’s gaze cautiously. “Can I show the others?” I whispered, not wanting her to feel bad if she said no. She immediately glanced over at the table and then nodded slowly. 
 
    Eli was just as impressed, praising her without actually speaking directly to her. “This is amazing,” he exclaimed breathlessly. “I’ve read that this level of detail is extremely advanced. Shoot, I’m not even sure I can exert this level of control with my own magic! And I was actually trained!” 
 
    I glanced back at Risa to see that she was looking away, her cheeks bright red. Despite her reservations with the men, it appeared she sincerely appreciated the compliment. 
 
    Much to my disappointment, the flower all but melted in Eli’s warm hands. Risa offered to make another one, but I told her she should probably wait. “You don’t want to overuse your magic, especially when you’ve just started. You’re already probably going to sleep like a rock tonight with what you’ve done. Although, tomorrow I’d like to watch you make one.” 
 
    Risa grinned at me. “Sure! I’d be happy to!” 
 
    Her smile and enthusiasm warmed my heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Repeal 
 
      
 
    Later that night after dinner, Mira allowed me and Risa to sleep in bed with her. We were crammed in tight since it was barely large enough for two people, but none of us seemed to care. I loved every second of it, having slept alone all my life. Mira ended up being what she referred to as the ‘big spoon,’ while I ended up as the smallest spoon, with Risa squished between us. I found her references amusing, having never heard of that comparison before. 
 
    Tobias and Landon shared a slightly larger room, each having their own bed. All the kids slept in the living room – some on the furniture and some on the floor. None of them were bothered by that arrangement, since apparently the comfort of the living room was much more than what they were used to. I felt bad to discover that fact, but had to remind myself they would never be slaves again. 
 
    Eli kept true to his word and stayed awake, sitting in the dining room and looking out the windows occasionally. It helped that they had lights atop tall metal poles all around the outside of the house. The immediate area was lit up so well that it almost looked like it was still daytime outside if the black sky was ignored. 
 
    The next morning, I woke up to find myself and Risa alone in bed. She was still sound asleep, as I suspected would happen after all her practice yesterday, so I quietly climbed out of her embrace to see what everyone else was doing. 
 
    “Where’s Eli?” I asked when I got to the kitchen. Landon was helping his older sister make breakfast for everyone, both of them greeting me with a cheerful ‘Good morning.’ Tobias was apparently already out working on fixing the fence. 
 
    Landon answered my question while focusing on the food he had cooking in an iron pan. “He’s in my bed. I got up early to take over for him and told him to get some sleep.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good,” I said rubbing my right eye, trying to get the sleepiness out. “Can I help with anything?” 
 
    Mira smiled warmly at me. “Sure, if you want.” She then quickly put me to work cutting up some kind of vegetable I’d never seen before. I smelt it and decided it probably tasted amazing when cooked. I couldn’t wait to try it. When I asked, Mira smirked at me for not knowing, saying it was a potato. Landon was taking the pieces I had cut up and frying them in animal fat from a meat they had already prepared called sausage. 
 
    I was amazed I had never heard of any of these foods before. The elves ate both meat and vegetables, but the kind of vegetables they grew were totally different than what I’d seen thus far. At the very least, if Mira and Landon had any doubt that I had grown up with elves, they sure believed me now. I could barely identify any of the food they ate, except for the eggs. Granted, the eggs were smaller, the shells thinner, and the yolks less bright than what I was used to seeing. 
 
    When it was time to eat, Mira went to go wake up Risa, and I considered if I should attempt to wake up Eli. Landon shrugged in response. “You can try if you want. I got up before the sun rose to feed the cattle with one of the hired men, so he’s been asleep for a while now.” 
 
    I decided to at least ask if he wanted to eat, so I set off to go find him. When I got inside the room, I shut the door closed most of the way so there was only a crack of light streaming in. I knew I had a hard time falling back asleep if it was too bright when I woke up. I didn’t want to do that to Eli in case he still wanted to sleep. 
 
    I crept up slowly to the bed, pausing to watch him in the dim light. His wings were visible now, squished between him and the wall. He was handsome enough while awake, but he looked absolutely adorable while sleeping. His expression was so peaceful and relaxed, his full lips slightly parted. I found myself blushing when I thought about brushing some hair off his forehead, quickly deciding against it. 
 
    Instead, I tried clearing my throat. 
 
    But that didn’t work. He didn’t even stir. I hesitated for a moment, before I leaned in closely and whispered his name. He stirred slightly this time, but still didn’t wake up. I considered just letting him sleep, but then decided to give it one last try. Reaching out, I gently placed my hand on his shoulder and gave him a little shake. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Eli reached out and grabbed me, pulling me onto the bed with him against his warm chest. My heart burst into a gallop and I blushed furiously as his strong arms held me tight. I had always wondered what it would be like to be held by a guy like this, but I had hoped my first experience had been with someone who was actually conscious. As far as I could tell, he was still asleep. I tried to squirm out of his grasp, only to find myself unable to manage it, despite my inhuman strength. Clearly, his dragon heritage gave him much more physical prowess than mine. 
 
    Part of me wanted to just stay here and enjoy every second of it while I could, but I was afraid of how he would react when he woke up. Would he be mad? Would he look at me with disgust like the elves did? Those thoughts quickly made me afraid, so I decided to try to wake him up by freeing one of my arms to pat him on the side while saying his name. 
 
    “Eli,” I whispered with a tap. 
 
    “Huh?” He mumbled, clearly not really conscious yet. 
 
    “Eli, wake up.” 
 
    He sighed heavily, tightening his embrace. His hand ran over the exposed skin of my lower back and his eyes popped open in surprise. I half expected him to shove me off the bed in disgust, but he didn’t. Instead, he loosened his grip on me just slightly before speaking. “Riel? H-How did this happen?” 
 
    I examine his expression intently, still afraid of the disgust showing up, as I responded. “I, umm, came to see if you wanted breakfast, and…you sort of pulled me into bed with you.” 
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry,” he replied. He quickly pulled his arms out away from me and sat up in bed. I was sad to not be in his embrace anymore, but glad his expression wasn’t one of repulsion. He looked at me carefully as he continued. “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    I quickly shook my head. “No, it’s alright. I’m fine.” 
 
    He looked at me a second longer, seeming to study my purple eyes in the dim light, before sighing heavily. “Well, I’ll try to be more careful in the future. I really am sorry about that.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip, wanting to tell him that I didn’t want him to be careful, but afraid he might reject me if I did. I felt like I had already been granted a miracle by him not looking at me with disgust, so I didn’t want to push my luck anymore. Instead, I nodded somberly and slipped off the bed. He hesitated, studying my expression again, before following after me. 
 
    Thankfully, no one seemed to notice that anything unusual had happened in the bedroom between us, and breakfast ended up being fairly uneventful. Although, I had to admit it was a little chaotic with all the little mouths begging for more food. I was still surprised by how well-behaved they were though. Even when they played, they were exceptionally careful both with each other as well as with their surroundings. 
 
    Tobias came in at the end of breakfast, announcing that the caravan to transport the freed pantherians was here to pick them up. Landon immediately helped gather up the children and escorted them outside. I noticed that Mira and Tobias both looked at Risa when she didn’t budge from her seat, and then it hit me. I had been trying to avoid considering that she might be leaving soon. I looked at her in a panic, a deep sense of loss already forming in the pit of my stomach, making me nauseous. 
 
    I wanted to protect her forever like I had promised in the heat of the moment yesterday when trying to comfort her. But I certainly couldn’t do that if she didn’t want to stay. 
 
    The moment Mira asked her if she was going, Risa’s gold eyes met mine immediately. She looked vulnerable as she whispered to me. “Can I stay?” 
 
    I jumped out of my seat, almost knocking it over again. “Yes! Absolutely yes!” I then quickly looked at Tobias, knowing that he probably hadn’t bargained on transporting an extra person. Would that break our deal? 
 
    Tobias looked from me to her, and then at everyone else. “I’m assuming you plan on staying with them, correct?” He asked, referring to me and Eli. Risa glanced at me again, and then nodded. Tobias continued. “Then really, that’s none of my business. You can do what you want. It would be a different story if you wanted to stay with us, which in that case I’d leave the decision to my daughter.” 
 
    Mira immediately chimed in. “Which I would be perfectly fine with, so you can choose either option.” 
 
    Risa looked from her to me, and back again, so I quickly added to Mira’s comment. “And we aren’t going our separate ways yet, so you don’t have to choose right now. You can decide later if you want to come back here with Mira or else continue to travel with me.” 
 
    Risa nodded and then looked down at her hands folded in her lap. “I just wish I didn’t have to choose,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    I sighed, looking up at Mira. “Me either,” I agreed. I then returned my focus to Risa. “But let’s not worry about it right now when we don’t have to. I’d really like to enjoy our time together while we can.” 
 
    Risa and Mira both nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Right,” Tobias continued. “Then, since that’s settled, I’ll have the guys help me make sure the children are all loaded, and then after we escort them to the gate we’ll go into town to get the supplies we need for the trip tomorrow.” 
 
    Eli took the hint and followed him outside to meet up with Landon and all the children. 
 
    While the guys were outside taking care of the caravan, Risa and I helped clean up the mess made from breakfast. I was a little surprised Risa wasn’t upset to see any of the kids go, but she had only been around them for a few days and they were required to be quiet the majority of the time while they were being transported. She hadn’t really bonded with any of them, not that she would have changed her mind if she had. 
 
    Just as we were finishing up, a disembodied voice filled the room. I looked over at a metal box hanging on the wall similar to the one I had seen the old man speak into yesterday. Except this time, I recognized the voice. It was Landon. 
 
    “Umm, Mira?” He asked in a shaky tone. 
 
    Mira immediately ran over and grabbed the device off the wall, holding it so that the long metal probe was sticking upwards. “What’s wrong?” She asked urgently, sensing his concern. “Something with the kids?” 
 
    “No, we already sent them off,” he replied. “But…” He hesitated. “It appears Riella has some company. There are three elves here to see her.” 
 
    I thought my knees were going to buckle, forcing me to sit down in the chair next to me. Elves? Why would there be elves here for me? In the eighteen years I had lived with them, not once had I ever heard of an elf leaving their protected territory. Not once. And I couldn’t think of one possible reason why they would have now. Not a single one. 
 
    When Mira didn’t respond right away, Landon spoke again. “Is she coming?” 
 
    Mira was watching me, trying to evaluate my reaction. “Do you want to see them?” She whispered. 
 
    I stared at her, trying to focus. “I just…” I began to say, before starting over again. “I just can’t understand this. I don’t understand why they are here. They kicked me out forever.” I took a deep breath then, looking over at Risa. “But I guess it can’t hurt to find out what they want.” 
 
    Mira immediately held up the metal box to her mouth. “We’re coming.” Emphasis on the ‘we’ part. I was glad she didn’t leave room for negotiation. Her tone made it clear it wasn’t to be debated. 
 
    I grabbed my black sword, not wanting to be near the gate without it, but left my pack behind. As we headed out to meet them, I apologized to my two friends and picked up the pace to a run, telling them I would meet them there. I knew better than to make an elf wait. Surprisingly, they both chased after me, with only Risa being able to keep up. Granted, she seemed to lack endurance, so she quickly fell behind too after I got about halfway there. Either that, or she decided to wait for Mira after all. I didn’t bother looking back to check to see if she was out of breath. 
 
    When I got to the gate, Tobias and Landon were standing at the entrance with Eli roughly twenty feet further out. The three elves were waiting even further away, seemingly wary of the metal structure. Once I passed the two humans and reached Eli’s side, I realized that I recognized one of the elves right away. 
 
    And I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    The elves approached then when they saw me stop by Eli. I just stared at them, seeming so out of place in the human world. All three were wearing the familiar emerald green guard uniforms with gold embroidery. Two had pale skin and one was tan, the latter of the three being the one I recognized first, although I at least had seen the other two before. The white hair and tan skin gave him away from a distance. 
 
    “Regulus!” I exclaimed. “W-What are you doing here?” 
 
    The tall elf shifted his green eyes from me to Eli, prompting me to glance up at my half-dragon friend to see that his arms were crossed, his posture slightly defensive. I wasn’t sure why, other than the fact that these three men were strangers to him. I looked back at Regulus when he replied to my question, speaking in the elvish tongue. 
 
    “Riella, we came to take you back.” 
 
    My knees nearly buckled again, and I reached out to grab Eli’s arm. He immediately readjusted his posture to allow me to support myself. “W-What?” I exclaimed in the human language. “Take me back? You can’t take me back. I’ve been banished!” 
 
    Regulus smirked at me, persisting to speak in elvish. “When I saw you get attacked by the elderfel as soon as you crossed the meadow, I immediately went to the elders and demanded they let you back in. It took a lot of debating, but I finally got them to allow you to reside within our territory permanently. You wouldn’t be welcomed back in town of course, but you’d be safe at least, allowed to live wherever you wanted in the forest.” 
 
    I just stared at him in disbelief. Did he really care that much about what happened to me? I couldn’t believe it. I ended up slipping back into the elvish tongue myself, since I was most familiar with it. “Just you?” I wondered. 
 
    His grin faded slightly. “Well, no,” he admitted. “Matron Aurora Akema, your godmother, played a large role as well. I went to her first, knowing she would be the necessary piece to make it happen.” 
 
    Of course. I realized Regulus didn’t have the power to convince them, which meant he was heavily exaggerating his role in all this. At least he didn’t lie about it though. Granted, I knew his honesty was probably only because I would find out the truth anyway if I accepted the offer. Still, he had gone to the person who did have power. I couldn’t even imagine the effort my godmother had been required to put forth to make this a possibility. She had already called in so many favors while I lived there. 
 
    My ears twitched when I heard Mira and Risa finally catch up, but I was too overwhelmed to glance back at them. 
 
    Regulus’ eyes were shifting between me and Eli, and I began to focus on what he was looking at. His gaze kept going from Eli’s right arm, to my arm on his left, to my face… 
 
    No, to my neck. 
 
    Obviously, he could see that something was dramatically different. I certainly wasn’t tattooed yesterday. 
 
    I cleared my throat, getting him to look at my purple eyes again. I finally stood up straight and took my hand off Eli, having gathered myself enough. “Is the offer indefinite?” I wondered seriously, speaking in the human tongue again so Eli would understand my part of the conversation at least. 
 
    Regulus shook his head slightly. “No, you must come with us now.” His tone was demanding. 
 
    I didn’t like the way he said it. In fact, now that I thought about it, I didn’t like this entire situation. He was too stiff, unlike his usual relaxed posture. I knew he was uncomfortable, but there was something else about his demeanor… 
 
    I suddenly looked up at Eli and realized what it was. They were both acting…possessive. And I knew there could only be one logical source of their behavior – me. 
 
    I at least knew why Eli was acting this way. No doubt it would be a problem for him if I went back to the elves while we were still bound together with this magic. Although, as I thought about it, I realized I might not be able to go back at all unless Eli was welcomed too. Because this magic wasn’t going away unless one of us died. 
 
    But as for Regulus? If he was being possessive it wasn’t for my benefit. He had already made it clear that he didn’t really value me. I was just a beast to him. 
 
    I finally glanced back at Risa, seeing that her ears were forward and alert, listening intently to every word. Her gold eyes were filled with concern, and I saw in her expression that she was afraid I was going to leave her. I didn’t want to leave any of them, but the elderfel issue wasn’t going away anytime soon and it was dangerous for them to be around me. 
 
    I returned my gaze to Regulus, seeing that he was impatiently waiting for my answer. I sighed. “I’m assuming that bringing along others is out of the question, correct?” 
 
    Regulus grimaced. “Yes, that is correct.” His eyes then brightened. “Although, you won’t be entirely alone. I’d be happy to come visit you occasionally.” 
 
    I stared at him completely baffled, watching the other two elves cringe at his comment. Such a statement might seem subtle to a human, but since he was talking about me, the disgusting pantherian, it wasn’t subtle at all. Yesterday, such a comment might have been flattering, just like his comment for a kiss threw me off guard, but I felt level-headed enough to remember that he was a selfish bastard who didn’t care about me at all. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and looked away from him. “I can’t,” I whispered. 
 
    Regulus abruptly took a step forward, his possessive posture becoming a little scary. “What do you mean, you can’t?” He demanded. 
 
    I flinched and looked up at Eli. His demeanor was responsively more defensive, but he relaxed a little when he glanced down at me. He abruptly spoke up, focusing on Regulus. “Hold on a second, let me talk to her.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Regulus snapped in the human tongue, acting like he was insulted that Eli would even speak to him. 
 
    Eli sneered. “Maybe I can convince her to go with you if you’ll be patient for a moment.” 
 
    I just stared at Eli, heartbroken, as Regulus stood up straighter. “Very well, make it quick.” 
 
    Eli immediately grabbed me loosely by the arm and led me away from everyone, further north, so that we would be out of earshot. When he stopped, he turned to face me, his expression reserved. “If you want to go,” he whispered, “we can find a way to make it work out.” 
 
    “But how?” I barely heard my own voice, feeling like I was going to pass out again. 
 
    He noticed and reached out to steady me, his hands grasping my shoulders. “I can…” He sighed heavily. “I guess I can live here in this town, and if that’s too far for this magic, then I can make a home in the forest, so you can be free to live under their protection.” 
 
    “But why?” I wondered, feeling pathetic as my eyes began to sting. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “So you’ll be safe. So the elderfel can’t hurt you.” 
 
    “But they can hurt you!” I countered, trying not to be too loud. 
 
    He shook his head. “I can take care of myself. So if you want to go, then you can. Nothing here is holding you back.” When I didn’t answer, instead bowing my head to hide my tears, he spoke again. “Do you want to go?” 
 
    I sniffled, my voice failing to hide my emotions. “Do you want me to go?” I wondered quietly. 
 
    His body stiffened, and I wiped my eyes to glance up at him. He was looking away, off in the distance. Finally, after a few seconds he glanced at me and responded. “That’s…a hard question to answer.” 
 
    I stood up straighter and crossed my arms, knocking his hands off in the process. “And why is that?” I wondered, trying to mask my sadness with annoyance. 
 
    He sighed. “Because if I say I want you to stay, then that’s almost the same as saying I want you dead. You’d be safe there, with no chance of the elderfel being able to get to you.” 
 
    I dropped my arms as I considered his words. He was right, it was a hard question to ask him. At least I knew he didn’t want me dead. Did that mean he actually cared about me? I wanted to think that was true, but I was afraid it would hurt too badly if I found out it wasn’t. 
 
    Eli sighed heavily again when I didn’t respond. “Riella look at me.” He continued once I complied. “I want you to do what you want. Not what I want, not what any of the others want, and certainly not what those elves want. It’s your life in danger.” 
 
    I stared at his sapphire eyes as I thought about it. What did I want? Well, I certainly didn’t want to die, but I also didn’t want to leave my new friends. My only friends. And most importantly, I didn’t want to leave Eli, even though I wasn’t sure he felt the same way. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I tried to view the situation a different way. 
 
    If I had known for a fact I would make friends outside of the elven forest, would I have gone willingly? Would I have abandoned their protection and left of my own accord? Would I have risked death in order to obtain my deepest desire? 
 
    Or would I have stayed? 
 
    The moment I asked the right questions, I had my answer. 
 
    I would have left. Without a doubt. 
 
    Staying alive and living the empty life I had wasn’t worth it to me. I would rather have risked death to obtain that which my heart yearned for most – friends, and love. A life without those two things was no life at all. 
 
    Really, I felt like I hadn’t truly been living until now. And I wasn’t about to go back to a life of solitude just to keep this body breathing while my heart slowly withered away in loneliness. I needed to feel, to be alive, even if it did ultimately lead to an early death. 
 
    I looked up at Eli with renewed determination, only to realize he wasn’t focused on me anymore, and his expression had changed drastically. He had a look in his eyes that I hadn’t seen before, and I hoped to never see it directed at me. 
 
    Pure hatred. 
 
    I turned around, almost expecting him to be looking at Regulus, only to see that the three elves were facing the other way too, swords halfway drawn. I gazed further on, trying to understand what was happening, finally seeing it for myself. 
 
    At the edge of the forest, far in the distance, there were at least twenty elderfel. 
 
    And more were beginning to appear so fast that I was quickly losing count. Within a matter of seconds, the original number had doubled, and yet there seemed to be no end to them. 
 
    Fear gripped my chest just before Eli returned his hands to my shoulders, holding me upright. I looked up at him, seeing that his gaze was on me now, his expression dramatically different again. His eyes were gentle now. “Riella,” he said in a whisper, “remember the promise I made to you?” 
 
    I immediately shook my head, having no recollection of him making any promises. A small smirk formed on his lips. “That I’d show you the magic I received from my father. I think now is a good time to use it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Dragon 
 
      
 
    I chased after Eli as he ran back up to the three elves, who were talking amongst themselves urgently. Risa and the three humans all ran up to meet us too. Risa looked terrified as she looked down at me, but I saw in her expression she was terrified for me, without even a hint of concern for her own safety. 
 
    “What do we do?” Tobias asked no one in particular. “Even if we flee inside the fence, they may turn on the town instead.” 
 
    The elves ignored the question, debating amongst themselves. But Eli already had an answer for him. “You do nothing,” he announced in an extremely loud and authoritative tone. It caught the attention of the three elves too. Regulus eyed him suspiciously, as Eli continued. “Except stay out of my way.” 
 
    Regulus immediately scoffed, but I wasn’t focused on that. I was focused on Eli walking away as he took off the armor covering his chest, before going for his pants. “What are you doing?!” I exclaimed, unable to comprehend why he was stripping in front of us. 
 
    He grinned at me as black scales abruptly began to form all over his body. By the time he had his pants off, there was barely a trace of his human-self left, looking more like a pitch-black anthropoid lizard. 
 
    “Protecting you of course,” he replied in a deep voice, just before his body abruptly grew at least ten times larger. A tail rapidly grew out of the base of his back while his wings grew even more massive. 
 
    Suddenly, I was staring at a black dragon the size of five horses combined. At least now I knew why he was so heavy, although I suspected he was actually light for his size. He probably weighed less than one horse, never mind five. 
 
    Eli reared up on his hind legs and leapt into the air while beating his wings, taking flight with an elegance I wouldn’t have expected from such a beast. I watched in disbelief, barely noticing anyone else’s reaction, as he quickly flew across the large expanse of farmland to greet the army that was coming specifically for me. 
 
    It looked like all of the elderfel who were present for the attack were out of the forest now. Over a hundred of them were running silently across the fields, seeming to already know exactly where to find me. They were heading straight in our direction. 
 
    The black dragon circled over them in the sky, before opening his mouth and scorching the ground – except, not with fire. The moment Eli’s mouth opened up, an eruption of blue light split into hundreds of lightning strikes all at once. The air around us immediately exploded with thunder that quickly became so deafening I had to cover my ears. The hair on my head and tail began to stand on end as the air became charged with Eli’s energy, even from this distance. 
 
    The sudden display of power was so overwhelming, it was all I could do to remain on my feet. The hundreds of simultaneous peals of thunder shook the ground underneath us, and radiated through my body, shaking my bones. 
 
    After only half a minute, the electrical storm stopped, and the dragon circled once more before letting out individual strikes of lightning that were more precise. As he attacked individual elderfel, I finally realized which of Eli’s senses was above normal. While his hearing didn’t seem much better than a human, and his sense of smell may have only been slightly better, it was clear that his eyesight far surpassed mine, being able to see great detail even from his height in the sky. 
 
    After about twenty more peals of thunder, Eli finally stopped attacking and flew around surveying the land for any more stragglers he had missed… 
 
    Which meant, he had initially killed at least eighty of the elderfel in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Never in my entire life had I ever seen a creature with so much raw power. I couldn’t imagine a single thing that could stand against this beast, and I found myself realizing I had made the right choice when wanting to summon a dragon – only to get lucky and summon a half-dragon who wouldn’t instantly kill me. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I felt Eli demanding something of me, sensing it even from this distance. It was just as strong as if he were standing right next to me. I quickly tore my eyes from his monstrous, yet beautiful, form and looked down at the fields below. 
 
    And then I realized the problem. 
 
    Despite his efforts to avoid using fire, his electricity had still sparked fires in many of the fields. And none of us had the ability to put them out. None, except one person. I looked up again to see that Eli was already coming back, the demand growing stronger – not because he was getting closer, but because it was quickly becoming more urgent. 
 
    I looked over at Risa to see that her golden eyes were wide with shock, her hands still covering her wolf-ears from the thunder. I focused on Eli again as he landed a few hundred feet away, the ground rumbling underneath me, before hurrying to Risa’s side. 
 
    “Risa,” I whispered to get her attention. Even though I was standing right in front of her, she had ignored me, staring over my head at Eli. Her eyes finally focused down on mine. “You need to go with Eli and use your magic to put out the fire.” 
 
    “What?” She exclaimed, completely shocked. She looked over at the dragon and immediately shook her head. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Risa, look at me.” I brought my hands up to her face. “You made me a rose out of your ice! Conjuring an ice storm will be no problem for you, but you need to get closer and you need to do it now.” 
 
    “But I can’t,” she exclaimed again breathlessly. 
 
    I smiled at her. “Which part? Ride him? Or create the storm?” 
 
    “Ride him,” she admitted. 
 
    “Risa, please, I beg you. These fires are going to wipe out this entire town. The ground is too dry. Please do it for me. Don’t think of him as a person. Just think of him as a dragon.” 
 
    “That doesn’t really help,” she replied in a rush. “Dragons eat people.” 
 
    “They do?” I asked in confusion, before shaking my head. “It doesn’t matter, because that dragon is my friend. And you are my friend, and I need you to work together to put the fire out. Risa, please!” I dropped my head, my voice full of desperation. “Please do it for me.” 
 
    I heard her take a sharp breath, and then sensed her nod hesitantly. I met her golden eyes again, before quickly grabbing her hand and leading her over to Eli. The dragon immediately flattened himself on the ground, so she could climb onto the base of his neck. She tried hesitating, but I didn’t let her. I pushed her forward and made her straddle him. 
 
    I was glad his scales were smooth. He didn’t have any spikes or rough patches for her to get hurt on, and the leathery skin around the front of his neck was perfect for holding onto. 
 
    Risa screamed as she held on tight while Eli reared up on his hind legs to leap into the air. And she kept screaming, until they were soaring over the land. When she finally stopped and nothing happened, I was afraid she might have forgotten why she was up there in the first place. However, after a few more seconds, a trail of ice crystals began to follow Eli as he flew. Risa was still holding on tight, not needing her hands to use her magic. 
 
    The trail of ice crystals grew thicker and thicker as he circled the area, until a large cloud developed that began dropping melting ice onto the fires below. Within a few minutes, Risa had really conjured a small ice storm, the sight surreal as it snowed in the middle of the summer. Granted, it never snowed this far south anyway, even in the winter. 
 
    As I watched in awe, I glanced back briefly to see Regulus and the other two elves shocked out of their minds. I wished I had looked sooner to see how they reacted to the almighty destruction Eli rained down on the elderfel army, but I already had a pretty good idea based on their current expressions. It was like they still hadn’t recovered from their initial shock. 
 
    When I looked back up at the dragon, fear gripped my chest again when I saw Risa had passed out and was falling off. 
 
    “No!” I cried out as I took off running, but it was too late. 
 
    Risa began to fall. 
 
    Eli immediately began to fall too, rapidly growing smaller until his more humanoid form was holding her limp body in his arms, his smaller wings beating furiously to slow them down. 
 
    I raced onward as they landed, but they were so far away that it took me several more minutes to finally reach them. I stopped dead in my tracks when I got close enough, thankful to see that Risa was alive but then immediately stunned to see her expression. She was laying in his lap, her hands clasped in front of her chest, her golden eyes gazing at him with adoration and trust. 
 
    For a split second, I was glad that she finally felt safe around him, but then my next thought was one of jealousy because she felt safe around him. And she was gorgeous, and she could probably have any guy she wanted, including Eli, and… 
 
    Stop it, I chastised myself. Eli doesn’t belong to me. 
 
    My heart broke at that realization, and I tried to hold it together as I processed what I was seeing. Eli’s expression was more reserved, but of course he would be interested in her. I knew that had to be the truth. She was beautiful – more than beautiful. She was better looking than most elf women, who were all as attractive as goddesses. 
 
    And I… 
 
    Well, I was not. 
 
    But that truth wasn’t enough to make my jealousy dissipate. I didn’t realize I was thinking it so strongly, but when Eli’s head snapped towards me, I realized I had accidently communicated to him what I wanted. Because he immediately did it. 
 
    I wanted him to get the hell away from her. 
 
    He stood up with her in his arms, no longer looking at her, and gently set her on her feet. His eyes remained on me, although I could tell he just didn’t want to needlessly piss me off more. Risa’s intense expression shifted to confusion before she followed his stare and glanced over at me too. Immediately, she appeared apologetic and stepped away from him, which only made it worse, because it was like I had caught them together. 
 
    I supposed I had, in a way, since he was naked. 
 
    After a second, I felt bad again for being so irrationally jealous. Because Eli really wasn’t mine. He didn’t belong to me. And if Risa had found a man she could trust, then who was I to stand in her way? She deserved that, especially after all she had been through. She certainly deserved it more than I did. 
 
    I sighed heavily and averted my gaze. Feeling too many confusing emotions to process them all. 
 
    Tobias surprised me by suddenly passing me up. He had Eli’s discarded clothes in his hands. I heard Risa walking towards me then, and I looked up to see her face was still exceptionally apologetic. I realized I must have been doing a horrible job of hiding my feelings, and it made me feel all the more ashamed. 
 
    When she got close, she stopped, unsure of how I was going to react to her. I took a deep breath, and then reached out to pull her into my embrace. I buried my face against her upper chest as she wrapped her arms around my head. “I’m glad you’re safe,” I whispered. “I thought you were going to die.” 
 
    “Me too,” she admitted, her silky-smooth voice sparking a small ping of jealousy again. “Although, I thought that at the beginning. I don’t remember falling.” 
 
    I sighed, pushing my stupid feelings aside. “It was really scary to watch. But Eli caught you almost immediately. You were never in any real danger.” I hesitated. “Thank you Risa. Thank you for putting out the fires.” 
 
    She tightened her embrace slightly, surprising me by abruptly changing the subject. “Are you really going to leave?” She whispered, sounding devastated. “I really don’t want you to leave. Please stay.” 
 
    I pulled away from her slightly so that I could look up into her eyes. I knew she really meant it. No matter what thing had just been going on between her and Eli, she sincerely did want me to stay. And I suspected if she had to choose between me and him, she would pick me without hesitation. Which was comforting. 
 
    As my determination set in, I nodded. “You’re one of the first friends I’ve ever had Risa, and I’m not about to leave that behind, no matter what. I’ll never leave you of my own free will. I promise.” 
 
    Tears appeared in her eyes so quickly that one second she was fine and the next second she was crying, her cheeks already wet. My eyes started to sting seeing her reaction, and I quickly buried my face against her shoulder again, holding her tight. 
 
    We held each other while Eli got dressed. I was thankful Tobias had thought about bringing his clothes. It would have been awkward having him walk back with us naked. 
 
    The elves hadn’t budged from their current location, so I had to walk all the way back to decline their offer. Needless to say, Regulus wasn’t very happy about my decision, revealing his true colors when I declined again. He was pissed, which didn’t make sense unless he was losing something in this deal. If he wasn’t expecting anything from me in return, then it shouldn’t have mattered so much that I didn’t want to go. And yet, his anger went far beyond an annoyance for putting in the effort, only to have me reject it. 
 
    Needless to say, once he left after calling me a ‘bitch’ in elvish it became pretty obvious that he was probably planning on calling in on that favor that I ‘supposedly’ owed him the moment we got back to the elven forest, possibly even forcefully. And I was all the more thankful I hadn’t accepted. 
 
    I was also unexpectedly very appreciative of Eli, who stepped in front of me the moment Regulus became more hostile and demanding. It almost seemed as if the elf wasn’t going to give me a choice – that he would take me back by force if he had to. But Eli’s intervention changed Regulus’ attitude real fast. Because no matter how strong he and his guard buddies were, they had seen for themselves how outmatched they were against Eli. 
 
    Never mind that they had no idea that, in addition to electric magic, he could also use fire, illusion, and transformation magic, the latter two being forms of dark magic like my binding spell. I discovered after the elves departed that transformation magic was why Eli was able to transform into a dragon for up to a day at a time, as well as how he probably came into existence in the first place. His father had likely done the exact opposite, transforming into a humanoid shape for short periods of time. 
 
    Really, Eli was in a classification of his own, being able to use three branches of magic and having enough power to comfortably destroy a small army. It far exceeded what any of us had seen in our lifetimes. There weren’t many mages who could take him on, and I had already seen firsthand that his physical prowess was beyond even the toughest of elf men. Even if he lacked skill in other areas, I had no doubt his raw power would make up for it. 
 
    It felt like I had my own personal demigod watching over me, and to be honest I wasn’t sure if that might actually be the truth in a way. 
 
    The humans in the town had panicked when the attack happened. 
 
    Whereas some workers in the fields had noticed the elderfel, most of the humans hadn’t realized that anything was going on until the black dragon in the sky attacked. The sounds of the hundreds of simultaneous lightning strikes, and the accompanying earth-shaking thunder, was enough for them to think it was the end of the world. By the time the guard and a few brave men had shown up to find out what was going on, the elves had already left, and Tobias had sent us pantherians back to the house. 
 
    Eli already had his wings concealed again with his illusion, in case anyone saw us leaving the area. And the three humans explained what they had seen to their fellow men without giving away any details about Eli or me. I was surprised that Tobias seemed so calm about Eli. I was having a hard time myself fully wrapping my mind around the idea that he could turn into a dragon. It was hard to look at him the same, but in a good way for me. 
 
    Now that my life wasn’t in immediate danger anymore, a part of me was now jealous that Risa had been able to ride him first. I knew it was petty, but I wanted to know what it was like to fly. I wanted to know what it was like flying with him. 
 
    As we walked back to the house, Risa walked on my left side, holding my hand, while Eli walked on my right. Now that I had gotten over my moment of jealousy and overall ridiculous feelings, I couldn’t stop praising Eli for how powerful he was. 
 
    “Eli, seriously,” I continued. “I’ve lived with elves all my life and have never once seen anyone display so much power. And you don’t even look slightly fatigued!” He was blushing, with his hand rubbing the back of his neck, but he didn’t say anything. “Are all dragons that powerful?” I wondered. 
 
    He sighed. “I’ve actually never met a dragon before,” he admitted, “so I really don’t know, but I would assume so.” He glanced down at me again. “Dragon’s don’t live on the ground like we do. They live on massive floating islands up in the clouds.” 
 
    “That’s real?!” I exclaimed, hardly believing it. While there were several books on dragons back in the elven village, none of them had mentioned where the dragon’s lived except one. And it was more of an educated guess by the author, based on a rumor of an island-sighting in a human town further north. But I never imagined that it was anything other than that – a rumor. 
 
    Eli nodded. “My mother happened to notice one a few years back, floating so far away that it was barely visible, and so I got the chance to see it with my own eyes. My eyesight is pretty good, so I was able to confirm it was an island.” He took a deep breath. “My mother said there were a lot of them that were so large they could comfortably fit several human towns and still have room for forests and wildlife to roam around. She never visited one herself though – it’s just what my father told her.” 
 
    “Why not?” I wondered hesitantly. 
 
    He shrugged. “She said something about it being difficult for humans to breathe up there, but I didn’t really understand what she meant. I’ve flown pretty high before and have never found it hard to breathe, but then again I’m half dragon so maybe that’s why.” 
 
    I looked up at Risa. “Is that why you passed out?” I wondered. “I assumed it was from overexerting your magic.” 
 
    Risa glanced up at Eli briefly, before looking back down at me. “No, you’re right. I overdid it a little. I guess I need some more training to get used to it.” 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed. “It really is a lot like using your muscles, except that your abilities don’t get weaker from lack of use like your muscles do.” I smirked at her. “You can only move forward from here, and you’ve already come so far in barely a day!” I sighed, looking down at my small black boots as I walked. “I’m actually a little jealous of you both. My magic is nothing in comparison.” 
 
    Risa immediately tightened her grip on my hand. “Please don’t say that,” she whispered. “I want to be your friend, not your rival.” 
 
    I glanced up at her, surprised by her assumption. “Oh, no. I don’t mean it like that. I know it’s not a competition, and I’m happy for you. I just wish I could be more useful in a fight. You both have the potential to do so much more than me. Granted, I’m just glad to be able to use magic in the first place.” 
 
    Eli surprised me by chiming in, changing the subject slightly. Other than him telling me about the transformation magic, and him answering my questions about dragons, he had been fairly quiet when Risa was around. He now spoke up in a whisper, almost as if he was just thinking out loud. “I wonder if she had a mage parent…” He paused. “Or if she’s a fons’radix.” 
 
    “What’s a fons’radix?” Risa asked just as quietly, seeming hesitant to speak to him again after earlier. 
 
    I glanced back up at Eli, seeing that he was looking down at me from the corner of his eye, hoping I would know and could tell her. I sighed, feeling uneasy about their behavior. I squeezed Risa’s hand and explained. “A fons’radix is a mage who doesn’t have at least one parent touched by magic. They are extremely rare, but always tremendously powerful. In fact, they are supposedly the most powerful mages in history – the originals essentially. The elves estimate that less than one fons’radix is born every century, causing them to be almost mythical in nature – beings of legend.” 
 
    I evaluated her shocked expression as I continued. “Given what you’ve already accomplished so far, Eli might be right. But it’s just crazy to think that you’re really the one-out-of-everyone fons’radix who has been born in the last hundred years.” I then smirked at her. “But if you are, it means all your children will be very powerful mages, guaranteed. Supposedly, there’s not even a chance one will turn out normal.” 
 
    Risa’s expression abruptly dropped, and she turned her face away. “I can’t have children,” she whispered. 
 
    I immediately stopped walking, causing her to stop too and turn to face me. My shocked expression quickly turned to a pained one when I saw the torment in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, before glancing up at Eli and then away. Her voice shook slightly as she continued. “They have a procedure they do…” She paused. “To make women infertile. They do it to all the women at the brothel to avoid problems…” She sighed heavily. “They pour a liquid inside of you that feels like fire…” She grimaced, a new wave of pain washing over her expression. “It’s…horrible…” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I just wrapped my arms around her thin frame and held her as tightly as I could manage. I felt bad for having brought the subject up, but I had no idea. I glanced at Eli to see that he was looking away, his expression a conglomerate of emotions ranging from pain, to disgust, to hatred. I assumed the latter two were directed at the people who had done that to Risa, because I couldn’t imagine him ever being disgusted at her no matter what she’d been through. 
 
    After a few minutes, Risa sighed and pulled away. “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to feel bad for me. It happened when I was really young. I just didn’t want to hide it from you. I don’t want to hide anything from you.” 
 
    I gazed into her golden eyes for a few seconds before responding with a nod. “Thank you Risa. I am sorry for bringing it up. But, now that I know, I won’t mention it again. And I’ll still see you for you, like you asked.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, glancing up at Eli. I looked up at him as well, seeing that Risa was actually holding his gaze for once. I wasn’t sure if he understood what she was expecting, so I used our special connection to demand what she wanted. 
 
    His eyes held mine briefly, before looking back at her. “Me too,” he whispered. “I’ll see you for you.” He then looked away, seeming embarrassed by her reaction. Her cheeks were flushed red and she was looking down at the ground now… 
 
    And I felt like I was going to be sick, realizing I may have just helped their budding relationship along. 
 
    I tried to push my feelings aside as my eyes began to sting again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: Proclamation 
 
      
 
    Once the three humans returned, Tobias had Eli help him with the horses. Now that he knew Eli could actually turn into a dragon, he wanted to confirm that the beasts wouldn’t be skittish around him for tomorrow’s trip. I had never even thought about it, but thus far it seemed like Eli’s illusion worked just as well on the eyes as it did the nose. None of the horses we had been around had reacted any differently than if a normal person was nearby. 
 
    I didn’t mind that Tobias had stolen him for a while, because I needed some time to myself to think. Risa ended up passing out on Mira’s bed, being exhausted from having used her magic. 
 
    I could sense that she still had an unbelievable amount of energy hidden inside her, but her endurance for using it didn’t match her capabilities. 
 
    That was one of the odd things about magic use. A mage who depleted their magic entirely over the course of several days, by using it faster than it could regenerate, might not feel physically exhausted from being low. However, if they used their magic faster than their level of endurance could handle, then mental and physical exhaustion would ensue. 
 
    Needing the time alone, I told Mira that I was tired too, and used the excuse to sit on the bed next to Risa while I contemplated my feelings. 
 
    I had barely known Eli for a full day, and yet already I felt like my depth of emotions towards him far surpassed what it should at this point. Granted, I knew that there was substance to my attachment towards him. For one, we were literally bound together for life, but it still felt weird. I knew that just because I was bound to him forever didn’t mean I would automatically like him. 
 
    Yet I did like him. A lot. 
 
    More than that even. I felt like I loved him already. 
 
    In barely a day, I had seen him take an arrow for me – twice. Someone who he barely knew. He didn’t have to protect me at all, and in fact he could have let me die yesterday to free himself of this magic. He had also stayed up all night to protect us all, and while I knew he did it for everyone, I still had to admit that I couldn’t help but be enamored with his selflessness. 
 
    And then there was the situation with the elves. He had been willing to live in this town, or even the forest, for me to remain safe in the elves’ protected kingdom. 
 
    That wasn’t an insignificant offer. He would have to remain here for life, never able to return home, in order to keep me safe. 
 
    Why would he do that? 
 
    Why go so far for a stranger? 
 
    Part of me wanted to believe there was a deeper meaning behind his actions – that maybe he felt the same way about me. But I knew that couldn’t be possible. 
 
    But he also defended me against the elves when I rejected their offer. And while it hadn’t come to blows, it was obvious he was willing to fight against them if needed to keep me safe. 
 
    How could I not fall in love with that? 
 
    In less than a day, he had shown more kindness, consideration, and selflessness towards me than any other person had in my entire life. He was handsome, level-headed, powerful, and didn’t appear to view me as being beneath him. He saw me as an equal. I was used to seeing elven men treat women like they were lesser beings, with magical prowess being the only reason why a female might be perceived as an equal to a man. Yet I didn’t sense that from Eli at all. I felt confident he would treat any woman he was with as an equal, no matter her magical abilities. 
 
    How could I not fall in love with him? 
 
    But that was also the problem. Because I couldn’t imagine a world in which he could come to love me too. If anything, he would probably be disturbed that I felt so strongly towards him when so little time had passed. 
 
    I was one of those crazy girls who became infatuated with no solid reason, scaring off the object of their obsession with their clinginess and attempts to control their life. 
 
    Except that I had reasons to love him. Good, valid reasons. 
 
    I had plenty of reservations about the other men I had recently met, both the two humans Theo and Landon, as well as the elves I’d known. But with Eli, I couldn’t think of a single reason why I shouldn’t be head over heels in love with him. There wasn’t even a hint of anything to be wary of. 
 
    Quite the opposite. It was as if he was perfect for me – everything I ever wanted in a companion, and then some. 
 
    Except for the fact that I knew the love would never be mutual. 
 
    How could he love me? Unlike him, there was nothing special or amazing about me. And at the very least, I had nothing on Risa. She was tall, beautiful, kind, and I suspected very loyal. If she fell in love with a man, I had no doubt she would appreciate him and be faithful to him no matter what, especially considering her history. 
 
    As I sat on Mira’s bed, leaning against the wall with my knees curled up to my almost nonexistent chest, I tried to sort through my feelings towards Eli. I knew I couldn’t reveal that I cared so much, and I’d have to be extra careful since the magic that bound us allowed me to communicate to him without words. Just the idea of his reaction, if he discovered through our bond that I loved him so desperately after only a day, was mortifying. 
 
    I had already messed up earlier when I saw him and Risa together. I couldn’t afford to let my feelings slip like that again. 
 
    Instead, I just needed to focus on the task at hand, and I needed to avoid getting jealous if Risa and Eli continued to warm up to each other. He wasn’t mine, and he probably never would be. It was bad enough that I had bound him to me for life against his will, so it would be worse if I actually tried to control his life because of it. Thus far, he had been surprisingly forgiving, but I didn’t want him to hate me by demanding he choose me over Risa, or any other girl for that matter. It wasn’t like he had been given a choice in being summoned or enslaved. 
 
    I had done this to him. It was a miracle he didn’t hate me. 
 
    By the time Mira had come to let me know dinner was ready, I had collected myself enough to be presentable. I woke Risa up and maintained my composure during the evening meal, trying to appear as normal as possible by socializing with everyone. As far as I could tell, no one sensed I had heavy thoughts on my mind – not even Eli. 
 
    After dinner, I took off my mini-jacket and went outside to do some light exercises and swing my sword a little. I didn’t especially want to work up a sweat, but I needed to do something calming to keep my thoughts clear, and I knew I could always rinse off at the well again before I went to sleep. 
 
    Getting into my familiar stances did help clear my mind some, since focusing on the present was part of my training. However, I wasn’t used to being watched so intently. At one point or another, all of them came to see what I was doing, as if it was something special. I supposed my movements did involve a lot of balancing, which was meant to strengthen a fighter’s adaptability in a battle. 
 
    Having a solid grounding was the easy part. But in a real fight, it was the ability to be flexible and maintain that grounding, even when a normal person might be thrown off balance, that often determined who would win. Thus, my stances often involved placing myself in awkward positions and holding it until my muscles began to tremble from the effort. 
 
    It was hatha asana – slow-paced swordplay that involved refining both the body and mind. 
 
    Once I was finished with the basics, I switched to hatha kata – fast-paced swordplay with the intention of developing speed and endurance. I had definitely worked up a sweat by the time I was done, and looked forward to rinsing off before bed. 
 
    I was glad when Tobias requested Eli and Landon’s help with something, because even despite my practice, I couldn’t seem to keep my thoughts from occasionally straying back to Eli. Especially since I knew he was watching me. 
 
    At the very least, my exercises had one benefit. I was finally tired enough to sleep when I was done. I quickly rinsed off in the washroom near the well, wishing I had the time to take a proper bath since it appeared they had heated water, but I needed sleep more desperately. I scrubbed my leather shorts and purple top too, the latter of which I wore damp back into the house after wringing it out thoroughly. 
 
    Even despite my efforts to stay focused, I was only further enamored with Eli when he again stayed awake most of the night to keep watch. But I had to remember he wasn’t doing it only for me. Still, I ended up staying awake longer than I would have liked thinking about him. 
 
    However, unlike the previous day, I woke up in time to see him just as he was heading to bed himself. The encounter was truly coincidental, but we both paused awkwardly in the hallway when we came across each other. I had managed to maintain appearances so far, but I was afraid my desperate feelings for him were going to leak out if I wasn’t careful. Thus, I politely wished him goodnight and quickly slipped around him to head off to the kitchen to help make breakfast. 
 
    Landon and Mira were both already up, which is why Eli was heading to sleep for a few hours in the first place. 
 
    I felt like I could feel his eyes on me as I left, but I didn’t turn around to see if it was my imagination or not. Overall, I believed myself to be doing a good job of keeping my emotions at bay. I kept my mind as clear as possible and just pretended like Eli was an acquaintance to me, and nothing more. 
 
    Technically, from his point of view, I was sure that was what we were anyway. 
 
    When it was time for breakfast, I let Landon wake Eli up this time while I finished setting the table. While everyone ate, Tobias rattled off a list of supplies he had purchased to see if anyone could think of something he forgot. However, it appeared the Vernons had everything we would need. 
 
    We were bringing two horses on the trip – one would pull a covered wagon while Tobias saddled himself on the other. His reasoning was to prevent us from being stranded if one of the horses became injured. Granted, Mira would probably be able to heal most injuries, but Tobias didn’t want to chance it. 
 
    Landon would then drive the cart with his cousin Theo sitting upfront with him. Originally, Tobias had planned on hiring two men to make the trip with them for protection, along with the slightly eccentric young relative. However, having two mages instead was a much better deal, so now only Theo was coming. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, given my first experience with him. He at least seemed to have been genuine with his compliments, which I did like, since no one else seemed to find me attractive. But he also reminded me too much of Regulus. Granted, I knew it wouldn’t be fair to judge a stranger based on someone I had known all my life, so I decided to give Theo the benefit of the doubt for now. 
 
    Needless to say, I realized I was too generous the moment he arrived. One look at Risa and he whistled like he had just seen the most beautiful creature in existence. I was irrationally jealous again, so I enjoyed it thoroughly when Mira slapped him right across the face and told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t even to so much as speak to Risa. 
 
    It was obvious Theo had never seen her so worked up before, so he apologized and actually listened. Which meant he ultimately turned his attention to me again. I tried to ignore his stares and grins, feeling self-conscious. Apparently, since he knew I wasn’t a slave now, he wasn’t worried about offending Eli in the slightest. 
 
    And much to my disappointment, Eli didn’t seem to be bothered by it. He ignored Theo, although he definitely wasn’t oblivious to the human’s comments, because I caught him watching me occasionally when I reacted to it. I tried to keep my physical responses under control, but it was difficult when I was going from not a single earnest compliment in eighteen years to now one every five minutes. It felt like Theo was trying to make up for my loss. 
 
    He was certainly attractive for a human, but I suspected he was well aware of that. It was weird to see his muscular physique, larger than Eli even, but know that the latter of the two was far stronger. It surprised me Theo wasn’t intimidated by that fact, but then I had to remind myself that Eli also wasn’t giving him any reason to feel intimidated. 
 
    It made me sad, because deep down I wanted Eli to show me that kind of interest. 
 
    All the humans seemed to be in a hurry to leave as soon as possible, probably because of the attack yesterday. The longer we stayed, the more likely another army of elderfel might try coming after me, putting the town in danger in the process. I had no idea what Vanardis would be like, but they all seemed confident the threat wouldn’t be a problem there. According to Tobias, it was a far more advanced city than Boshra. 
 
    When we left the protection of the fence, I saw the older man from the previous day, Gregor, waiving us goodbye. He, along with a handful of the hired help from town, would be taking care of the farm while Tobias was gone. 
 
    Most of the supplies we were bringing were in large wooden crates towards the front of the wagon, so Eli and I sat next to each other on the floor towards the back, with Risa and Mira sitting on the other side. 
 
    That at least made me happy. Even though I hadn’t asked him to do so, he seemed to still view the two of us as our own unit, staying close to my side. I just wished I knew how much of our magic bond affected his decisions. Technically, it shouldn’t at all, but the idea that we were stuck together for life at least affected me. 
 
    It felt like we were a part of one of those arranged marriages the elves sometimes organized under certain circumstances, such as in hopes of achieving a more powerful magical lineage. A highly talented female elf might be given off to another family in exchange for a hefty dowry, money for power, which was supposedly the exact opposite of what humans sometimes did. 
 
    Really, it was similar to an arranged marriage, where we were meeting each other for the first time and everything…except that Eli had been forced into it unwillingly, refusing to go along with it. 
 
    I scoffed in annoyance at myself for my foolish thinking. Our situation was nothing so romantic. And if I kept these thoughts up, he was definitely going to end up hating me for doing this to him. I needed to keep my thoughts clear and focus on what was important, like surviving. 
 
    I was sitting between Eli and the crates, so I readjusted myself slightly next to him and turned my head to look past Landon and Theo’s backs. I didn’t want Eli to catch me staring at him from the corner of my eye. I couldn’t let my thoughts slip. I couldn’t risk him hating me. 
 
    Once we got past the fence, officially starting the trip, Theo refrained from saying anything to me for a while, giving me a short break. But as we left Boshra’s immediate vicinity and got the wagon on the main road heading towards Vanardis, he finally started up the compliments again. 
 
    Landon immediately chastised him for being so persistent. 
 
    “Careful cousin. You don’t want to piss that one off. She’s a lot stronger than she looks. She lifted me up in the air like I was half the weight of a bale of hay.” 
 
    “Oh!” Theo exclaimed, sounding excited. “That’s just how I like my women, beautiful and powerful.” He then glanced back at me with a smirk. “My kind of kitten.” 
 
    My cheeks uncontrollably flushed, discovering that I liked that nickname much more than I should. I turned my head away only to see that Eli was looking down at me again, evaluating my reaction. I immediately stared straight ahead at Risa’s knees, feeling even more embarrassed. 
 
    Why did he have to notice? 
 
    Unexpectedly, Eli got up and gracefully leapt out of the back of the wagon without a word. I stared at him in surprise, only to realize we were entering a forested area now. He started walking at the side of the cart, out of sight, watching out for any danger. 
 
    I sighed heavily, because part of me was afraid he was upset, but I knew that was my wishful thinking making me bias. I didn’t want to make him upset, or jealous for that matter. No one could compare to how I felt about him. But my hope that he liked me too was leading me to automatically assume that he cared. 
 
    I had already gotten myself in a lot of trouble with making assumptions in the last day. I needed to stop it. 
 
    Of course Eli didn’t care. If Risa was showing an interest in him, then there was no reason for him to be concerned with me. 
 
    Mira slid her foot over and touched my small boot with hers. I looked up to see them both watching me, concern on their faces. I must have been doing a poor job of hiding my distress. 
 
    I briefly locked eyes with Risa, before glancing at her new clothes Mira had given her. Now that Risa was out of her tattered clothing and into something more elegant, she was as beautiful as ever. Mira had given her a dark green short-sleeve shirt that left the bottom of her milky stomach exposed. She also wore a pair of black shorts like mine, except they went further down her thighs and were made of a more flexible material than my leather ones. Still, they were snug and made her legs and butt look amazing. She had a thin leather belt holding her shorts snug just underneath her wolf-tail. 
 
    I hated the pings of jealousy I kept feeling, especially since she was my friend, but I couldn’t help wishing I was as attractive as her. Granted, I knew her beauty had done her little good thus far, which made me feel even more horrible. 
 
    Mira was beautiful too, her blonde hair and green eyes starkly contrasted against her black shirt. But Eli hadn’t shown any interest in her, which I knew was the source of my stupid feelings. She was also wearing shorts made of the same material as Risa’s. Except hers were dark blue instead of black. According to Mira, both articles of clothing were made of a canvas material she called denim. It was actually a similar texture to the black mini-jacket I was wearing, except my clothing had been made by elves and was much softer and lighter. 
 
    When Mira had been inspecting my clothing back at their house, she had commented that my purple top felt like silk, although it wasn’t shiny like it. I admitted I didn’t know much about how elves made clothing, so I wasn’t sure what the material was made from. I knew where my black leather shorts and belt came from, since that was pretty obvious, but that was it. 
 
    Eli was in new clothes too, having been given two sets by Landon. One of the sets was stuffed into the bottom of my bag. He currently wore a light gray shirt that split near the top, showing a lot of his upper chest. I had thought it was torn, but discovered that it was designed that way on purpose. Mira had called it a tunic. Granted, the way it was cut lower in the upper back was very intentional, in order to allow his invisible wings to protrude through. It looked a little strange, but not enough to draw needless attention. 
 
    He also wore a pair of black denim shorts that almost went down to his knees and were much looser around his legs despite how muscular they were. However, they were tight were it counted, and I had been forced to keep my eyes off his rear for fear I would get caught looking. 
 
    Granted, it didn’t seem to matter where I looked, I felt like I was eyeing something I should be ashamed of. Whether it was his chest, arms, shoulders, or anything below, it was all appealing. 
 
    I sighed heavily again as I listened to him walking just a few feet away. I suspected Theo had made a few more comments, but I wasn’t listening anymore, and Mira finally told him to give it a rest. He eventually took the hint when he saw I had stopped reacting to him. 
 
    Mira helped pull me out of my depression by asking me more about what the elves were like. I could tell from Risa’s furrowed brow that she was afraid this was going to be a sour topic to discuss, but I didn’t mind sharing. I told them about the differences I had noticed thus far in their architecture, agriculture, and society. Not only did the elves live in buildings made mostly from living trees that were significantly modified, but their houses were more spread out too with each one being significantly larger. In my estimation, the average elf house was five times larger than the Vernons’ farmhouse, and there were often multiple levels. Everyone had their own space, although it was common for extended families to live together. 
 
    My personal upbringing was the exception. My godmother’s house had been very large, but she lived alone until she took me in, her lineage mysteriously nonexistent. 
 
    I admitted that I already kind of missed those simple differences. It was hard to know I would never be able to visit my room again. One of the things I missed most was a birthday present I had received when I was nine years old. It was a special year to the elves as an initial stepping stone out of childhood into adolescence, and my godmother had requested a special light be grown in my room that displayed a kaleidoscope of colors when lit by the magic in the ground. It was one of the few special things to me that I had to leave behind. 
 
    I also shared with them more about their general society, with how every village had ruling elders who had a lot of autonomy with governing individual villages based on the established laws. There was technically supposed to be a king or queen who ruled the elves, but that position had been vacant since before I was born. I had no idea why exactly. All I did know was that a representative from ten of the most important villages met several times a year to deal with issues that couldn’t be resolved otherwise. My godmother was the representative for the village where I had grown up, which is why I even knew about it. The subject wasn’t exactly something they taught in school. 
 
    The vacant throne was well-known, but the specifics on how the government was now organized was somewhat secretive to the general elven populace. In many ways, the entire elven nation was running on autopilot based on old laws, without any primary leader to create new ones. 
 
    I was actually thankful for the distraction, continuing to rattle off little bits of information regarding my experience with living in elven society. It certainly took my mind off Eli for a while. And everyone within earshot seemed to be fascinated with my story. Risa, Mira, and Landon all contributed questions to keep me talking. Landon especially seemed interested in the idea of dojos, and Tobias considered from his horse that it almost seemed as if they were constantly preparing for war by militarizing all their citizens. 
 
    I considered that too, but couldn’t imagine who they would be in potential conflict with. As far as I knew, there wasn’t a race alive capable of matching the elves combined magical and physical prowess.  
 
    Well, except for the dragons, but they lived in the sky according to Eli. And as far as I knew, the barrier surrounding their territory wasn’t a dome. It didn’t protect them from an aerial assault, so the dragons couldn’t be their enemy – if they even had one. 
 
    After a few hours of traveling, we finally took a break near a stream and all got out to stretch while Tobias, Landon, and Theo watered the horses. I was glad to have a break from all the talking. I wasn’t sure I had spoken for such a lengthy period of time in my entire life. Having no friends generally meant I only had myself to talk to most of the time. 
 
    Theo called me ‘kitten’ again when he gave me an unnecessary farewell, as if him leaving my sight for a moment was the end of the world. I decided to just ignore him this time. I really did like that nickname, but I didn’t like it coming from his mouth. He was plenty handsome, and I really loved it that someone found me appealing, but he was reminding me more and more of Regulus by the minute. 
 
    When Tobias got off his horse, he complained that he was getting sore already in his old age and might need one of the guys to ride solo for a while. I secretly hoped he would pick Theo, so I didn’t have to feel like I had unwanted stares every two seconds. 
 
    As I was stretching next to the wagon, I saw Eli walk off into the brush by himself. I suspected he was going to relieve himself, but the irritated expression on his face made me worried. I hesitated for a moment, and then decided to go after him to make sure he was alright. Even if I was slightly heartbroken that he seemed interested in Risa instead of me, I still felt like I could consider him a friend. I just needed to make sure I caught up to him before he exposed himself. 
 
    However, as I followed after him, it became clear that he had picked up the pace. He was already far ahead of me. I could hear him in the distance finally stop, so when I did finally catch up I was cautious to make sure I wasn’t intruding on his privacy. 
 
    Instead, I found him sitting on a rock, facing away from me. 
 
    I walked up to him hesitantly. “Umm, Eli?” I began. “Are you alright?” 
 
    He glanced at me, that look of irritation on his face again, and suddenly I wondered if I had done something to offend him, but I couldn’t imagine what. Sure, I had talked a lot in the last few hours, but everyone had seemed plenty interested. Had I aggravated him by speaking so much? 
 
    He looked away and didn’t say anything, completely ignoring me. 
 
    I was quickly annoyed, because I hadn’t done anything to deserve this treatment from him. I straightened up and crossed my arms. “If you’ve got a problem with me,” I hissed, “then just say it!” He immediately stood up and turned around, towering over me, but I didn’t back down. I just stared at his stupidly handsome face, all the frustrations I had felt in the last couple of days peaking in response to his irritation. “Well?” I demanded when he still didn’t say anything. 
 
    He scoffed at me. “So that’s all it takes with you, huh? Some good-looking guy just has to compliment you and suddenly you’re putty in his hands?” 
 
    I took a step back in shock, before my anger got the better of me from the insult. “No!” I scoffed in return. “I’m just not used to it, okay?! No one has ever complimented me, and meant it, in my entire life! So give me a break!” 
 
    He sneered right back. “Well, you better get used to it, because in the outside world you’re going to pass as drop dead gorgeous no matter who’s asking.” 
 
    “Really?” I gasped, taking another step back, unable to believe he had really just said that. He really thought I was gorgeous? Was I attractive to him after all? 
 
    Eli blushed and looked away. “See? That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” 
 
    A horrible agony spiked throughout my chest as my heart shattered, and I started to cry before I could even stop. Yet at the same time, I was so angry at him that I found myself staring at the object of my sudden hatred, my tears rapidly blurring my vision. 
 
    “You’re crying?” He asked in disbelief, seeming baffled by my response. 
 
    “Because you don’t really mean it!” I screamed. “No one ever means it! You just called me pretty to make a point! I hate you!” I stomped my foot, and tried to walk away as the pain began to overwhelm my anger. 
 
    I didn’t get far. 
 
    Eli unexpectedly grabbed me and pulled me into his chest. I immediately tried to fight him, but he held me firmly in place. “I do mean it,” he whispered. 
 
    I froze, feeling the full length of my body pressed against his. Suddenly, I couldn’t focus on anything else except the way he felt against me. 
 
    He sighed. “I didn’t just say it to prove a point. You are beautiful, and the attention it’s gotten you has made me…” He took a deep breath. “A little jealous, I guess.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him. Desperately, I wanted to believe him. But I was afraid I couldn’t handle my heart breaking any more. So, in order to protect my heart, my natural response was to get even more annoyed. “Jealous?” I scoffed against his chest, my voice low despite my irritation. “I should be the jealous one. I saw the way you and Risa were looking at each other.” 
 
    His embrace tightened in response to my words. “I’m bound to you for life, Riel, not her.” 
 
    I gasped, starting to tremble. 
 
    What was he telling me? What did he mean by that? The same things I had thought about? I was afraid to find out. Afraid I’d like the implications of it too much. This couldn’t be real. Was he really proclaiming himself to me? To me? I had to be dreaming. 
 
    When I didn’t respond to him, he continued. 
 
    “Riel, I thought you were beautiful from the moment I laid eyes on you. But I also didn’t like you right away because of the circumstances. I made assumptions about you because you were beautiful, and because you were trying to enslave me. But I was wrong, and I quickly started liking you the more I got to know you.” He sighed. “I was just embarrassed by it. I’ve barely interacted with people at all, and didn’t know how to tell you. I tried telling you that I thought you were cute, but you just ignored it. And I gave other hints as well, but each time it felt like you were telling me to stop.” 
 
    My eyes were stinging again, realizing he was right. He had said a lot of things already, but I didn’t believe he meant what I wanted him to mean. Even now, I was having a difficult time believing this was real. It felt like I was going to wake up and discover it had all been a dream. 
 
    Either way, I felt like an idiot. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, still feeling stunned as I reevaluated all his behavior in the last couple of days. “I was just so used to the elves thinking I was disgusting, and teasing me by giving me compliments only to throw it back in my face.” I tilted my forehead against his chest, trying to hide my embarrassment. “The day before yesterday, when I left their protection, that elf Regulus asked me for a kiss. I denied him of course, but just before he did, he said he thought I was pretty and would have spent more time with me if he were in to bestiality.” I sobbed unexpectedly, hating the recent memory. 
 
    “Well, I’d totally be into bestiality if it was with you,” Eli replied cheerfully. 
 
    I looked up at him in shock, only to see him grinning down at me. I scoffed. “Not funny!” I tried to hit him on the chest only to fail miserably from my arms being trapped against him. 
 
    He was immediately apologetic. “Sorry, that probably wasn’t the best thing to say. You’re a beautiful pantherian who is just as attractive as Risa.” 
 
    “You really mean that?” I asked hopeful, feeling embarrassed by the level of desperation in my voice. I reached up to wipe my eyes as I spoke. 
 
    He nodded and held me tight again. “Yes, I really do. And you really are.” He took another deep breath. “Plus, if I had to choose, I’m more of a cat person anyway.” 
 
    I used all my strength and freed my arm, whacking him good in the chest this time. “Not funny!” I exclaimed, both annoyed and enthralled by his laughter. After a second, I realized that I secretly hoped he really did prefer cats, because I wanted to be his kitten. I hoped I’d have the courage to ask him to call me that one day, because I doubted he would do it on his own. And I knew it was foolish of me to assume he’d read my mind. If I wanted it from him, then I needed to ask him. Otherwise, he’d never know. But it was just so embarrassing. 
 
    Unexpectedly Eli looked down at me with a confused expression. “You want to be my…kitten?” He asked hesitantly. 
 
    I nearly died on the inside as I realized I’d done it again. I’d wanted it so badly that the magic binding us had communicated it to him. I buried my face in his chest as hard as I could, trying to disappear. I could hear my heartbeat in my ears and I felt like my face was going to explode. I was mortified, and it literally hurt. 
 
    One of his arms loosened up, and he gently rubbed my upper back. He spoke in a whisper. “Riel, I’ll call you whatever you want, even kitten, if it makes you happy.” He then laughed. “Although, you’re going to have to tell someone to stop calling you that then, if it’s going to be my special name for you.” 
 
    “I can do that,” I whispered, feeling relieved and humiliated at the same time to have such an embarrassing desire fulfilled. 
 
    He held me for a few more minutes before sighing heavily. “We probably need to get back. If we stay out here too much longer, then they’re going to end up coming to look for us.” 
 
    I nodded and let him step away from me. I looked up to meet his beautiful blue eyes, and wondered what he thought of my purple ones. From the look he was giving me, I suspected he found them just as enticing. 
 
    Eli reached out then and slipped his hand onto my lower back, before slowly running his fingers down further. I blushed intensely, holding my hands up to my chest, as he ran his warm hand across my leather-clad butt. He only touched it for a second, before pulling away and grabbing my hand away from me. “Sorry,” he said as he intertwined his fingers in mine and began walking. “I’ve wanted to touch you there pretty much since I met you. I figured it was okay now.” 
 
    I nodded silently, feeling too stunned for words. I just couldn’t believe he really wanted to touch me like that. I wanted him to do it again. I looked up at him meaningfully, and his head snapped in my direction. Without hesitation, his hand returned to my butt, feeling it as we walked. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but it wouldn’t go away. 
 
    Unfortunately, he only touched me for a few more seconds, before grabbing my hand again. I didn’t want him to stop, craving his touch, but then realized it wouldn’t take us too long to return to the wagon. It probably wouldn’t be ideal for everyone to see him caressing me like that. Still, it was surreal to think that he really might feel the same way about me. 
 
    Me, of all people. 
 
    I knew he probably wasn’t desperately in love with me already like I was, but his feelings were already more than I had hoped for. Maybe one day he might feel the same. 
 
    As we neared the road, Eli moved his hand to my shoulders instead, and he pulled me close to his side. I looked up at him endearingly, only to be concerned when I saw his tense expression. I followed his gaze but couldn’t see yet what he could – the vegetation was too thick, and I was too short. My ears twitched as I tried to listen, but I didn’t hear anything either. 
 
    He slowed his pace as we cautiously exited the foliage onto the road, I saw that it was empty except for Mira standing by the wagon with her head lowered. “Mira?” I asked, quickly looking around down each side of the path and not seeing anyone else. “What’s going on? Where is everyone?” 
 
    In response to my question, rustling appeared all around us, and at least forty elderfel stepped out of the brush. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12: Kidnapped 
 
      
 
    The moment we realized we were surrounded, we also realized we couldn’t attack. Risa and the three guys were all restrained by large elderfel with sharp daggers pointed to their necks. Panic gripped my chest as I looked at them helplessly, afraid I had just gotten them all killed. I immediately focused on Risa, seeing that she was actually unconscious in one of their arms, but still alive. They must have had elderfel watching from the forest when she put the fires out. 
 
    They knew she was dangerous. 
 
    I focused on one elderfel in particular when he stepped forward. He looked like a panther, his black ears and tail very similar to my own. His voice was deep as he spoke in the human language with a hiss. “You have two options, abomination. Either we kill everyone here, or you come with us willingly and we let them live.” 
 
    I felt Eli tense at my side, and I knew immediately why they were doing this. They knew they couldn’t defeat Eli, which meant they had to bargain for me. Either I died, or our friends did. However, I knew Eli would never let that happen. Even though we hadn’t known each other for long, I felt like our feelings for each other were already extremely strong, especially now that we had finally proclaimed ourselves. 
 
    Which meant I knew what I had to do. 
 
    I looked up at him apologetically as my blue ethereal chains ensnared him and he dropped to the ground. He looked at me in utter confusion, but I turned my face away to speak. “Very well. I will go willingly, so long as you swear not to hurt them. However, you should know that the moment I die, these chains go away. If you knock me unconscious, these chains go away. And if you do kill any of them, including trying to kill him, these chains go away.” 
 
    The black panther gave me a toothy smirk and agreed with a nod. “You have my word, on the name of our goddess Alabast. We are only here for you.” Something stirred inside of me when he spoke the name of a goddess I had never heard before, but I quickly pushed it aside. 
 
    The panther immediately had his elderfel men lower their hostages to the ground. I cringed when the three guys were knocked unconscious too. The black panther then looked at me expectantly. 
 
    I took a step away from Eli, and then another, putting some distance between the two of us. I knew they were going to kill me, but I needed to make sure they understood that they would have to do it far away from here. Otherwise, Eli would kill them. 
 
    The half-dragon was struggling ferociously against my chains, but my ethereal bonds sealed magic so there was nothing he could do. I heard him begin pleading with me, but I used every ounce of my concentration to ignore him. 
 
    I reached down to unstrap my sword, only to remember I had left it in the wagon. So instead, I held up my hands to show them I didn’t have any weapons. The large panther walked up to me, towering over me far higher than any of the guys. He reached down, a look of disgust on his face when his furry humanoid paws touched my body, and he hoisted me up, throwing me over his shoulder. 
 
    I grunted as all my weigh was supported on my stomach and I looked down at Eli, who was still pleading with me. His expression was pained, and it shattered my heart all over again, bringing tears to my eyes. My tail was limp and lifeless. 
 
    “Riel! No! Don’t do this! Let me go!” 
 
    I used every ounce of my strength to send him one last message using the magic connecting us, hoping he would forgive me for not saying it out loud. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. Please live for me. I love you.’ 
 
    Eli’s eyes widened, and he immediately struggled even more, grunting from the effort. I kept my gaze averted, unable to look at him, unable to watch his tormented expression. It was going to be the last thing I remembered, already burned into my thoughts, and it was even more devastating than my imminent death. I couldn’t look at Mira either, because seeing her standing there helpless would just make it worse. 
 
    True to his word, the panther had all his men retreat so that I could see they were going to leave them alone. Part of me feared they would kill them once I couldn’t see anymore, but there was nothing else I could do. I just had to trust that swearing to this goddess meant something to these beasts. 
 
    The large panther began to run with me on his shoulder, although it was so smooth and quiet that the only reason I noticed was because the terrain began to pass by much more quickly. We rapidly entered the forest, and I saw that there were elderfel on all sides, running just as fast and silently. There was every variety imaginable – anthropoid leopards, tigers, cheetahs, lions, and jaguar all in shades of gray, brown, blue, black, and even a few that were white, yellow, and orange. I would have found them beautiful if not for the threat they posed to my life. 
 
    I paid close attention to my connection with Eli, trying to sense any indication that he was being harmed, but as far as I could tell he was physically fine. Emotionally, I sensed a much different state. 
 
    I knew that distance made it more difficult to use magic, so as the distance between us grew I felt my grip on Eli weaken. However, our magical bond didn’t weaken. If anything, it seemed to become more powerful with the distance, causing me to be much more aware of his presence. He kept demanding I let him go. Kept demanding I allow him to come save me. Kept telling me…that he loved me too… 
 
    And I could feel that he really meant it. Even though we hadn’t known each other for very long, he really did feel that way, just like me. 
 
    But I couldn’t release him, because I would always be a danger to my friends as long as I lived. To the ones I loved. The elderfel might not be so merciful next time. They might kill them all before killing me. And so, it was time for me to accept my fate, so that they could live. 
 
    I didn’t regret not going with Regulus though, even if it meant I might live longer. Because to live without love really was to not live at all. And by risking my life, I had finally obtained all of my deepest desires, only to discover I had new desires – desires to protect what I loved, even at the cost of my own life. 
 
    Nevertheless, despite my attempts to hold Eli as long as possible, my chains that bound him were slowly becoming more fragile, soon to disappear and set him free. 
 
    The elderfel carrying me seemed to know this about magic, even though almost no elderfel were capable of using it, because he spoke up as we ran. “Is that dragon free yet?” He spoke in a tone that contained just as much disdain as Eli had used when he spoke the word elderfel. 
 
    I scoffed at the panther. “Trust me, you’ll know it when he’s free.” The elderfel immediately tightened his grip on my legs, causing them to hurt from the pressure, nonverbally communicating his displeasure with my tone. I quickly rephrased. “No, he’s not free, but he will be soon.” The panther loosened his grip and I sucked in a sharp breath as the release hurt almost as much as the initial squeeze. 
 
    A few minutes later and I lost my grip on Eli. I quickly let the panther know, not wanting him to make my death any more painful than it had to be. “He’s free,” I quickly informed him. But then that fact was immediately confirmed when the air erupted with the sound of a bestial roar so loud that I had to cover my ears, even at this distance. 
 
    All of the elderfel covered their ears too, even the panther holding me – he had one of his hands over his other ear and was squeezing my hip tight against the one next to me. I supposed even his disgust at having to touch my pantherian body wasn’t enough to prevent him from using me as an earmuff. 
 
    I looked up at the beasts surrounding us, seeing that many of them had a look of fear in their eyes before quickly composing themselves. I couldn’t blame them. I certainly wouldn’t want a dragon for an enemy, even if Eli was only half-dragon. But clearly, these were hardened warriors, and within less than a second their fierce expressions had returned. 
 
    I doubted the elderfel knew about my bond with Eli, and I began to wonder if he might reach me in time. However, just when I allowed a sliver of hope to creep into my chest, it was instantly crushed when we stopped. 
 
    Several of the elderfel were removing brush from something I couldn’t see from my vantage point. However, as we began to descend down a set of stone steps into the darkness below, I quickly realized it was the entrance to some kind of ancient ruin. My elderfel eyes allowed me to see fairly well in the dark, although since my pupils were circular instead of slits, I suspected the cat-beasts around me could see much clearer. 
 
    They hurried down a series of large hallways, and I caught glimpses of hieroglyphics that combined images of animals with strange symbols I had never seen before. There were also a lot of larger images of monstrosities that were mostly feral and feline in nature. I couldn’t believe that the elderfel had some sort of tunnel system that extended all the way out here, unless this was one of many ancient ruins they had excavated and modified for their own needs. That seemed to make the most sense. 
 
    I also didn’t understand why I wasn’t dead yet. By this point, it would be easier for them to just dump my corpse and make their escape. Why go through the trouble of taking me this far? Were they trying to make sure they had collateral in case Eli did catch up to them? Technically, that would be a smart move, but at the same time it wasn’t like his dragon form could make its way down here. 
 
    The longer we ran, the more hopeless I felt. We had already made so many turns that the ancient ruin was beginning to feel like a maze, and I knew Eli would never find me in time – if ever. My body would be left down here to decay all alone, never buried, never seen again. 
 
    After a while, I ended up closing my eyes and tried not to cry as the realization that I was really going to die began to truly sink in. 
 
    I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live. 
 
    ‘Goddess Freya, please help me.’ 
 
    But there was no response. 
 
    Of course there was no response. What did she care of me? I was on my own. No one was going to save me. 
 
    And yet, I still couldn’t help but continue to plead anyway. 
 
    ‘Ephraim, Edith, someone please help me.’ 
 
    Yet still, there was no response. I was alone, as I always had been. I had been alone most of my life, and I would face death alone just the same. But that realization only made it worse. I didn’t want to be alone. 
 
    ‘Please save me!’ 
 
    Unexpectedly, the magic tugging gently on my neck caused me to look up in shock. We had just made another turn, and a barely visible ethereal chain connected to my neck hovered in the air, remaining where the tattoo had just passed. I glanced up at the elderfel following us, surprised that they didn’t notice it. But then I realized the blue chain gave off no light. It was visible only to me, connected to Eli’s right arm, leading him right to me around every twist and turn like a trail of breadcrumbs. 
 
    Eli’s voice spoke then. The power of the magic connecting us was still rapidly increasing with the distance, and his voice was so clear in my mind that it felt like he was right beside me whispering into my ear. His tone was demanding and unforgiving, telling me exactly what I needed to hear. 
 
    ‘You are mine. And I will protect what is mine.’ 
 
    A sob erupted from my chest, and I started to cry without reservation. The panther holding me demanded I shut up, but I couldn’t, nor did I care to anymore. I cried and cried, unable to stop myself, sounding like a wounded animal. I half expected one of the elderfel to knock me out to shut me up, but surprisingly they didn’t. They continued to run for at least another half hour, listening to my sobbing. 
 
    Before long, I found myself speaking without reservation too, barely able to make coherent sentences. 
 
    “I didn’t ask for this,” I sobbed. “I don’t know why you want me dead, but it wasn’t my choice to be born.” 
 
    “Shut up!” The panther demanded. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything to any of you, or your people. All I’ve done is exist. How can that be a crime?” 
 
    “Shut up!” He snapped again. “Whether you like it or not, you stole from us, and we’ve come to get it back!” 
 
    My sobbing cut short, surprised by this sudden revelation. 
 
    Stole? Stole what? Was it what my mother had traded to allow me entrance into the elvish kingdom? “I haven’t stolen anything,” I whispered in disbelief. “I haven’t even stepped a foot out of elvish territory since I was two weeks old. How can an infant steal?” 
 
    “You stole from us by being born!” He sneered. “And we will get back what is ours by taking your life! I swear it, in the name of goddess Alabast!” 
 
    ‘You are mine. And I will protect what is mine.’ 
 
    A sarcastic voice spoke in my head, echoing Eli’s words, sending a chill down my spine. Because it wasn’t Eli’s voice… 
 
    But then, whose voice? 
 
    My thoughts became frantic as I feared I was hallucinating. Had I just imagined it? Was it my own thoughts speaking? Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to figure it out. Because we had arrived. 
 
    We entered a massive room lit up brightly with flaming torches. It was full of elderfel of every shape, size, and color, basked in an orange glow. And they all roared when they saw me, a bloodthirst filling their cries as they cheered for my imminent death. Their collective shrieks and roars were terrifying. 
 
    The panther immediately brought me up to a stone platform in the middle of the massive chamber. He then set me down roughly, right in the center, and began wrapping my arms and legs in metal chains. Within seconds, I was bound tightly. 
 
    I looked up to see another panther-like elderfel, this one female, standing at the edge with a knife in her hands. I took in her fierce gaze, her purple eyes not much different from mine, and then glanced back down at the floor again. 
 
    I realized I was sitting on a large engraving of one of the feline monstrosities, and somehow I knew immediately this was their goddess, Alabast. 
 
    ‘You are mine. And I will protect what is mine.’ 
 
    That sarcastic voice again, so clear despite the noise bombarding my ears. I began looking around frantically, searching for the owner. It was female. 
 
    Was it her? Was it their goddess speaking to me? I was half-elderfel, wasn’t I? Would she answer my prayers for help? I had nothing to lose. 
 
    I looked down at the monstrosity below me again, and took a deep breath. Having no other options left, I screamed at the top of my lungs, silencing the room the moment I got the first word out. “Goddess Alabast, please save me!” 
 
    The male panther in front moved to hit me, and the female panther at the edge of the podium raised her knife, climbing onto the stone platform. 
 
    But they both froze. 
 
    Time froze. 
 
    And the world before my eyes vanished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: Despair 
 
      
 
    I gasped as everything disappeared right before my eyes, replaced with an absolute darkness. Briefly, I feared I had died, but then I looked down at my hands and feet to see that I was alive. And I was no longer chained, standing up on a featureless black floor. 
 
    An indistinguishable whisper, like the sound of the wind, fluttered past my ear. 
 
    I instinctively turned around. 
 
    I gasped again as I looked up at a massive stone doorway more than ten times my height. It stood tall in the darkness, towering over me. I examined it with wide eyes, unable to comprehend its size. 
 
    Vibrant crimson chains created a colossal web over the stone door, sealing the structure shut. And right in the middle, where all the chains connected, was an enormous ethereal lock – an enormous blue ethereal lock. 
 
    The whisper fluttered across my ear again, except this time I could make out the words. 
 
    ‘Release me.’ 
 
    My eyes focused on the azure ethereal lock, knowing immediately that it was my magic, my seal, that held together the crimson chains covering the door. A seal that had existed since before I was born. A seal that now demanded to be unlocked. 
 
    ‘Release me.’ 
 
    I reached up with my right hand without hesitation, knowing I really had nothing to lose. Because whatever was behind that door, I was sure it was better than death… 
 
    At least, I hoped it was. 
 
    I didn’t actually have to use my magic to unseal it though – just the opposite. Similar to how ice magic was about slowing things down, and fire magic was about speeding things up, my binding spell was a dark magic inherently about control. 
 
    Control, which I now willingly gave up. 
 
    With the flick of my hand, the massive azure lock shattered, and the red ethereal chains receded. A gush of wind spewed forth as the doors opened, and a colossal ethereal feline like nothing I’d ever seen before stepped out of the depths on four paws. Goddess Alabast glowed the color of a ruby, shining as bright as the red moon Freya. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to react. 
 
    Immediately a crimson chain shot out from her to ensnare my neck. I barely intercepted it with my right wrist, wrapping it around my arm like Eli had done with me, and I willed this new ethereal chain to obey me. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the behemoth feline smirked at me, a disembodied whisper filling the space between us. I kept my guard up as I listened carefully to her words. 
 
    ‘Very well, my child, you are worthy of me and my power. The seal that bound me inside of you is broken, and now you hold the reigns. Be free and determine your own destiny while you live. However, be forewarned. My power comes with a heavy price. The moment you pass me and my strength on to your offspring, your life will fade as well. Be wary of this truth, for your firstborn will steal both your power and your life, as all the firstborns before you have done.’ 
 
    Dread crept into the pit of my stomach as I processed what she was saying, because that meant I couldn’t even sleep with a man without risking my death. I couldn’t sleep with Eli…. 
 
    A lump formed in my throat as I considered that fate. “And what if I don’t have children?” I asked breathlessly. 
 
    Her reply was immediate. ‘Then when your time comes, I will devour your soul and be freed from my eternal imprisonment. A fate worse than death.’ 
 
    That answer surprised me, despite the devastation in my heart. “Do you not desire to be free?” I whispered in response, stunned that she would portray it as so undesirable for me. If she wanted to be free, then why not lie and tell me something good would happen if I didn’t have kids? Because then she would have already had her wish granted by a previous elderfel. 
 
    Goddess Alabast leered at me then, a mischievous look in her cat-eyes. ‘You are wiser than you appear my child.’ Her grin widened, revealing her sharp dagger-like teeth. ‘I will devour your soul either way, whether you die by passing me on or by freeing me. I live eternally within the elderfel, so freeing me only allows me to choose my next elderfel victim, whereas passing me on hastens my inevitable meal. You are free to choose either option, knowing the full consequences of both. You, oh wise child, have earned that right.’ 
 
    So then, that meant I really didn’t have a choice. Whether I used her power or not, she would devour my soul either way. It was either die now or die later, with the ‘fate worse than death’ part being inevitable. As I stared at those sharp teeth, I found that my racing thoughts couldn’t stay focused on my unavoidable demise. Instead, I could only think of one thing, no matter how hard I tried. 
 
    Eli… 
 
    I hadn’t been considering having children anytime soon, primarily due to the threat on my life, but I knew I might want them eventually. Except, now I knew I was destined to only have one at most, who would take my life with his or her birth. 
 
    I didn’t want to do that to Eli. I didn’t want to pass this curse on to his child. I didn’t want to leave him alone the moment our baby was born… 
 
    Which meant I couldn’t really have a relationship with him after all, or anyone for that matter. All it would take is a moment of weakness, for me to allow him inside of me just once, and that could seal our fate – his fate, my fate, and our child’s fate. 
 
    The feline goddess appeared amused by my internal turmoil, seeming to read my mind. ‘Yes, that’s right my child. There really is no choice after all, is there? One way or another I will have my meal. However, for the time being, my power is yours to control, so I will appear before my people and give you the words to say. It is not within my power to demand my host be slain, so instead I will demand they allow you to live for now. I will demand they submit to their goddess, with promises to return to my people once I am finished with you.’ 
 
    Her words did little to reassure me, as my heart began to break. 
 
    She then purred in pleasure – a deep sound that sickened me to the core. ‘My child, your mother placed that ethereal lock on me the moment you were born. Had you not unsealed it just now, then you would have avoided this fate that presently plagues you. But now it is too late. I am free, and your soul will be mine in due time. By unsealing me, you have sealed your own fate to one of loneliness and despair, as was your father’s fate before you, and all those who came before him. Now go and speak the words I give you.’ 
 
    My heart shattered all over again as the demon before me vanished. She didn’t even give me time to process the implications this had for my father – like the real reason why he had abandoned me. Or the implication that I was partially responsible for his death. Or that my mother had tried to prevent this fate from happening to me too. That they both had sacrificed everything to protect me from this. 
 
    And I had undone it all in an instant. 
 
    Suddenly, I was back in the chamber full of elderfel, their bloodthirsty cries stopped short. 
 
    Time was no longer frozen, and yet everyone froze, shocked by what they saw sitting before them. 
 
    The panther who had been about to attack me fell to the ground, wrapped in red ethereal chains belonging to the goddess Alabast. And the female panther with the knife was bound likewise. I looked down at my hands wrapped in metal chains to see that my entire body was glowing with a red hue, and then looked up to see that I was sitting in the middle of the monstrous translucent form of the goddess…no, of the demon, who the elderfel worshipped. 
 
    Without my permission, my mouth opened up and a series of hisses and guttural sounds erupted from my throat as the goddess gave me the words to speak to her people. I didn’t understand the noises coming out of my mouth, but I did understand the message the demon Alabast was transmitting. 
 
    “You fools!” I exclaimed in the elderfel’s language. “Do you find me incompetent?! I, your goddess Alabast, have chosen this vessel intentionally. Or do you think that my previous prophet Rashnra was not within my control? Fools! I am your goddess, and I will do as I please! I will use this vessel to accomplish my goals, and then I will slay her myself so that I may return to my people.” 
 
    My voice then paused for emphasis, as the demon Alabast continued her speech, my words shifting to a more gentle tone briefly before becoming harsh again. “Trust me my servants, and you shall be rewarded. However, if you dare think yourselves wiser than I, then I will punish you by never returning once this child has perished! Dare test the resolve of your goddess Alabast and suffer the consequences for all of eternity! You have been so warned!” I paused one last time, before issuing a final command. “Now, return this vessel to where you found her, and do not touch her again! Your goddess has spoken!” 
 
    And then she was gone. The crimson ethereal feline disappeared, and I was alone again in the middle of the stone podium. However, the red chains binding the two panthers remained, because I was in control of those chains now. 
 
    I looked around at all the elderfel who were still stunned from the appearance of their goddess. I then took a shaky breath, my heart heavy, knowing what I needed to do. The demon had done her part as promised, but now I needed to release the two who wanted me dead so that a decision would be made. 
 
    Unfortunately, it appeared Alabast hadn’t convinced either panther, because the male immediately got up and proceeded to hit me anyway. His fist barreled into the side of my head so hard that I slammed into the stone podium almost blacking out. However, much to my surprise, a massive uproar followed with hisses and guttural noises erupting throughout the entire chamber. For a split second, I wasn’t sure what was going on, but then I quickly realized the two panthers were in an argument with the mob of elderfel. 
 
    The hissing and guttural words thrashed back and forth between the two sides until finally I was being dragged off the raised platform by a group that appeared to be on the side of the goddess. They quickly undid the chains wrapped around me and stood me on my feet – a five-foot imp standing amongst giant cats – while the majority of the elderfel continued to argue with a small group of those who opposed releasing me. However, as I watched them argue in a daze, my despair not allowing me to focus and the side of my head throbbing, I began to sense that the side supporting me was going to win – not because of their numbers, but because their overall argument would be superior. 
 
    If the goddess was lying, then they had nothing to lose if they let me live, because I would die eventually. Thus, the worst-case scenario was that I passed the goddess off to my offspring, which they could just kill in order to have the goddess return to the elderfel. However, if the goddess was telling the truth, then they risked her abandoning them forever by disobeying her very clear orders. Obviously, they didn’t know her true intentions, but who were they to question the wisdom of their goddess? 
 
    Eli had finally caught up, but I used our magical bond to demand he wait, and he surprisingly did. He had turned his entire body invisible like he had shown me the day before yesterday when I first met him – had it really only been two days? – but I could sense his presence down the hallway, waiting patiently while he watched and listened to their arguing from a distance. 
 
    Part of me was glad that he was here to save me. But part of me also ached in pain, knowing I couldn’t be with him. I couldn’t do that to him, or our child. I never knew it would hurt so much to have everything I wanted for a brief few seconds, only to have it all torn away from me. 
 
    There wasn’t a word strong enough to describe my devastation. My heart shattered all over again when I thought about our child, and how much I suddenly wanted a child with him. I wanted him inside of me. I wanted his baby inside of me. 
 
    But doing so would destroy us all. 
 
    I tried to hide my tears while the ceaseless arguing continued. It was a miracle I was even able to remain on my feet. I felt like I was going to fall apart any second. 
 
    Finally, the mob won the argument and one of the elderfel picked me up in his arms to carry me back through the tunnels. I cried silently into his blue furry chest, trying to hide my torment from Eli. Only four other elderfel came with the one carrying me, but I knew that the mob was blocking the entrance to the hallway, preventing any of the opposition from chasing me down. 
 
    Eli carefully avoided the small group and then silently followed after us. I used the opportunity to try to sort through my emotions, and make a decision on how to proceed with my miserable life. My fate was sealed, that much was certain. There was nothing I could do about it. When I died, I would have my soul eaten by the goddess. My mother had attempted to prevent that fate, but I had messed it up. If I hadn’t tried to stop my death just a little while ago, then at least my soul would have lived on… 
 
    Maybe I would have even seen my mother again. 
 
    But now I would suffer the same fate as my father, Rashnra. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I thought to them. ‘You both tried to save me, and I ruined it.’ 
 
    I had no doubt my father must have loved me after all. He clearly abandoned his people in order to find a mage who had the right magic to prevent his firstborn from suffering the same fate as him. And yet, his efforts had been wasted by my ignorance and stupidity. 
 
    Sulking wasn’t going to help me now though. I needed to figure out what to do about Eli. He didn’t deserve to share this fate. He deserved more than this – more than me. 
 
    That only left one option. I had to push him away. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I could do it though. We were bound together by this stupid enslavement magic, which wouldn’t be broken unless one of us died. And unfortunately for him, I wouldn’t be able to take my own life, because I really did want to live. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want my soul to be eaten either, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that part. 
 
    So then, if I couldn’t leave him physically, without the magic activating and forcing me to stay, then I would have to leave him emotionally. I would have to say I made a mistake. That I didn’t really want him. 
 
    That I didn’t really love him. 
 
    An uncontrollable sob erupted from my chest. It was the first sound I had made while I had been silently crying, but I couldn’t keep it in. My entire body spasmed as I tried to hold back another one, but it came anyway. Thankfully, the elderfel carrying me didn’t seem to care. Despite their commitment to their goddess, I knew they still cared nothing for me. They would follow her orders, delivering me to where they found me, but that’s all I could expect. And that was fine with me. 
 
    Eli used our bond to attempt to comfort me, pushing his thoughts through. I tried to ignore him, knowing it would make it worse, but I couldn’t. 
 
    ‘I’m right here. I won’t leave you. I love you.’ 
 
    I knew that. He didn’t need to say it. I already knew, but that was the problem. 
 
    I cried even harder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: Hope 
 
      
 
    The small group of five elderfel didn’t take me all the way back to where they had kidnapped me. Instead, they brought me to the surface, setting me down on the ground in the middle of the forest, and then retreated back into the ruins. 
 
    I fell to my knees and sat down on my heels, feeling numb. I had finally stopped crying, but now my body didn’t feel anything. My only two options were to either curse Eli and our firstborn child, or else push him away so that he might find someone else to love. Maybe Risa. 
 
    It was true that she couldn’t have children, but at least that meant he could sleep with her without risking her death. They could live a long and happy life together, having a normal physical relationship, which was something I couldn’t offer him. 
 
    But I supposed that option wasn’t so bad. If I had to choose anyone for him, I’d pick her in a heartbeat. Even though I hadn’t known her for long, I knew she was beautiful, kind, and loyal. I had no doubt she would be faithful and loving towards him, and I knew there was foundationally already something sparking between them. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d have the resolve necessary to actually try to play matchmaker, but I suspected that if I could successfully push Eli away then it would happen on its own. I just had to do my part. 
 
    The moment the elderfel disappeared back into the ruins, I felt Eli wrap his arms around me from behind. He was still invisible, just in case they reappeared, but it was clear he had become impatient in his desire to console me. 
 
    I wanted to resist, because I knew it was time. I knew I needed to push him away now. But his warm embrace made me lose my nerve, and I didn’t have the energy to put up a fight. I wasn’t strong enough to struggle against my need for his comfort, which he gave so freely and willingly. 
 
    “I really do love you,” he whispered in my ear. His warm breath made my ear twitch. 
 
    My face contorted in grief as he spoke the exact words I had so desperately wanted to hear my entire life. But he deserved better than me. I had to do it. 
 
    “You…” I fail to continue, collecting myself and trying again. “You…don’t even know me,” I finally managed. I knew that wasn’t much of a defense though. Parents often loved their children without ‘knowing’ them, and I knew I sincerely loved Eli without knowing everything about him. Yet, it was the only defense I had. 
 
    I felt his body tense in response, confused by my statement. “Riel, what’s wrong?” He asked, deeply concerned. 
 
    “I…” I closed my eyes even more tightly, afraid I wasn’t going to be able to do it. But I did. “I don’t love you.” 
 
    Eli leaned away then, rapidly pulling me into his lap like a ragdoll and grabbing my chin in his fingers to force me to look at him. He was visible now. And naked again. 
 
    “That’s a lie,” he said firmly. “You told me you loved me not long ago, more than once in fact.” 
 
    I wanted to try to deny it, to say that it didn’t count since I hadn’t actually said it out loud, or that I had just said it because I was afraid I’d never see him again. But it was clear in his eyes that his resolve was much stronger than mine. 
 
    “Now tell me Riel,” he demanded, “what’s really going on? Is it because of what their goddess said?” 
 
    I gasped. “You heard that?” 
 
    He eyed me carefully. “I’m not sure how much of it I missed, but I definitely heard the last part.” 
 
    My eyes widened in shock. “B-But you don’t speak their language,” I countered in disbelief. I knew for a fact that the words coming out of my mouth were nothing like words spoken in the human language. 
 
    Eli gave me a weak smile. “My mother was more than just a mage. She was somewhat of a linguist too. She spoke the language of dragons, elves, dwarves, worgron, and even elderfel. The only language she didn’t know very well was that of the golydin. She said their native tongue just didn’t make any sense to her at all.” He paused. “She used her illusion magic to make herself invisible when around them,” he added. 
 
    “Y-You speak their language?” I just couldn’t believe it. This wasn’t happening. How was I going to push him away if he knew? 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “Well, not exactly. I’m not fluent at all, and the goddess must have been speaking a different dialect than what I learned, because I didn’t understand a lot of it. But I did understand it well enough to have gotten a general idea of what she was saying. At least, I understood the part about you being her vessel.” 
 
    I immediately closed my eyes, wanting to look away, but unable to with his hand holding my chin firmly in place. He picked up on the hint though and let go for a moment, pulling my head against his muscled chest instead. I didn’t try to fight it. 
 
    “Riel,” he whispered against my ear, “please tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I replied quietly. 
 
    “Why not?” He asked seriously. 
 
    I hesitated, trying to think of a good reason. But I had none, which meant I’d have to invent one. I’d have to come up with a lie for why I couldn’t tell him, or maybe even just why I couldn’t be with him. I hated myself the moment I opened my mouth to respond. “I can’t,” I began. “Because their goddess…she’s really a demon, and she will consume the soul of any man I fall in love with, so I can’t be with you…” I tried to continue, to tell him that he had to move on, to tell him that he needed to find someone else, but I couldn’t. 
 
    I wasn’t looking at Eli, my head buried against his chest, so when he didn’t react I finally glanced up at his expression. He was eyeing me carefully, appearing pensive. Finally, he spoke. “And how exactly does this demon determine who you love? How does she eat another person’s soul?” 
 
    I thought frantically for an answer, any answer. I only had one. “Sex,” I blurted out. My face immediately turned bright red, and I buried my head against his chest again, my cat ears twitching furiously, wishing I could just disappear entirely. 
 
    I wish I could make myself invisible like him, I thought desperately. 
 
    Eli responded quicker than I expected. I felt him shrug. “Okay, then we won’t have sex.” 
 
    My ears perked up in surprise, but I didn’t dare look at him. Was he serious? I couldn’t imagine that he was. This had to be a joke. A really mean, stupid joke. But he didn’t say anything else. He just waited patiently for me to say something, waiting for me to look at him. But I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t meet his gaze. I couldn’t face the fear of discovering it really was a ruse. A cruel, horrible trick. 
 
    Finally, I found my voice again. “How can you say that?” I asked in disbelief, my words muffled against his skin. 
 
    He shrugged again. “I mean, I’ve never done it before, so it’s not like I’ll miss it. Although, from what I understand, there are plenty of other things men and woman can do with each other that are just as enjoyable.” 
 
    I gasped, looking up at him, unable to fully believe what I was hearing. His expression was completely resolved, while I just gawked at him in response. 
 
    When he spoke again, I realized he thought I didn’t believe him about never having had sex before, because he commented on it. “You do remember me saying I lived alone right? All my life.” 
 
    That wasn’t why I was gawking though. I couldn’t believe he was willing to give up sex entirely, even if he had never experienced it yet. Didn’t he want to know what it was like? I knew I did, and I had been hoping I could find someone to experience it with eventually. But now that would never happen, for either of us, if he was serious. 
 
    No. 
 
    I couldn’t let him choose that to be with me. He didn’t deserve this. 
 
    I nodded slowly to indicate that I believed him about being a virgin, trying to figure out a new defense. I was beginning to feel a different kind of desperation. I was desperate to convince him that he was wrong. My tone revealed my distress. “B-But I can’t give you everything that any other woman could give you! I can’t give you sex! I can’t give you children!” 
 
    He smirked at me. “You seemed pretty sure I was interested in Risa, who can’t give me children either.” 
 
    “But at least you can have sex with her!” I exclaimed, beginning to feel hysterical. I had to push him away. I had to protect him from this. He didn’t deserve an incomplete life with me. He deserved a woman who could fulfill his every need. 
 
    Eli unexpectedly touched my butt again, his hand running over my leather shorts. He grinned. “As long as I can touch this as much as I want, then that’s enough for me.” 
 
    Tears immediately clouded my vision, and I couldn’t see him anymore. I was crying too hard. Eli held me tighter as my body was wrecked with uncontrollable sobs. “No, no, no!” I cried out, my voice breaking. “You deserve better!” 
 
    He didn’t respond right away though. Instead, he bent down and gently kissed me on the forehead. “I want you,” he whispered against my skin. I then felt his warm lips form a smile again. “Riel, I know it wasn’t a mistake that I was summoned instead of a dragon. Summoning crystals don’t make mistakes. Obviously, whatever you were wishing for in that moment, a dragon was only half of it. And I think the other half was that you wanted someone to love you. So here I am, wish granted.” 
 
    My body uncontrollably curled in his lap, and I couldn’t breathe, my feelings shutting me down for a few seconds just before another powerful sob forced itself out. I couldn’t speak anymore, so I just cried, my tears soaking his skin. And he just held me tighter, occasionally kissing my forehead and whispering that he loved me. 
 
    I didn’t deserve this. I didn’t deserve him. 
 
    And yet, I knew he was right. Summoning crystals didn’t make mistakes. It was a powerful magic that granted the user whatever they needed most. I had believed I needed a friend. But, in thinking that thought, the powerful summoning magic had sensed the truth behind it – that what I really needed, and desperately wanted, was for someone to love me for once in my life. 
 
    Someone to love me…no matter what, unconditionally, without reservation, with all their might. Someone who would protect my body. Someone who would defend my heart. Someone who would love me more than anyone else. And someone who would do anything for me…even give up sex…if that was the only way to be with me. 
 
    But that wasn’t all. 
 
    I also needed someone who I could love just as much. 
 
    Who I could love just as passionately. 
 
    Just as unconditionally. 
 
    Irrevocably. 
 
    So here I am, wish granted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: Vanardis 
 
      
 
    I sobbed for so long that it was humiliating. I would have thought that my body would have shriveled up from the water-loss, or that I would have passed out from fatigue by now, but it wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. 
 
    I had just been through hell emotionally, first having my deepest desire fulfilled after eighteen years of loneliness, only to have it ripped away from me and replaced with a curse, only to have it given back despite that curse. 
 
    I didn’t deserve this. I didn’t deserve him. 
 
    But I still wanted it. I still wanted him. So I couldn’t resist. 
 
    I gave in. 
 
    And that made me elated, depressed, terrified, and livid all at once. I was angry at myself for not being strong enough to push him away. I was miserable because I still faced the horrifying revelation that I was going to have my soul eaten one way or another. And I was happy because Eli still wanted me despite it all, and despite what it meant for our relationship. 
 
    After a while, Eli finally scooped me up in his arms, and began walking since it was clear I wasn’t stopping anytime soon. I continued to cry the entire time, sobbing relentlessly. I wished I could stop. 
 
    But I cried the whole way. 
 
    I was vaguely aware that we made it back to the others. 
 
    They hadn’t left. They had waited for Eli to return with me. All of them were fine, suffering no lasting injuries. Granted, Mira could have healed them anyway. I left Eli’s arms only for a minute, being held by Tobias while he got dressed. During that time, Mira tried using her magic on me, afraid I had been wounded, but it didn’t help. My pain and torment were beyond her reach. At least she got rid of the throbbing on the side of my head though. Maybe I wouldn’t end up with half my face bruised after all. 
 
    Once Eli had clothes on, I found myself in his arms again. Risa pressed up against me, causing me to cry harder, beginning to writhe around because I was so overwhelmed with all the feelings forcing their way out of me. I had more love in my life now than I had ever been blessed with in my entire existence, and more pain because of it. I didn’t even fully understand what I was experiencing. 
 
    I was so thankful for them, that it physically hurt. 
 
    When her arms remained wrapped around me, along with Eli’s, I finally realized I was in his lap again. He was sitting down in the wagon, and Risa was practically in his lap too as she wrapped herself around me, trying to get me to calm down. 
 
    But I didn’t calm down. I couldn’t. 
 
    I finally experienced relief when I passed out. 
 
    A sob woke me up. 
 
    Apparently, I had still been sobbing in my sleep. I took a deep breath, feeling the tightness in my chest release a little. For a few minutes, I just focused on my breathing, trying to make sure I wasn’t going to start crying again. I was still being held by two sets of arms, one set thick and strong and the other thin and gentle. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see Eli’s blue and Risa’s gold irises watching me with concern. Mira was there too, sitting by my feet, her expression just as anxious. I could see Landon’s outline behind her as he steered the horses. We were moving, the cart rattling softly underneath us. It was late now, although the sun hadn’t set yet. But the sun was low enough in the sky, that it cast Landon’s back in shadows since we were heading northwest.  I had no idea how long I’d been asleep, but I knew I’d been sobbing for hours. I couldn’t believe such a feat was possible. The longest I’d ever cried was half an hour, before I would become too exhausted to continue. 
 
    I attempted to speak, only to find my voice was really hoarse. Finally, I managed to croak in a whisper. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for,” Risa said firmly, but gently. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t help protect you. They targeted me first, so I couldn’t do anything.” 
 
    Mira chimed in. “They knew she was the only real threat to them. There’s not a lot any of the rest of us could have done.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s okay.” My voice was suddenly coming out easier, and then I realized Mira had started using her magic on me. I smiled weakly at her, finding it amusing she had found another way to make herself useful. “Thanks,” I whispered. 
 
    She was silent for a few more seconds, still focusing on what she was doing, and then replied cheerfully. “You’re welcome!” 
 
    “She awake?” Tobias called out from the front. He was sitting next to his son, which meant Theo must have been the one required to ride the other horse solo. I was thankful for that, not wanting to deal with his unwanted comments right now. Hopefully he would have the wisdom to give it a rest until I could put up the effort to tell him to stop entirely. 
 
    While Mira answered her father, I slowly tried to sit up. Eli helped me, but as soon as I attempted to escape his lap, he stopped me. I yelped in surprise when he pulled me back so that I was reclining against his chest with Risa now sitting in front of us. I hesitated briefly, glancing up at Risa for a moment to look for any signs of jealousy. I then relaxed when she showed nothing but concern for me, and let it happen. 
 
    His chest was so warm and comfortable, and his arms wrapped around me only intensified the effect. I took a shaky breath and then sighed heavily. I let him keep one arm wrapped around my chest underneath my arms, but carefully moved his hand to my exposed stomach, enjoying how it felt when he reacted to touching me there. I then rested both my hands on his, loving the heat radiating from his palm into my core. For once, I didn’t feel embarrassed that my chest was so small. Eli seemed more than content to hold me tightly there. 
 
    “So…what happened?” Mira asked tentatively. 
 
    I tilted my head back and looked up at Eli, surprised he hadn’t told them already. “You didn’t say?” I asked in shock. 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, I didn’t feel like it was really my place to share, but I’ve also been too worried about you. At first, I thought I knew why you were crying, but then I wasn’t so sure.” 
 
    Risa agreed. “You had us really worried. I’ve never seen anyone so upset for so long.” 
 
    I took another shaky breath, leaning more into Eli. I couldn’t tell them everything – there was nothing they could do about it anyway. So I resigned to just explaining the basics. “It’s…complicated.” I began. “The elderfel said I stole from them, which is why they wanted me dead. But it turns out, they were right in a way. I have their goddess living inside me. They were trying to get her back by killing me.” Mira and Risa both gasped. I continued. “But she’s the reason why they didn’t kill me. She appeared before them and demanded they let me live or else she would never return to them.” 
 
    “But how did she get inside you in the first place?” Mira wondered. 
 
    I sighed. “She’s more like a demon than a goddess.” I paused. “No, she is a demon, who possesses people. When I die, she’ll choose her next host.” 
 
    “But...” Mira began slowly. “That doesn’t answer my question Riella. How did she get inside you?” 
 
    I turned my head to look at her then, debating whether or not I should lie. But the look of concern in her eyes softened my heart, and I just couldn’t do it. “My father,” I admitted. “She was inside my father before me. She automatically passes on to the firstborn child – me, in my father’s case.” 
 
    Eli spoke up, sounding confused. “Wait, I thought you said your mother brought you to the elves?” 
 
    I twisted my upper body around in his arms to look up at him, just as confused. “She did…” I said slowly, but then the expression on his face made me realize my mistake. If what I had told him was true, then it should have been my mother who died, not my father. I quickly turned back around and looked down, my face flushed bright red. He pulled me tighter against him again when I started shaking. 
 
    He didn’t say anything out loud though. Instead, I felt him use our bond to gently demand I tell him the truth. But I couldn’t do it. I was afraid to say it. Because, even though he knew I had lied to him, it felt like it would be more real if I said it out loud. 
 
    I was sure Risa had no idea exactly what the problem was, but she wanted to keep the conversation moving, so she asked what was on her mind. “What happened to your father?” She whispered. 
 
    I glanced up at her, her golden eyes melting my weak resolve the rest of the way. “He’s dead,” I blurted out. “When their demon goddess passes on to the firstborn, she steals her old host’s life.” 
 
    “And consumes their soul,” Eli added. It wasn’t a question. He knew at least that part was true. Just not the part about whose soul she ate. Both girls gasped and were quiet for a moment. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Tobias chimed in, surprising me. I hadn’t realized we were talking loud enough for him to hear. “And what happens if you don’t have children?” 
 
    I shook my head, not wanting them to know my fate was sealed. “I don’t know,” I lied, speaking a little louder so he could hear my answer. “But hopefully, I won’t have to find out for a long time now.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Risa chimed in cheerfully. “Your life isn’t in danger anymore if they are going to leave you alone.” 
 
    I nodded weakly, wishing all my problems were really solved like I was leading them to believe. “Not everyone seemed to agree with the goddess, but yeah. It looks like you’re right. At least I have that going for me.” I sighed then, turning my head to rest my cheek against Eli’s chest. I hadn’t realized how soft his tunic shirt was until now. I almost wanted to fall asleep in this position, still feeling exhausted even though I’d slept for a few hours. “How far away are we?” I wondered absentmindedly. 
 
    Mira responded. “Well, you were asleep for probably three hours, but I’m not exactly sure since we lost some time earlier…” She hesitated, not wanting to mention the attack again. Looking over her shoulder, she continued. “Dad?” 
 
    Tobias grunted. “Probably about two hours left now. I can see the magitek lamps in the distance.” 
 
    That surprised me. If we were two hours away, then how could they see the city lights from this distance? I was glad Eli was curious too, because he asked for me. 
 
    Unexpectedly, all three of the humans laughed. 
 
    Risa seemed confused too as Tobias explained, apologizing for chuckling at our expense. “Sorry, it’s not the city lights I’m seeing, it’s the lamps along the road. Starting about five miles away from this side of the city, the road turns to stone and the streets are lined with magitek lamps every few hundred feet to help prevent crime. We’re about to that point, which is why I know that at our speed it will be about two hours.” He sighed. “The whole trip is about twenty miles, which is usually about eight hours by wagon. I’ve thought about purchasing one of their gasoline vehicles, but I wouldn’t have anywhere to refill it where we live. And they just developed new magitek vehicles too, but they are far too expensive to be worth it. But both machines are capable of making this trip in under half an hour.” 
 
    I tried not to think too hard about what I was hearing, because the idea that they had a machine that could travel twenty miles in under thirty minutes was mindboggling. The elves certainly had their own kinds of technology, but most of it relied more heavily on magic and was completely different than what I’d seen thus far in the human world. Boshra was slightly more primitive than my elven village, but I suspected Vanardis was much more advanced. The empire as a whole seemed more advanced. 
 
    After a few more minutes, I knew immediately we had reached the stone road, because there was a large jolt to the wagon, followed by the ride becoming much smoother. I sat up slightly in Eli’s lap to look over the edge of the cart, seeing that the road was like one massive rock that could fit at least four wagons side-by-side. And sure enough, it was lined with metal poles that stretched at least three times my height into the air. Each one had a diamond shaped metal cage with glass sides. Mira told us that the lights would come on automatically once the sun disappeared below the horizon. 
 
    Landon contributed to the conversation by explaining to us that they made the road with a liquid rock called concrete that hardened once it set. A lot of the bigger cities had these roads now, interconnecting them, but much of the land was still dirt trails in comparison. “Mostly businesses use these roads,” he was saying, “whereas a lot of people still ride trains to get from one city to the next. Those who live in the country still use horses for transportation.” 
 
    Eli at least knew what trains were, even though he had never seen one, but I didn’t, so Landon had to go into a separate explanation on that. 
 
    Tobias kept the wagon towards the edge of the large road, prompting Mira to explain that horses had to stay on the sides, so that faster moving vehicles could pass. “Granted,” she was clarifying, “not many cars travel this far south. That’s why the road just stops about five miles out.” 
 
    “If Boshra ever grows to be more advanced,” Tobias added, “then they might finish the road eventually. But it would require a number of larger businesses to begin setting their sights on our small town.” He sighed. “Not likely to happen anytime soon.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, readjusting my shoulders against Eli and resting my cheek against his chest again. I then closed my eyes, feeling a little overwhelmed by it all. I suspected all this new information would be a lot to take in anyway, but combined with the lingering knowledge of the demon lurking inside of me, it was just too much. 
 
    I felt Eli rest his hand on my head, running his fingers through my hair. I glanced up at him, before blushing and looking down again. “Thanks,” I whispered. 
 
    “For what?” He wondered. 
 
    I hesitated, realizing that I had a lot to thank him for. However, I decided to just go with the specific reason why I had said it in the first place. “For holding me…” I admitted. I wanted to add, for touching me, for saving me, for loving me, but the sudden tears in my eyes choked me up. He tightened his embrace in response. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Mira unexpectedly announced. “Today has been a lot rougher than any of us expected, so why don’t we have some fun once we get there?” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Landon wondered. 
 
    She gave him a playful smile. “Well, Risa’s never been shopping. So, maybe after we eat, the girls can go check out a few stores while the guys do whatever it is that guys do.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Landon asked. “It’ll be after dark by the time we get there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but a lot of places will still be open, and I’ll have two perfectly capable mages with me.” Mira smirked, but then looked at me hesitantly. “If you want to Riella…” She glanced up at Eli. “I can understand if you’d rather not. I just figured it would be good to get our minds off everything.” 
 
    I took a deep breath as I thought about it. I didn’t really want to be away from Eli right now, but I knew Mira and Risa would still be with me. And I agreed that I could use the distraction, not to mention that playing dress-up with Risa would be fun. I felt Eli suddenly pushing in on my thoughts then – he wanted me to do whatever I wanted. 
 
    Just like with the situation regarding Regulus, he wanted me to decide for myself, not because someone else wanted me to do it. 
 
    I looked up at him with a small smile, before meeting Mira’s gaze. “Sure, that does sound like fun.” I then grinned at Risa. “Prepare yourself, because we’re going to have a lot of fun with you.” 
 
    “Oh yes!” Mira agreed. “We can take turns picking out outfits!” Risa looked at us both, blushing intensely. Mira then looked over her shoulder. “Is that alright with you dad?” 
 
    Tobias scoffed. “Mira, you’re twenty-one years old. As long as you aren’t doing something outrageously stupid, then I’m fine with it. The city is a fairly safe place. Just make sure you keep out of the alleyways and stick with each other. There’s always the risk of someone trying to kidnap you inside the city, but you should be fine in the populated areas.” 
 
    “Love you dad,” Mira replied cheerfully. She then began talking about a few of the places she wanted to visit. 
 
    I suddenly felt that sense of envy again hearing her tell her father she loved him. It made me wish I had that, but I quickly pushed it aside knowing I had already been blessed with friends and love. And it wasn’t like my father had intentionally abandoned me. He didn’t have a choice. 
 
    I didn’t want to live my life always wishing I had what everyone else did. I wanted to be content with what I did have, especially considering my life was finally full of friends. Otherwise, I’d never be happy. 
 
    Once we got closer to the city, we saw a lot more people and traffic. I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but it wasn’t for there to be a bunch of smaller towns leading to it. The core of the city was surrounded by massive stone walls that controlled the areas where people could enter, while the outskirts had massive clusters of buildings that were each almost the size of Boshra. A lot of them even had paved roads going through them, and I was able to see what a car looked like for the first time. 
 
    Each of the strange vehicles were different, yet all the same. In some ways, they were like wagons made out of metal, except there was no outward indication of how the black wheels moved on their own. 
 
    But wow were they fast. 
 
     A few of them passed us on the road, whizzing by at speeds I didn’t think possible. I was shocked that the horses didn’t seem to react to them, because I certainly did. Every time one flew past, I felt my muscles lock up, feeling a little overwhelmed by the noise and speed. 
 
    Once we actually arrived at one of the entrances to the city of Vanardis, I was stunned to see that it was so big. The sun had set, but all the bright lights allowed me to see clearly. The massive wall surrounding the place seemed to go on forever in either direction, with no end in sight. I couldn’t even see where the wall curved to begin its way around the city. And just from what I could see, there were at least ten entrances allowing people in, never mind the other sides out of sight. 
 
    Humans in mechanical bodysuits were stationed at each massive entrance, although they rarely stopped anyone from entering. I had no idea what they were looking for, or if maybe they were just there as a show of force. Mira explained they had a weird technology that allowed them to scan people. It was a method to capture known criminals, but otherwise I was correct in that they were primarily a show of force. While crime did happen in the city, impossible to stop due to the population size, laws were still heavily enforced. 
 
    The entrance we took was for slower forms of transportation. However, they also had entrances for their faster vehicles that allowed drivers to go almost anywhere in the city on roads raised high above most of the buildings. On the ground level there were additional paved roads that went almost anywhere imaginable. 
 
    I couldn’t believe the severe disconnect between Boshra and Vanardis. They were like two completely different worlds – one I was familiar with and another that seemed impossible. Supposedly the capital Xenith was even more advanced. 
 
    Risa was astonished too. 
 
    She had initially been sold in Vanardis when she was young, but had spent most of her life in the eastern town called Calish. It was a place where their technology was somewhere in between the two extremes of Boshra and Vanardis. Apparently, this city had come a long way since she was last here. All the paved roads were certainly new to her, as well as all the advanced magitek. 
 
    The wide road we took just inside the city walls was lined with shops and full of activity. Most of the traffic was other wagons like ours, although a few motorized vehicles with only two wheels occasionally sped through. Landon called them motorcycles, and all of the men were enthralled whenever one passed – even Eli. 
 
    There were even more lamps inside the city, illuminating the area almost as brightly as the daytime. Needless to say, I just gawked the whole time, feeling like my senses were being overloaded. The sounds, the sights, and the smells… 
 
    I didn’t realize I was hungry, until I began catching whiffs of mouthwatering aromas here and there. I was glad we would be eating soon. I still had plenty of food in my pack, but I didn’t want to eat in front of everyone else. Not to mention I would need it once us pantherians and the humans went our separate ways. 
 
    If they could wait, then I could too. Although, I considered offering something to Eli, because I suspected he was the hungriest out of all of us. 
 
    The four humans had been to Vanardis a lot, so they weren’t overly impressed like the rest of us. Mira seemed to enjoy watching our expressions, smiling to herself most of the time. 
 
    It wasn’t until almost half an hour later that we finally arrived at the inn where we would be staying the night. We had to make a few turns off the main road, and then park the wagon in a fenced area with a guarded gate behind the building. The inn specifically pandered to those who had normal means of transportation – at least, normal to me – so they had an entire stable for patron use. One horse was included with a room, and an extra fee could be paid for additional horses. Since we would be renting two rooms, both horses were included. 
 
    I helped the men bring our supplies into the back of the inn, hauling a wooden crate up a set of stairs to the second floor like it barely weighed anything. I enjoyed the look on Theo’s shocked face, since it was heavy to him even despite his large muscles. 
 
    Being a frequent customer, Tobias knew the innkeeper, so it had only taken him a few minutes to secure us two rooms side-by-side. 
 
    Unfortunately, I discovered that the city was a place where most weapons couldn’t be carried in public without special permission, which meant I had to leave my sword at the inn. I wasn’t too worried though, since both Risa and Eli had offensive magic, not to mention I was stronger than humans, as well as trained in hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    Granted, Tobias didn’t seem concerned at all now that we were within the city walls. Once all the supplies were in the girl’s room – a decision made because the three girls had more space, with one less person than the guys – we all headed out to eat dinner at a nearby restaurant that Mira loved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16: Harassed 
 
      
 
    I knew four gold was a lot of money for the job Eli had done, but I didn’t realize just how much. At dinner, I discovered that for seven bronze, each person could eat as much as they wanted from a buffet. Since fifty bronze was equivalent to a silver, and twenty silver equaled a gold, we could feed over a hundred people with just one gold. 
 
    Eli had been paid in one day what the average person earned in half a year – six hundred bronze was common for a month, and Tobias had paid him the equivalent of four-thousand bronze. Plus, Tobias was paying us each a silver and ten bronze a day for our time spent with them, since technically we were hired help. 
 
    It didn’t feel like work though. It felt more like I was just spending time with a bunch of friends. 
 
    As we ate at the restaurant, I ended up feeling like we were stealing from the place by only paying seven bronze for Eli. I was certain he was going to make them go broke with the one meal, considering how much he could eat. 
 
    My conscience felt a little better when I found out we could leave extra money at the end for a tip, but I didn’t mention it to Eli since technically I didn’t own a single bronze to my name. The four gold were his after all, even though he acted like we both owned it. I supposed we were truly a unit now, in more ways than one. 
 
    And that made me really happy. 
 
    But I still didn’t feel like his money was mine too. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Theo hadn’t complimented me at all since I had been kidnapped. It made me wonder if Mira had said something to him at some point. Granted, Eli and I were much more obvious about our interest in each other now, so that may have played a role too. I was glad Risa didn’t seem jealous about that fact. I was afraid she would perceive me as stealing Eli away from her, but she didn’t seem bothered by it at all. 
 
    Although, once I had considered it, I realized he really had never given her any reason to believe he was interested. He always had his attention on me whenever I was around. I just hadn’t realized that was the truth previously. 
 
    Not to mention, I may have assumed too much in regards to her own feelings towards him, mistakenly imposing my own desires onto her. She obviously had a horrible history with men, so for all I knew she wasn’t even interested in seeking out a romantic relationship with anyone. If anything, that was probably the furthest thing from her mind. All she likely cared about was having friends for once. 
 
    I knew personally from living with my godmother that not everyone had the desire to be in a romantic relationship. There were plenty of reasons why someone might not consider that a goal in life. And there were plenty of people who found fulfillment in life without having a romantic partner. My godmother certainly didn’t seem dissatisfied with her life, and I suspected Risa wouldn’t be dissatisfied either so long as she had friends. 
 
    While eating, Risa and I both found ourselves receiving some stares from both men and women because we were pantherians, but no one seemed overly bothered by that fact. As long as a pantherian was with a human, no one paid too much attention. It was whenever someone saw a pantherian by themselves that people became suspicious, since a freed one was rare in this city. 
 
    At least, I assumed the staring was because we were pantherians. Supposedly we were also both very pretty – far above average. And while I could agree about Risa, I was having a difficult time believing that’s how others might perceive me too. 
 
    After dinner, Tobias went back to the inn to visit with the owner – she was an old friend named Sonya, though she wasn’t old by any means. She was younger than he was at least. And she was single, having been widowed at a young age. 
 
    The rest of us headed to one of the side roads where we could find all types of different shops. Landon and Theo quickly took off with Eli to visit a bar where they could play a game called pool. It was open to anyone over the age of seventeen, which meant Landon could go for the first time since he was recently eighteen like me. 
 
    Eli surprised me when he left me a gold coin just before leaving. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    He smirked at me. “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I would buy though,” I admitted. “I don’t have room in my pack for a lot of extra stuff.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s fine if you don’t use it, but at least you have it in case you see something you want.” He then lowered his head, speaking quieter. “Just don’t flash it around or anything – that tiny coin is worth a lot of money.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling a smile tug on my lips. Since he was so close, I leaned up on my tippy toes and kissed him on the cheek. He blushed, although he didn’t pull away – at least, not until it was clear that was all he was going to get for right now. “I love you,” I whispered, suddenly not wanting him to leave. 
 
    Eli ran his fingertips along my jawline before smiling mischievously. “I love you too, kitten.” And with that he turned around and headed off down the road after the other two, leaving me blushing intensely in the middle of the sidewalk. 
 
    Mira helped me recover, grabbing my arm and hauling me along towards a shop across the street in the other direction. 
 
    “You two are going to scandalize the crowd,” she whispered cheerfully. I looked at her in shock, before noticing that a lot of people were staring at me. I glanced back at Mira questioningly and she snickered. “Eli looks human silly, and you just kissed him in public. They don’t see that kind of thing around here. Like, ever. I’m sure it happens in private, but certainly not out in the open.” 
 
    “Should I not have?” I wondered seriously, not wanting to cause unnecessary trouble. 
 
    She shook her head, glancing back to make sure Risa was still right behind us. “No, it’s fine. You shouldn’t have to worry about them. They might stare but they aren’t going to do anything about it.” She grinned again. “It was sure funny though.” 
 
    “Glad I could amuse you,” I sneered sarcastically. She just smiled wider. I glanced back at Risa to see that she was right up next to me, her expression slightly tense. I quickly grabbed her hand, wondering what was wrong. As soon as we got into the first clothing store, I finally asked. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    She sighed and then nodded. “Just so many men,” she admitted. “It makes me nervous.” She then held up my hand in hers with a weak smile. “But this helps. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied happily. I then squeezed her hand tightly and tugged her forward. “Now, time for me to have some fun with you.” 
 
    She smiled warily, but didn’t object. 
 
    Picking out clothing for Risa to try on was just as fun as I expected, although it was a little challenging since her tail was so fluffy. It limited our options to an extent, but Mira and I were creative with it. After the fifth or sixth outfit, Risa finally got Mira on her side to focus their attention on me. 
 
    My height and lacking chest size ended up being their struggle. Much to my disappointment, some of the best clothing choices for me ended up coming from the section for older children. Still, I had to admit I looked pretty cute in some of them. Risa and Mira thought I looked great in everything they picked out, but I suspected they were biased. 
 
    My favorite outfit was picked out by Risa, involving a pair of black leather pants that actually fit. They were fairly snug, especially around my thighs and butt, but at least they weren’t too long. They fit like a glove all the way down my legs, even at the ankles. Once they discovered I actually really liked them, they picked out different shirts and tops to go along. However, in the end I didn’t find anything I was too set on. I decided I should buy the pants though, since Eli and I might not always be in a warmer climate. I was pretty sure I had enough room in my pack for them. 
 
    After a while, Risa and I finally turned on Mira, quickly discovering we had nothing holding us back with her figure. She could wear practically everything, so we had a lot of fun experimenting. I ended up holding onto her small bag, which she called a purse, while she changed. 
 
    While in the shop, we received a few looks from some of the other shoppers, again likely because we were pantherians, but no one said anything. 
 
    Once we had spent over an hour trying on clothing, the cashier announced they were closing soon, so we decided to finish up and then head back to the inn. Mira mentioned that the crowd could become a little ‘sketchy’ after midnight, which is why a lot of the shops closed before then. I didn’t want to find out what she meant by that, so I was happy to oblige. 
 
    Not to mention, I missed Eli. 
 
    When I bought the leather pants, the female cashier seemed shocked that I was paying for my own clothing – slaves didn’t pay for themselves, nor did they usually buy anything to begin with. However, the woman didn’t comment on it, accepting my gold coin and giving me nineteen silver and twenty-three bronze in return. 
 
    That’s when I discovered I had a problem – I didn’t have any way to store all the coins. My tight leather shorts had barely fit the one gold coin. 
 
    Mira prompted me to buy a bag like hers, so I quickly picked out a small leather purse to match the pants and gave up another fifteen bronze for it. The thin leather strap seemed sturdy enough, but I would have preferred a thicker strap in case a thief tried grabbing it away from me. Mira didn’t think it would be a problem in this part of the city though. I just hoped the purse would fit in my pack when I wasn’t using it. It was too small to even have fit the summoning crystal I no longer had, so I suspected it might fit alright. 
 
    “Well, that was fun!” Mira announced as we walked outside. The summer breeze smelt great, although there was a slightly repugnant scent that also hung in the air inside the city. Apparently, it was a smell created by the gasoline vehicles, but it was too faint for the humans to pick up on it most of the time. Risa noticed it too. 
 
    “It was,” I agreed. “What about you?” I wondered, looking at Risa. “Did you have fun?” 
 
    She sighed with a small smile. “I did enjoy myself, but I don’t like wearing stuff that makes me stand out. I don’t really want the attention.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “Well, I can understand that, but you’re so attractive you stand out no matter what you wear.” She smiled again, but didn’t comment. I quickly changed the subject, turning my attention to Mira. “So, did you have a favorite outfit Mira?” 
 
    She placed her finger on her chin as she thought about it. “I liked all of them honestly. But if I had to choose…” 
 
    An unexpected voice spoke up, loud enough to be heard over the murmurs of the noisy crowd. 
 
    “Serene?” 
 
    Risa abruptly froze in response to someone calling out a woman’s name from the other side of the street, causing us both to misstep in surprise. We both turned to look at her, seeing panic in her gold eyes. She quickly started walking again, grabbing my arm in the process to drag me along. The man immediately began walking towards us, calling out again. 
 
    “Serene!” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I whispered, unsure why she was reacting so strongly to the stranger, or why he seemed to be trying to catch up to us. 
 
    “That was one of the names they used for me at the brothel,” she whispered back urgently. 
 
    Suddenly it clicked. Even though we were in a different city from where she came from, someone had just recognized her. Someone who had taken advantage of her at one point. Someone who she had legitimate reasons to be afraid of, and who she rightfully didn’t want to speak to. 
 
    But the guy was persistent. “Serene! Wait!” He was catching up fast, so I decided our best course of action was to be direct. 
 
    I quickly slipped my arm out from hers and turned on my heels to face the bastard. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled. “We don’t want to talk to you. Go away.” I tried to look intimidating, but he didn’t even seem remotely fazed by my five-foot stature. 
 
    “Ha! I knew it was you!” He announced, getting a better look at Risa. “I’m glad I ran into you, I was just thinking about the special times we used to spend together!” He started laughing, and that’s when I realized he was slightly intoxicated. I could smell it on him. He wasn’t going to take a hint, no matter who gave it. I suddenly wished Eli was here. I knew I could handle this guy myself, but I didn’t want to cause a scene. 
 
    “Go away!” I yelled at him again. 
 
    We were already causing a scene though. The crowd was much thinner now, but everyone who was outside was glancing in our direction. 
 
    The guy ignored me completely, looking over my head at Risa like I wasn’t even there. “Now come on babe, how about you join me for another good time? I really miss the times I spent with you in Calish. I’ll even pay your master of course like usual. Where is your master anyway?” He paused to look around like an idiot. 
 
    Mira finally chimed in. “Right here,” she replied firmly. “And her time isn’t for sale. Now leave us alone.” Her voice was the closest to hatred I had ever heard it. 
 
    The guy finally turned his attention to her. “Oh, but I’ll pay you really well for her! Really, she owes me one anyway. She cut me once – I still have the scar.” He held up his forearm, but there was nothing visible – at least nothing of any significance. His attitude then quickly became indignant. “Really, you should be paying me for the damage she did! That little bitch almost took off my arm!” 
 
    That was crossing the line for me. I walked right up to him and shoved him hard in the chest, causing him to fall down on his ass. “Now who’s the bitch?!” I yelled at him, ready to punch him in the face the moment he got back up. 
 
    Mira quickly grabbed my arm. “Let’s go,” she whispered. But I was too pissed now. No one was going to insult Risa like that and get away with it. Especially not someone like him, who had abused her before. But Risa grabbed my arm too as the bastard tried to get to his feet in an outrage. 
 
    Her expression said it all. She just wanted to be away from him as fast as possible. My anger didn’t dissipate in the slightest, but her eyes convinced me. I whirled back around, grabbing her arm, and took off running. 
 
    I expected the guy to be too drunk to keep up, but surprisingly he did. It didn’t help that we were running slower than we were capable, not wanting to leave Mira behind. Which meant it quickly became clear he was going to end up following us all the way back to the inn, and none of us wanted that. The last thing we needed was for this guy to know where Risa was staying for the night. 
 
    Just as I whirled back around to knock the guy out, a heavy hand appeared on his shoulder and yanked him on his ass again. I looked at Eli in shock, having been too infuriated to realize he had heard me wishing for him to come running after us. 
 
    Eli stood over the man with his arms slightly curled, his hands balled into fists. “What in the hell are you doing chasing my pantherians?!” He demanded. 
 
    The guy looked up at Eli in shock for once, before his indignant expression returned. “Those bitches were harassing me! And Serene almost took my arm off!” 
 
    Eli abruptly glanced back at me with a questioning look, so I pointed towards Risa, mentally pushing through to him how this guy knew her. His expression immediately became infuriated, glancing just briefly at her before turning his attention back towards the guy. 
 
    Eli then glanced around at everyone in the street. I wasn’t sure what he was doing at first, but then realized he was looking out for law enforcement. 
 
    When he looked back down at the guy, his tone was unexpectedly friendly, stunning us all. “You know what? You’re right. Let me help you to your feet and we can discuss it.” He then held out his hand to help the guy up. 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, too baffled to even say anything. 
 
    The guy immediately swatted at Eli’s hand, his irate expression seeming worse with the vindication of his complaints. “Damn right!” He started saying, but the moment his hand connected with Eli’s, his entire body spasmed sickeningly and he fell limp to the ground, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. 
 
    “Huh,” Eli said calmly, his voice extremely loud. “I guess he was so drunk he passed out.” 
 
    But the guy hadn’t passed out – that much I knew, and Risa could sense it too. Eli had just killed him, sending a lethal dose of electricity through his body in less than half a second. 
 
    When he turned towards me again, I just stared at him. Not because I was upset or afraid – I had wanted to kill the guy too – but I just couldn’t believe he had done it so quickly and discretely. He was more skilled as a mage than I realized. 
 
    His eyes then fluttered to Risa, and he quickly closed the gap between us, wrapping his arm around my shoulder, followed by hers. I wasn’t sure what he had seen in her expression to make him so bold to touch her, but sure enough she let him without hesitation. But then, I realized what it was when I saw her eyes. He had just gotten revenge for her, which was something she probably didn’t think possible. And she trusted him all the more for it, even if it was only one person out of hundreds. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he whispered to us. “Landon and Theo will catch up.” He then nodded to Mira, and we all hurried away before anyone realized the guy was dead. 
 
    “So, you’re Serene?” Eli finally asked, looking down at Risa. I could tell he was hesitant to question about it. 
 
    Her face flushed, but she didn’t look away. “Yes,” she admitted in a whisper, but then she quickly clarified. “It’s not my real name – just a name they used at the…” She hesitated. “Brothel…” 
 
    For a moment I didn’t understand why she hesitated on that last word, but then realized she had never actually talked to him about it before. Everything Eli knew had come from me. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “I like the name Risa better anyway, although I was wondering if that’s your real name.” 
 
    She gasped. “Of course! I wouldn’t tell you a fake name.” 
 
    “But we would understand if you did,” I quickly added, feeling like Eli was digging himself into a hole. “After all, you haven’t known us for long, so no one would blame you for hiding your real name.” 
 
    Risa immediately shook her head. “I would have told you by now if I had.” Her head then dropped slightly. “You’re the only friends I’ve ever had, so of course I’d want you to know my real name.” 
 
    I reached over across Eli to grab her hand. He seemed to think that was a hint, so he let go of us both and pulled away. I really hadn’t been going for that, already missing the warmth of his arm on me, but we were almost back to the inn anyway. I moved closer to Risa and wrapped my arm around her instead. 
 
    She spoke up again. “Although…” She paused. “My full name is actually Risarae, but I prefer Risa…if that’s alright.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “Well, I like the longer version too, but I’m already pretty attached to the shorter nickname.” 
 
    “Me too,” Mira agreed with a warm smile. 
 
    Risa nodded in appreciation. 
 
    When we got back to the inn, Eli headed to the guy’s room to tell Tobias about what happened. We likewise went to our room next door and took turns rinsing off in the bathroom. It was nice to have access to warm water. I had practice ‘roughing it’ in the forest when I lived with the elves, because my godmother warned me the humans didn’t have the same comforts as they did, like running and heated water. However, thus far, I had been pleasantly surprised to find that they mostly did. 
 
    I was also still amazed by how nice the room was. Everything appeared to be made of wood, including the thick wooden door with three locks, but the walls were covered in a decorative paint that reminded me a lot of the farmhouse. Mira explained it was a material they used to cover up the wood called wallpaper. 
 
    The walls were a light gray with black lines on them that resembled vines. There were two beds in the room. Granted, since one of them was large enough to hold all three of us, I suspected the other would end up empty. The boxes of supplies were in the far corner. 
 
    Each room also had a fireplace against the far wall, next to a window covered with curtains. The room smelt faintly of firewood because of it, even though the chimney likely hadn’t been used in months. 
 
    Once we were each done in the bathroom and beginning to get ready for bed, Tobias checked in on us before wishing us goodnight. We then all got into bed together, pleasantly surprised that there was still so much room, and quickly got comfortable. After a long day full of stress, we were all exhausted and desperately needed the reprieve from consciousness. 
 
    Their warmth helped calm my mind and I found myself drifting off to sleep with a smile playing on my lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17: Dream 
 
      
 
    I watched Risa sleep for a few minutes in the dark, her face barely an inch from mine. I must have flipped over, since I was facing her now. Her expression was so relaxed and peaceful, even despite the incident earlier. It made me happy to know she was alright, and would be from now on – at least, if I had anything to do with it. I would always protect her. 
 
    Slowly, very slowly, I began wiggling out of her embrace, not wanting to wake her up. I then got to my feet and began walking methodically towards the door leading to the hallway. 
 
    ‘Where…am I going?’ 
 
    As I opened the door, it squeaked slightly. 
 
    I froze. Waiting. Listening. But no one woke up. I opened it more and slid out into the hall. 
 
    Looking both ways, my gaze fell briefly on the door next to us, trying to listen for the men inside. Trying to listen for Eli. I couldn’t hear anything notable. 
 
    I turned and began walking away, slowly, methodically. 
 
    ‘Where am I going?’ 
 
    I stopped towards the end of the hall, next to the stairs, and leaned against the wall with my arms crossed, waiting. 
 
    ‘What am I doing?’ 
 
    After a few minutes, someone walked up to me unexpectedly. Someone who had been returning to their room for the night. I looked up with a grin to see a handsome man standing in front of me. He had stopped when he saw me, smelling faintly of alcohol. 
 
    ‘Why am I smiling at him? I don’t want to smile at him!’ 
 
    “Are you lost girl?” The man asked. He had a look in his eye I didn’t like. The same look Theo gave me – like I was a piece of meat. 
 
    I smiled wider and nodded. My lips parted then, and words came from my mouth quietly. “Yes sir, but it looks like you found me.” 
 
    ‘No! Why did I say that?! I don’t want to say that!’ 
 
    Without another word, the man smirked while wrapping his arm around my waist, pulling me in close. His body was warm like Eli’s, but it wasn’t Eli’s. I didn’t want this man. I didn’t want him to touch me. 
 
    ‘Why isn’t my body listening to me?!’ 
 
    We walked down the hall, him holding me tight to his side, his embrace possessive. His expression was hungry. Just as we began passing the room I’d come from, I looked up at him again with another grin. In the corner of my eye, my vision focused on the door where Eli was. I wanted to call out to him, but was unable. 
 
    ‘Why won’t my mouth obey me?!’ 
 
    The man stopped in front of a door further down, unlocking it. He pulled me inside and turned the lights on, revealing a room similar to the one where I had been a few minutes ago, staring at Risa. 
 
    ‘Am I dreaming?! I must be dreaming! But I don’t want to have this dream! It’s a nightmare!’ 
 
    I tried to slap myself to wake up, but nothing happened. My body wouldn’t move when I told it to. The man closed the door behind him, bolting it shut with three locks. He then grinned down at me, my own smile encouraging him, and he scooped me up in his arms, walking me towards the bed. My hand ran over his muscled chest, and I felt his lips press against my forehead. They were warm like Eli’s, but they weren’t Eli’s. 
 
    Eli…help… 
 
    ‘Why can’t I think about him clearly?! Why can’t I call out to him?!’ 
 
    The man laid me down on the bed, climbing on top of me. His grin sickened me. My own smirk sickened me. 
 
    ‘Stop it! I don’t want this!’ 
 
    My mouth opened to speak, but those words didn’t come out. “What are you going to do to me sir?” 
 
    ‘No! Eli…help! Wake me up!’ 
 
    The man grinned at me, sitting up to pull off his shirt. My eyes fell unwillingly on his chiseled torso. It reminded me of Eli’s…but it wasn’t Eli’s. 
 
    ‘WAKE ME UP!’ 
 
    The man began lowering himself slowly. My own hands moved to his stomach, feeling his abs, before running up to his chest. I wasn’t enjoying it though. I didn’t want to feel this man’s abs or chest. I wanted to feel Eli’s. 
 
    Abruptly something smashed, and my head snapped over to see Eli standing in the doorway, the wooden door shattered into several pieces. His gaze was hateful as he looked at me. It terrified me. I didn’t want to ever see that look on his face – not directed towards me. 
 
    This really was a nightmare. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I started laughing as the man climbed off me in shock – hysterically laughing. The man was about to yell at Eli, but then looked down at me, his expression confused. 
 
    “Well now, Eliakim,” my voice said. But that wasn’t right. I didn’t call him by his full name. My voice continued. “I see you heard her after all. A pity. I was having sooo much fun. This enslavement magic really is a nuisance.” 
 
    Eli’s expression became even more abhorrent, which I didn’t think possible. 
 
    ‘Please don’t look at me like that.’ 
 
    But he didn’t listen. Instead, he spoke with a level of hatred that mimicked his expression. I saw Risa and Tobias appear at the doorway behind him. I suspected Mira and Landon were in the hallway now too, having heard the commotion. Eli’s voice was as cold as ice as he took a step forward. “Let her go, right now!” He shouted. 
 
    I laughed again. I didn’t want to laugh at him, but I couldn’t stop myself. “You have no power over me! I don’t have to listen to you!” 
 
    Eli didn’t respond right away as he contemplated those words. The man standing at the end of the bed cursed, looking from me to him. “What in the hell is going on here?” He demanded. “She came onto me!” 
 
    Eli ignored him. Instead he raised his right hand, his expression pissed. Was he going to hit me? 
 
    ‘Please don’t hit me.’ 
 
    “Maybe not,” he announced, his voice firm. “But she does.” As he spoke, a blue ethereal chain connected from his right forearm to my neck appeared. It was more vivid than I had ever seen it before, and I knew everyone else could see it because the strange man reacted to it, backing away and up against the wall. It wasn’t every day normal people saw magic. 
 
    Eli grabbed the blue chain in both his hands, his expression fierce. “Riel, wake up!” 
 
    It was a demand. A demand I wanted to listen to, but was incapable of. I started laughing again. 
 
    ‘Stop it…stop laughing…’ 
 
    I laughed harder. It sickened me. 
 
    Eli’s expression changed then. He relaxed, his eyes no longer angry, but his expression somehow harder – more determined. It was like he was looking directly at me now, instead of looking at…me? I wasn’t sure why it was different, but it was. His gaze softened as he stared at the real me. When he spoke this time his voice was quieter, but firmer. This time it wasn’t just a demand. It was stronger. More powerful. 
 
    A command. 
 
    Eli pulled the chain taut between us, and he gave it a small tug as he spoke. “Riel. Wake up.” 
 
      
 
    I gasped, sitting upright and looking down at my hands. My head snapped up towards a shirtless man leaning up against the wall in our room. His expression was a mixture of confusion and fear. But then as I looked around, I realized it wasn’t our room. 
 
    My head snapped towards the doorway to see Eli standing there next to a shattered door with a blue ethereal chain in his hand. A chain that connected to me. His expression was hard and reserved. 
 
    It wasn’t a dream. 
 
    “No, no, no!” I screamed, grabbing my head and shaking it furiously. “This isn’t happening! This isn’t real! It’s a nightmare!” 
 
    A voice laughed inside my mind, enraging me. 
 
    “Shut up!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Don’t laugh at me! It’s not funny!” I was quickly becoming hysterical as the laughing continued. “Stop laughing!” I shrieked. 
 
    Suddenly I was in Eli’s arms as he lifted me off the bed, his proximity breaking through my anger. “No…” I whimpered against his chest. “It’s just a dream…it’s just a bad dream…” But it wasn’t a dream, and that realization shattered my soul. Tears blurred my vision. 
 
    I heard Eli whisper to Tobias as he passed him. “Tell him that someone used magic to control her body. Don’t mention the demon. And I’ll pay for the door.” 
 
    Tobias grunted in acknowledgment. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I heard Risa whisper. “I didn’t feel her get out of bed.” 
 
    Eli shook his head, but I barely noticed. I was sobbing again, desperately wanting to wake up to discover I was still in Risa’s arms…to find that I was still dreaming. 
 
    “No…” I sobbed. “This isn’t real…” But when Eli tightened his arms around me, I knew it was real. I began crying even harder, my heart breaking into a thousand pieces. 
 
    Eli brought me into one of the rooms and sat down on a bed, leaning against the wall. He then did something he had never done before. His wings wrapped around me like giant hands, holding me even tighter in the most absolute embrace I had ever experienced in my life. It calmed me more than I would have expected. 
 
    I looked up at him through a blurry lens. “I’m sorry…” I whispered, my voice quickly becoming more desperate. “I’m so sorry…” I pleaded. 
 
    He immediately brought his forehead down to mine, pressing it firmly against me, staring into my amethyst eyes. His hot breath caressed my lips as he spoke. “I love you,” he whispered. “No matter what, I love you.” 
 
    I sniffled, feeling embarrassed by my wet face soaked with tears. But I needed his lips on me. I needed him to wake me up from this nightmare. I needed his lips to remove the recent memory of that man’s lips on my forehead. 
 
    I could hear that Risa and Mira were in the room, but I didn’t care. I tilted my chin up, gently pressing my lips on his. They were so warm and soft, but he didn’t make any effort to kiss me back. He just sat there motionless. I felt my brow furrow. 
 
    Was he angry at me? 
 
    ‘Please don’t be angry.’ 
 
    Did he just not want to kiss me? 
 
    ‘Please want to kiss me.’ 
 
    I needed him to. I begged him to, using our bond. 
 
    ‘Please. Please, kiss me.’ 
 
    Instantly, his mouth pressed firmly into mine, and his tongue slipped into my mouth searching for my own. It was the first time I had ever kissed anyone, so I had no idea what I was supposed to do. I ended up sucking on his tongue for a few seconds before sticking my own tongue in his mouth. He sucked on it eagerly and then pulled away just briefly to rub his lips on it before pressing them into mine again. I sighed heavily as his lips stirred a wonderful sensation in my stomach, freeing me momentarily of the tension in my chest. 
 
    But then a pang of fear abruptly gripped me when I realized I had almost experienced my first kiss with a complete stranger…and possibly more than a kiss… 
 
    Suddenly I gasped and pulled away. “S-She was trying to kill me!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Eli nodded somberly, having already figured it out. I heard laughter in my mind again, infuriating me. “Shut up!” I snapped. “It’s not funny!” I saw Eli’s confused expression, and was immediately apologetic. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s not you. She’s laughing at me.” I then groaned. “I hate this. I feel like I’m going crazy.” 
 
    Suddenly, Eli’s wings unfolded, and Risa was at my side, pushing herself against me. “It’s alright Riella,” she whispered. “We still love you. We’ll figure this out. We’ll find a way to prevent this from happening again.” 
 
    I shook my head somberly, realizing this was only the first night since Alabast had been released. Which meant there probably would be a next time. For all I knew, this was a risk every night, even tonight still, since morning wouldn’t come for another few hours. I sniffled again as I considered that. 
 
    “We can’t stop her,” I whispered. “She’s going to do it again, which means I won’t be able to sleep in peace unless you chain me up, or something.” 
 
    Eli spoke then, his voice firm. “If that’s what we have to do, then we’ll do it.” 
 
    Mira chimed in then, but I couldn’t see her past Risa. “We can get handcuffs to tie you down to something. We just need to keep the key out of your reach.” 
 
    “Me,” Eli corrected her, looking down at my eyes again. “You’re sleeping with me from now on, handcuffed to me.” 
 
    I blushed furiously and hid my face against his chest. I was both excited and mortified that he wasn’t even giving me an option. I was sleeping in the same bed as him from now on, no matter what. I wanted it, but was also scared by it. Because I wouldn’t have tried resisting Alabast’s control if she had attempted seducing him. It wouldn’t have been a nightmare then, and I wouldn’t have tried waking up. 
 
    “Eli…” I said quietly against his chest. “If she…if she tries to…with you…” 
 
    “I won’t let her,” he said firmly. “I know you can’t, without it risking your life, so I won’t do it.” He then smirked at me. “As irresistible as you are, I’ll be strong for you.” 
 
    I blushed again, and nodded silently against his chest. He tightened his embrace. Risa leaned more into me too and began caressing my cat-ear with her fingertips, causing it to twitch occasionally. Having ears similar to mine, she knew it felt good. I sighed heavily when she gently ran her fingers through my black hair, feeling the tension in my body release some. I hadn’t realized I was still so tense. 
 
    We were all quiet for a few minutes, before there was a knock on the door. Both Tobias and Landon entered the room then, taking in the scene before speaking. 
 
    “Well, thankfully,” Tobias began, “Sonya was understanding when we told her someone used magic to control our friend while she was asleep, coupled with a generous payment to replace the door. I gave her two silver even though it probably won’t even cost one.” He sighed heavily. “It also helps that we know the lady. I’ll just take one silver from your pay though. The extra was my decision to maintain our goodwill with her.” He then crossed his arms. “So now what?” 
 
    Mira responded. “We need to get handcuffs for Riella, so this doesn’t happen again. Eli’s going to keep her tied to him from now on at night.” 
 
    Tobias nodded. “That’s probably the safest option, but we need to make sure they are strong enough that she can’t break them herself.” 
 
    It was embarrassing listening to everyone talk about this so calmly, as if this was a normal conversation. Especially humiliating, since it was specifically about me. How could they accept this so easily? Why wasn’t anyone abandoning me? Or even considering it? I buried my face against Eli’s chest as I listened, trying not to be too distracted by Risa’s fingers still running through my hair. 
 
    Landon spoke then. “We also need to make sure her sword and all other weapons are far out of her reach. Otherwise, that demon might try killing someone.” 
 
    I gasped and looked up at Eli. I hadn’t thought about that. He seemed to know what was on my mind, trying to reassure me right away. “You can’t hurt me, remember? The magic will stop you.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t stop her!” I exclaimed. “She might still be able to hurt you! What if she kills you?!” 
 
    “Riel, it’s okay. Calm down.” He gently caressed my cheek with the back of his fingers, his sapphire eyes soft. “Even if it’s not you trying to hurt me, it’s still your body. And so long as it’s your body, the magic will still work. You still can’t leave me, nor can you hurt me, even if she’s controlling you.” 
 
    “But you can’t know that,” I whispered. “Not for sure. You’d be better off just locking me in a closet than risk it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It will be fine. We’ll make it work.” 
 
    Risa spoke up then, her tone determined as she abruptly changed the subject. “I’ve decided,” she announced. We all looked at her in surprise. “I’m not leaving your side. I’ll go wherever you go, and sleep wherever you sleep.” She then blushed and looked away. “I already decided that a while ago, but I figured I should let you know.” She then looked up at Mira, speaking to her. “I don’t want to leave you. I wish we could all stay together, but I know you won’t be alone because you have your brother and father…the rest of us only have each other…” 
 
    Mira immediately came closer and bent down to hug her. “It’s alright. I understand completely. I wish I could stay with you too. Although…” She pulled away slightly to look at me and Eli, speaking to all three of us. “If the elderfel aren’t after Riella anymore, then is there any reason why all of you can’t come back with us?” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment, realizing for the first time that I didn’t necessarily have to go west anymore. If the elderfel were going to leave me alone forever, then maybe I could go back to Boshra and live with them. Plus, it would be safe inside their fence. I knew I’d like that, but unexpectedly Eli shook his head. 
 
    “We still need to head west,” he said, looking down at me carefully. 
 
    I gazed into his sapphire eyes, trying to understand why he was hesitant to continue explaining himself. And then it hit me. We had an unwanted third party who might be listening. “Alabast,” I whispered, feeling her stir again when I said her name. I quickly tried to push her away inside of me, my expression determined now. “If I know where we are going, and what we are doing, then she’ll know.” I wasn’t sure why Eli didn’t want her to know – wasn’t sure why it mattered, but from the look in his eyes I knew it did. I nodded after a few seconds. “I trust you,” I whispered. “We’ll keep heading west.” 
 
    I saw Mira nod from the corner of my eye. “Alright,” she agreed, seeming a little sad. “But we still have all day tomorrow before we part ways the day after, so we need to make sure we spend it together after I enhance the antidote and we visit Count Demetri.” 
 
    “Count Demetri?” Eli asked. It was the first either of us had heard the name. 
 
    Landon chimed in. “Yes. That’s who has the sick relative that needs healing. In many ways, he’s basically like the ruler of this city, even though that’s not official. Nevertheless, he holds a lot of power here. Mira should be able to finish enhancing the vials by noon, and then after she has a nap – if she needs it after all that work – we will head over to his mansion in the late afternoon.” 
 
    Mira nodded. “And then we can have all evening to go out to eat and spend time together.” She smiled warmly. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “How can all of you be okay with this?!” I exclaimed, unable to comprehend their behavior. “You’re acting like it’s not a big deal at all!” 
 
    “Because we already talked about it,” Risa replied reassuringly, moving closer again, trying to use her soothing tone to calm me down. “While you were asleep earlier, we discussed the implications of you having a demon inside of you – and what that might mean.” 
 
    Eli joined in then. “And one thing we considered was the demon potentially taking over your body for short periods of time, among other possibilities. So we knew it might happen.” 
 
    Landon spoke up too. “And we all agreed we would do what we could to help you.” 
 
    “All of us,” Mira added. 
 
    I just stared at them in disbelief…until I focused on my memory of earlier, prompting me to look at Eli in shock. “But wait. You told me you hadn’t told them anything!” I accused. 
 
    His head immediately dropped in shame. 
 
    “Actually, that was my fault,” Tobias spoke up. “I was concerned that when you woke up it might not be you, so I recommended we pretend like we didn’t know anything.” 
 
    “That way we would know it was you,” Mira added. “If you had woken up and pretended like nothing was wrong, then it would have made us suspicious that the demon was already controlling your body.” 
 
    My face contorted as I felt another sob coming, realizing they had put so much effort into protecting me. I felt bad, because I had lied to them too. I decided to come clean. 
 
    “I wasn’t completely honest either,” I admitted with a sniffle. “I do know what will happen to me if I don’t have children. When I die, she’ll still eat my soul just the same. The only difference is she gets to choose who her next victim is, but she told me she would prefer a faster meal than be concerned with choosing her victims.” I sobbed, my vision quickly becoming blurry. My voice distorted with pain. “So there’s no hope for me. Whether I die now or later, it’s the same.” 
 
    Eli tightened his embrace, making me realize I was shaking. Risa pressed her warm forehead against my temple, resting her hand on my stomach. “We aren’t giving up on you,” she whispered. “Eli and I will stick with you no matter what. I promise.” 
 
    Those words were exactly what I needed to hear, and I could feel myself beginning to deteriorate emotionally again. I didn’t want to cry. I was too exhausted to cry anymore. My body couldn’t handle it. Yet, I cried anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18: Loyalty 
 
      
 
    In the last day, I had cried more than my entire life. It was truly humiliating, because my new friends probably thought this behavior was normal for me. But it wasn’t. I didn’t usually cry. In fact, I was pretty sure the last time I had cried was when I was thirteen – five years ago. 
 
    An elf girl a year younger than me spent an entire month trying to befriend me. She seemed sincere enough, so I finally gave in and began opening up to her. It had been the same one who had silver eyes and had been slightly overweight when she was younger. I should have known better, but she was bullied like me, so I figured maybe she needed a friend too. 
 
    But I was wrong. 
 
    Horribly wrong. 
 
    She asked me if I liked any of the elf boys, sharing with me which boy she liked in order to get me to open up. I resisted telling her anything for a solid month, before I finally admitted there was one I had taken an interest in – it was someone who didn’t look at me with disgust like Regulus. His name was Xin and his friends had set the whole thing up, suspecting how I felt. 
 
    They ambushed me after fighting practice one day, tearing off my uniform and laughing at my exposed body – even Xin. I tried to fight back, but it was seven against one. Granted, the elf girl didn’t participate. She just watched with a cruel smirk on her face, knowing she had finally managed to get in their good graces. And it worked – she wasn’t bullied anymore after that, but I also never trusted anyone after that either. 
 
    They made me stay on the ground while they laughed and sneered, calling me every name they could think of. Whenever I tried to get up, one of them would kick me in the ribs or the head, almost making me vomit from the pain. One even stomped on my tail, almost breaking it. And then I remembered Xin getting down in my face, asking me if I wanted them to stop. 
 
    Of course I said yes, hoping his sweet tone meant something. But then he told me I needed to be taught a lesson, hissing, “No one would ever want you, filthy beast.” 
 
    I hated that memory, along with many others, but it was why I was so upset now. Because my current situation was the exact opposite. 
 
    I decided to share it with Eli and Risa while we laid in bed after the earlier incident with Alabast controlling me. Mira was sitting on the edge of the other bed listening intently too. I wanted to explain to them why it meant so much to me that they were in my life. Why it meant so much that they really loved me. 
 
    My wrists and arms were tied together securely with one of the sheets, and while I could probably rip the cloth, the idea was that it would require too much effort and movement for me to do it without waking either of them up. Eli had his arms wrapped tightly around my body, my head resting on his upper arm with my butt pressed up tight against his waist. The warmth from his strong chest was seeping into my back. And I was facing Risa who was holding my hands in between us, partly for comfort and partly to ensure the sheet wasn’t cutting off my circulation. 
 
    My tail was curled around my hip, as was hers. Mine twitched slightly while I shared the story, and they both listened somberly in between my sobs. At least the sheet came in handy. I had to wipe my face on it several times so Risa didn’t have to stare at a mess. 
 
    When I finished, Risa brushed some hair out of my face before beginning to caress one of my ears again. I sighed when she grabbed it between her thumb and fingers to massage softly in a circular motion. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered with a sniffle. 
 
    A small smile touched her lips. “Anything for you,” she whispered back. Her smile then widened slightly. “Do you want to see me make a flower now?” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. “Are you sure? It wasn’t long ago that you created that ice storm.” 
 
    Her grin widened. “I’ve rested enough, and I can sleep more afterwards. The sun won’t rise for at least another five hours.” 
 
    “Five hours?!” I exclaimed quietly. I hadn’t realized it was still so early in the night. I had assumed I had already been asleep for at least three hours, but if it was still that early then I couldn’t have slept for more than an hour at most. 
 
    Mira nodded on the other bed. “Yes, we had just gone to bed not long before you…” She hesitated and then skipped what she was going to say. “We had all been asleep for probably about half an hour.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” I whispered again. 
 
    Eli scoffed, tightening his embrace slightly, forcing my body more into his. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m sorry I didn’t hear you sooner.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry I didn’t feel you get up,” Risa added. 
 
    I sighed heavily. “It’s no one’s fault,” I finally admitted. “Except for her. But still. I really hate this.” 
 
    Eli responded by tightening his arms again, but no one said anything. After a few seconds, Risa scooted away slightly, looking up at Eli for just a second before holding out her hand in between us. I watched in amazement as a bead of ice formed between her thumb and index finger like a small seed. Her face was relaxed but her golden gaze was focused intently on what she was doing. 
 
    Mira hopped off the other bed to come see. 
 
    After a second, it was as if the seed was growing, slowly turning into a stem. I watched, mesmerized, as small thorns began to form on the twig, briefly shifting my attention to her gold eyes focusing on each one individually as she willed it into existence. 
 
    As she began creating the petals, one of them apparently wasn’t to her liking, because she let go of my hand to pluck the tiny ice petal and start it over. I smirked at her sudden perfectionist attitude, but she was too focused to notice. I didn’t know how long it took her the first time, but I suspected she was much faster at it now. What should have taken her at least half an hour, took her barely a few minutes. 
 
    Finished, her golden eyes focused on mine with a grin. “Done,” she announced in a quiet voice. I was speechless. 
 
    Mira was not, though still amazed. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she exclaimed breathlessly. 
 
    I silently agreed, fascinated by the details and the speed at which she had accomplished it. Her magic was perfectly within her control now, more so than some of the most advanced mages. I finally tore my gaze from the work of art and returned her stare. 
 
    “Risa,” I began just as breathlessly as Mira, “if you aren’t a fons’radix then I don’t know who would be. I’ve never known a single elf capable of creating something so beautiful so quickly. Not even the best of ice mages.” 
 
    Risa blushed but held my gaze. I felt Eli nod behind me in agreement, and Risa glanced up at him briefly. She was quiet for just a moment before responding with a small smile. “Well, I’d offer to let you hold it, but since we have you tied up you’ll just have to settle with looking at it.” 
 
    I grinned at her. “That’s fine with me. I just wish it was possible to keep it.” 
 
    Risa’s expression was suddenly serious. “Actually, about that. I was thinking about what you said about the unbreakable ice sword, and I wanted to try something.” She then sat up abruptly, focusing her attention on the delicate rose in her fingers. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the warm air in the room cooled down significantly as she concentrated, and the beautiful flower began to emit a soft white light – just like magicite. 
 
    My eyes widened in shock, and I gasped as I pushed myself up to stare at the luminescent piece of ice. But Risa wasn’t done yet. She was still focusing intently, working her magic to create what she wanted. Nothing else visibly happened, but when she finally took a deep breath and looked over at me with a grin, I knew she had done it. 
 
    One of the most powerful spells an ice mage could use – the ability to force ice to retain its shape indefinitely so long as magic was available to power it, combined with imbuing an object with a small reserve of magic – the latter of which neither Eli, as far as I knew, nor I were capable of. 
 
    It was one of the most advanced spells someone could do, and most mages would never be capable of it even after a lifetime of training. 
 
    I quickly held out my hands, already pressed tightly together from my arms being restrained, as Risa held out the softly glowing rose and place it gently in my palms. It didn’t even feel cold anymore, as if it were made of a clear stone instead of ice, nor did it melt in my warm palm. 
 
    I thought I had been surprised before, but this was beyond shocking. I had no doubt in my mind that she was a fons’radix now, but it was still unbelievable that she was the once-in-a-century original. She had barely started using her magic and was already possibly the most powerful mage I knew – certainly the most powerful ice mage. 
 
    Eli’s hand suddenly reached out to touch it, making me realize he had sat up behind me. I hadn’t even noticed I was so stunned. He didn’t try to take it from me though. He just gently placed his finger on the stem, gasping as he felt the absence of cold. Mira reached out then across from Risa to touch the glowing flower too. They were all gentle in touching it, even though the delicate looking flower was now more sturdy than solid stone. 
 
    We were all too speechless for words, until I finally met Risa’s gaze again. “I can keep it,” I said breathlessly, still hardly believing it. 
 
    She nodded with another small smile. “I don’t know how long it will last, but yes. You can keep it.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “Well, now I don’t want to go back to sleep, because I just want to stare at this all night.” 
 
    Mira unexpectedly groaned. “Ugh, we do need to sleep though. Dad’s paying you three to be my escorts even while in town, which means you’ll have to go with me when I enhance the antidotes.” 
 
    That got Risa’s attention. “He’s paying me too?” She asked in surprise. 
 
    Mira grinned at her. “Well yes, of course. You’ve already proven yourself to be a capable mage who would be able to protect me if needed.” 
 
    Risa just stared at her in shock. “I’ve just…” She began, biting her lip. “Never been paid for anything before. Like, I’ve never had a real job. I’ve always been a slave, working so my master would be paid, but I’ve never had a single bronze that I could call my own.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to be your first,” Mira announced cheerfully. “Once we have to go our separate ways, you’ll have at least two silver to your name, if not three.” 
 
    “But that’s so much!” Risa exclaimed. 
 
    Mira shrugged. “It’s what Riella and Eli are getting too. Really, you’re just getting paid about double the average daily wage of a normal worker. For this kind of job, a silver and ten bronze per day is fairly standard.” 
 
    Eli nodded in agreement. Risa looked up at him when he spoke. “Yes, it’s true. While I do think the four gold he gave us for the magicite job was extreme, the sixty bronze a day for this job is definitely what I would expect.” 
 
    “Us?” Risa whispered, looking at me. I wasn’t sure why she was confused by what he said, but then quickly realized she was having the same thought I had earlier about Eli’s money. It felt like it was his money, not our money. 
 
    Eli addressed the topic directly. “Yes, us. If we are going to be traveling together, then that means we’re a team. As far as I’m concerned, my money is your money Risa. Granted, I don’t think we should go out and spend it like crazy, but I have no problem with giving you a gold to use as you see fit.” 
 
    It looked like Risa was about to pass out. “A gold?!” She exclaimed. “I’ve…I’ve never even touched a gold!” 
 
    “Oh, well we need to fix that then!” Eli replied with a grin. He quickly hopped off the other side of the bed and went rummaging through my pack against the wall where he had stored most of the money. He then made his way back, sitting down next to her, and handed her one of the gold coins. 
 
    She stared at it in awe for just a moment, before her expression abruptly changed. Suddenly, she looked upset as she quickly set it on the bed and held her hands up to her chest. We were all surprised by the unexpected behavior. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked urgently. I gently placed the rose down on the bed beside the coin and reached out to hold her hands still clasped together at her chest. She wouldn’t let me pull them away from her body though, so I just held on tightly trying to understand the expression in her eyes. 
 
    When she didn’t respond after a few seconds, Eli spoke in a whisper. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I was sure he had no idea what he needed to apologize for, but obviously he had done something to upset her. She slowly glanced up at him, and then quickly looked away. None of us were sure what to do, so we just waited patiently to see if she would explain what was wrong. Finally, she did. 
 
    “It’s just…” She began in an uneven tone. “You giving this to me makes me feel like I have to give you something in return.” She took a shaky breath. “That’s how it’s always been all my life, and I’m just not ready for that.” 
 
    All our eyes widened in shock. Eli spoke barely above a whisper. 
 
    “No,” he exclaimed quietly. “You don’t have to give me anything. It’s a gift, with no strings attached. You don’t even have to be nice to me if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Risa glanced up at him briefly, but then looked away, still seeming uncertain. 
 
    Eli sighed heavily, plucking the rose from the bed and holding it up in front of her. “Risa, look at this,” he whispered. She did and then looked at him with a confused expression. “This rose is worth much more than a gold – no one else can create something like this. This type of thing might sell for as much as ten gold, depending on how long it will last. So then, do you expect Riel to give you something in return, or is it a gift?” 
 
    “No!” Risa exclaimed breathlessly, glancing at me. “It’s a gift…” She hesitated, suddenly seeming embarrassed. “If anything, I feel like I owe her for being my friend.” 
 
    “But,” Eli pressed, “you didn’t make this for Mira, right? You made it for Riel.” She gasped again, looking apologetically at Mira. Eli continued. “If we are talking about owing people, then you owe her more than Riel. She saved your life.” 
 
    Mira immediately held up her hands. “No! You don’t owe me anything Risa!” 
 
    Eli quickly continued, speaking her name to get her attention. “Risa, that’s my point. You made this for Riel as a gift, not because you had to, or because you owe her, or even because you want something in return. Instead, it was because you wanted to give her something special, right?” She nodded tentatively. “So then, can you understand wanting to give Riel something without expecting anything in return?” She nodded again, prompting Eli to set down the flower and pick up the gold coin. “Then please understand that this is the same. You don’t owe me anything. It’s a gift and it will remain a gift even if you decide you never want to speak to me again.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” she replied quietly. 
 
    “Well, then thank you, but me giving you this doesn’t mean you have to be nice to me. Otherwise, it’s not truly a gift. So please accept it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” I added, looking meaningfully at Eli. “If it’s too much for you right now, then you can refuse it.” 
 
    Risa glanced at me and then back down at the rose as she thought about it. Her gaze then fell back on the gold coin in Eli’s hand. Hesitantly, she slowly reached out and gently took it from his open palm. She then met his gaze as she spoke. “I know it would hurt my feelings if Riel had rejected my gift to her, so I will accept this…and try not to feel like I owe you.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, seeming hesitant himself for some reason. “Can I ask a favor then?” 
 
    Risa immediately dropped the coin, causing it to bounce off the bed and clatter on the wooden floor. 
 
    “No! Not that kind of favor!” He exclaimed. “I mean, I wanted to say, please don’t accept it because you’re afraid of hurting my feelings.” Mira had picked up the coin, so he accepted it back from her with a sigh. “What I mean is, there are people who will try to give you things that you don’t want to accept, and I don’t want you to feel obligated to accept them because it will hurt their feelings. There are especially men who use that tactic to try to manipulate women.” He placed the coin back down on the bed in front of her. “So please accept this only if you want to, not because it will hurt my feelings if you don’t.” 
 
    Risa was watching him carefully as she listened. I could tell she was really thinking it over, trying to understand what he was explaining. After a moment, she glanced back down at it and nodded. “I accept it,” she replied, not making any gesture to grab it. “Although, I’ll let you hold onto it for now.” She then met his gaze again, her cheeks blushing slightly. “I don’t really have anywhere to keep it safe,” she admitted. 
 
    I laughed at that, surprising even myself that I could manage a laugh right now. Eli chuckled as well beside me, reaching out to grab the coin. “Sure,” he replied, handing it to Mira’s outstretched hand. 
 
    Our human friend got up to stash it away in my pack again, before sitting back down on the other bed. “Now,” Mira began, “I hate to be the one to ruin everyone’s fun, but we really need to get back to sleep. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow, especially for me.” 
 
    We all nodded in agreement. 
 
    I wasn’t looking forward to falling asleep again, but I knew I had to, or else I’d be useless in the morning. I was looking forward to spending time with everyone though. I just wish it didn’t have to end so soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: Charity 
 
      
 
    Sleep evaded me for some time after our conversation, but I managed to find rest eventually. I must have been more tired than I thought because I was the last to wake up too, not even noticing Eli slipping away from me. Granted, they all got up with the sun. By the time they woke me up, it was light outside. 
 
    Sonya was kind enough to check in on us, seemingly under the belief that it was her fault that I had ended up in someone else’s room. She of course still thought that some unknown mage had been controlling me – someone who might have been staying here as well. None of us corrected her, and although her concern was unnecessary, it was nice to see that she wasn’t mad at us for causing trouble. Since the man’s door had been broken, he had been moved to the first floor. 
 
    I was hoping to get out of the place without the guy seeing us, but apparently that wasn’t going to happen. Because he was waiting. 
 
    We came across him leaning next to the entrance, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    I immediately groaned in annoyance and embarrassment, slipping behind Eli to hide from the guy. At first it looked like Eli was going to ignore him, but when it became obvious we weren’t going to get by without a confrontation, he finally stopped and glared at the man. 
 
    “What do you want?” Eli demanded in a firm tone. 
 
    The man uncrossed his arms and stood up straight. “You need to take responsibility for your pantherian’s actions,” he snapped harshly. 
 
    “Oh really?” Eli responded, crossing his arms. The muscles in his forearms rippled underneath his skin as he did so. “And how do you suggest I do that?” 
 
    “Five silver at least,” the guy retorted with a glare. “And if you don’t pay up, then I’ll file a report with the city that I was harassed by your property.” 
 
    Eli glared right back, before his tone abruptly changed. “Is that what it seemed like?” He wondered casually. “Because I could easily file a report that you tried taking advantage of my property.” 
 
    Instantly, the man’s face began turning red. I had no idea how familiar Eli was with the laws here, or if he was just making stuff up, but clearly it was getting under this guy’s skin. “Now you listen here,” he finally managed, aggressively taking a step closer. “I can make this really bad for–” 
 
    Eli abruptly cut him off. “I’ll give you twenty bronze to make you shut up,” he offered. 
 
    That drew the guy up short. He almost seemed surprised that Eli was really negotiating with him now. The man crossed his arms again. “A silver and I’ll drop it,” he finally countered. 
 
    I was shocked when Eli began digging into his pocket. “You can’t be serious?” I whispered in disbelief. “We shouldn’t have to–” 
 
    Eli shook his head, prompting me to stop. 
 
    Despite how it probably seemed to the man, it wasn’t about control or putting up a front that I was Eli’s slave. It was about trust. I trusted that he knew what he was doing. 
 
    As he held up a silver coin, which the man eagerly held out his hand for, Eli surprised me again by sending sparks of electricity all around his fingers. 
 
    The guy immediately jumped back in surprise as Eli spoke up. “But I never want to see you again,” he hissed threateningly. “Are we clear?” He demanded. 
 
    The man nodded, his eyes wide. Eli then flicked the coin towards him, which the guy caught against his chest, before Eli grabbed my hand and rushed me out the door. Risa was right behind me, trailing us closely. 
 
    I sighed in relief once we were out of sight. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quietly, feeling like this was all my fault again. 
 
    Eli shook his head a second time. “You have no reason to be sorry,” he replied seriously. “Let’s just focus on the day. Hopefully that’s the last of our problems for a while.” 
 
    I nodded silently in agreement. 
 
    The shop where Mira needed to enhance the antidote was towards the middle of the city, so we all piled back into the wagon to make the trip. Even by horse, it was still almost an hour away. I couldn’t believe how big the city was. Or rather, it wasn’t exactly the size that surprised me but the density of people within the large space. 
 
    In the elven village where I had grown up, I imagined the size of some of their cities were comparable, but the elves were more spread out with a lot of nature in between. It was nothing like that here, where it seemed like people were piled on each other everywhere I looked. 
 
    We made one stop for food, which we ate in the cart, and then we made an extra stop because Tobias happened to notice a shop that sold metalwork. I felt mortified when we spent half an hour finding manacles for me that would be the right size for my wrists. In the end, the blacksmith had to manually make a few adjustments since one half needed to fit me and the other side needed to fit Eli. At least the blacksmith didn’t find it too odd that he was customizing shackles for a pantherian. It was still embarrassing though. 
 
    Once that was taken care of, and the manacles were safely in my pack, the rest of the trip was uneventful. 
 
    The architecture seemed to become more advanced the further we traveled inside the city, with stone transitioning into cement, creating perfectly seamless structures. A lot more metal was used too, with some of the shops having canopies of metal out front to shield customers from the elements while they came and went. 
 
    Mira explained that Vanardis was divided into nine districts with the central four being the wealthiest. There was a slum on the northwestern side of the city, but otherwise the other three outer districts were as nice as the one we were in. It was surreal to see the rapid transition of architecture as we reached one of the inner districts. By the time we made it to our destination, it felt like a different world entirely. 
 
    We came across numerous junctions where roads for cars passed overhead on bridges made out of concrete. The smell in these areas was horrid, since the exhaust produced by the gasoline vehicles drifted down to the lower streets. It appeared that the acrid scent bothered Risa and me a lot more than everyone else, since our noses were more sensitive. However, while I was confident our sensitivity to sound was equal, I suspected that Risa’s nose might be even stronger than mine. 
 
    Apparently, there were three areas of the city where only cars were allowed – one of the wealthier outer districts with nicer bottom-level streets, as well as two of the inner areas. 
 
    Given what I had seen thus far, I assumed the place we were heading to would be nice, but I was still stunned to see that the potions shop was such an impressive building. It had a cement foundation like the rest in the immediate area, but was built overall with ornate wood that gave it a luxurious feel. 
 
    The front entrance of the shop had a sign above the doorway that said, ‘Finn’s Apothecary.’ On either side, large glass windows revealed ornamental potions in various colors, with one of the windows having a sign announcing, ‘Bleeding curse antidote sold here!’ 
 
    “What’s the bleeding curse?” I wondered absentmindedly as Tobias directed the horses down a wide alleyway beside the building. 
 
    Surprisingly, no one answered, prompting me to look up at Eli at my side. His expression was reserved, and he was looking away now. I glanced at Risa to see a similar reaction. Finally, I caught Mira’s eye. 
 
    Her voice was low as she finally replied. “It’s the disease I’m enhancing this antidote for,” she admitted with a grimace. “Most people think it’s a curse, especially since the symptoms are so weird, and only a magically enhanced potion can cure it.” 
 
    I wanted to know more, but Tobias interrupted me as we stopped. “Alright everyone,” he twisted to look back at us in the cart. Landon had jumped off the front to begin tying the reigns of the horses to a couple of poles. One of the steeds was already eagerly drinking from a poorly filled trough as Tobias continued. “Remember that your top priority is making sure Mira stays safe. I’m not anticipating anything happening, but we can never be too careful. Eli, I’d like you to stick with her and provide any assistance she needs while working on the antidote. Riella and Risa, can I have you two stick in the main lobby and watch for anyone suspicious?” 
 
    I glanced at Risa, surprised that he had phrased his request as a question instead of an order, like with Eli. Risa’s gold eyes met mine. “Yeah,” I agreed, returning my gaze to his. “That’s fine. If anyone is causing a problem I can just wrap them up in my magic.” 
 
    Tobias nodded in acknowledgment. “Very well. Landon and Theo will be staying with the cart to ensure our stuff stays safe.” 
 
    We all nodded in agreement and got out of the wagon. Theo climbed off his horse, and went to twist a knob on top of a pipe that immediately released water into the trough. 
 
    I blushed when Eli grabbed my hand while we walked through the back entrance to the Apothecary. His expression was reserved though. I pushed gently on our bond, before immediately pulling back when I realized that being reminded of his mother’s death was what was bothering him. I squeezed his hand to try to comfort him. He squeezed back but didn’t look at me. 
 
    The hallway leading towards the front of the building was extremely wide, and it was obvious it was designed for customers to come and go through the back, since there were almost no doors leading to restricted areas of the shop. Which meant there was no access for thieves who weren’t actively being monitored. 
 
    Once we reached the main room, we passed underneath an arched entryway made of several layers of brick. The wooden ornate walls were even more luxurious on the inside of the building than what I’d seen before. 
 
    The primary lobby was massive, with shelving built into the walls that were full of potions organized by what they were used for. We entered the main area from the back next to a large display case showing one of each elixir they sold. There were eight customers currently browsing, most of them dressed finely and in good health. I wasn’t sure what they were doing here if they weren’t sick, but then I had to remind myself that this place probably sold potions for reasons other than health. 
 
    To our left side was a large counter with a guy and two young women around Mira’s age. The youngest girl was currently talking to a well-dressed woman about the benefits of a salve she was thinking about purchasing. The girl had blonde hair like Mira and Landon, while the guy who was now walking up to us had light brown hair like Theo. 
 
    “Tobias! Mira! You’re here!” He announced, his brown eyes glancing at Eli, followed by me and Risa. He quickly continued. “I’ll let my dad know you’ve arrived.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” the other young woman announced. She flipped her dark brown hair over her shoulder as she spun around to go through a door in the back of the other side of the room. A few of the other customers were watching the sudden activity, before returning to their browsing. One man huffed at the sight of Risa and me, and walked out the front door with a look of disgust on his face. It was the first time I’d really seen anyone react negatively to my appearance since entering Vanardis. 
 
    I was so focused on the other customers that it took me a moment to realize Tobias had started introducing us. “And this is Riella and Risa, who are actually both mages themselves.” 
 
    The guy looked at us with renewed interest, but didn’t comment as Tobias glanced over at us and continued. “This is Finn’s son, Miles, and the blonde girl is Finn’s daughter Madeline.” He paused, looking at Miles again. “I’m not sure who the woman with darker hair was,” he added expectantly, still speaking to us. 
 
    “Ah,” Miles replied, running his fingers through his hair. “That’s Lyla. My dad hired her more than a year ago now.” He paused. “It’s been too long Tobias. Is Landon here?” 
 
    Tobias nodded with a chuckle. “Aye, him and Theo both.” 
 
    Miles grinned. “Well, my dad should be out any moment. I’m going to run out and greet them while I can.” He then gave Mira a warm smile before hurrying down the hallway where we had come. 
 
    “Well,” Eli said quietly, “he was very pleasant.” He sounded surprised. 
 
    Tobias chuckled again, moving to slap him playfully on the back, before hesitating when he remembered that Eli’s wings were in the way, just invisible. He then quickly began rubbing the back of his neck. “S-Sorry about that.” He paused when Eli shrugged. “Anyway, he knows better than to do something that might be offensive to Mira or anyone else in our company – we’re a huge source of gold for them after all.” He chuckled. “His father would smack him across the head if he wasn’t on his best behavior.” 
 
    The man who I assumed was Finn came out then, with Lyla close behind. He was taller than I expected, and a lot skinnier. At least now I knew Miles probably got his light brown hair color from his mother, because Finn’s hair was so blonde that it was almost white – much lighter than Madeline’s. Although, he shared the same brown eyes as his children. Tobias introduced us to him briefly, before sending Mira and Eli off to one of the back rooms to get to work. Finn then led Tobias into one of the other back rooms to socialize. 
 
    Suddenly by ourselves, Risa and I exchanged a glance before deciding to occupy our time by looking at the different potions on display in one of the cases. I habitually readjusted my sword on my hip, while working up the courage to bring up the bleeding curse again. 
 
    Even though weapons weren’t usually allowed without a special permit, Tobias had decided that my sword was small enough to not be taken seriously by anyone. Not to mention, the law was primarily written with guns in mind – both the kind that fired pieces of metal, called bullets, and the magicite kind – not swords. Not to mention that carrying a knife was allowed. I was relieved to have my weapon on my hip again, because being without it the previous night had been uncomfortable. Even though I wouldn’t have needed it to beat up Risa’s stalker, not having my sword felt like going into a fight while missing an arm. 
 
    My ears twitched when Risa sighed beside me. I looked up at her from the corner of my eye to see that she was focused on a clear bluish potion that claimed to restore magical energy. It had a short description that described the dangers of a normal person consuming it, as well as a brief explanation that it was made from an elaborate process of extracting the energy from magicite. 
 
    It was priced at five gold, which made me wonder if that’s why she had sighed – maybe she wanted it, but knew she couldn’t afford it. 
 
    My thoughts wandered to the bleeding curse again. Risa hadn’t seemed too interested in talking about the subject before, but I really wanted to know more about it. I just needed to work up the courage to bring the topic up. 
 
    “Umm,” I began, glancing over my shoulder at one of the customers who had just come in. “Can I ask you about it?” I managed simply. 
 
    Risa’s ears flattened out slightly as she met my gaze. “About the disease?” She wondered. 
 
    I nodded hesitantly. 
 
    Her tail drooped behind her more too, before she took a deep breath. “It’s horrible,” she finally whispered. “It starts off as really bad bruising – unexplained bruising.” She sighed. “And then it just gets worse from there.” She met my gaze again. “All the bleeding is internal, but just before a person dies they often start bleeding out of their eyes and ears.” She lowered her voice even more. “They cough up blood a lot too, and just before they die they start vomiting blood.” 
 
    I reached out and gently grabbed her hand, intertwining our fingers. She looked down at me briefly, her eyes widening slightly before she looked away again. I kept my voice quiet. “How bad were you?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    Her eyes tightened at the memory. “It can take a few weeks to kill, sometimes longer.” She took a deep breath. “I probably didn’t have much more than a few days at most.” She then laughed humorlessly. “You probably wouldn’t have even recognized me. My entire body was just one large bruise, and I was coughing up blood all the time.” 
 
    I grimaced at the thought, knowing if I had known her even just a few days ago that I wouldn’t have been able to do anything to help her. The idea made me feel miserable, especially when realizing that she had been suffering horribly only a few days ago. It also made me realize how traumatic it must have been for Eli, seeing his mother die like that. 
 
    Risa finally tightened her hand around mine, meeting my gaze. “The antidote Mira has created truly is a miracle. I was back to normal within a day.” She grimaced then, lowering her voice. “I’d probably be dead by now without her.” 
 
    My ears drooped slightly hearing that, not wanting to consider such a horrible reality, before flinching when someone approached us. I turned to see that it was Madeline. Her blonde hair was braided starting at the top of her head and running down to the middle of her back. 
 
    Her smile was welcoming. “Hello!” She announced. “I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself when you got here. I’m Madeline.” 
 
    She held out her hand towards me, so I accepted it. I was glad I had seen Eli do this two days ago, so I knew what to do. I still found it strange that humans greeted strangers like this though. Elves definitely didn’t ‘shake hands.’ Instead, I wanted to instinctively take the appropriate posture and incline my head, but I resisted the urge. 
 
    “Riella,” I replied simply. “And this is Risa. We’re with Magus Eliakim.” 
 
    I remembered to put in the effort to be formal. 
 
    She nodded. “Magus Eliakim,” she repeated. “And did I hear that you were both mages as well?” She looked at Risa expectantly as she spoke. 
 
    I glanced up at her too, seeing that she was looking away. It was obvious she felt uncomfortable talking with a human stranger – possibly any stranger. “Yes,” I replied. “I’d say Risa here is actually the strongest of us, but Eli and I have the most experience.” 
 
    Madeline’s brown eyes widened in surprise as she looked over at Risa again. “Wow! I wish I could use magic. You two are so lucky.” 
 
    That caught Risa’s attention. She finally met Madeline’s gaze for a moment, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Both of you have really pretty eyes too,” she added, before pouting. “I’d take purple or yellow eyes any day over my plain brown ones.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Yeah, but you have pretty hair,” I retorted with a smile. “You’d be too perfect if you had it all.” 
 
    Her grin widened. “Well, thank you for that.” Unexpectedly, her focus shifted towards the top of my head. She immediately bit her lower lip like she was trying to prevent herself from blurting out her next question. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “What?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    She met my gaze again, before glancing at Risa briefly. She then clasped her hands together in front of her chest like she was praying. “Please forgive me,” she whispered. “But can I ask you a potentially offensive question?” 
 
    I kept my expression reserved. “Umm, I guess?” I offered. 
 
    She bit her lip a second time as she looked up again. “Can I touch your ears?” She asked quietly. 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. I exchanged a glance with Risa to see that she had the same expression as I did. “W-Why?” I finally managed after a moment. 
 
    Madeline looked embarrassed now. “Well, I just really love cats,” she blurted out, “and I know you’re a person, but your ears are so adorable, and I just really want to touch them.” She quickly lowered her head. “Sorry,” she added. 
 
    I exchanged one last glance with Risa before shrugging. “Okay, I guess.” I offered. It was a weird request, but it seemed harmless enough. There were only a couple of customers lingering, and none of them were focused on us. 
 
    “Really?” She asked excitedly. 
 
    I nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
    She reached up immediately and began gently running her fingertips along the fur on my ears, almost squealing when they flinched automatically, before getting a hold of herself. After a moment, I actually started to enjoy it until I realized Risa looked uncomfortable. I finally pulled away after a second. 
 
    “Sorry!” Madeline repeated. “Did that hurt or something?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but we need to focus right now,” I hedged. “We’re supposed to be on guard duty.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “Well, if you have any questions about something you see, let me know.” 
 
    “What about this potion?” I wondered, pointing towards the bluish one Risa had been eyeing. 
 
    “The mana potion?” Madeline clarified, walking up to the case. 
 
    I nodded, when she pointed to the right one. “Yeah. Does it really work?” 
 
    She spun on her heels and nodded cheerfully. “Of course. Although…” She hesitated. “I mean, I assume it does – we don’t sell very many here. But it does sell well further north. Why? Are you interested in buying it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We can’t really afford to spend five gold on something like that right now,” I explained, not wanting to admit we didn’t have five gold to begin with. 
 
    Madeline nodded in understanding. “Well, if you are interested, I think my dad would be willing to part with it for four gold, but that’s as low as he will probably go.” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise when I realized the prices weren’t necessarily set in stone. Would she haggle on the price for other things too? 
 
    Before I could respond, Risa abruptly spoke up. “What was the salve for?” She wondered, seeming to have relaxed a little. “The stuff you were showing that woman earlier,” she clarified. 
 
    Madeline’s eyes brightened. “Oh, that stuff is wonderful. It’s primarily used to prevent infections in wounds, but it’s great for clearing up the face too.” She looked over her shoulder then, before leaning closer and lowering her voice. “It’s actually made from mold, but I promise you it really is amazing.” 
 
    Risa and I both made a face, prompting her to laugh quietly. 
 
    I was about to ask if she was serious about the mold thing, when the front door opened again. The woman who entered the store didn’t seem necessarily unusual by herself, except for the fact that she was dressed in rags. However, that wasn’t the most shocking sight. She was holding the hand of a little boy, no older than five years old, whose entire body was covered in horrid black bruises. 
 
    If I had any doubt the boy had the disease, it was immediately confirmed when Risa flinched and took a step back. The few customers who were browsing had similar reactions to the pair, all of them quickly making their way for the exit when they noticed. 
 
    Before any of us could really respond, Miles was already approaching her, his expression unwelcoming. “Can I help you?” He asked in a firm tone. 
 
    “My son!” The woman said urgently. “Please help him!” 
 
    Much to my surprise, he shook his head. “I doubt you can afford the antidote,” he replied seriously. 
 
    I gawked at him, speaking up before I thought better of it. “You’re really going to just turn her away?” I wondered in disbelief, beginning to move towards them. Risa didn’t budge from her spot. 
 
    Miles looked at me in surprise. “Of course!” He exclaimed. “If we gave the antidote away for free to slum rats then our shop would be overrun with them expecting handouts.” 
 
    I was surprised by the disdain in his tone, especially towards fellow humans. Especially since he didn’t treat me, a pantherian, like that. Was it all a ruse? Or was it because I was supposedly the pantherian of a high-value member of society? 
 
    I stopped a few feet away from them. I realized there was nothing I could do on my own, so I did the only thing I could. 
 
    ‘Eli. Bring Mira.’ 
 
    Eli bolted through the backdoor so quickly that everyone else jumped in surprise. “What’s wrong?” He demanded, looking from Miles to me, and then to the woman with the boy. 
 
    Miles was gawking at him. “How did you…” 
 
    Mira was right behind him, her hand covering her mouth when she saw the boy. Unexpectedly, Mira looked at me firmly. 
 
    “Riella get back,” she said, much harsher than I was expecting. “I don’t want you to get sick too.” 
 
    I looked down at the boy in surprise. Could he really get me sick that easily? It didn’t seem like it should be possible. He wasn’t coughing, and overall didn’t look ill except for the bruising. I looked back up at Mira. “How does it spread?” I asked seriously. 
 
    Eli gently grabbed me by the arm then and tugged me back. I begrudgingly complied, taking a few steps away. 
 
    Miles was already talking to Mira now. “You can’t do it,” he hissed firmly. “Even if you do it personally, more will come thinking we’ll help them.” 
 
    “I know,” Mira replied quietly, looking the woman over. 
 
    “Please!” The woman begged again. “I’ll do anything! He has already started coughing up blood at night! He’ll die at this rate!” 
 
    Mira took a step back when the girl tried to approach her. I realized they were actually close to the same age, with her being maybe as old as twenty-three. I suspected that life in the slums made her look older than she really was though. But either way, I couldn’t believe they were really going to let this boy die. 
 
    “Mira,” I began in disbelief, “you’re not really going to–” 
 
    My eyes unfocused as a voice stirred inside of me. 
 
    ‘Touch him.’ 
 
    I heard Eli speak up beside me, but his voice felt far away. “Riella? Riella, what’s wrong?” 
 
    ‘Touch the boy.’ 
 
    My head snapped away from Mira and my eyes focused again on the bruising covering the boy’s arms, going up underneath his torn shirt and up his neck. His face had splotches of black and blue, with hints of green around the edges. He was surprisingly quiet, though there was pain in his eyes. And possibly fear as well. 
 
    I took a step towards him, only to be stopped immediately by Eli’s firm grip on my arm. I glanced back up at him in surprise, his expression bewildered and concerned, before I met Mira’s gaze again. “How reliable is that enhanced antidote?” I asked her seriously. “Has anyone ever died after getting it?” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. “Well, no…” 
 
    I looked back up at Eli. 
 
    ‘Please let me go.’ 
 
    His eyes widened slightly, before narrowing. “Are you sure?” He finally whispered. 
 
    I nodded. I didn’t trust Alabast, but I didn’t see how she could lead me to my death with this if she had been required to protect me against her own kindred. Eli finally let go of my arm and I took a few steps away before kneeling down to be on the boy’s level. 
 
    Tentatively, I held out my open palm. “Can I see your hand?” I whispered to him. 
 
    His mother’s expression was wary, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Miles spoke up behind me. “What are you guys doing?” He hissed, sounding like he was directing his question towards Eli. 
 
    Eli didn’t respond though. I could feel his uneasiness through our bond, his anxiety increasing as the boy slowly raised his hand and rested it in my palm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20: Curse 
 
      
 
    Instantly, it felt like someone had electrocuted me, though I didn’t budge. Instead, the world around my eyes disappeared and I was standing up, completely alone. Eli, Risa, Mira, Miles, Madeline, the boy, his mother – all gone. I looked around urgently at the unexpected darkness, before I realized where I was. I turned around in a rush to see the enormous set of doors pulled wide open, with a massive crimson Alabast looking down at me. 
 
    She wasn’t smirking for once. Instead, her gaze was intent, looking over my head. 
 
    I bolted around again to see what she was examining so intently. 
 
    I gasped when I saw a black darkness creeping towards me. It was somehow darker than the darkness around us. More absolute. I took a step back automatically, but it was too late. The darkness snagged around my ankles, causing me to fall back on my rear as it began climbing up my body. 
 
    “No!” I exclaimed, fear gripping my chest. Alabast was trying to kill me after all! 
 
    My back arced as it crawled over my skin, pressing into me as if searching for a way inside my body. I looked up in horror at Alabast standing over me, her expression surprisingly reserved. 
 
    “Help me!” I shouted at her. 
 
    Unexpectedly her eyes narrowed. “Help yourself,” she scoffed. She wasn’t mocking me though. She was serious. 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise as I realized the black void appeared to be weakening its grip on me now. I looked down at my body to see that I was completely covered below my chest. And I was glowing faintly in a blue hue. 
 
    Magic. 
 
    My magic, purifying the curse. Purifying me. 
 
    “How is this possible?” I asked seriously, watching the void slowly dissipate, revealing my unharmed body underneath. 
 
    Alabast was quiet for a moment, before speaking as if she were talking to herself. “I may have to keep you alive after all,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    I looked at her in shock. 
 
    Her crimson cat-eyes narrowed. “There are three magical races in the world,” she hissed, sounding almost annoyed. “The elves, dragons, and demons…” She paused then for a moment. “Whatever this poison is, it doesn’t seem like it can harm a member of a magical race. The magic imbued in your lifeforce purified and eliminated it from affecting you.” 
 
    I gawked at her in confusion. “The magic…in my lifeforce? Don’t you mean your magic?” I asked seriously. “Because you’re a demon,” I added when she looked at me blankly. 
 
    She laughed humorlessly at that. “I’m no demon, child!” She scoffed. “I’m an ancient elderfel spirit who sought out immortality and achieved a form of it.” She shook her head. “No, this curse might even have been capable of harming me if you weren’t my vessel.” 
 
    I gasped. “But how is that possible? I’m half-human.” 
 
    “A quarter-human,” she corrected me. “Your mother was half-elf.” 
 
    I felt like someone punched me in the stomach, and the lifeless world around me began to spin. 
 
    My mother was half-elf. I was a quarter-elf. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Who were my grandparents? Was it possible that my godmother was actually my grandmother? Had that been the real reason the elves had offered me sanctuary? The real reason she had given me her surname, Akema? Was I truly an Akema? Not just by adoption? 
 
    And if that was true, had any of the other elves known? 
 
    Suddenly, I had so many unanswered questions. 
 
    I almost expected Alabast to laugh at my expression, but she didn’t. It appeared she was considering her own potential mortality at the realization that this disease might be able to touch her if she were in another host – a host who wasn’t at least part dragon, elf, or…demon? What was a demon if not for her? Was there a race I didn’t know about? 
 
    I wanted to know more, but I didn’t have time to focus on that. 
 
    With the void completely gone, I stood back up and faced the large red cat, crossing my arms. I was still shocked, but I needed to deal with her first. “No more trying to get me killed,” I said seriously. “I think you can see that’s in your best interest.” 
 
    Alabast’s eyes narrowed, before she sat down and began licking one of her red ethereal paws. “You should return,” she finally purred after a moment. 
 
    I was about to continue speaking, but suddenly the world reappeared before my eyes. The boy’s expression was exactly the same as before, as if no time had passed. I stood up abruptly and backed away. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Eli asked urgently when he saw my expression. 
 
    I glanced up at him before nodding hesitantly, speaking to Mira. “Who exactly does this disease affect?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “What?” She wondered in confusion. 
 
    I finally met her gaze. “Who does this disease affect?” I repeated. “Because it doesn’t spread to everyone, right?” 
 
    Mira looked at Miles for a moment before responding. “I d-don’t know,” she admitted. “We aren’t sure why it infects some people, but not others.” 
 
    I nodded hesitantly as I considered that. 
 
    I considered what Alabast had told me, as well as what I knew about those who had been sick, including the pantherian children I had met at their farm. “I think I know,” I finally admitted, looking up at them. “The children at your home weren’t capable of using magic,” I said vaguely, being careful not to refer to them as pantherians or slaves, “but they did have traces of magic in their body.” I then looked at the mother, before looking down at the boy. “And this boy has traces of magic inside his body too, though his mother does not.” 
 
    “But that can’t be the reason,” Eli countered, his expression reserved. “Because my mother became ill whereas I did not.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “But there’s a reason for that.” I then tried telling him the rest silently. ‘Because you’re half-dragon – a magical race.’ 
 
    “So then, are you going to get sick?” Eli asked seriously out loud, causing everyone else to give him a confused look at the jump in conversation. 
 
    I shook my head, turning towards him. “Apparently the elves can’t get this disease either…” I bit my lip. “And it seems that my mother was actually only half-human.” 
 
    Eli’s eyes widened, and Mira gasped. 
 
    On the other hand, Miles scoffed. “Are you saying you’re part-elf?” He asked in disbelief. “Elves don’t even exist.” 
 
    I immediately placed my hands on my hips and glared at him. “I was raised by the elves my whole life,” I snapped. “Don’t tell me they don’t exist.” 
 
    His eyes widened too. “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    Mira abruptly reached up then and rested her hand on his arm to get his attention. “It’s true,” she admitted. “We saw three of them with our own eyes just the other day. Landon and my dad saw them too if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    Miles shook his head in disbelief, but he didn’t say anything else. 
 
    I hadn’t realized that Madeline and Lyla had disappeared, but Tobias and Finn were suddenly coming through the back doorway with the girls just behind them. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Finn asked just as firmly as his son had earlier. However, before anyone could respond, he cringed when he saw the boy and his mother. “If you can’t pay for the antidote then there is nothing for you here,” he retorted. 
 
    I gawked at their callousness. “Is there really nothing that can be done?” I asked seriously, looking at Mira again. 
 
    Finn immediately eyed me suspiciously. “You seem pretty outspoken for a slave,” he sneered. 
 
    Eli held up his hand before I could retort. “She’s a powerful mage, and I treat her as such.” He replied simply. “I value her opinion.” 
 
    Finn looked him over for a moment before scoffing. “Well, we can’t offer anything to non-paying customers. The entire slum would show up here if we did, even just once.” 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone,” the woman promised desperately. 
 
    “You won’t have to,” Finn snapped at her. “All it will take is for people to see that he’s better, and they’ll know you didn’t pay for it.” 
 
    “Can’t you put her to work or something?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    Finn gawked at me in disbelief. “Give her a job?!” He exclaimed. “She would scare all the customers away!” 
 
    “I’m sure she cleans up just fine!” I retorted. 
 
    Finn crossed his arms. “And what? Give her a place to stay too? She lives in the slums! She probably doesn’t have a way to clean up at all!” 
 
    Tobias finally chimed in. “Okay, now settle down everyone.” He looked at me seriously. “I can understand your concern Magus Riella…” He paused as he considered his next words. I was shocked he used that title for me, but then realized he was probably trying to show me respect before Finn began traveling down the path of disrespecting me as a slave. After a moment, he continued, “…but we can’t cause problems like this for our associates. It will put him out of business if a bunch of people from the slums start showing up expecting to be healed for free.” He then looked at me meaningfully. “And we can’t help people if we put our partners out of business.” 
 
    I felt my ears droop as I considered that. I didn’t like this situation at all. Let a boy die for the greater good? Why couldn’t we just heal everyone? I met Mira’s gaze again, seeing the pain in her eyes. She understood the situation perfectly – she couldn’t fix everyone, and if she tried then it could prevent her from doing as much as she was already doing behind the scenes. I also knew it was extremely taxing on her, currently being the only source of the cure. 
 
    I felt Eli’s warm hand rest on my shoulder, but I couldn’t look at him. I glanced at the woman to see tears in the corners of her eyes. And the little boy just stood there like a doll, as if he had seen more in his life than any kid should have to. 
 
    Unexpectedly Lyla spoke up. “What if I let them stay with me for a while?” She asked Finn. “Would you consider letting her work here then?” 
 
    Finn looked at her in surprise, before scratching his chin. After a moment, he spoke to the woman. “Have you ever even worked before?” He asked seriously. 
 
    My ears perked up as she nodded. “Yes,” she exclaimed. “We’ve only lived in the slums for a little over a year, after…” Her voice trailed off. “But I’ve had a job before,” she continued. 
 
    “After what?” He demanded firmly. 
 
    Her head dropped a little. “My son…his father was in an accident…” She finally looked up and met his gaze. “We were going to get married, but we hadn’t done it yet. His family hated me because I wasn’t as highly born as him. When he passed, they left us with nothing – left their grandson with nothing.” 
 
    Finn sighed heavily. “Lyla, take the rest of the day off to get them settled. I want to see her work for a day before I give out a loan large enough to cover the antidote.” His expression darkened as he stuck out his finger. “But no stealing or else you and your son are out of here – same with Lyla’s place.” 
 
    “I would never!” The woman promised. 
 
    Finn crossed his arms again. “Do you owe any debts?” He snapped. 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise, before she nodded hesitantly. 
 
    “How much?” He demanded. 
 
    “A lot,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    “Will the loaner let you pay it off? Or is he basically trying to enslave you with the debt?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He just wants his money,” she whispered. “So yes, he should let me pay it off.” 
 
    “How much?” He repeated again. 
 
    “Six silver,” she admitted. 
 
    Finn laughed at that. “Six silver?” He scoffed. “That’s not very much money.” 
 
    “It is in the slums!” She retorted in surprise. 
 
    “And how much do you think the antidote is worth?” Finn countered. When she shook her head to indicate she didn’t know, he continued. “A gold,” he replied simply. 
 
    Her hand flew up to her mouth as her eyes widened in shock. “How long will it take me to repay you?” She finally asked after a moment. 
 
    Finn stood up straighter. “If you work hard, then I’ll pay you four silver a week here.” Her eyes widened in shock, which I didn’t understand since that made sense given many people were only paid about thirty to forty bronze a day. He ignored her reaction though, as he continued. “So probably at least half a year, assuming you use some of your money for regular living expenses along the way, like food and paying Lyla rent.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied breathlessly, before standing up straighter as well. “I’ll do it,” she said more firmly. “I’ll work hard, and I won’t disappoint you.” 
 
    Finn nodded and shooed her with his hand. “Now go along with Lyla before you scare any more of my customers away.” 
 
    “Wait,” Mira spoke up, looking at Finn. “Let me go ahead and heal the boy now. That way if she takes off, you haven’t lost any money.” She paused. “You can still charge her for the service though – view it as a courtesy for your generosity.” 
 
    Finn scoffed. “Very well. I certainly can’t stop you from doing it.” 
 
    Tobias took a step towards Mira. “Are you sure honey?” He asked seriously. “Don’t forget we still need to visit the Count tonight.” 
 
    Mira nodded confidently. “I’m sure.” She then turned her attention to the woman. “I’ll heal your son now, but you need to keep up your end of the bargain and work to pay off this debt. Understood?” She asked firmly. 
 
    The woman inclined her chin. “Of course. This will give me the opportunity to get us out of the slums – of course I’m not going to mess it up.” 
 
    “Good,” Mira replied, crouching down to get on the little boy’s level. “Then let’s heal your son.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: Territorial 
 
      
 
    Mira definitely needed a nap after she had spent a few hours enhancing the potions. She slept in the wagon while the rest of us socialized for a few hours. The loud sounds of the city around us didn’t prevent her from passing out from exhaustion. People talking, car horns honking, horse hooves clomping, wagons rhythmically squeaking – it was really loud. 
 
    We had left the potions shop and traveled to a nearby park, which was a place that had some nature inside the city, including tall trees. Granted, the grass was patchy from so many people walking over it. But it was nice to hear some sounds of nature among the noises of the city. The insects and birds chirping in the trees were the loudest. Being in a nicer portion of the city, there was a large fountain towards the middle, as well as stone walkways. 
 
    Landon and Tobias took off to grab everyone lunch, coming back with two brown paper bags full of meat on wooden sticks, along with boxes of vegetables I’d never seen before. Eli stood petting one of the horses while socializing with the men. That left Risa and me in the shade of the wagon’s canopy next to a sleeping Mira. 
 
    Having eaten the meat off one of the sticks, Risa was chewing absentmindedly on the wood. It felt like everyone had been a little uneasy around me ever since earlier. I wasn’t sure if it was because I divulged I was actually part elf, or if it was just my outburst in general. I wasn’t about to apologize for insisting that boy’s life be saved though. It didn’t seem right to just let him die – and a horrible death at that, considering how it ended. 
 
    Risa was sitting next to me, staring out at the people in the streets. Her gold eyes seemed slightly hesitant, but overall she appeared to be relaxed. 
 
    I decided to be playful, nudging her with my shoulder. “Do you play fetch?” I teased. 
 
    Her head snapped in my direction as she gawked at me, before a smile slowly crept on her lips. “I don’t know,” she replied playfully. “Do you like catnip?” 
 
    I tilted my head in confusion. “What’s catnip?” I asked seriously. 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. “It’s an herb that makes cats go crazy,” she explained. “Although they get really sleepy if they actually eat it.” Her lips then twisted into a mischievous grin. “Now that I have money, I’m going to have to buy some and see what happens.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “You finally have money, and you’re going to use it on that?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    She shrugged, still gnawing on the skewer. “I can’t think of a better reason. I mean, I don’t know what else I’d buy.” She paused then as she glanced at the street again. Her voice was low now. “The only thing I’ve ever wanted besides a friend is to be free,” she whispered. “And being here with you right now,” she met my gaze again, her gold eyes slightly cloudy with tears. “There’s nothing I’d want more in the world.” 
 
    I tried to swallow the sudden lump in my throat. She was going to make me cry if she kept looking at me like that. I glanced away. “Umm, well, I’m glad,” I replied. I then sighed. “Although, I’m not sure why you feel that way,” I admitted. “I haven’t done anything special for you. Certainly not like Mira has.” 
 
    Risa’s brow furrowed. “Well, you taught me how to use my magic.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I showed you the basics, but I’d say ‘taught’ is a bit of an exaggeration.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, she reached down and began stroking my tail lying in between us. It sent shivers up my spine. She grinned when she noticed my reaction, before her smile slowly faded. “I think I envy you,” she finally admitted. “But not in a bad way,” she clarified when she saw my expression. “You’re like everything I wish I was – you’ve never been a slave, and you’re confident and sure of yourself.” She sighed heavily, looking out at the street as she continued to stroke my tail. “And I guess I just like you in general. I feel connected to you in a way I don’t feel towards Mira. I’m grateful of course, but it’s not the same.” She paused. “Maybe it’s because you’re a pantherian like me.” She then met my gaze with a huge grin. “Or maybe it’s just because I really love cats – I’ve always wanted one as a pet.” 
 
    I playfully crossed my arms and tried to act offended. Apparently, everyone was a cat person today. “Hey! I’m not your pet,” I scoffed. 
 
    Risa abruptly stopped stroking my tail and reached up to grab my ears in both her hands, the wooden skewer still sticking out of the corner of her mouth as she began rubbing her thumbs in tight circles. My entire body curled uncontrollably as I brought my knees up and set my forehead on them. 
 
    It felt so good. 
 
    Her tone was endearing. “No,” she agreed. “You’re better than a pet. You’re my friend – my cat-friend who I can play with whenever I want.” 
 
    I tried to respond, but I couldn’t manage it. I didn’t want her to stop. 
 
    After a few minutes, as she slowed down and began stroking my ears more gently, I finally managed coherent thoughts again. “Just wondering,” I began, “but why was it bothering you when Madeline was touching my ears earlier.” 
 
    Risa stopped rubbing my ears entirely but kept her fingers on them. I turned my head slightly to look up at her, prompting her to resume the stroking. “Worgron are kind of territorial,” she finally admitted quietly. “With locations, objects, and even…people, sometimes.” 
 
    I tried to look up at her again, but she began stroking my ears more intently. I suspected she didn’t want me to meet her gaze. 
 
    She continued. “They let me have my own space where I was – it was literally just a tiny closet, but at least it was mine. I was one of the only pantherians there, so everyone seemed to assume I’d have different tendencies than humans.” 
 
    “So then…you feel territorial with me?” I wondered hesitantly. 
 
    She didn’t respond for a moment. “Very,” she finally admitted quietly. “Which is horrible, I know,” she added, sounding ashamed. “You’re a person, not an object…or pet…” 
 
    “Well, I am your friend,” I offered. “So I can try to respect your wishes, but that means you need to tell me what bothers you.” 
 
    I glanced at her again to see her nod. 
 
    “Just touching mostly,” she disclosed. “Like, it doesn’t bother me when Eli touches you, but he’s the only person.” She grimaced then, her expression darkening slightly. “When I saw you with that man, I wanted to rip his throat out. The only reason I didn’t do anything is because Eli was there.” 
 
    I finally sat up, my eyes widening in surprise. “Is that how you felt earlier today too?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    She had dropped her hands and returned to resting one of them on my tail. “No, I just felt…depressed, really.” 
 
    “Why?” I wondered. “Like, why depressed instead of angry?” I clarified. 
 
    Her shoulders slumped. “Because I know I shouldn’t feel that way, and it made me sad that I couldn’t make you stop letting her touch you.” 
 
    I reached out and gently brushed some of her black hair off her shoulder before rubbing her upper back. “I think I can do that for you,” I allowed. “I mean, as long as you’re okay with Eli touching me, then everyone else can be off limits. I just didn’t see any harm in letting her rub my ears, but if it bothers you then I won’t let anyone do it again.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” She asked hesitantly. 
 
    I nodded confidently. “Yeah. Honestly, it’s weird to have people want to touch me in the first place. I’ve grown up my entire life with people thinking I’m disgusting, not cute.” 
 
    Risa smiled warmly, but didn’t get a chance to respond. Unexpectedly, both of our ears flinched when someone walked around the side of the wagon. 
 
    It was Tobias. 
 
    “How’s she doing?” He wondered, glancing down at his daughter. 
 
    We both looked over at her too. “Seems fine,” I replied. “Really tired though.” 
 
    He nodded with a reserved expression, before meeting my gaze. “So I wanted to say something,” he blurted out. “I don’t disagree with how you felt about the situation earlier, but you need to remember that Mira’s just one person. She wore herself out enhancing enough antidote to heal several hundred people.” He quickly lowered her voice. “Not to mention all the antidote we make for free to send west. There’s only so much one person can do. She can’t fix everyone.” 
 
    My ears drooped, knowing he was right. I wasn’t intending to be harsh on her, or make her feel bad about her initial decision, but I couldn’t stand seeing that little boy in such a horrible condition. 
 
    “It worked out,” Tobias continued. “So that’s good. But there will be people who we can’t help. Especially when Mira’s the only source of the cure.” 
 
    “Are there no other mages with healing magic that she could teach?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m sure there are, but they would have to find us. We can’t waste time going out to look for them.” He then held my gaze intently again. “But maybe that’s where you can help out,” he suggested. “If you come across any mages with healing magic as you head west, tell them about us – tell them what we’re doing. Even just one more person could help out a ton. People who receive the antidote don’t seem to be capable of getting sick again, so this might be a winning battle if we could get some more help.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “We can definitely do that. Anything to help.” I sighed. “I just wished there was more we could do. More I could do.” 
 
    Tobias shook his head again. “Don’t forget you’ve got your own problems to worry about too,” he commented. “Definitely send any healing mages our way if you can, but don’t forget to focus on yourself as well.” 
 
    I sighed again, my expression somber. “Okay,” I whispered. 
 
    “Good,” he replied, clapping his hands together. “Then we’ll leave here in another half hour to head for Count Demetri’s mansion.” 
 
    “Should we wake Mira up then?” I wondered. 
 
    He shook his head. “The rattling wagon will probably do it on its own, and if it doesn’t then it just means she really needs the sleep.” He then sighed, giving his daughter one last look, before giving Risa a nod and walking back up front. 
 
    The next half hour was peaceful even despite all the noise around us. Just like Risa was content with simply existing in a state of freedom, I was content to relax knowing the elderfel would leave me alone now. I could worry about the Alabast problem later, but right now I felt like I really didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    I finally had real friends. And I had someone I loved – someone who I had unintentionally summoned when wishing for a being who I could relate to, and someone would could love me. Without initially realizing it, I knew deep down that I had accidentally summoned from the world the person who was perfect for me. The exact person I needed in my life right now and forever. Granted, I doubted there were too many half-dragons in the world to choose from, but still. We seemed to get along really well. Maybe it was fate that Eli was born as the exact type of person I would need in my life. 
 
    Not to mention, I had begun developing a meaningful friendship with Risa too. I wasn’t sure things could get any more perfect than they were right now. 
 
    Mira woke up on her own just as Tobias decided we should leave the park. She smiled warmly at us, before sitting up slowly and scooting over on my other side. Eli joined us in the back a moment later sitting across from the three of us. He seemed to be in a good mood too. 
 
    “We have some fun stuff planned for tonight,” he said cheerfully. 
 
    “Oh?” Mira asked teasingly. “The boys planned something?” She laughed. “That’s surprising.” 
 
    Eli scoffed. “The men planned something, thank you,” he countered. 
 
    All three of us grinned. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” I replied sincerely. Honestly, I was looking forward to doing anything with them. It was nice to feel like I belonged for once. 
 
    The rest of the trip to the Count’s mansion was much smoother than I was expecting. Landon commented that they must have just recently redone the road, because the wagon almost seemed to glide over it. When Tobias mentioned that we were on his property now, I expected to see the mansion anytime, but we didn’t. Instead, we saw ornately sculpted bushes along with flower gardens and fountains for what felt like forever. 
 
    Apparently, the count lived in the middle of his own park that made the communal one look rundown in comparison. There were guards stationed at several gates as we went along, indicating that there must be multiple layers of security for the property. 
 
    And then we got to the mansion. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if it was six stories tall or three stories with exceptionally tall ceilings. From the massive windows that lined the front, I suspected it was only three floors. Yet, the building was large enough to fit fifty of Finn’s potion shops just on the first floor, if not more. 
 
    A paved road went right up to the entrance, curving around a massive fountain. Water gurgled from a small tower in the middle, producing a spray that created rainbows when looking at it from the right angle. The stairs leading to the massive doors were lined with fancy concrete pillars topped with statues of creatures I didn’t recognize. 
 
    The place was almost built like a castle I’d seen in a book my godmother owned, with towers on each end that reached a level higher than the rest of the building. The overall color of the stone was a yellow hue, with a dark blue roof. Several flags were blowing in the breeze on top of poles sticking out of the blue towers. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” Landon asked, looking back at us. 
 
    I glanced over at Eli to see that he was craning his head to see better, gawking just as much as I was. “Very,” he admitted breathlessly. 
 
    “You should see the inside,” Mira added with a smirk. 
 
    “You’ve been here before?” I wondered. 
 
    She nodded. “Once, about a year ago.” 
 
    “We had to speak with him personally,” Tobias chimed in, his voice gruff. “You can’t just start buying up a ton of sick pantherians without it getting noticed. He had a lot of questions for us.” 
 
    “What does he know?” Eli wondered. “Is he aware of what you really do with them?” 
 
    Tobias shook his head. “No. He thinks that buying them cheap and reselling them is a part of our business.” He glanced back then. “It wouldn’t be affordable for others to do that with the price of the cure being so high, but since Mira’s the source of the cure he acknowledged that it’s a practical method of income for our situation.” He paused, seeming to chew on the inside of his cheek for a moment. “Also, the man views all pantherians as property, whether they’re supposedly free or not.” He looked intently at me. “It would be best if you two didn’t speak at all.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can do that,” I agreed, knowing Risa wasn’t the problem. “My lips are sealed.” I then clamped my mouth shut for emphasis. 
 
    He grinned at that before returning his attention to the horse pulling the cart. There were a couple of attendants who had noticed us. They were already by the steps to take over watching our wagon while we were inside. After a quick exchange between Landon and his father, they agreed that he and Theo would stay with the wagon. 
 
    Once the cart stopped, we all climbed out and waited as Tobias exchanged pleasantries with the help. The two men were both dressed very well considering their roles. Both wore almost the exact same uniform colored in different shades of blue. Once Tobias was ready, one of the men escorted us up the massive concrete steps to the entrance. 
 
    I uncontrollably took in a sharp breath in disbelief when we entered the foyer. It was unlike anything I had ever seen – not even the elves had houses this large and fancy on the inside. The primary color of the walls was a brilliant white, though there was also a lot of gold designs and accents running up the walls. There were brilliant blue pillars made of some kind of marble-like stone that were spaced all along the walls, with the majority of the area being wide open. A set of massive marble stairs began at the other end of the long room, leading up to the second floor. The ceiling was almost the inverse of the walls, with the primary color being brilliant gold with white accents. There were so many designs and patterns that it was almost overwhelming to look at. 
 
    Gold plated couches with dark blue cushions lined the sides of the room, and a sky-blue carpet ran straight down the white marble floor all the way from the stairs to the entrance where we stood. 
 
    The man turned towards us and held out his hand, gesturing to our right. “The master will greet you in the Great Hall,” he explained before turning to lead the way himself. 
 
    We all followed, completely in awe, as the hallway we took continued to amaze us with more elaborate designs and the occasional painting. It was full of enormous windows that allowed the sunlight to stream in. 
 
    We made a turn to our left, before making another turn to our right and entering a massive room that matched the appearance of the foyer, minus the stairs. This room had more of the same blue and gold furniture, along with gold plated tables setting between couches in the middle of the room. 
 
    Thus far, every place we had walked had marble flooring. 
 
    This room had large wall-sized paintings on our right and a marble podium on our left down at the end of the room. There were more couches and tables clustered towards that end, possibly used as seating for performances. Two large blue marble columns stood at the front of the podium, being several feet away from each wall. 
 
    Black curtains with gold embroidery hung from the high ceiling. Although, it appeared they were only for decoration, because even while they were draped back and tied with gold rope, they would have been too short to actually conceal the space beyond the blue pillars. 
 
    The man finally turned towards us again once we reached the center of the room. “The master has instructed that you all wait here. He is attending to an important matter, which he will be finished with shortly. In the meantime,” he paused to look at Mira, “if the miss will please follow me, I will escort her to see Master Demetri’s niece.” 
 
    Tobias exchanged a glance with Eli. “We should probably have one of the girls go with her,” he commented, referring to me and Risa. 
 
    Eli nodded, but the butler cut him off before he could speak. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he interjected with a somber expression. “Miss Evelyn Amoretto Sinclair is very young and timid. Only Miss Mira may see her at this time.” 
 
    Mira exchanged a look with her father, before shrugging. “It should be fine,” she suggested. 
 
    He nodded, returning his gaze to the man. “At least tell us where the Count’s niece is being kept,” he requested. 
 
    The butler nodded again. “On the second floor, near the tower on the other side of the mansion. Once Miss Mira is finished healing the master’s charge, I will return her to this location and you will be paid for your services in full. In the meantime, please await my master’s arrival.” The man smiled then. “He has been eagerly waiting to speak with a new friend.” 
 
    Tobias seemed slightly flustered by the compliment. “Well, of course,” he replied simply before giving Mira a quick hug. 
 
    We were then left alone in the massive room while we waited for the Count to show up. 
 
    “Do you really think that’s okay?” Eli asked quietly once the butler was out of earshot. 
 
    Tobias nodded. “This place is probably the safest location in the city. Anyone who wanted to try kidnapping Mira would find it difficult to do so here. They would likely never even make it onto the grounds. And despite Count Demetri’s prejudice towards pantherians, he’s overall a good man.” 
 
    Eli inclined his chin in acknowledgment, but otherwise didn’t respond. 
 
    We all waited patiently after that. After a few minutes, Risa tried sitting on one of the couches while Tobias went to study some of the art on the wall. Eli and I automatically seemed to gravitate towards each other without really meaning too. I was pretty captivated by our surroundings, but then I noticed he was right at my elbow. He was likewise looking around, admiring the room. 
 
    After a few more minutes, my ears picked up on the sound of someone approaching down one of the halls towards the podium. I automatically began walking in that direction. Risa had heard too, so she hopped up and followed. 
 
    However, I quickly slowed down when I recalled that I had to play my part as a slave. We waited for Eli and Tobias to pass us up, both of them now hearing the boots clicking against the marble flooring. 
 
    A tall man appeared from the left of the podium, dressed impressively. He had black hair, extremely pale skin, and dark eyes. A black cape was draped over his right arm, and he was adorned in elaborate clothing in shades of blue like his servants. Of course, everything had gold accents. 
 
    The primary difference of his choice of uniform was that his pants were bright white. 
 
    “Tobias! Good friend! Welcome!” He greeted, stopping just at the edge of the podium. 
 
    Tobias approached, looking up at him somewhat awkwardly since the man didn’t make any motion to descent the step down off the elevated platform. “Count Demetri,” he replied, shaking the man’s outstretched hand. Oddly enough, the count offered him his left. Thus far, I had only seen everyone shake with right hands, but the man kept his right arm hidden under his cape. Tobias continued. “It’s truly an honor to be invited here a second time.” 
 
    “Well, you are most welcome,” Demetri replied warmly. “And I hear Miss Mira has already been sent to see to my niece. Wonderful!” He paused, looking down at Tobias apologetically. “I do hope you’ll excuse my rudeness with my late entry. I had an important matter come up just prior to your arrival.” 
 
    Tobias scoffed, waiving his hand in the air. “Oh, it is no problem. We barely waited five minutes.” 
 
    Demetri nodded, before taking notice of the rest of us. “And do tell Tobias, who have you brought with you?” 
 
    “Ah,” he replied taking a step back. “I’ve hired the services of a mage to escort us while we made this trip.” He laughed. “Never can be too careful. But excuse my rudeness, this is Magus Eliakim.” 
 
    The count wasn’t looking at Eli anymore though, he was focused intently on me and Risa. His eyes brightened as he studied us like someone might study a painting. Or, as I immediately realized, like someone might evaluate slaves up for auction. 
 
    “Tobias, good friend,” the count said cheerfully, taking a step off the podium finally and moving towards me. “Do tell me you brought these exquisite beasts for me to purchase.” 
 
    “Count Demetri,” Eli snapped, holding up his arm to prevent Demetri from moving any closer. “Please refrain from touching my pantherians.” 
 
    The count looked at him in surprise. “Of course,” he replied, taking a step back and bowing slightly. “My apologies mage. I assumed these pantherians belonged to our dear Tobias here, since the slave-trade is part of his business.” He paused then, before taking another step back to look at Tobias. “Not to mention,” he added, “I do believe we had discussed that I would be interested in purchasing any pantherians from you who were exceptionally appealing.” 
 
    Tobias held up his hands. “Apologies for the misunderstanding Count Demetri. I didn’t realize your comment on that subject was one to be taken seriously. I will keep that in mind for future reference, but as already noted, both pantherians do in fact belong to Magus Eliakim.” 
 
    The count nodded somberly. “A shame, really. But no matter.” He then turned slightly and took a large step in order to climb to the podium again. “I am still very much interested,” he continued, facing us from his lofty position. “Name your price. A thousand gold, perhaps?” 
 
    Eli gawked at him briefly at the mention of such a ridiculous amount of money, before clenching his jaw and speaking through his teeth. “I’m afraid I will have to decline, Count. They are both more valuable to me in my pursuits as a mage than money could buy. Neither are for sale.” 
 
    Demetri raised his eyebrows at that. “Really?” He asked in disbelief. “I can’t imagine what use pantherians might serve you in such pursuits.” He scoffed. “But no matter. I have a number of magical artifacts that a mage like yourself, Master Eliakim, would find invaluable. Many of them are worth far more than a hundred-thousand pantherians, never mind two. Perhaps a trade then?” 
 
    Eli crossed his arms, his tone sharp now. “There is nothing in this world of equal value to me, so again I will have to decline.” 
 
    “Not even for a ring that renders a mage capable of using concealment magic?” The count pressed. 
 
    “No,” Eli snapped. “Although I doubt such a thing is authentic anyway.” 
 
    Just as Tobias was about to interject again, Demetri shrugged the black cape off his right arm, revealing a golden gauntlet. As he held it up, we saw that the back of the gauntlet was full of embedded magicite, each one with a line in the metal leading up to one of his fingers. There were four rings on his hand, with his ring finger being the only one lacking a ring. Each of the pieces of jewelry were in a different style along with a different colored gem. 
 
    With a large grin, Demetri curled his fingers, holding out only his thumb with a clear diamond set into a silver ring. One of the magicite crystals glowed slightly in response to the motion, and unexpectedly Demetri vanished entirely. 
 
    All of us took a step back in surprise, completely baffled that a normal human had just used magic – at least, all except Eli. He stared straight ahead, his eyes moving to the left. 
 
    After a second, Demetri’s voice appeared from the spot Eli’s eyes were trained on. “You can see me?!” He exclaimed in disbelief. Demetri immediately reappeared, crossing his arms over his chest, his fingers on the gauntlet-hand relaxed. “Well, at least now I can see why you wouldn’t be interested in a concealment ring. Only a mage capable of using this type of magic could see through it.” He paused, seeming pensive. “Perhaps a summoning crystal then? I hear they can summon any creature required of the user.” 
 
    Eli laughed humorlessly. “If I used such a crystal, I would just end up summoning my pantherians and we would be back at where we started. Now, if you will,” he continued firmly, “please understand that neither of them are for sale. There is nothing in this world, or beyond, worth their lives to me. We are only here to escort Tobias and nothing more.” 
 
    “Very well,” Demetri sighed heavily. “You leave me no choice. At least now I know what type of magic you use. Mage or not, you will pose no threat to my plans.” 
 
    “Count Demetri!” Tobias exclaimed in disbelief. “What in the world do you mean by that?” 
 
    “A transfer of assets of sorts,” Demetri scoffed, readjusting his fingers so that his middle one was sticking out. “My niece really is ill, although it is of my own doing. No doubt your precious daughter has already discovered that her life is no longer hers. And as for your sweet pantherians, Magus Eliakim, they’ll be mine soon enough once–” 
 
    Eli unexpectedly shot out his hand, a bolt of lightning smashing into an invisible barrier surrounding Demetri, causing the energy to split and tear into the walls on either side. The force of the ricocheting blast knocked Tobias right off his feet, sending him backward and landing on the ground unconscious. 
 
    Being much stronger than a normal human, I immediately bolted forward to grab Tobias by the arm and started quickly dragging him away as Eli shot Demetri with another blast of lightning. However, it appeared that the opal gem on his middle finger was producing some kind of anti-magic shield. 
 
    “Surprising,” Demetri commented loudly, seeming genuinely shocked. “So you can use two types of magic then?” 
 
    Eli replied by blasting him with a stream of fire from his hand, only to have the flames begin to blacken the surrounding marble. There was nothing flammable close enough to actually catch fire. 
 
    When Eli paused briefly to see if his attack was doing anything, Demetri rapidly switched fingers to having his pinky pointed out with a black gem embedded in a gold ring. Before any of us could react, Eli was engulfed in a black void that looked just like what I had seen when I had summoned him. 
 
    “Eli!” I exclaimed, trying to dash over to him. 
 
    But I was too late. 
 
    Instantly, he was gone, just like that. All his clothing left behind. Unexpectedly, I felt the bond between us strengthen significantly as he abruptly traversed a great distance…not only far away, but also high above. 
 
    I gasped when I realized this man was trying to kill Eli by sending him high into the air. And while Eli might be okay, neither Risa nor myself would survive such a fall if he used that ring on us. 
 
    Suddenly, a wall of ice appeared in front of me as an explosive ball of fire smashed into it. The blast sent me flying backwards, causing me to tumble a few times before coming to an abrupt stop in a heap on the floor. I groaned as I tried to look up from my position on the ground, seeing Demetri holding out his pointer finger as he shot more fireballs at Risa using a ruby embedded in a black metal. 
 
    The entire room suddenly became ice-cold as she prepared an attack that would end him, but he shot one last fireball that blasted through the ice shield she had created and sent her sprawling backwards. She slammed her head hard against one of the metal edges of the couch, her body going limp as she slumped to the ground. 
 
    I tried to clear my head as I instantly wrapped Demetri up in my chains, but he was already holding out his middle finger again, my ethereal magic wrapping around an invisible shield instead. I tried to squeeze tighter, to force my magic to work its way through the ring’s power, but it wouldn’t budge. I had no idea how long he could keep it up, but I realized that he at least wouldn’t be able to teleport any of us again. The magicite that had been connected to his pinkie finger, with the onyx ring, looked to be dead. However, the other magicite crystals appeared to still have plenty of magic. 
 
    Through the bond Eli and I shared, I could feel that he was already in his dragon form flying towards us, but he was so far away. It didn’t seem like he’d make it any time soon. Which meant it was up to me now. 
 
    Demetri began laughing as I tried to get to my feet. “Well now, I see why you two are so precious to that foolish man. To think there exists pantherians who can use magic! Truly, you two are more valuable than anything I had to offer.” He continued to chuckle, his posture casual since he was feeling no strain from the use of the ring. 
 
    I drew my pitch-black sword as I began stumbling towards him on unsteady feet. 
 
    “But I wonder what magic he used to enslave you two,” he continued to muse, not even seeming remotely worried by my approach. “It looks like I may have to keep you both incapacitated while I figure out a way to bend you to my will.” 
 
    Demetri held up his hand then, shoving out his index finger along with his middle. 
 
    My eyes widened in shock when I realized he could use more than one ring at the same time. I immediately dodged, as a ball of fire erupted from the shield and almost took off my head. I rolled into a crouched position, only to have to immediately dodge again from another blast. 
 
    A few more barely missed fireballs, and I ended up behind one of the couches, with the full width of it between me and my attacker. 
 
    He continued to assault the couch with fireballs, the blasts slamming the furniture into me each time. I grunted with every impact, sliding against the marble floor several feet along with my makeshift shield. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the attacks stopped and Demetri began laughing again. “Ah!” He chuckled. “This is fun, but clearly I’m taking the wrong approach. I bet you’ll just give up if I kill your pantherian friend here.” 
 
    I gasped, bolting up immediately from my hiding place to see his fingers pointed at Risa now. “No!” I exclaimed, dropping my sword. “I give up!” 
 
    He began laughing so hard, that he hunched over. “That’s what I thought!” He said cheerfully. “Hopefully, this shot won’t kill you,” he commented, straightening up as he held his fingers up towards me again. “Dodge and I will kill your friend.” 
 
    My body locked down solid as I watched the flames in front of his fingers swirl into a sphere of fire. My mind went blank as I watched it barrel towards me, knowing I probably wouldn’t remember the impact, while also fearing what I would wake up to afterwards…assuming I survived. 
 
    At the very least, I was about to be maimed for life. 
 
    ‘Better me than her,’ I thought in passing. 
 
    My last thought. 
 
    The fireball barreled towards my head, and immediately the world disappeared before my eyes, the universe completely silenced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: Rescue 
 
      
 
    I stared blankly into the void, wondering if I was dead. But then a familiar chuckle made me realize what had happened. Made me realize where I was. 
 
    I spun on my heels, and stared up at the massive ethereal body of Alabast. 
 
    She looked down at me haughtily. “So foolish,” she mused, “dying for a friend? How foolish!” She repeated. “What does that earn you? What benefit does that gain?!” She sneered. 
 
    I stared at her blankly, not really having an answer. Being here momentarily didn’t change my immediate fate. Once she sent me back, I’d still take a fireball to the face, the explosion likely killing me, especially considering what she was saying to me now. 
 
    “Well?!” She demanded, when I didn’t respond. 
 
    Her aggression made me irritated. “I love her!” I finally snapped back. “She’s my friend! It would be an honor to die in her place!” 
 
    “And then what?!” Alabast retorted. “You’d be dead! You wouldn’t even enjoy the benefit of knowing she was alive, because there is no life after death!” 
 
    I balled my hands into fists. Of course she didn’t believe in a life after death – Alabast had spent her entire existence running from death. I clenched my teeth. “Better than being alive knowing I lived in her place,” I whispered harshly. 
 
    Alabast scoffed again, but didn’t say anything for a moment. 
 
    “Is that all you wanted?” I demanded, looking back up at her, tears streaming down my face now. “Because if so, then I need to get back to dying, so Risa can live.” Though I knew deep down that Risa would never be able to truly live again. She was about to be made a slave and lose her friend all at the same time. She was about to experience what I had – having all her desires fulfilled for a brief moment, before having it torn away. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t let her die. 
 
    “I’m not done with your body yet,” Alabast hissed. “You can go kill yourself for a friend another day.” 
 
    I gawked at her. “You can help?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    She shook her head. “Foolish child, you already have access to all my power. And yet you refuse to use it.” 
 
    “And what is your power?” I demanded, wiping my eyes and then crossing my arms. “Because last I checked, you can do no more than use binding magic like I can.” I hesitated. “At least, I assume that’s what you can do.” 
 
    She laughed at that – laughed at me. “Ignorant fool! Do you not realize why I’m so valuable to the elderfel? The magicless elderfel?! I grant my host the ability to use magic by creating in them the capacity to store and manifest the power given freely by the god Ephraim. I turn my host into a mage!” She scoffed. But then her grin widened, showing off her sharp teeth. “But you are no magicless elderfel,” she continued. “Those crimson chains are not my magic – they are your magic enhanced by my power.” 
 
    I kept my arms crossed over my chest. “I still don’t see how that helps me,” I chastised. 
 
    She shook her head as if she thought I was truly an idiot. “You know nothing about magic,” she hissed. “Power does not simply come from the type of manifestation, but also the volume.” 
 
    “W-What do–” I began, but she cut me off. 
 
    “You’re not trying hard enough!” She shrieked at me. “Ever since you’ve unsealed me, you’ve had more than ten times the magic at your disposal! And yet you refuse to use barely a hundredth of the amount you started with!” 
 
    I dropped my arms in disbelief. Ten times the magic? Shouldn’t I have noticed that? 
 
    Unexpectedly, red ethereal chains shot out of Alabast and wrapped around me, binding me tightly so that I couldn’t move. I gawked at her in shock. “What are you doing?!” I demanded. 
 
    “If you won’t help yourself,” she hissed, “then I’ll do it for you!” 
 
      
 
    I blinked as a ball of fire slammed into my face and dispersed into nothing. I held up my hands to see that my body was glowing bright red, a massive amount of pure energy radiating out of me. 
 
    “What in the hell?!” I heard a man yell. 
 
    I looked up at him and grinned wickedly. This was going to be fun. 
 
    I raised up my hand as crimson chains appeared and snaked around the black-haired man, stopping short around an invisible shield. The chains began glowing brightly as I forced my magic into them, causing them to slowly constrict more and more. 
 
    When the man saw that the chains were progressively getting closer to him, he looked down at his gauntlet to see that his crystals were rapidly depleting of the magic kept within. “No!” He shouted, before pointing at me and unloading a barrage of fireballs. 
 
    The explosive spheres hit the pure energy pouring out of my body and diminished before making contact. My grin widened as I reached down to grab my sword off the ground and began my approach, pouring out even more magic into my binding chains. 
 
    “No!” The man shrieked this time. “Stop! I give up! STOP!” 
 
    All at once, the energy contained in his metal glove dissipated, and my chains wrapped around him tightly, dropping him instantly to the ground. 
 
    I hopped onto the marble podium and smirked down at the man. “Probably shouldn’t have messed with a mage with an evil spirit inside of her,” I mused. 
 
    The man’s dark eyes widened in shock. “W-Who are you?!” He demanded in disbelief. 
 
    “Your executioner,” I retorted, slamming my foot down on his arm with enough force to break the bone. This pantherian body wasn’t as strong as an elderfel, but it was definitely close. 
 
    He shrieked out in pain, before I grabbed the gauntlet around the wrist to hold up his broken arm. 
 
    “You won’t be needing this anymore,” I continued, holding up my sword. 
 
    “N-NO!” He yelled. 
 
    I slashed through the air, cutting clean through flesh and bone while simultaneously yanking the man’s arm away from his body. Being unable to move, all he could do was scream as his maimed limb began squirting blood everywhere. 
 
    I tossed the arm aside, the gauntlet still in place, suspecting this girl’s body didn’t have the control necessary to wear those rings yet. Maybe one day though. 
 
    But in the meantime… 
 
    “You know what?” I mused to the groaning man rapidly bleeding out. “I really like this body. This girl can do something none of my other hosts were capable of.” I stood over the man then, and slammed my foot down on his bleeding nub to prevent the red fluid from getting on me anymore than it already had. I then plopped down on his chest, looking over his pained expression intently, my ethereal chains still holding him tight. 
 
    “You know what that is?” I wondered earnestly, before grinning wickedly. “She can feed me souls even while alive,” I laughed. 
 
    I immediately sank my crimson ethereal chains into the man’s body and used the girl’s binding magic how it was intended to be used – for either enslaving creatures…or for stealing their energy for oneself if so desired. Whether it be thievery of magic, life, or the will, her dark magic was very rare. I never would have imagined such a magic existed were it not for her mother having a weaker variation of it – a variation that stole my freedom for a time. 
 
    I watched with amusement as the life drained from the man’s eyes, his arm still actively bleeding despite the person inside being gone – his soul diminished into an indistinct life energy to supplement my own. Unfortunately, I’d have to share it with the girl while I was in this body, but that just meant I might be able to keep her alive forever, finally giving me a permanent body. 
 
    I hadn’t considered that such a thing might be possible, but with this girl’s power… 
 
    “Riella?” A familiar voice called out to me. 
 
    I turned my head at an angle to look at a horrified worgron pantherian staring at me in shock. Stupid wolf. I could do without both her and Eliakim though. Certainly, I’d have to come up with a solution for the latter, but with this filthy trash… 
 
    “You know what?” I commented loudly, a grin returning to my face. “I think I’ll eat you too.” 
 
    Instantly, the wolf-girl was wrapped up in my red chains, her eyes wide with shock and fear as they began to sink into her body. But her magic was stronger than I was expecting. She had more energy within than I anticipated. I struggled to force my chains in against the sudden explosion of magic radiating out of her in a panic. The room began to cool rapidly in response too – something that shouldn’t be possible with this girl’s chains preventing magic-use. 
 
    “Huh,” I mused, “You really must be the fons’radix after all. No matter. I bet I still have more magic than–” 
 
    ‘NO! STOP HURTING HER!’ 
 
    I laughed again, but it was cut short by an unexpected force shoving me down. 
 
      
 
    “This is my body!” I shrieked at the top of my lungs. “This is my body! Stop hurting her!” I slammed my fist down, shocked when I hit something softer than the floor. My eyes then focused on a very dead Demetri underneath me. I bolted straight up so fast my head spun, before looking around the room wildly and finding Risa slowly sitting up. 
 
    “Risa!” I exclaimed, dropping my sword and jumping off the podium. She flinched as I approached, prompting me to come to a halt. I immediately sank down to my knees in defeat. “Risa…I’m sorry,” I pleaded, my eyes filling with tears. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    She held my gaze for a moment, before scooting closer to me. 
 
    I immediately began crawling towards her in response, before wrapping my arms around her and holding her tight. “Are you alright?” I asked quietly. I was still on my knees, so her head was a lot lower than it would be otherwise, considering our difference in stature. 
 
    Risa nodded against my shoulder. “My head hurts really bad, but otherwise I’m fine.” She then pulled away slightly, looking up at me. “What was…she doing?” 
 
    I grimaced. “Trying to kill you,” I admitted. 
 
    “But you stopped her?” She wondered seriously. 
 
    I nodded, my expression somber. “Yes. But Risa…” My head dropped as I lost the ability to hold her gaze. “What if she tries again? What if she possesses me when I’m asleep like last night?” I squeezed my grip on her shoulders. “She can’t hurt Eli, but she can still hurt you…” I felt tears slip out of my eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you,” I whispered. 
 
    Eli’s voice unexpectedly appeared in my head. He was still very far away, but he knew what was going on through our connection. 
 
    ‘Maybe she can wear the ring.’ 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise as I met Risa’s teary gaze. “Eli thinks you should try wearing that shield ring,” I said in a rush. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Is he okay?” She wondered. 
 
    I blinked at her. “Oh. Yes, he was sent far away, but he’s alright. He’s flying here right now, but he won’t reach us for some time.” 
 
    She nodded, before glancing over at the dead Demetri. I followed her gaze, only to cringe when I saw the gauntlet with half an arm attached lying more than ten feet away. The sight itself didn’t bother me as much as the memory of doing it…or at least my body doing it. 
 
    I quickly stood up and rushed over to collect the rings off the gauntlet’s fingers. I could hear Risa following after me, but at a slower pace. I glanced back at her to see her expression was still reserved. “Mira is still in danger,” I recalled, reminding myself just as much as her. “We need to find her.” 
 
    Risa’s expression became more determined. “I may be able to track down her scent,” she replied, automatically taking a sniff of the air as she did so. She then glanced back at Tobias still unconscious on the ground, his smell reminding her of his presence. “What should we do about him?” She asked seriously. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know how injured he is, but Mira can heal him. We need to find her first before we lose her forever.” 
 
    Risa nodded firmly, her tail swishing briefly behind her before she took off running towards the doorway where we had entered. I started after her, the four rings in my hand, before I quickly backpedaled and grabbed my sword too. I stuffed the rings in the small pocket of my leather shorts, and then sheathed my blood-smeared weapon, knowing I’d probably have to get a new sheath after this. Getting the blood out would be nearly impossible, but I didn’t have time to clean my sword properly. 
 
    Risa had slowed down briefly to determine which direction Mira had been taken, giving me time to catch up to her without making her wait. As soon as she was ready, she took off again with me close on her heels. We were both much faster than humans, sliding around corners and clambering up a different set of the stairs than the set in the foyer. However, it became clear that I had misjudged her physical endurance the previous day. She seemed to be keeping up a quick pace without much effort now. 
 
    Surprisingly, we didn’t come across anyone until we reached the second floor. 
 
    I immediately snagged the man in my magic, only to have Risa surprise me by firing out a spike of ice straight through the guy’s chest. The impaled man slumped to the ground, the life from his eyes rapidly fading. 
 
    At least I knew she wasn’t upset at me for killing Demetri now. She wasn’t even hesitating to take lethal action in order to catch up to Mira. And part of me wondered if she was even eager to take out years of pent-up frustration on these unexpected enemies. 
 
    We bolted down a series of halls, making our way closer to the other side of the building, before stopping at a massive entryway with elaborate doors. Risa grabbed one of the gold-plated door handles and yanked it open, revealing a startled young girl with black hair and vibrant orange eyes. She was dressed in fine blue silk pajamas, and she couldn’t have been much older than twelve. 
 
    We both stopped short when we saw her, noticing that her left wrist was chained to the metal bedframe. Her bedding was luxurious, with a canopy and everything, like she was a princess – a chained-up princess. The girl, Evelyn as I recalled, immediately held up her right hand over her face defensively, the chain too heavy for her to lift her left. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt me,” she begged, seeing the aggression in our expressions. 
 
    I immediately crossed my arms. “Where’s our friend?” I demanded. 
 
    Risa, not viewing the girl as a threat, was already sniffing around the room for Mira’s scent. 
 
    “There’s a secret passageway,” Evelyn replied, her voice trembling. “Behind the shelves.” She pointed to a spot to our left where there was a bookcase. 
 
    We both moved in that direction. 
 
    Unexpectedly the girl spoke up again. “You should just leave!” She blurted out. “If my uncle finds you, he’ll kill you both…or worse…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    I looked over at her tentatively. “Your uncle is dead,” I replied simply, prompting her eyes to widen in shock. 
 
    After a moment of smelling where people had touched around the bookcase, Risa was able to figure out that a candelabra mounted into the wall was probably the answer. “How do we open this?” Risa asked, trying to push on it, before attempting to turn the entire thing. But nothing happened. 
 
    “Take me with you!” The girl blurted out again. We both looked at her in surprise. “Please,” she begged. “Ever since he gained custody of me, he’s done nothing but experiment on me.” 
 
    “But he’s dead,” I countered. “He can’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    Evelyn quickly shook her head, her expression panicked. “Someone tells him what to do,” she replied in a rush. “If you leave me here, I’ll just be sent to that other person. I’ll never be free, especially not now.” She then pointed to her orange eyes for emphasis. “Your friend – the girl with blonde hair – made it work. I was dying from the experiment, but she helped my body accept the thing inside of me.” 
 
    “Accept the thing inside of you?” I repeated in disbelief. Did she mean something like Alabast? Or was it different? 
 
    ‘Different,’ Alabast replied in response to me thinking her name. ‘There are none like me.’ 
 
    “Please,” the girl begged again. “Don’t let them hurt me again. I promise I’ll be good. I’ll do whatever you want. Just please don’t leave me here.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Risa, and that was all I needed. Having been a slave all her life, she could empathize more than anyone with the girl’s situation. 
 
    “Where’s the key?” I finally asked. 
 
    Evelyn shook her head, her eyes slightly tearful now. “I don’t know,” she admitted. 
 
    I sighed heavily, pulling out my sword as I took a step towards her. The girl flinched automatically, uncertain of what I was going to do. I spoke to Risa. “I need you to hold the chain tight,” I replied. She immediately nodded and rushed over to the girl’s bed, grabbing the heavy chain and pulling it taut. 
 
    “Can you really cut through it?” Risa wondered seriously, looking at my thin black blade. 
 
    I held up my unique sword, seeing that the red cracks were mostly covered in drying blood. “I think so,” I replied. “This sword is special. But I need you to hold the chain closer to her wrist – the less she has to carry around the better.” 
 
    Risa nodded and grabbed the manacle instead, pulling the chain tight again. The girl immediately scooted the rest of her body as far away as she could, her hand the only thing held in place. 
 
    Using the technique the blacksmith had taught me, I focused on pushing magic into the blade to activate it. The smeared blood began sizzling immediately as the red cracks glowed brightly. I gave Risa a quick nod and she grounded her feet more as she pulled even harder. Then I held up my sword, slicing it down swiftly. 
 
    As promised to me by its creator, the blade sliced right through easily, continuing on straight into Evelyn’s bed and down to the floor. 
 
    “Goddess!” Risa exclaimed in disbelief, almost falling backwards. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized. “I’ve only used its ability one other time. And that was just to practice it.” 
 
    “Well, it did the job,” she replied, holding up the end of the half-foot of chain still attached to Evelyn’s wrist. “We can figure out how to get the rest off later. But now,” she met the girl’s vibrant orange gaze. “How do we get through the secret door?” 
 
    Evelyn nodded, “There’s a special trick to it. I think you have to turn it slightly to the left while pushing in, and then you have to turn it to the right.” 
 
    Risa handed the chain to her in order to try out her instructions. In the meantime, the girl slipped out of bed and stood up, wobbling slightly as she did so. 
 
    I quickly reached out to steady her. Considering how short I was, it was unsurprising that she stood only a couple of inches less than me despite an age difference of at least six years. “Are you okay?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She grimaced. “Your friend healed me, but I haven’t been able to really walk around for months.” 
 
    I sheathed my sword and crouched down. “Get on my back then. I’ll carry you.” 
 
    Her vibrant citrine eyes widened in surprise. “Are you sure?” She wondered hesitantly. “I might be too heavy.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “I’m a pantherian – we’re a lot stronger than most humans.” 
 
    She looked over my small frame like she didn’t believe me. However, when Risa managed to get the bookshelf open, she hurried onto my back. “I’m Evie by the way,” she whispered. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I replied, rushing to follow after my friend. “I’m Riella and she’s Risa.” 
 
    “Pretty,” she whispered quietly. 
 
    I didn’t respond though. I was too focused on any threats coming up. We headed down a stone hallway that led to a circular stairwell twisting its way straight down. Risa rushed ahead, skipping three steps at a time. Carrying Evie, I decided to only skip a couple each time, not wanting to chance losing my footing with her on my back. I had decent reflexes, but I didn’t want the poor girl to get hurt. It didn’t help that Evie’s blue silk pajamas were slippery. 
 
    When we got to the bottom, we entered another stone hallway that mimicked the first. It was bare and cold down here. Risa had hesitated at the end of the stairs, probably waiting for me, before hurrying onward. There were only a handful of doors in the wide hall, most of them closed. However, the two that were open looked grizzly inside, with one having a metal table and smeared blood everywhere. Another was filled with potions, along with a few jars appearing as if they might have organs within. 
 
    Whatever they did down here certainly wasn’t humane. I was now glad we had brought Evie with us, because even if she had never been physically harmed, I doubted the experiments they had done on her were pleasant. 
 
    “Why are there almost no people around?” I whispered to Evie. I knew Risa could hear me just fine when her ears twitched. 
 
    “My uncle always gives most of the servants the day off when he has plans like this,” she replied quietly. “Less people to worry about snitching on what really happens here.” 
 
    I grunted in acknowledgment as we continued to make our way down the hallway. It had begun curving slightly, before intersecting another hall, leaving us with two options. Risa picked up on Mira immediately, and we continued on to our right. 
 
    Someone was just coming out of a door on the right, prompting Risa to stop in her tracks. She immediately held both hands up, palms facing each other. The moment the man noticed us, he froze solid, a slight cracking noise accompanying the unexpected statue. Risa quickly took off running again, but I stood there for a moment in shock. 
 
    I had never even heard of an ice mage killing someone like that. It was honestly a little disconcerting, and maybe even a little terrifying. I was definitely glad Risa was on my side. 
 
    By the time I caught up, she had already barged through the door. I could hear the bodies drop with my sensitive ears. When I entered the room, I found Mira lying unconscious on the ground, along with three men impaled with spikes of ice through the chest. 
 
    She was like a one-woman army. 
 
    “Think you can cut these chains too?” Risa wondered, crouching down next to Mira’s body. 
 
    Evie spoke up. “One of the guys probably has the key. You might be able to get mine off as well.” 
 
    Risa nodded, beginning to rummage through the men’s pockets while I set Evie down on her feet. She sucked in a sharp breath when her bare feet touched the cold stone floor. 
 
    “I think I found it,” Risa announced, running back over to try to unlock Mira’s shackles. It worked, and once they were off, she moved to unlock the girl’s single manacle too. 
 
    Evie sighed in relief, rubbing her thin wrist gently. “I had a really nasty bruise here before your friend healed me,” she commented quietly. 
 
    I nodded in acknowledgment. “Do you know how we can get out of here?” I wondered while Risa picked up a limp Mira in her arms. “Or do we have to go back the way we came?” 
 
    Evie ducked her head slightly. “I don’t know of another way,” she admitted. 
 
    I crouched down for her to get on my back again. “It’s alright. We need to go pick up another friend anyway. It’s probably best if we backtrack to avoid getting lost.” 
 
    She nodded while climbing on my back. Once we were ready, the four of us rushed out of the room and ran down the hall again. Risa was able to still keep up an extremely fast pace despite carrying Mira in her arms. It made me wonder if she had some kind of exercise routine I didn’t know about, maybe something to take out frustration, because I couldn’t imagine anyone being this naturally gifted with endurance. 
 
    We made our way up the circular stairs and back into Evie’s room without incident. When we bolted down the flight of stairs we had originally taken, we ran into Tobias just coming out of the Great Hall where we had left him. 
 
    “My goddess!” He exclaimed, running over to greet us. “You saved her! Thank the heavens you saved her!” He paused when he took in the sight of Evie, but didn’t comment on it. “Where’s Eli?” He wondered seriously. 
 
    “Teleportation magic,” I replied in a rush. “He’s okay, but we shouldn’t expect to see him anytime soon. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement, holding out his arms for Mira. “I’ll carry her, so you can focus on fighting if needed.” He paused. “You can fight, right?” 
 
    Risa blinked at him in surprise as she handed over the man’s daughter. I answered for her. “She’s done most of the fighting so far,” I admitted. 
 
    Risa looked at me in surprise. “You killed Demetri,” she countered. 
 
    I looked away. “Sort of.” 
 
    Risa knew what I meant. She quickly changed subjects. “Let’s get going,” she urged, taking off into a slow jog – definitely slow for her. I dashed after her, with Tobias trying to keep up while holding onto his daughter. I considered stopping to get Eli’s clothes, but I didn’t think he had left anything valuable. Our money was in my pack, as was an extra set of clothing, which meant we could just buy new boots to replace the ones we were leaving behind. 
 
    I felt my face flush briefly when I thought about him returning to his human form. I quickly tried to clear my mind of the thought, embarrassed that I was thinking about that at a time like this. I felt Eli’s brief moment of amusement through our bond, but he was too worried about us to linger on it for long. 
 
    ‘I’m coming,’ he promised. Up until this point, he had remained silent to avoid distracting me. It was a good thing too, because apparently this wasn’t over yet. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Risa slid to a halt as she rounded the corner leading to the hallway with large windows that connected to the Grand Foyer. She tried to jump back, but it was too late. A gunshot ricocheted through the hallway, the bullet hitting Risa in the shoulder. 
 
    She fell to the ground instantly, gasping for breath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: Bound 
 
      
 
    I sent my magic out automatically, attempting to ensnare whatever had shot her. I used all my mental prowess to bind four of them – the most I had ever attempted – but there were more running down the hallway. I fell down onto one knee from the effort, a little surprised I could even remain upright at all, even with Evie still on my back. 
 
    “There are too many!” I cried out. 
 
    ‘Then kill them!’ Alabast hissed. 
 
    “I can’t do that!” I retorted out loud, prompting Tobias to look at me in confusion since I hadn’t given him time to say anything. 
 
    ‘Then allow me!’ She sneered. 
 
    “No!” I replied firmly. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    But I didn’t get the chance to. 
 
    Risa had crawled towards us to get out of sight, but then she took a moment to slam her fist onto the ground, sending out a wave of ice down the hallway. Within a matter of seconds, the men in my grasp were dead, as well as a few more who had been running down the hall, freeing me to stand up again. I set Evie down and rushed over to pull her the rest of the way out of sight. 
 
    Risa was clutching her shoulder now, gasping for breath as blood gushed out from between her fingers. The bullet must have hit something major, because she was bleeding extremely fast. 
 
    My sensitive ears could pick up on more men coming from the Grand Foyer, but they were approaching more cautiously now. I looked back at Mira’s limp form in her father’s arms. “Tobias! What should we do? She’s losing too much blood!” 
 
    He grimaced, laying Mira down on the ground to come look for himself. “If Eli were here, he might be able to cauterize it with his fire magic to get the bleeding to stop until Mira wakes up.” He paused as he met my gaze. “We can try bandaging it, but this is bleeding too fast to be of much use.” 
 
    Risa groaned at the same moment that I considered another solution. I quickly reached into my pocket, pulling out the black ring with the ruby. “I might be able to use this,” I realized, holding up my hand to put the large ring on my thumb. 
 
    “No!” Evie unexpectedly cried out, taking a step towards me. “Those are extremely dangerous! It’s almost impossible for a mage to control! My uncle could only use it because he had a special glove that could control the flow of magic. If you put it on, it’ll just explode, rapidly sucking you dry.” 
 
    I dropped my hands, the ring in my palm, feeling defeated. I was helpless – there was nothing I could do to help my friend. 
 
    ‘Good riddance,’ Alabast chuckled. 
 
    “Shut up!” I shouted, prompting Tobias to almost fall backwards in surprise. “If you’re not going to help, then keep your mouth shut!” 
 
    ‘Foolish girl,’ she continued. ‘You know nothing of your ability.’ 
 
    “If you know something,” I snapped out loud, my voice filling with hatred, “then just spit it out, or else I swear I’ll find a way to retaliate against you.” 
 
    Alabast was silent for a moment, evaluating the seriousness of my threat, before responding. ‘Enslave her,’ she replied simply, ‘and then funnel those men’s lifeforce into her.’ 
 
    I looked up at a confused Tobias, gawking at what she had just said. I then looked down at Risa’s pained expression, seeing her continued gasping for breath, the blood flowing through her fingers. Between the summoning ritual with Eli and experiencing what Alabast had done to Demetri, I was fairly certain I understood what I needed to do. But the price of saving her life was taking away her freedom again. I didn’t think my magic would be as absolute as it was with Eli, but I had no idea if I could release her from it afterwards. 
 
    I shoved the fire ring back in my pocket and bent down to rest my head on Risa’s temple. She began whimpering, prompting me to place my hand over hers on her bleeding shoulder. “Risa, I think I might be able to help you,” I whispered, “but I need…” I took a deep breath. “I need to make you my slave to do so.” 
 
    She coughed unexpectedly as she tried to speak. “Do it,” she replied. 
 
    I pulled away slightly in surprise to get a better look at her. “Are you sure?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “Riel,” she replied, coughing again. “I think I’m dying. Just do it.” 
 
    I nodded, quickly wrapping a blue ethereal chain around her neck. Having never done this before, I simply did what I remembered from summoning Eli – demand the creature submit to my will. However, unlike with Eli, she didn’t resist. The chain immediately sank into her neck and a black tattoo exactly like mine formed on her throat. She screamed as the magic burned into her skin, sounding like she was choking as her shriek broke. 
 
    Knowing I didn’t have time to waste, I ensnared one of the men getting ready to round the corner with a gun, mimicking what Alabast had done to Demetri. I could feel the elderfel spirit guiding me, showing me how to steal life and transfer it into myself, only to pass it on to someone enslaved by my magic. 
 
    How had it come to this? 
 
    Risa’s eyes popped open as the energy flowed down the ethereal chain connecting us. She looked confused for a moment, before looking up at me. Alabast used my laxed control over her to ensnare a few more of our enemies and suck them dry for herself while I held Risa’s gaze. 
 
    Greedy little demon. 
 
    “All better?” I wondered hesitantly. 
 
    Risa rubbed her shoulder, before pulling her green blood-soaked shirt away from her body slightly to allow a piece of metal to clatter against the floor. She looked at me again with a bewildered expression, slowly sitting up and reaching for her throat to feel the tattoo. There was nothing to feel though. I knew from my own mark that it felt just like normal skin. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’ll try to find a way to release you. I promise.” 
 
    After meeting my gaze again for a moment, she finally spoke up. “I trust you Riel. Slave or not, I feel free when I’m with you.” 
 
    I nodded hesitantly, and then looked up at Tobias. “Well, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    His expression was slightly baffled, but he recovered after a second. He cleared his throat and then scooped up Mira again. 
 
    I met Evie’s gaze then, seeing that her orange eyes were wide. No doubt she was distressed by the conversation I had seemingly had with myself, never mind that I had just healed Risa from a fatal wound. 
 
    “Ready?” I wondered. 
 
    She inclined her chin slowly, before moving to climb onto my back again. Risa had gotten up and was already peaking around the corner, being more cautious this time. However, another gunshot fired off the moment she pulled back out of sight. 
 
    She looked at me with a strained expression. “The hallway is full of men with guns,” she said with a grimace. “Even if I can reach them, there are more in the foyer to take their place.” 
 
    I felt my shoulders slump, trying to rack my brain for ideas. I gasped, as I turned my head to look at Evie. “What about the shield ring?” I wondered, reaching in my pocket to pull out the four rings. “You said the fire one would explode with magic, but wouldn’t that be a good thing for this one?” I wondered, holding up the silver ring with the opal. 
 
    Evie looked at it hesitantly before responding. “I don’t think that will stop bullets. Only magic attacks.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied, considering that. “What about the invisibility ring?” I wondered. 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe…” 
 
    Risa walked over and picked out the silver ring with a diamond set in it. “This one, right?” She wondered. 
 
    Evie and I both nodded at the same time. 
 
    Risa tried sliding it on her index finger, only to discover it was far too large. Really, all of them were too large for any of our fingers, including thumbs. “It doesn’t fit,” she grimaced. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the metal band shrank in size, matching her finger, and Risa vanished right before our eyes. 
 
    “Risa?” I hissed in surprise. 
 
    “I’m right here,” she replied from the spot she had just been. “It really is sucking out my magic quickly though. It’s like my magic is a bucket of water, and this ring punctures a massive hole in it, allowing the water to flood out.” 
 
    Suddenly, one of the men down the hallway called out. “Just give up!” He demanded. “We have all the exits blocked off! If you hope to get out of here alive, then surrender now!” 
 
    Risa’s voice appeared from right beside me. The only reason I wasn’t surprised was because my sensitive ears picked up her movement, but Evie jumped when she spoke. “I better hurry. I’m trying to control the flow of magic pouring out of me, but it’s not working. I don’t think the ring needs this much power to work, but…” She sighed heavily. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I replied, wishing I had enough magical prowess to go in her place. But she was the only one besides Eli who could really fight offensively. 
 
    I felt her wrap her arms around me then, encompassing Evie too, before she rushed off to face the enemy alone. 
 
    With the help of the invisibility ring, Risa was able to slip right past the men in the hallway and begin her assault with the enemies in the foyer. In the end, it only took her half a minute to kill all of them, partly because they had no idea what to shoot at. 
 
    However, she wasn’t exaggerating when she said the ring was causing her magic to pour out of her. When I heard the last body drop, I immediately took off around the corner, only to see her collapse to her knees panting heavily. The man in front of her wasn’t even dead – her magic had run out just as she had thrust an icicle partly through his chest. He was already trying to get up to fight back. 
 
    “Take the ring off!” I shouted at her, running as fast as I could. I had no idea if keeping it on while depleted of magic would harm her, but I definitely knew it wasn’t helping now. She was visible again. 
 
    Risa complied immediately, dropping it with trembling hands. She was gasping for breath, and looked like she was about to pass out. Usually magic-use didn’t affect physical stamina to that extent, so I wasn’t sure what was going on. Maybe it was because she used all of it so quickly? 
 
    Apparently, Alabast felt extra helpful, or maybe she just wanted me to feed her more lives, because she answered my unspoken question. 
 
    ‘The ring sucked out some of her lifeforce,’ Alabast retorted in my mind. ‘It wouldn’t usually do that, but she tried to keep using it even once her magic ran dry. You’ll need to give her more if you expect her to live longer than five years. Maybe ten if she’s lucky.’ 
 
    “Five years?!” I exclaimed out loud. I didn’t know if she was telling the truth, but I didn’t want to take the chance, even if it meant doing what I was hesitant to admit I was doing. 
 
    I made a face as I wrapped the last man up in my magic, a blue ethereal chain appearing around his entire body, sinking in. At the same time, another ethereal chain appeared between Risa’s neck and my chest, the life energy flowing along the channel almost instantly. 
 
    Risa looked up at me in shock as I approached, her body no longer trembling. I reached out tentatively to pull her to her feet. Neither of us had really had time to think about the implications of what I’d done to her, never mind talking about it. I didn’t know how she would really feel once this was all over. I just hoped she didn’t decide she hated me after all. 
 
    Risa unexpectedly squeezed my hand, prompting me to look up at her standing in front of me. “I could never hate you,” she whispered. My eyes widened in surprise, realizing the connection was similar to the one I shared with Eli. It was weaker right now due to the proximity, but much the same. The main difference being that there was only one master, and I doubted the link was a strong – we were magicbound, not soulbound. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Tobias unexpectedly asked. 
 
    We both looked at him in surprise, thinking he was talking to Risa. But then we saw that Mira had woken up. She started groaning, clasping her head in her hands. “Yes. I just…” Unexpectedly, she took in a sharp breath, as if she had just remembered something. Her expression was instantly terrified. She began looking around frantically, before her eyes settled on me…no, before they settled on Evie. 
 
    Mira screamed, squirming so violently that her father almost dropped her. 
 
    “Honey, what’s wrong?!” He asked urgently. 
 
    “M-Monster!” She shrieked, still squirming. Tobias finally set her down on her feet, but held onto her to keep her from running away. 
 
    I felt Evie’s muscles lock up behind me. I glanced back at her, seeing that her orange eyes were strained, her brow furrowed with…concern. She looked worried, on Mira’s behalf. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Evie whispered, her voice almost inaudible. 
 
    Tobias looked at the girl in disbelief. 
 
    “Did she hurt you?” He asked Mira, still holding Evie’s gaze. 
 
    Mira was trembling. It took her a moment to respond. “N-No,” she finally admitted. Her father looked down at her in surprise, before she clarified. “There’s a monster inside of her,” she explained with a shaky voice. “It attacked me.” 
 
    Evie unexpectedly interrupted her. “When she healed me, I think it required most of her magic, because she passed out.” She grimaced, speaking directly to Mira. “I didn’t attack you though…you wouldn’t be alive if I had.” 
 
    They held each other’s gaze for a moment, before I interrupted. “We really need to get out of here,” I urged Mira and Tobias. “There might be more guards outside, and I’m worried about Landon and Theo.” 
 
    That got their attention, both of them exchanging a glance with each other. Risa held up the diamond ring to give it back to me, so I twisted my hip towards her to allow my friend to slip it in my pocket. I could probably hold Evie on my back with one hand underneath her rear, especially considering she was so light, but her silk pajamas made holding onto her difficult. 
 
    I then turned to head towards the front doors, seeing that they were cracked open. Eli was getting closer, but he was still too far away to be helpful right now. Risa quickly passed me up, before slowly pulling the door open more to peek outside. Once she determined that the coast was clear, she gave us all a nod and stepped out. 
 
    However, I didn’t even make it to the front steps before I froze in my tracks. Theo was slumped up against the wagon wheel, the front of his shirt soaked with blood. And Landon was lying face down on the pavement, a pool of blood underneath him too. 
 
    “Goddess,” Risa exclaimed next to me. 
 
    Mira gasped when she saw. “No!” She screamed, rushing down the steps ahead of us. “No, no, no!” 
 
    I quickly bolted after her, catching up before she made it to the bottom. I then set Evie back down on her feet as Mira ran straight for her brother. The horses were missing, the wagon tongue and yoke lying on the ground empty. 
 
    Mira was already kneeling on the ground next to her brother, her hands held out over him as she tried to heal him. Tobias fell to his knees beside her, his posture shocked and defeated. I crouched down next to Theo to check to see if he was still alive. 
 
    Barely. 
 
    ‘Might as well take his life before it goes to waste,’ Alabast commented, amusement in her voice. 
 
    “Shut up!” I snapped. Risa had just begun to crouch next to me, flinching when I yelled. I looked at her apologetically, before trying to wrack my brain. “Think Riella!” I chastised myself. 
 
    ‘Your potion,’ Eli whispered, ‘the one your godmother gave you.’ 
 
    I gasped, my eyes widening in surprise. “Risa, get my bag!” I instructed. Instantly, the black tattoo on her neck glowed brightly as she bolted to her feet and turned to jump into the back of the wagon. My eyes widened in shock, unable to comprehend what I’d just seen. 
 
    Risa quickly handed me my bag prompting me to snap out of it. I began digging inside, searching for my godmother’s potion. “I’m sorry,” I whispered urgently, grasping a hold of it and pulling it out. I popped off the top and grabbed Theo’s chin. 
 
    “For what?” Risa asked, reaching up to help me turn his head a little. 
 
    I poured a little bit of the solution into his mouth, biting my lip. “I think I made you get my bag.” 
 
    “I would have done it anyway,” she replied. 
 
    “I’m still sorry,” I pressed, capping the potion again, hoping to see some life come back to him. As far as I knew, the potion didn’t actually have to be swallowed to work. Whether it stayed in his mouth, or even if it went in his lungs, it should still get absorbed and heal him. Assuming he wasn’t dead already. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Theo lunged forward, almost knocking into me as he began coughing violently. Realizing it had worked, I quickly jumped up and ran over to Mira and Tobias. 
 
    “It’s not working!” Mira was saying, despair in her voice. “Almost all my magic has been drained!” 
 
    “Help me turn him over,” I replied urgently, holding up the rosy potion for them to see. 
 
    Tobias immediately took action, grabbing his son roughly and flopping him on his back. I knelt down, and grabbed his jaw like I’d done to Theo. I poured a little and then capped it again, seeing that I only had barely one sip left. Hopefully no one else became fatally injured anytime soon, because I didn’t like the idea of having to enslave anyone else in order to save their life. I already felt guilty about Risa as it was. At least with Eli it was different – we were on equal ground. But with Risa, I could make her do whatever I wanted now. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Because that might mean Alabast might be able to control her too. 
 
    ‘I wish,’ Alabast retorted with disdain. ‘I’d make that worgron filth kill herself in a heartbeat.’ 
 
    I groaned in annoyance. She was really pissing me off. “Shut up,” I hissed. Landon abruptly started coughing just then, so Mira and Tobias didn’t pay attention to me talking to myself. They were both suddenly wrapping their arms around him, eager to hold him. 
 
    ‘Maybe I won’t be so helpful next time,’ Alabast retorted, sounding just as annoyed as I was. 
 
    I kept my mouth shut, but that didn’t stop me from responding to her in my head. ‘You will if you want me to keep feeding you souls,’ I snapped. 
 
    Surprisingly, that shut her up. I knew that between feeding her souls, and this weird bleeding disease, I had some leverage over her now. Because if she were in an elderfel body, she might actually die from the disease even though she was a spirit. My elvish heritage acted as a shield for her, which meant it was truly in her best interest to keep me alive…and happy…for now at least. 
 
    Tobias abruptly grabbed my arm, his eyes tearful. “Thank you,” he whispered in a strained voice. Landon was slowly sitting up on his own now, still coughing. 
 
    I nodded in response. “You’re welcome. I’m glad we–” I stopped when noise in the distance prompted my ears to twitch. I looked up to see several cars racing down the paved road leading to the property. They were still far away, but at the speed they were traveling, it looked like it wouldn’t take them long to get here. 
 
    Eli’s spoke up again. ‘I’m almost there. I’m just about to reach the city.’ 
 
    “But then what?” I asked out loud, prompting all three of my human companions to look at me in confusion. I ignored their expressions. “You can’t carry all of us out of here.” 
 
    He mentally grimaced in response. 
 
    Tobias spoke up. “Are you talking to Eli?” 
 
    I sighed in defeat at the situation. “Yes. He’s almost here, but we can’t all just hop on his back and fly away.” 
 
    “Take Mira with you,” Tobias abruptly urged. 
 
    Mira looked at her dad in surprise. “But–” 
 
    He cut her off. “You’re the only source of the cure. We can’t afford to have you caught up in this mess.” He immediately held up his hand when she tried protesting again. “Mira, you must go with them. Landon and I will stay behind.” He abruptly met my gaze again. “He can carry the three of you, right?” 
 
    I made a face. “He’s not sure,” I admitted. I then looked over at Evie standing where I left her by the steps. She was trembling, standing there like she was lost…or maybe just like she hadn’t been outside in years. Either way, she looked afraid and uncertain. 
 
    ‘I can try,’ Eli replied to my unspoken question. 
 
    I nodded to no one in particular, abruptly standing up. “Come on,” I urged Mira, holding out my hand. “We need to be ready to hop on Eli the moment he gets here.” I paused when Eli spoke to me again, prompting me to look at Tobias. “Eli says to just blame all this on us, so that hopefully they will let you go. Just say you weren’t involved.” 
 
    Tobias made a face, but agreed. “We’ll do that.” 
 
    Mira was still hesitating, prompting Landon to speak up. “Just go with them,” he urged his sister with a cough. “Dad’s right. You’re the only source of the cure. They’ll either exploit you if they find out, or at the very least prevent you from enhancing antidote for a while.” 
 
    She finally nodded, abruptly wrapping her arms around her brother’s neck. Their father wrapped his arms around them both as well. 
 
    Knowing Mira would be ready in a moment, I ran back over to the wagon to get Evie. Risa had already shouldered my pack, ready to follow my lead. Theo was standing up now, feeling his hand underneath his shirt where he had been shot. I paused, tightening my grip on the vial in my hand. 
 
    After a moment, I spoke to him. “Catch,” I said, tossing him the vial. 
 
    He snatched it out of the air, looking at me in confusion. “We are leaving the men behind. I really don’t want to give that up, but you need a valid reason why you three are alive while everyone else is dead.” 
 
    Theo looked down at the vial before tightening his grip on it and nodding. “They’ll probably confiscate it from us,” he commented. 
 
    I shrugged. “If it will give them what they need to believe your story, then it’s worth it.” He nodded in agreement, so I continued the rest of the way to Evie. I quickly crouched down next to her, looking up to meet her gaze. “Come on, you’re coming with us.” 
 
    She looked down at me in surprise. “Where?” She wondered in disbelief, assuming there was no place to run. 
 
    But I didn’t need to answer her. Eli dove from the sky, his black scales glimmering as he smashed into the ground at full speed. The wind abruptly picked up as the ground beneath us trembled violently. “There,” I replied, tugging on her wrist to encourage her to get on my back. “That’s our friend.” 
 
    “A dragon?!” She exclaimed, climbing on me. 
 
    I didn’t answer her though, I took off towards him as the cars neared. An unexpected wall of fire shot out from where Eli had landed, prompting the vehicles to screech to a halt. “Theo,” I called back over my shoulder. “Shoot at us with Landon’s magicite gun. Just make sure you don’t actually hit us.” 
 
    “W-What?!” He exclaimed. 
 
    “Just do it!” I retorted. “Make it look like you’re trying to stop us from escaping.” 
 
    He hesitated, before stuffing the vial in his pocket and running over to where the gun was lying on the ground. Tobias shoved Mira away as he urged her to head in our direction, and within a matter of seconds we were all running towards the black dragon coming to save us. 
 
    Except, I really wasn’t sure how he was going to carry us. The four of us could fit easily enough, since he was at least five times the size of a horse, but I couldn’t imagine how he could fly with that much extra weight. 
 
    And unfortunately, he wasn’t sure either. 
 
    Still, despite the uncertainties, it didn’t stop me from feeling relieved when we reached his side. Even though I could sense his presence the whole time, it wasn’t the same as actually being physically near him. He crouched down immediately for us to get on. I leapt on the base of his neck with Evie still on my back, causing her to end up sitting right behind me. She quickly moved her arms from around my neck to my waist instead. She was trembling, possibly from never having been near a dragon before. 
 
    Risa waited for Mira to catch up, all the while with bolts of light flying over our heads from Theo shooting the magicite gun. As soon as Mira reached us, Risa grabbed her by the waist and hoisted her behind Evie, before climbing on in the back, sitting almost in between Eli’s wings. 
 
    ‘Hold on,’ Eli instructed. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how we could all stay secure though, so I did the most natural thing that came to me. Instead of restricting movement, I wrapped my ethereal chains all around us, as well as around Eli’s neck and torso, to keep us all bound together. I ended up with a chain in my hands, holding onto it like reigns. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I apologized, feeling like I was treating him like a wild animal. 
 
    ‘It’s fine,’ he replied with an audible grumble. He then leapt into the air, attempting to flap his wings to take off. But we really were too heavy – at least, too heavy to get going. After a moment of struggling to stay above the ground, Eli tilted his head down and let out a geyser of flames from his jaws that abruptly shoved us up higher in to the air. At the same time, his warm body began heating up even more, to the point that it was almost uncomfortable. I looked back at his flapping wings to see waves of heat coming off of them as we climbed higher and higher above the city. I could hear from Eli’s strong thoughts that heated air underneath his wings made it easier for him to fly. 
 
    I then looked down in disbelief at the world below, this being my first time having been so high. It was disorienting. Suddenly, I could see everything, including the entire city now. All the people looked like tiny insects, with the cars looking like toys that I could reach out and snatch up with my fingers. 
 
    As we continued to climb higher, the cool air mixed with the heat coming off Eli and the overall temperature seemed to stabilize at a more comfortable level. Evie was holding onto me tightly, as if loosening her grip even just a little would lead to her falling. Her head was buried against my back. I glanced over my shoulder again to see that Mira’s eyes were wide with shock, having never flown either. Risa looked relieved more than anything. 
 
    And as for me? 
 
    I finally looked ahead again, the landscape below us rapidly moving, the city already behind us. We were flying east for some reason, but I didn’t care in that moment. A small smile crept on my lips, because even despite everything that had just happened, and even with the uncertainty of what would happen to Mira’s family, I couldn’t stop myself from enjoying this moment. 
 
    Because I had just discovered something I had never known before. 
 
    I loved flying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24: Monster 
 
      
 
    We all ate in silence around the campfire Eli had lit. His fire magic made my knife and flint pretty much obsolete. The sun had just recently set, causing it to already be dark beneath the canopy of trees. We had flown east initially, before turning south again to make our way close to the road we had traveled to get to Vanardis. Eli had intentionally wanted to mislead anyone who noticed his flight path into thinking we had escaped in the opposite direction we intended on traveling eventually. 
 
    Risa and Mira were sitting side-by-side on a rock, and Eli was sitting on the ground with his legs crossed. He was fully dressed now, minus boots. He didn’t seem to mind being barefoot though. 
 
    Evie and I were sitting together on a rotting log staring at the orange and yellow flames. 
 
    I took another bite of the dried fruit I had been working on and chewed absentmindedly. Now that my initial thrill of flying was gone, the somber situation had resettled in my thoughts. I wished I could have flown under different circumstances, so I could have enjoyed it longer. Instead, I was stuck with worrying about what would happen to Mira’s family. 
 
    ‘Do you think they will be okay?’ I asked Eli silently through our bond. Oddly enough, it was still really strong even though we were physically close again. It required virtually no effort to communicate to him right now with my thoughts. I wasn’t sure what the cause was, but it was kind of nice to be able to talk to each other without speaking out loud. 
 
    I saw Eli shrug slightly in the corner of my eye, though not because he didn’t care. He just didn’t know. After a moment, I felt his words press into my mind. 
 
    ‘That man’s death will probably be perceived as a big deal to them,’ Eli admitted. ‘It’s possible they will acknowledge that Tobias, Landon, and Theo had nothing to do with it, but it’s also possible they will use them as a scapegoat just to have someone to punish. I don’t know how corrupt the city is. It might have only been Demetri, or it might run deeper than that.’ 
 
    ‘Risa and I didn’t close the secret passageway,’ I realized, speaking to myself just as much him. ‘Maybe if they find the rooms underneath the building, they will realize he wasn’t a good man.’ 
 
    ‘If the city officials aren’t corrupt themselves,’ he corrected. 
 
    I bowed my head slightly as I considered that, prompting Eli to glance at me, lowering the half-eaten dried meat in his hands. He seemed to be evaluating if I was upset that he was being so negative, but I knew he was just being realistic. Really, we should be considering the worst-case scenario, because otherwise we might make poor decisions that could cost Mira’s family their lives. 
 
    Risa and I both jumped up automatically when we heard a wagon coming down the road. This was the third one to pass, but it was also the first to be heading our way after dark – and it was the first one to be coming from the city. The other two had been heading towards Vanardis. 
 
    I grimaced when Mira looked up at us with a hopeful expression, afraid of seeing her dismay if we came back without good news. 
 
    “Be right back,” I said quietly, following after Risa into the brush. We had a little ways to jog since we were deep enough in the forest for our campfire to not be seen from the path that wound through the trees. 
 
    Once we got close, we slowed down and snuck up to the road, hiding in the ferns to avoid being seen in case it wasn’t Tobias. I grimaced again as I watched the wagon come into view, confirming that it wasn’t anyone we knew, and confirming that I didn’t recognize the horse either. I had no idea why someone would risk heading south at this time of day, since it didn’t seem safe to travel after dark. 
 
    But maybe they didn’t have as far to go? For all I knew there were probably other closer villages that used this road. I hadn’t noticed any paths that connected to this one, but then again I was also asleep for that portion of the ride. 
 
    We waited for the wagon to pass before we both sighed heavily and headed back to our campsite. 
 
    Of course, Mira’s expression was dejected when we arrived empty-handed. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quietly. 
 
    She nodded somberly, her fingers interlaced nervously on her lap. Her entire posture looked defeated. I sat down next to her on the rock and began rubbing her back. She smiled weakly at me, before speaking up. “It’s no one’s fault,” she reminded me. “None of us knew that man was so evil. You all did the best you could, given the situation.” 
 
    I inclined my head slightly in agreement, glancing at Risa as she sat down next to Evie. They both looked surprisingly similar now that I was looking at them side-by-side – not enough that I’d think they were related though. Risa’s gold eyes seemed to glow slightly in the firelight, and I was fairly confident Evie’s orange eyes were literally glowing. 
 
    Granted, all three of us had black hair and fair skin. Were it not for the fact that Risa and I were pantherians, we might have all passed as sisters to a stranger. Although, we really didn’t look anything alike other than our coloring. 
 
    Evie was certainly cute though. I felt bad knowing she had been enslaved by her own uncle and experimented on. I assumed that must mean her parents were deceased, though I didn’t want to pry into her life right now and ask about it. 
 
    Eli surprised me by speaking up out loud. “Hey Risa, can you hand me one of those magic rings?” He wondered, pointing towards my pack next to where she sat on the log. She immediately began reaching down to rummage for them. 
 
    “Wait!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Risa immediately froze, the tattoo on her neck glowing bright blue. She slowly turned her head to look at me hesitantly. After a second of silence, the vibrant color faded, and she returned her hands to her lap, holding my gaze. 
 
    I just stared at her in shock, my expression suddenly pained to see that I’d done it to her again. “Oh Risa,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.” I grimaced as I tried to think clear past my grief. “I…” I began, before starting over. “I’ll fix this. Let me try to release you.” I stood up as I spoke, prompting her to flinch. 
 
    I froze, terrified that it was finally happening. She was beginning to hate me – or at least fear me. 
 
    “N-No,” Risa exclaimed breathlessly. “I don’t want you to.” 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief for a moment. “You don’t…” I began repeating. “W-Why?” 
 
    She lowered her gaze as she responded. “Please sit back down,” she requested. 
 
    I hesitated, before returning to sit next to Mira. Our human friend’s eyes were wide, and I could see in her expression that she was just now finally putting everything together. None of us had mentioned what had happened between me and Risa, and the only reason Eli knew was because of our connection. Mira was still in the dark about the fact that Risa was now magically bound to me as a slave. 
 
    And in my opinion, it was worse than being a regular slave. Because Risa had to obey me – she didn’t even have the option of resisting. That much was obvious from what we’d seen so far. 
 
    I waited patiently for Risa to continue explaining herself, leaving us all quiet for a long time. Finally, she sighed heavily and met my gaze again. “I’ve been thinking about this,” she replied, reaching up to feel the tattoo on her neck. “And I don’t think I want you to release me, even if you’re able to.” 
 
    “But why?” I repeated, not understanding why she would actually want that. Was she thinking clearly? Was this part of the magic? Did it make her want to be my slave? 
 
    Risa took another deep breath. “Because there are a lot of things I like about it,” she admitted quietly. “For one, I can sense how you’re feeling. And I like knowing, especially when you seem fine on the outside, but you’re not on the inside.” 
 
    I grimaced at that, not having realized she could sense all my emotions, including the guilt I felt over having enslaved her. Even if she didn’t try to resist – even if she was willing – it still felt wrong. 
 
    “See?” Risa continued. “I can sense you feel bad about this, which alleviates my only possible reservation – trust. I trust you, and I know I can trust you because of how it makes you feel.” 
 
    I sighed, shaking my head in disbelief. “That still doesn’t make any sense to me,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, that’s not the only reason,” she replied. “You literally brought me back from the brink of death, and I like the idea that you could save me if I became wounded like that again. Not to mention…” She paused then, holding up her hand to grasp at the air. 
 
    Unexpectedly, she was gripping a vibrant blue chain running from her neck to my chest. My eyes widened at the sudden appearance of my magic, because I hadn’t done anything to call it forth. 
 
    Risa continued. “Can’t you feel that?” She asked seriously. “I can feel the magic connecting us. I can feel the bond created by it. I feel closer to you now than I ever did before, and I feel like I’d always miss this connection if you took it away.” 
 
    I focused on her gaze again and held it for a few minutes as I considered that. I knew what she was referring to. There was something different about being connected like this. It was intimate in a way, being able to sense emotions and even catching thoughts occasionally. Removing it would feel like something was missing. I knew at the very least that I would be devastated to have the magic broken with Eli, although I hadn’t realized the extent to which I was already addicted to the enchanted link prior to just thinking about it. 
 
    Maybe the magic really did make the participants want to remain bound. At least, it did if they already trusted and liked each other. 
 
    I rubbed my face in my hands briefly, before nodding somberly. “Okay,” I whispered. “I won’t try for now.” I couldn’t commit to forever though. I really didn’t like the idea that I could make Risa do whatever I wanted. I was sure she might hate me one day for it, especially if I told her to do something she didn’t want to do. 
 
    “I could never hate you,” Risa whispered in response to my thoughts. 
 
    I made a face again, and looked away. 
 
    Eli cleared his throat. “So, is there a reason why you told her to wait?” He asked tentatively. 
 
    I sighed heavily and then met his gaze. “It’s just that those rings are extremely dangerous,” I explained. “Risa almost killed herself using the invisibility ring.” 
 
    “Really?” She asked in surprise. 
 
    I glanced at her and nodded. “Yeah. Alabast said you used some of your lifeforce when you tried to continue powering it after you ran out of magic – supposedly you only had five years left to live before I intervened.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, a hysterical cackling filled my mind, causing my expression to darken. 
 
    ‘Damn cat. You were lying, weren’t you?’ 
 
    The laughing continued. ‘Did I say she had five years left? I meant she shaved off five years of her life. Granted, after healing her and supplementing her lifeforce with the leftover of that first man, she would still have lived long past her original lifespan, even after losing five years.’ 
 
    Rather than being pissed, I suddenly found myself gawking into space. “How long?” I whispered out loud, hesitant to even believe she was telling the truth at this point. 
 
    Alabast continued to snicker. ‘She has enough life energy stuffed into her body to last a good couple of centuries at this point,’ her laughing continued, ‘and I’ve got your body up to double that.’ 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. That couldn’t be real. She had to be lying. But even if she wasn’t, that didn’t mean we couldn’t still be killed. Risa could still be killed. 
 
    ‘Oh, I won’t hurt her,’ Alabast sneered, distaste in her tone. ‘Killing that filth has no real benefit for me. If you want to hang around trash, then that’s your business.’ 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek as she insulted my friend, knowing there was no point in defending her. It wouldn’t change the demon’s mind who was clearly prejudiced against the worgron race. 
 
    I could tell that Alabast was telling the truth about not hurting Risa, but I wasn’t stupid. I sensed the real reason she was considering keeping Risa around was because she liked the idea of having an extra reserve of lifeforce to steal from if needed. Risa was like a portable elixir of life to Alabast and nothing more. 
 
    Eli’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “Riel,” he whispered simply. 
 
    I frowned as I met his gaze, realizing everyone was staring at me while I had a silent dialogue with the demon within. “I guess maybe it’s okay. Just please be careful,” I pleaded. 
 
    He nodded and got up this time to find the rings out of my pack, rather than asking Risa to find them for him. I was thankful when he only pulled out the two silver rings, both of which shouldn’t be dangerous when he inevitably couldn’t control them. 
 
    However, rather than return to where he was sitting, he instead plopped down next to the pack. I glanced at Risa automatically, just to make sure she was alright with him sitting so close, only to see that she wasn’t even paying attention. Instead, she was focused on me. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I wondered seriously, trying to understand the expression in her golden eyes. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, but you just said I almost died and then told Eli it should be fine without any explanation.” 
 
    “Oh,” I blushed in embarrassment, looking at them both apologetically. “Alabast lied to me. She said you had sucked out most of your lifeforce. In reality, you did use up a little by trying to continue to use the invisibility ring when you ran out of magic, but I fixed the problem so it’s okay.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell them about the potential fact that Risa might live a lot longer than a normal person now because of it. Really, I had no way to know if that might be a lie too. Only time would tell, unless I could learn some way to sense how much life energy someone had within. At this point, I didn’t even fully understand the difference between it and magic. This subject was certainly not something the elves taught, and I imagined that studying lifeforce would be considered forbidden just like my binding magic was. 
 
    I was just now beginning to understand the implications of why. The idea of someone else having this type of magic was a little scary to think about. They could literally be an immortal monster capable of killing or enslaving almost anyone. 
 
    Risa was pensive. “I think I know what you’re talking about,” she admitted. “But the ring didn’t do that to me. It was my attempt to continue using my ice magic even after I had run out of mana. The ice I used to kill the last two men was created after I ran dry.” 
 
    I stared at her for a moment, considering that. Alabast was oddly silent, prompting me to wonder if she had lied about that too. My mind then focused on something else. “Mana?” I wondered, curious of her use of the word. 
 
    Risa’s cheeks flushed. “Yeah, that’s what Madeline called the potion. I kind of like that word.” 
 
    Mira chimed in with a sigh. “Mana is a term that human mages use to refer to magical energy.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied simply, glancing at her at my side. “I didn’t realize that.” 
 
    Eli abruptly spoke up, having been examining the rings intently. He hadn’t put either one on yet. “How exactly did this invisibility ring fit on that man’s thumb?” He asked seriously, looking at the tiny silver ring. 
 
    Risa glanced down at him. “Oh. It was very large originally, but it shrank when I put it on my finger.” 
 
    Eli gawked up at her in surprise, before slowly placing it on the tip of his index finger. Nothing happened for a moment as he held it there, but then it abruptly expanded in size. Eli’s eyes were wide as he slid it down his finger, finding that it was a perfect fit now. “Wow,” he exclaimed in disbelief. “I can’t even imagine the advanced level of magic needed to create something like this.” 
 
    I barely heard him though, my eyes wide for a different reason. 
 
    Eli was still visible. 
 
    “I can still see you,” I exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    He met my gaze briefly, before glancing at Risa. “What do you mean by that?” He wondered, looking back at me. “I’m not using my invisibility magic, so of course you can still see me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I couldn’t control it,” Risa admitted. “When I put it on, I turned invisible immediately, and the ring began sucking out my magic extremely fast.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Evie chimed in. “If he can already use invisibility magic, then that’s why,” she explained. “The ring is basically just a normal piece of jewelry if worn on the finger of a mage who can already use that type of magic.” 
 
    We all looked at her, prompting her to blush and look down at her knees. She began pinching the blue silk of her pajama pants in between her fingers, looking uncomfortable to have everyone’s eyes on her. 
 
    Eli held up the opal ring in between his thumb and index finger, gesturing towards her with it. “How do you know so much about these?” He wondered seriously. I was curious too, since she was so young and had been a slave for a while by the sound of it. 
 
    Evie’s small shoulders shrugged slightly, as she glanced over at him with her head still angled down. “I’ve been used to create rings like that before,” she replied quietly. 
 
    I felt Mira tense beside me, though I didn’t fully understand why. 
 
    Eli continued. “You’ve created rings like this?” He repeated in disbelief. “But how could you? You’re so young.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I added. “Aren’t you like twelve?” 
 
    Evie held her head high then, meeting my gaze. “You’re right,” she agreed. “I am twelve. And I’m also three-thousand six-hundred and forty-one.” 
 
    I felt a chill run up my spine as I noticed Mira beginning to tremble next to me. I couldn’t seem to look away from Evie’s glowing orange eyes though, hesitant to ask my next question. 
 
    “You mean, the monster inside of you is that old?” I asked breathlessly. 
 
    Evie’s lips slowly curled into a small smile as she held my gaze. Suddenly, I recalled Mira accusing the monster of attacking her, only for Evie to respond by saying that Mira wouldn’t have survived if she had attacked her. 
 
    If she had attacked her. 
 
    As if the little girl had read my thoughts, her smiled widened slightly, her orange eyes visibly glowing brighter. 
 
    “I am the monster,” she replied simply. 
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    Now, in addition to writing full novels, he also writes short-stories regularly on his Reddit page r/AuthorKurt in order to continue improving his writing skills and develop new story ideas. Check out his page on Reddit to view a ton of great content for free! 
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