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      Walking to work from the parking lot, there was a slight mist clinging to the air, but it was an otherwise pleasant morning.

      The roads were relatively busy, as they always were during business hours in the inner city. They were chalked full of people packed like sardines on the buses, commuters in their private vehicles, and those on bikes who weaved in and out of traffic like they didn’t fear getting hit by a ten ton lump of speeding metal.

      Passing by an alleyway, something clinked against concrete, and the familiar sound of shattering glass reached my ears. I tried not to look down the alley. I was curious, but it wasn’t my business or in my best interest to go peering into alleyways. I kept my eyes forward and continued on my way to my job.

      I worked as a marketing and sales manager in a lucrative technology company, helping to liaise with customers that wished to purchase larger quantities of our microchips, or different packages of our selection of software. It wasn’t as glamorous or complicated as it sounded, but it did pay well for my time.

      As I walked into the office, I smiled at Natalie, the receptionist, and she gave me a bigger one back. She was a pretty girl, with nice thighs that always made me steal a glance. Her dark hair cascaded down her chest, but she flicked it over her shoulder as I passed.

      The reception area was slick and clean. White tiled floors and polished metal doors gave an immediate professional and profitable feeling when someone walked in.

      I entered the elevator and headed up to my floor to begin my day at work.

      It was a busy morning, filled with discussions about minor orders. It was too busy to be boring, but the mundanity grated on me. I was doing well for myself, but I had this consistent itch that I could be doing more. I had no idea how or where I could improve upon myself or my work life. I was missing something and no matter how hard I tried at work, the itch persisted.

      Lunch couldn’t come fast enough.

      When it finally did arrive, I walked into the break room and there she was. Stephanie. She hadn’t yet noticed my arrival.

      Stephanie was sitting down by herself, eating a pasta salad. She had blond hair that reached down, just below the middle of her back. She kept it tied back in a neat ponytail while at work, to keep up professional appearances. Her simple black glasses half obscured her eyes from the angle that I was looking at her. The style reminded me somewhat of that repressed librarian cliche from movies, and I longed to see her pull her hair free of its confines and slowly shake her hair out.

      I gave myself a quick once over, brushing my hands down my front to get rid of any wrinkles. A nervous habit.

      I walked over to her table, a small circular one that could only seat three people.

      “Is this taken?” I asked, resting a hand on one of the two free seats.

      Stephanie looked up from her pasta salad, keeping a stern face as we locked eyes. I raised an eyebrow and suddenly she broke out into a mischievous grin. She always tried to be serious, but it rarely stuck for more than ten seconds when I was speaking with her.

      “Sit down already,” she said, pulling the seat out while still sitting down.

      “Thank you,” I said, sitting beside her. “The rest of the room is just so busy, it’s hard to find a seat.”

      We both looked out at the empty room.

      “Great excuse,” she laughed. “I guess you just have to sit here then. How has your morning been?”

      “Not too bad at all,” I said, “just a lot of the smaller clients this morning. I think I might have a bit more to get done this afternoon. It’s just one of those days.” I shrugged.

      “Tell me about it.” Stephanie groaned. “Some days just feel like they go on and on forever.”

      “Hey, I’m not so swamped with work tomorrow, if my schedule holds up, you wouldn’t want to catch a movie, by any chance?” I asked.

      “Depends on the movie,” Stephanie said, making an exaggerated thinking gesture. She then stopped and looked at me. “Of course I would.”

      “Nice,” I said, “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “You better,” Stephanie said, “because I’ve got to get back to my own work now.”

      “So soon?” I asked, but I hadn’t noticed until that point that she had finished her meal already.

      “Afraid so, Greg, we have staggered lunch breaks, remember?”

      She was right, of course, but it didn’t make it any less annoying to see her go. My lunch breaks with her were a distinct highlight of my work days, something I looked forward to and hated to see end.

      With that, Stephanie stood and took her empty pasta box with her as she left the break room, but not without looking over her shoulder and giving me a little wave.

      I went to the fridge and took out my own lunch before sitting back down and eating it alone. I would have gone to find someone to have lunch with, but some part of me didn’t want to bother. The building was filled with friends of mine, but I got that persistent nagging feeling again. It was as if something was breathing down the back of my neck. It was so insistent. What was I missing? I thought I had everything I could want, and yet it all felt hollow. Something was out of place, or not in the picture at all; something I couldn’t pinpoint.

      As the day was winding to an end, I decided I had done enough until tomorrow. The sun had already set and a light patter of rain tapped against the windows in my office. Most of the staff had already gone home, but I liked to work late—likely a by-product of the itch telling me I hadn’t done enough.

      I packed up my supplies and took the elevator back down to the ground floor. It was dark and still raining when I stepped outside, so I jogged toward the car park.

      I noticed that not too far ahead of myself, Stephanie was walking home. She must have stayed late too. It was one of her traits that made me interested in her. She was just as much of a workaholic as I was.

      I picked up my pace to try and catch up to her so that we could continue our conversation from earlier.

      Before I managed to reach her, she walked by the alleyway that I had passed on my way to work.

      Two people hurried out of the darkness and pulled her into the alley—one clamping a hand over her mouth to keep her from screaming. Suddenly, between one of my steps and the next, she was out of sight entirely.

      I broke out into a run, hoping to get to them before they hurt her. My feet pounded the pavement, one fist tightening around my work bag and the other balling up, ready to swing.

      I reached the entrance to the alleyway and skidded to a halt.

      Stephanie fought against the two muggers, struggling to escape their grasp, and bit down on the hand covering her mouth, but the guy just cursed and jostled her.

      “Hey!” I shouted, trying to put on a brave voice and hopefully intimidate the jerks that were harassing her.

      They did leave Stephanie alone. The one restraining her shoved her away, pushing her down the alley.

      Then the duo ran toward me instead of away.

      I backed up two steps before the two muggers were in my face.

      “Feeling brave, pretty boy?” one of them said, flashing a knife.

      The metal reflected a glint of light from one of the streetlamps. I quickly realized I had thoroughly messed up, but at least Stephanie had a chance to get to safety. I saw her grab her purse and run further down the alley, where she disappeared around a corner and screamed for help.

      “Let’s talk this out. You guys like beer?” I asked, looking between them.

      They advanced, stalking towards me like starving dogs after a slab of prime rib.

      It was then that the guy with the knife struck.

      I swung my work bag in the way of the first swipe of the blade, knocking it out of the mugger’s hand. Instinctively, I lashed out at him with my other hand, landing a punch that I didn’t think I had in me. My knuckles exploded with pain as they collided with his skull.

      A similar pain sent my brain ringing as the second mugger punched me in the back of the head. I had all but forgotten about him in my haste to defend myself from the one wielding a knife.

      I spun around to try and fight off the secondary mugger, but caught another punch to the head. Thankfully, it only glanced off, but I wasn’t used to taking hits. My head rang and my vision was dizzy from only a couple punches. I kicked the man as hard as I could. He grabbed my flailing leg and knocked me over, my business shoes slipping on the wet sidewalk.

      Now on my back on the concrete, the wind was knocked out of me, and I struggled to catch my breath.

      Rain pelted on my face, and I squinted against the droplets of water stinging my eyes.

      The second mugger stepped on one of my wrists, pinning it to the ground, and I struggled to free myself as pain shot up my arm.

      The first mugger, holding the knife once more, looked down at me with a smile I feared almost as much as the blade.

      “Sure we like beer,” he said, chuckling darkly. “We’ll need a crate of it after we’re done with you.”

      He lashed out quick as lightning and slit my throat with practiced ease.

      Pain blossomed as my warm blood splashed across the sidewalk, mixing with the cool rainwater. I lay there, clutching my throat, feeling the puddle get warmer and my body get colder. I gurgled out a cry, but sputtered blood instead of words.

      My vision gradually faded to black as I stared into the sky, unable to move my head, afraid to blink for fear that it might be the last time I closed my eyes.

      Out of all of the ways I thought I might go; this was not what I had in mind.

      All I could do was lie there and think about what had been missing in my life. I wouldn’t get another chance to figure out what it was. I wouldn’t get to live my life to the fullest. I wouldn’t get to go on that date with Stephanie.

      With that thought in mind, I died alone.
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      I woke up, still lying down, still outside, still wet. This ground was more forgiving than the concrete sidewalk had been. A blade of grass tickled my cheek, and the soft earth cushioned my body, keeping me from feeling too much pain.

      Huh.

      I took a moment to breathe before opening my eyes to a clear blue sky and the sun beaming down on me. I shouldn’t have been able to breathe. I shouldn’t have been able to do anything. The last thing I remembered was choking on my own blood as I died.

      I pulled a hand up to my throat. There was no cut, no bleeding wound, not so much as a scrape or bruise, and I blew out a sigh of relief as I realized I was alive.

      My arm was drenched and slick with mud, which I’d no doubt smudged across my neck, but I didn’t care. Had I just dreamed the whole thing? If I had, where was I now? It had been a while since I had partied hard enough to wake up on someone’s lawn, and I certainly never had such violent dreams when I was blackout drunk.

      I looked around, still lying down, and realized that I was in the middle of some muddy trail. Just down the path stood a cluster of buildings, but they were unlike any I ever saw before. I didn’t know much about construction, but these buildings looked to be made of wood, thatch, and clay, a far cry from the modern skyscrapers that I was used to.

      What on Earth is going on? I thought as I tried and failed to piece together the events before I blacked out and the events I was now experiencing. Nothing made any sense. Clearly, the mugging must have been a bad dream, or else I wouldn’t be sitting here thinking about it. If it was simply just a dream, though, then how was I suddenly in the middle of nowhere, looking at something that had to be a renaissance festival or something of the sort. I couldn’t see any buildings that looked modern at all, so it had to be a historical reenactment. I didn’t know anything about that sort of hobby, so I wasn’t able to guess where I had woken up.

      Another question popped into my mind: How did I get here?

      If I had really just woken up and this wasn’t a continuation of that bad dream, then someone brought me here. Why they would, or who even would, were questions I knew far too little about to try and hazard a guess.

      I pulled myself up from the floor. I was wearing what I could only describe as rags. Scratchy knotted fabric that made up something close to clothes. They weren’t the sort of quality that I had become used to. The clothes were soaked through with mud, too, due to me lying down in the ground for so long.

      I hadn’t felt so uncomfortable in my clothes since I’d lost a bet and had to wear a grass skirt and coconut bra for a day.

      I looked around for any sign at all that this area was just a staged activity. I hoped to see cars, modern building equipment, cameras sitting on tripods, but all I could see were large, green trees. I couldn’t see anything of my city from where I was standing, which meant I wasn’t anywhere near it.

      My head was wracked with confusion and it was causing me the slightest headache just trying to figure out a single answer of the many questions that were rattling around in my mind.

      Where am I? How did I get here? How long had I been unconscious? Was the mugging a dream? If so, how did I fall unconscious instead? If it wasn’t, why am I not dead?

      They were not questions that I was usually asked to answer, which meant that I had no idea where to begin in figuring them out.

      Hopefully someone at the little village down the path could answer some of my questions for me.

      I trudged along the path towards the village. My shoes were unforgiving, providing next to no support in the thick mud, which nearly sucked them off of my feet. I looked down and realized, like the rest of my clothes, my shoes were not the smart work shoes I was used to, but old boots, the leather worn and warped with age.

      Who changed my clothes? I thought, slightly panicked as the reality of that statement hit me. That means someone stripped me down while I was unconscious. It must have been thieves of some sort. Perhaps they’re in that village? Maybe it would be best if I don’t immediately introduce myself, but do a little information gathering beforehand.

      Suspicion was becoming the only feeling I could muster up. I didn’t like this situation one bit and someone had to know something about it. The only problem was that, whoever did know, also likely didn’t want to have me running my mouth about it. I had to figure out a way of finding the culprits responsible, to be able to notify the police about them, as well as figure out a way home—safely.

      I hung closer to the trees as I made my approach, not wanting to be spotted as I neared the village. Now that the prospect of there being enemies among the people had surfaced, I couldn’t take the chance to be found.

      Darting from tree to tree, I willed my aching body forwards, until I was close enough to make out more distinct features of the people walking around within the village. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      I wanted to scout them and see if anybody looked more nefarious—as if they would be likely to commit the crimes that had been done to me—but instead I was met with a sight I couldn’t piece together immediately. I had to take a moment and allow my eyes to readjust, just in case I was seeing it incorrectly.

      Everyone that was walking around within the village had features closer to animals than to man. There were men walking around, hairy and fierce as wolves. Women that had different aspects of what I could guess were dogs, but I was too far away to make specifics out at this point. Too far away and too shocked. Their dog ears moved, twisting to each little sound, so I knew they were real, and the tails behind them wagged or curled.

      Realization hit me hard and fast, my stomach churning, then knotting as I tried to reconcile what I saw with what I knew, but there was no denying it.

      I wasn’t just outside of my city, or in the middle of nowhere.

      I was in a completely different world altogether.
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      I didn’t know how to proceed. If this really was a completely different world to Earth, and not just some fever dream I was having due to the mugging attack, then how was I to know that the beings in the village wouldn’t eat me on sight? How could I know they were safe? How could I let them know I meant no harm?

      I had liked to view myself as a good problem solver in the company, but the problems I now faced were different to anything I’d even had to consider in those odd icebreaker games during company team building exercises.

      There were a few different ways into the village that I could see from my hiding spot, and I debated the best route to take. It would be a risk trying to cross the path out in the open to get into the village, as there was a higher chance I could get spotted, which was the last thing I wanted.

      I needed to get closer and listen in on some of these villagers’ conversations to work out what was going on in this world. Was it entirely the same as Earth, but with animals as people? If so, where were the humans, if there even were any? If it wasn’t like Earth…What was it like?

      I wasn’t used to having so many questions working through my mind and having so few answers to back them up. I was used to being calm and collected under pressure, but this was so far outside of my realm of expertise that I really was at a loss for what to do.

      I shook my head, forcing myself to focus.

      First things first, I needed to decide if I was going to sneak into the village, or sneak further away. Then, I needed to figure out how and where to hide for as long as I might need to collect my thoughts and make a proper plan.

      I really wanted to just turn around and run away from this town of dog people, but I had no idea where I was and, even if the village was slightly worrying to me and I didn’t know if it was dangerous, I knew that getting lost was far more dangerous. If I got lost in a forest due to not knowing where I was, I would surely die. At least, with this village, there was a chance of finding shelter, food and safety.

      I kept my eyes on the villagers, to make sure none were walking or looking in my general direction, so that I could have an opening to scurry across the path and get closer to the buildings.

      I took my opportunity and hurried over, planted my back flat against one of the walls and peeked around to see if there was anyone close by. I could see a larger shed, almost like a barn or a warehouse, sitting just across the next opening. It would be a great place to hide out and hopefully scout out the rest of the village from inside.

      I just needed to make it across the small crop plot and then into the barn. There were still a few people out and about. Now that I was closer and taking my time to properly inspect them, while I had been right about the women being dog people, the men were also dog people, if a little rough around the edges. It only took me seeing the women, to notice that the men weren’t really wolf people, but closer to huskies.

      Eventually, the coast was clear and I crept across the overturned soil, trying to keep low and out of sight, even though I was entirely in the open for most of the distance. I kept my head on a swivel, looking for any possible person that might spot me, but I was lucky.

      For some reason, everyone had seemingly vanished.

      I made it to the barn doors and let myself in, closing the door behind me so that I didn’t give any clues of my hiding spot.

      Inside the barn, it looked less and less used the further in I went. There were various sacks of vegetables, barrels of what were probably more supplies for farming. There were old tools hanging on hooks on the walls, things like metal forks or spades for helping to dig and turn the soil.

      A noise alerted me to something else within the barn. I crouched down, instinctively, but slowly started to move towards the noise. I very well couldn’t have something small, like a rat, alerting one of the villagers to me hiding in here.

      There was a collection of barrels stacked in a back corner, and I crept towards them. I could feel the adrenaline beginning to build in my chest, forcing my breathing to become a little less steady, but I forced myself to peer around the pile of barrels. I had to check, but I didn’t expect what I found.

      Who I found.

      A girl, not too much younger than myself, laid down on the ground. She was propped up by a few empty sacks and was clearly in a lot of pain. The noise I had heard was her stifling a wince. Unfortunately, it was still audible.

      Meanwhile, outside the barn, a commotion began in the village. I pushed it out of my mind completely as I took in this girl before me. She had similar dog-like features to the rest of the villagers, similar to a Siberian husky. There was much of her that looked just as human as I did, but there were still the clearly canine features too.

      She had two large ears, like furry, gray triangles, pointing out of the top of her head. She had a mess of black hair, running down to at least her waistline, some of it tied back with a small ribbon. Her pained, ragged breathing caused her to keep her mouth open, revealing sharp canine teeth. She had a small tail, of a similar gray and white fur to her ears.

      The woman was wearing what I would consider to be medieval clothing, her arms were wrapped around her torso. She had a thin shirt on that I assumed was originally white, but had been splattered with specks of red. There was a neat, leather corset bound at the center hugging her torso. It was shaped so that it didn’t restrict the movement of her chest. She had a deep red dress, flowing from somewhere underneath the corset, down to her feet.

      I continued to look over her. I could see that she was hurt, and there were clear signs that she had been bleeding—or someone else near her had bled onto her—but it took me a moment to see the actual wounds. The barn was quite dark, and my eyes hadn’t properly adjusted.

      The more my eyes became used to the light, the greater were the details that I could make out. Her eyes were a piercing ice blue, although her eyelids were usually clenched shut in pain—when she wasn’t staring at me in something close to fear, or possibly confusion.

      She simply looked at me, as if willing the unspoken words to enter my mind—wordless accusations and questions. I then noticed the tears in her outfit, possibly one of the reasons she had her arms wrapped so tightly around the corset, to avoid it coming off entirely. She had milky pale skin, slightly dirtied up from lying on the ground, and I could see more patches of her skin where the clothing had been torn, though they also revealed more cuts.

      The wounds looked like claw marks, and possibly bite marks, but I didn’t want to frighten the girl any further by getting closer too quickly.

      She looked recently wounded, especially with how the smaller patches of blood had spread out even in the short moment that I had been watching her. There was nothing else inside the barn that could’ve done this to her and I thought that I had come in through the only entrance, but now that I was looking around for it, there was a smaller door just a few feet over from where the girl was lying down. Her collection of barrels was well positioned to avoid a line of sight from either entrance.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, but the girl just shook her head rapidly and shrank back away from me. “No, no, I’m a friend. I’m not going to hurt you. Did one of the other villagers do this to you?”

      The girl bit her bottom lip and looked away from me.

      That was when the sounds outside came back into focus. They weren’t the sounds of people being rowdy or partying too loudly, or even a small brawl between two drunken men. There were loud, blood-chilling screams. Deep, thudding impacts as what sounded like blunt things made contact with living things—although they may not have been living afterwards.

      I now understood why the girl was staying so quiet. I searched around for somewhere to hide. I could hear voices outside, footsteps getting closer to the barn. Whether they knew we were in there or not, they were clearly going to check just in case.

      I had no idea who or what was raiding this village, but I had put this already injured girl in significant jeopardy. I made a move towards the other side of the barn to try and hide, but the entrance to the barn was pulled open roughly while I was still standing out in the open. I was in trouble.

      Two men entered and locked eyes on me immediately. They were larger than any of the people I had seen walking around the village earlier. They didn’t look to be the neater, husky variety of people either. These two men were much more clearly wolfmen, and I cursed at myself mentally for making that mistake earlier. These men had matted fur bristling out from anywhere that wasn’t covered by their clothes. They had long, dirty claws at the ends of their fingers and stretched out snouts that dripped drool from long, deadly teeth. Their beady, yellow eyes stared at me in a similar state of confusion to the girl.

      “You’re not what we’re looking for,” one of the wolfmen snarled.

      “But you’ll do, all the same,” the other one finished, sneering at me.

      “I’m guessing that talking it out is off the table?” I asked, figuring I had to at least try once, even if these wolfmen seemed less civilized than the men that attacked me earlier.

      As the wolfmen approached, their body odor hit me like a truck. They smelled like body odor mixed with old cabbage that had been left to rot in a dumpster full of seafood . They clearly didn’t take care of themselves, but that didn’t really help me out as they were both significantly larger than I was and pointing it out wouldn’t exactly earn me any favors.

      Fear began to grip me. I had been holding out hope for some sort of miracle or ending moment where I woke up from this strange dream so that I could go to work again and everything would be normal, but nothing came. Only the two wolfmen, getting slowly closer, taking their time and reveling in the fear that they were causing.

      To my surprise, thankfully, both of the wolfmen stopped. It looked to me like they were almost hesitant to continue getting closer. I had no idea why, but they weren’t looking at me. Not at my eyeline, at least. Instead, they were looking down, towards my hands. I lifted my hands so that I could see them too. In an instant, I forgot all about the wolfmen, about the warehouse, or the fact that I was likely in a completely different world to my own.

      My hands were on fire.

      They didn't feel hot, but both of my hands had bright, warm flames, licking at my skin and reaching up just past my wrists, engulfing both hands in the heat. My fear reached an entirely new level and I did all that I could not to simply pass out from everything that was happening.

      I shook my hands, trying to put out the flames, but nothing happened. My fingers curled, wriggled and flexed, but the fire stayed, and it didn’t hurt me.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” I whispered, voicing my realization. The flames licked around my hands, but aside from the warmth, they didn’t do anything to me, they merely felt like an extension of myself.

      “I guess this is what they mean by friendly fire,” I joked. No one laughed.

      On shaky legs, I looked back up to the two wolfmen, knowing that I was the only line of defense between them and the dog girl. I raised my flaming fists and, hoping to any god that was listening that I could be competent in a fight, stood my ground.
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      My hands were…

      It was difficult to avoid looking at them, as I had to hold them up in order to be prepared to defend myself against the wolfmen when they decided to attack. I was still holding out the slightest hope that they would see sense and leave me alone. I was hoping that my fists, which were now violently flaming, would be enough of a deterrent.

      I’d already been stabbed in one fight, flaming hands or not, I wanted to avoid the possibility of it happening again.

      From the looks of the wolfmen, they did not.

      For some reason, while I could feel the heat of the flames, it only felt dull upon my skin, and didn’t ignite my clothes. It had the same sensation as slipping your hands into a bath that is ever slightly too hot to fully bathe in, or under the sand on a hot and sunny day at the beach. The heat wrapped around my hands, but didn’t hurt. I was willing to bet, however, that if I reached out and touched the flame to one of the wolfmen, they would tell me exactly how much it hurt by their reactions alone.

      I had seen films where the main man fended off wild wolves with a flaming torch while out in the woods, but I wasn’t totally sure my hands would have the same effect on these two. No matter how barbaric and uncivilized they looked and smelled, they still had enough sense to not be entirely afraid of fire. They knew that it was, still, only fire.

      Trying to keep the idea that my fists were flaming at the back of my mind, I held them up in what I hoped was a stance close enough to a professional fighter’s pose. I didn’t know how to fight, but I would do my best. The injured dog girl on the ground beside me was relying on me to fend off these attackers.

      With one final thought of how did I get here? I lifted my arms to brace for the first swing of the now impatient wolfmen.

      The closest one swung his clawed hand in a wide arc, coming across to try and slash open my face in a single blow.

      Instinctively, I tried to duck under the attack, but the wolfman kicked out, planting his foot in my chest and sending me crashing to the floor, the wind already knocked out of me.

      I dragged myself back up to my feet by using a nearby barrel, but the dog girl had been spotted by the other wolfman, who grinned menacingly as I heard her whimper out in terror. She was too injured to defend herself. I couldn’t let her down, even against the odds.

      I charged towards the wolfman closest to me, but dodged out of the way as he braced to smack me about again. Continuing my momentum, I ran at the one closer to the dog girl and swung up, planting my fist right into the side of his unsuspecting head. He was so distracted by the dog girl and likely assumed his friend had me sorted, that he didn’t see me coming at all.

      After feeling how much a punch hurt against the muggers, I expected to feel something in my hand break on impact, but instead, there was very little resistance. The flames singed the side of the wolfman’s face and he immediately keeled over.

      He wasn’t unconscious, but the punch had definitely dazed him. It felt like the flames were working almost like harmful boxing gloves for me, protecting myself while hurting those I was attacking.

      Suddenly, I felt a lot more confident in my situation. Then the large body of the second wolfman slammed into my back as he tackled me from behind.

      I hit the ground hard, with the weight of the wolfman on top of me. I rolled over, but that only served to allow me to see the anger in his eyes as he leaned over me, reaching back to start to claw at me.

      I punched straight upwards, right into the wolfman’s chest. Immediately, the weight was lifted, and I saw the end of the man’s trajectory as he landed heavily on top of his friend, who had been in the process of getting up.

      Now, neither was fully able to fight properly. The two wolfmen clambered to their feet, exchanged glances, and fled from the barn.

      I pulled myself to my feet. I was aching from the impact of the tackle, but otherwise felt okay. I limped over to where the dog girl was and she also looked as, respectively, okay as she did when I first saw her.

      As I was looking down at the dog girl, and she was looking up at me with fearful eyes still, I swayed on the spot. I felt lightheaded and looked down to see a slight trickle of blood dripping down onto the ground where I stood.

      I felt around and realized that, with my adrenaline going, I hadn’t felt the cuts made by the grasping claws of the wolfman as I had tried to dodge past him. He must have caught me in the back as I ran by, or as he hit me from behind. The injuries weren’t too severe, but I was fighting not to pass out once again.

      “I’m a friend,” I said slowly. I now knew that the wolfmen spoke my language, but I didn’t yet know if this girl did. “The wolfmen are gone, and I won’t hurt you. If anything, I think I’m the one who needs help.” I allowed myself to chuckle a little at the irony of me asking a severely injured person for help.

      She also gave me an odd look in response to my words, so it appeared that she knew what I was saying.

      “You see, I have no idea where I am or how I got here,” I explained, “I’m entirely lost and don’t know how to get home, or if that’s even possible. I’ve not seen people like yourself or those in your village or the wolfmen before. This is all very new to me and, honestly, scary. I haven’t the foggiest about what happened with my hands, but they aren’t on fire any more. I think it would be safe for me to carry you to get you to someone who can help. Is that okay?”

      I let out a quick sigh after letting myself chat up a storm for the past few moments. I had a lot of concerns and, while I couldn’t say them all just yet to some stranger, I found myself trusting this dog girl enough to talk more at length than I had expected myself to.

      I allowed the dog girl a moment to process what I had said and I could see her turning over my words within her head as we stayed there in silence. The commotion outside the barn had died down by this point, which let me believe the coast was clear.

      I walked towards the open barn door, just to check, and peaked my head out to make certain. I couldn’t see anyone at all. I couldn’t see any dog people or any wolf people. I couldn’t hear anyone either, so I had to hope the coast was clear as it didn’t look like the dog girl could make it much longer without medical attention.

      I turned back towards where the dog girl had been lying, but I could see a grasping hand on the rims of one of the barrels. I hurried over to her to try and stop her from pulling herself up any further and worsening any of her injuries.

      “Let me,” I said softly. “Please.”

      Almost reluctantly, the dog girl allowed me to slip one arm under her back, so that she could loop her left arm around my neck, as my other arm took the rest of the weight from the bend of her knees. Now that I had her in my arms, I could feel the softness of her furred ears brushing against my skin, and I had to make sure to avoid brushing against her tail as I carried her. I didn’t want any reason at all for her to be uncomfortable and I wasn’t sure how sensitive tails were.

      I carried her out of the warehouse and looked around the open area between the barn and the rest of the village. I strongly hoped that this wasn’t some elaborate ambush waiting to catch us in retaliation for me fighting off the wolfmen.

      I didn’t have too much time to waste worrying about the dangers of being out in the open now that we were out in the open. I began walking at a brisk pace towards the other buildings. I didn’t want to try and run as I wasn’t the strongest person ever and I had seen enough videos of people carrying others and falling over, so I prioritized this dog girl’s comfort over the speed of our movement. If I dropped her or we fell over, her injuries would be much worse than they were at this point.

      I walked towards the center of the village with the dog girl and began to see the destruction that the wolfmen had left behind. Doors broken and pushed in, snapped off of their hinges. Furniture from inside the homes had been smashed and thrown out into the streets. Windows were shattered, leaving broken glass littering the ground. It looked like a ghost town. Where was everyone?

      “Hey,” I said quietly, “It just occurred to me. In all of the action, I never asked what your name was. I’m Greg, what’s your name?”

      The dog girl looked up into my eyes, the fear gone from her own. I could see worry in those pale blue irises now, worry for her people.

      “Callie,” came the faint voice, though it sounded as refreshing as a fresh water spring. Her voice was weak, due to her injuries, but it was beautiful to me. I couldn’t help but let slip a little smile as we looked around for any sign of life.

      Shortly after we spoke, we both heard the shifting sound of heavy things being pushed aside and wood scraping against stone. Slowly, heads began to emerge, appearing at windows to look out nervously at the street. These were the survivors of the attack, the best at hiding, at protecting themselves from the assault upon the village.

      One by one, they walked hesitantly out onto the street and, one by one, they caught sight of me—holding one of their own.

      Countless pairs of eyes locked onto me and, as I tried to smile back, I watched their expressions turn to anger as the villagers advanced towards me.
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      Different plans rattled through my mind as the villagers approached. How could I explain that I was friendly to a collection of people that had just been attacked? I was holding one of their own and looked like a complete stranger—because I was a complete stranger.

      I didn’t want them to fear me, but I really didn’t want to get tangled up in a third fight. What could I possibly say to get them to trust me? I felt like I could bring up the flaming hands and the defeating of the wolfmen using those hands, but Callie had seemed even more terrified of me after seeing the hands than before, so I decided against it.

      Unlike with Callie, I felt like I had to keep at least some of my truths close to my chest with the rest of the village, just in case I truly couldn’t trust some of them.

      It was clear that they would all know things about this world that I didn’t, but they might also know certain things that could come to their advantage depending on what I told them. What if they made a business out of selling lost travelers to passing merchants? What if my initial fears were right and they did eat people? Although, considering how Callie was treating me, I was leaning further away from that prospect at this point.

      I looked around quickly, trying to meet as many eyes as I could before I spoke. Still with Callie in my arms, I raised my voice to make sure as many people as possible heard me.

      “I am an ally of your village,” I said loudly, “this here is Callie and she is gravely injured. She needs help with her wounds, please.”

      “How can we trust you?” the closest dogman said, eyeballing me.

      “Can you help Callie before interrogating me?” I asked, urging anyone forward. “I think her health is the priority here.”

      “He’s right!” a ladies voice called out from behind a few of the other people. She pushed her way to the front and, not even looking at me, examined Callie’s injuries. “Someone help me get her to a flat surface so I can get to work on stitching some of these up. They may get infected if not properly treated.”

      I let two of the stronger-looking dogmen carry Callie away, suddenly feeling a lot more alone in the crowd of strangers.

      “He saved my life,” Callie called out weakly, “I trust him.”

      Some of the aggressive expressions loosened up a little.

      Callie was taken into one of the nearby houses to be looked at more thoroughly by the healer, and then the eyes all turned back to me. I could see the confusion and shock plastered across all of their faces, similar to when Callie and the wolfmen first saw me.

      “Where are you from?” one dogman asked.

      “Would you know what I meant if I said Earth?” I replied.

      I received a blank lack of reaction from all of them. That confirmed to me that this was absolutely some other world entirely.

      I’ll deal with the horrors of that later, I thought. Stay in the now.

      “What exactly are you?” a lady asked.

      “I’m a human,” I said.

      More blank stares. I couldn’t imagine a world without humans, but I could see how, if the tables were reversed, I couldn’t imagine Earth with half-humans running around either.

      “Look,” I said. “I don’t know why I’m here, or where here even is. I just woke up earlier, outside of the village. I really would appreciate any help that you’re able to give.”

      “What sort of help?” the more vocal dogman asked.

      “Information would be great,” I said. “Firstly, who were those wolf people?”

      “They’re crusading,” the dogman said. “It’s their wish to take over our entire kingdom. They’re barbaric and, unfortunately, we aren’t all fighters. They come by frequently, raiding our homes and attacking our people.”

      “It’s terrible,” one of the ladies chipped in, while others all nodded in agreement.

      “So,” I said slowly, trying to piece together the few facts I had so far, “what is the king doing to stop this? You said this is a kingdom, right? Isn’t there an army to stop these sorts of attacks?”

      There were a few shrugs before the dogman answered.

      “They either don’t know, or don’t care,” he said gruffly. “Either way, we suffer the same.”

      I could see that the repeated attacks on their people had made everyone downtrodden and unwilling to fight back. They were only content enough to hide in their homes and hope to survive each subsequent raid. I wondered if this was what it was like to live in the medieval times on Earth, or if this was more unique to this world.

      Now that the novelty had begun to wear off, many of the residents of the village had turned away to begin tending to their broken possessions. I stood around feeling a little out of place, but decided to chip in and help out in the clean up effort. Even if these people weren’t entirely comfortable with me being there, I could do my part to help them rebuild what they had.

      I really wanted to go over and see how Callie was doing, but I was warned away from the building in which she was being treated and I respected her privacy. I would have time to meet her once she was feeling better.

      The clean up effort was still underway when we all heard the sounds of something approaching the village. Something loud and something fueled by fury.

      I had only just fought off two wolfmen earlier, but now we all stopped what we were doing as numerous wolfmen burst past the treeline and started to run into the village. The villagers fled further up into the village, but I stayed where I stood. Having seen just how sad and worried these people had become, I couldn’t simply run and hide alongside them. I wanted to do something, to be of use to them. So, I stood my ground and waited as the wolfmen, six in total, ran up the street and noticed me standing there, waiting.

      I tried to allow myself to feel the same as I had felt when my fists had lit up in flames the first time. A twinge of fear, but mainly anger at the injustice of attacking defenseless villagers. Whether my fists lit up or not, I would do my part in standing between those six grossly barbaric wolfmen, and the people of this village.

      “Looks like your friends all left you,” one of the wolfmen laughed at me as I stood alone in the street.

      “What even are you?” a second wolfman asked, curiosity defeating his need to intimidate for but a moment. “Some kind of hairless dogman?”

      “I’m a human,” I called back, which didn’t sound that intimidating, but the heat lapping at my knuckles was.

      A couple of the wolfmen took a half-step back at the sight of my fists lighting up with fire, but the rest stood there, unwilling to show even a speck of weakness.

      “Is that it?” One of them laughed. “A solitary, small, hooman, with hot hands?”

      “Let’s crush this twig and get to ransacking the rest of this place,” another wolfman growled. The rest nodded and began gnashing their teeth and snapping their jaws in my direction, flexing their clawed fingers.

      I raised my two flaming fists and hoped I knew enough about using them to keep up with so many wolfmen.

      I decided to get the jump on them this time, instead of waiting for them to strike first. They had the advantage of numbers, so I needed to use the element of surprise. They were clearly underestimating me, so I figured I could take down at least one of them before they realized I was a legitimate threat. Then, it would be a tougher fight.

      I lunged forwards as the wolfmen started to close in around me. I swung one fist across, planting it into the side of one of their knees and then swung an uppercut with my other fist as the wolfman fell down, striking him on the underside of his chin and knocking him out immediately. I was unsure if he was alive or dead at the time, but I didn’t have the time to check and his allies clearly didn’t mind as one of them even stepped over his prone body to get closer to me. They were all keeping at least a respectful distance from me now that they had seen I could hit harder than I looked able to.

      The first wolfman brave enough to take a swipe at me met my fist swinging in the opposite direction. Thankfully, for me, the wolfmen all shared the same trait of being slower than I was. I wasn’t a trained fighter, but I was faster than them and these fired-up fists gave me power where I didn’t usually have it.

      As that wolfman was nursing his broken hand, I rushed up to another and, before he could properly react, grabbed hold of his wrists. He pulled his arms away from my grasp, but not before he had serious burns across his forearms. The smell of burnt and singed hair hung in the air as that wolfman, too, howled in pain.

      I turned to look at the three other wolfmen that were still unharmed. I approached them slowly, as they had now seen the extent of my powers—as far as I understood them, at least.

      “You have some ability,” one of the wolfmen said, “but all will fall to the great wolfkind warriors.”

      “Is that seriously what you call yourselves?” I asked, hoping to goad one of them into attacking without thinking.

      “You dare to disrespect—”

      “Scum like you don’t deserve respect,” I said, cutting the wolfman off.

      That brought out a snarl and the wolfman I was addressing charged towards me, claws outstretched. I swung my arm to the side, knocking the arms of the wolfman aside also. As the growling wolfman struggled to right his trajectory, I slammed a fist down. It landed in between his shoulder and his neck, right in the sweet spot. I felt something crack and the wolfman collapsed, even as he tried to continue running. His legs gave out from underneath him and he skidded to a halt behind me.

      I was now confident in my abilities. I certainly didn’t know much about them, but I knew enough to feel like I could at least wield this brute strength against the final two wolfmen easily enough.

      That was, until the two injured wolfmen stood back up to fight, too. Stupidly, I had counted them out, even though they were only maimed and not unconscious, or dead. I tried to keep the idea of death out of my mind, although the reality was that if I didn’t stop these wolfmen, then they would kill some or all of the villagers hiding in the homes behind me.

      I punched my fists together to psych myself up for the remainder of this fight, sparks flying out from where they made contact. I then broke into a sprint, directly at the collected wolfmen. Realistically, I didn’t need to defeat all of them. At least one might run away if I beat the other three quickly enough, or brutally enough. I really didn’t think I was a violent person, but within one day in this new world, I had already discovered something new about myself.

      The old rules had to be thrown out. I was dealing with powers and peoples beyond my understanding and this world clearly required a different kind of strength.

      This can’t have been what was missing from my life. Really?

      I dropped down into a slide at the last moment, using the size and slowness of the wolfmen against them. As I slid between the legs of one of them, moving quickly, I punched out and swiped at his leg. I rolled out of the way of the following attack from the other three that tried to take advantage of me being on the floor. They didn’t remember that I was perfectly capable of punching from the ground, too.

      One of the wolfmen got too close with his snarling, and I swung out and punched his snout, eliciting a yelp of pain.

      I got back up to my feet before the other two got close. They were actively hanging back now, almost trying to save face by not running from the fight, but unwilling to get any more involved with it now that it was clearly a losing endeavor.

      To make certain the numbers wouldn’t fall against me again, I punched out and knocked the two injured wolfmen unconscious, leaving only the two that were still lingering.

      “It’s your choice,” I said to them, matter-of-factly, “fall or flee?”

      The last two wolfmen made their choice and the villagers all began to inch back onto the street, shocked at the sight of the two turning tail. I had done it; I had won this fight for them. I felt my flaming fists extinguish the fire and turned to look at them, expecting to see a population that would be more accepting of me.

      Instead, they looked at me in fear.
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      What was my luck? I had just single-handedly saved this village from an attack and instead of the villagers at least being grateful, they had reverted back to treating me with horror and fear. I didn’t really think I could do any more than I already had; if they were going to continue to dislike me, even now, then I couldn’t think of anything more I could do, or if it would even be worth it.

      It was all to do with my powers. Callie had reacted in a similar way to the rest of the village when she had first seen me use them, but she had no choice but to trust me afterwards. These people looked like they were heavily considering running me out of the village.

      I tried to help out with more of the cleaning up effort, but now none of the villagers wanted me to be working near them, so I occupied myself with dragging the wolfmen out of the village and tying the unconscious ones to some trees nearby, so that we could keep an eye on them, but also that they were far enough away to not be an immediate threat, should they escape too early. Not all of the wolfmen were going to be able to escape. Which was a more polite way of saying that they had died during their fight with me.

      I killed them.

      I didn’t know how to come to terms with something like that; knowing that somebody had died and I was to blame. I knew I would likely get used to it, considering how much violence I had already experienced in this first half a day of being in this world. I didn’t want to get used to it, though. I didn’t want to become careless or desensitized to the violence.

      I took my time looking over the faces of the wolfmen that had fallen in the fight. Three that were unconscious and tied up to trees, and then the fourth was dead. I was unsure what to do with the body, but I didn’t feel comfortable burying it—just in case that wasn’t how things were done in this world.

      I walked slowly back into the village. I still didn't really want to face them. I couldn’t figure out what exactly to do to have these people look past whatever it was that made them afraid. I had done everything. Then, she caught my eye.

      Shockingly quickly for the injuries that she had sustained, Callie was already leaving the building she had been being stitched up in for the best part of the afternoon. We both caught each other’s eye and walked over to talk to each other, both of us standing for once.

      “Greg, right?” Callie asked, to which I nodded.

      “Callie?” I replied, which earned a slight smile. “What was that for?”

      “You remembered my name.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “No reason,” Callie said.

      “I don’t suppose you could help me with a little something, could you?” I asked, moving my eyes off of Callie and over to the rest of the villagers. “They don’t appear to be as fond of me as they were before they showed off my flaming fists. Could you explain why?”

      “I will,” Callie nodded, before turning to the rest of the people in the street. “So, you fear the fire?” she called out loudly. She didn’t wait for a response. “He’s here to protect us. He did protect us. You fear his power and yet, you all know the legends. Do you really think someone who helped us so greatly, deserves to be shunned just as much?”

      Callie allowed her words to ring out across the street and I could already feel the tense air nearby begin to shift away from being entirely hostile to me. The sense that I was scaring those I was nearby wasn’t something that I liked to do and I was grateful that Callie helped with that.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “It was the least that I could do,” Callie replied, “considering you saved my life.”

      “It was nothing.”

      “Oh, don’t,” Callie said. “It was so much more than that, and you know it.”

      “Well, thank you, again,” I said, as I couldn’t think of anything else to say. Then the words about the legend struck my mind once again. “So, what’s this legend you were speaking of?”

      Callie nodded thoughtfully, remembering her words, too.

      “How much do you know about the legend of the King’s Flame?” Callie asked, looking over my blank face and then laughing a little. “Sorry,” she said, “I completely forgot you weren’t from here for a moment. Allow me to explain. The King’s Flame is said to be a legendary ruler of our lands. He is sworn to rule over all of us with malice, or to save us. His powers will reflect those in the legends, displaying significant control over magical flames.”

      “So, you’re saying that everyone is scared of me because they saw me fighting with two fists on fire?” I asked incredulously.

      “It isn’t so surprising, is it?” Callie asked, “and, of course, they would be scared. Nobody yet knows if this legend will be fulfilled by a ruler of malice or mercy. To see someone wielding fire means the prospect for a malicious ruler is only becoming more real, and is possibly a lot closer than we used to think.”

      “Or a merciful, kind ruler?” I countered. “There’s nothing saying the ruler has to be malicious. Only that he might be.”

      “And which do you believe you would be, Greg?” Callie asked, her tone a lot more serious than the rest of the conversation had been, up until this point.

      “I don’t want anything to do with some prophecy or legend,” I said, “I don’t have any desire to seat some throne. Was there anything else that the legend claimed?”

      “Only that they will meet in the land of the king’s palace and then take over,” Callie said with a slight shrug. “It did always seem like nonsense to me,” she muttered.

      “It’s not that it’s nonsense,” I said quickly, “only that I’ve just bumped into this world and there are already prospects in place of me becoming some all-powerful ruler? That feels like a step too far for me. I wouldn’t be prepared in the slightest.”

      “So, if you weren’t going to become this ruler,” Callie said, “as you claim you won’t. What will you do?”

      “I…I’m not sure,” I said, “I need to do something with my life. I can’t just sit around and do nothing. I’m a workaholic, it’s likely what led me to coming here accidentally. I just need to go and do something, that’s all, but I definitely don’t want to be asked or required to rule over this kingdom.”

      “We could always go and find your destiny?” Callie said softly, looking over at me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, “I can’t ask you to leave your home.”

      “You wouldn’t need to. I’ve always wanted to explore the rest of the world. I just never had the opportunity until now.”

      “Are you really sure you’d want to leave this all behind?” I asked, surprised at the willingness of Callie.

      “It wouldn’t be forever, surely.” Callie shrugged. “I can tell there’s something different about you. I’d like to be there when it blossoms into something magnificent.”

      “We’re going to need supplies,” I said, trying to seem pragmatic and ignoring her grandiose words, “and a plan of where to go.”

      “Why do we need to know where to go?” Callie asked, “isn’t that the point in exploring?”

      “I’d quite like to know where I’m going,” I said firmly. “Otherwise how will we ever find our way home again? We also have a few other supplies we’ll need.”

      “I can get anything we would need from the other villagers,” Callie said, “we always have to be adept at different exploring skills, should we get lost in the forest and aren’t able to be found by the search patrols.”

      So, for the remainder of the afternoon, Callie and I went around to the other villagers and I helped her gather supplies that we might need for our journey. Callie was asked many times if she was even able to go on such a trip, considering her physical state. I thought the same thing, what with her being on death’s door barely an hour or two prior. It was impressive to me that she was not only willing to go on such an adventure, but able to do it, too.

      “Don’t you think we should head off in the morning, when it’s light out?” I asked Callie, who appeared more eager and ready to go than even I did.

      “I guess you’re right.” Callie nodded.

      “Is there any particular reason you’re so keen to get going?” I asked.

      “No,” Callie said, shaking her head, “I just think it’s an exciting prospect. To be able to go off and explore. It’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”

      “We’ll get to,” I said, “and so much more.”

      Callie nodded in excitement.

      With all the destruction, I was put up in a room in the barn where I had first met Callie. It wasn’t an impressive arrangement. If anything, I could have made a more functional bed out of the vegetable sacks that lined the floor of the barn. It did its job however and, as I drifted off to sleep, I found my mind wandering about all the different questions I still had.

      What if this whole experience was a dream and now that I was finally getting to sleep, I would wake up groggy and rushing to get to work on time?

      Was there a current king? What would it feel like for a prophecy to come along and steal away what he must have considered his birthright? Surely, that was what these legends implied. I didn’t like the implication at all. It meant if I wanted to be truly seen as a royal, I would need to have defeated the current royal family. Even if some prophecy claimed for me to become king, it wouldn’t matter until those in power deemed it so. I really didn’t understand the power dynamics of this new world, or the significance of the powers I now possessed.

      Did they override the people in power, or did the people in power override my own gifts? I would need to find all of this out for myself on my adventures, come the morning.

      It had been a wild time since the last time I went to sleep willingly. Before waking up in this world; before the mugging or the day at work. It had been such a long day and it was finally seeing its end. I wasn’t sure if anyone I knew on Earth had already found the body, what their grieving process was. I had no idea about any of that and, while I wanted to let them know I was doing alright, I couldn’t break through into Earth once again. Instead, I would have to live in this new world. I would work my way up, the way I did in the company on Earth.

      I could definitely feel the spark of understanding after all that I had been through. I was starting to understand that there was far more to my life than my work. I had put all my time and effort into it, but I did know of others that worked until time caught up with them. They never had the opportunity to simply stand still and relax for even a moment.

      I would use this new opportunity of mine to fight for every scrap of experience that I could. I would do what I could for others in this new world—such as Callie—and I wouldn’t let my work brain take me away from what I was beginning to feel was more important than anything I could have conjured up in my old, boring job.

      The new thing that I valued most was life. It was time I started living it.

      With that thought planted firmly in my mind, I allowed sleep to take me.
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      Thankfully, the nights in this other world lasted the same amount of time as the ones from Earth. I couldn’t begin to imagine how I would be able to manage something like a different day and night cycle.

      At that, I was so used to a strict schedule from my work-life balance, that the prospect of a lack of a schedule both filled me with uncertainty and excitement.

      I took my time to get up, knowing that, for once, I didn’t have work to rush to. My back ached from sleeping in the barn, which was far colder than my own home, but I didn’t complain. I had so much to look forward to, and I didn’t even know what it was that I was excited for yet—which I believed helped me lean into it further.

      I wasn’t tied down with responsibility. I could do what I wanted, how I wanted, and not have to answer to some higher chain of command.

      Having slept the night, the barn didn’t feel as foreign to me as it had the previous day. I had noticed closer details that I’d missed when first entering. Nothing important, but a small hole in the roof, or a particularly warped plank of wood higher up on one of the walls.

      From the mist trying to creep in through the gaps in the wooden walls, I could tell that it was still early in the morning, even with my willingness to sleep in.

      There was a knock at the door of the barn, so I quickly pushed myself to my feet and went to go and open the door.

      The ground further away from where I had been sleeping was much colder, likely due to my body heat keeping my sleeping area warmer. I hurried across the barn floor and cracked open the door to see who was knocking. To my surprise and my pleasure, it was Callie.

      She was wearing a similar sort of outfit to the one I found her in yesterday, although without the tears and rips. She wore a deep green dress that cut off just above the ankles, with cuts sewn through to allow for what I would have to assume would be horseback riding. She wore a similar corset to the previous day and her hair was tied back in the same fashion as it had been, but the lack of any attacking wolf-people had given her the opportunity to put the adequate amount of care into it, so it looked more uniform, even if it was still slightly unruly.

      “You’re up early.” I smiled, opening the door wider in case she wanted to come in.

      I took a quick look outside to gauge the weather. A thick fog hung just above the ground, making it almost impossible to make out anything beyond the nearest crops poking out of the soil. I couldn’t even see the closest buildings to the barn, the fog was so dense. “You really didn’t need to be out and about so early, in this sort of weather no less.”

      “I wanted to see you,” Callie said, finding a barrel to lean against, “and to see how ready you were to get going. Are you still up for it?”

      “I don’t see why not, but are you sure you want to be off traveling with me, so soon after we met?”

      It felt like a hasty decision on her part, to join me on my travels. Of course, I wanted her to still come and needed a guide at the very least, but I couldn’t help thinking about how much she was leaving behind for someone she had only just met.

      “I’ve always wanted to go on an adventure myself,” Callie said, nodding and smiling—flashing those sharp white teeth as she did. “This is as good an excuse as ever.”

      “All for the adventure?” I asked, smirking.

      “The company couldn’t hurt,” Callie said with a slight giggle.

      “So, how long does it usually take for the fog to lift? I wouldn’t have thought it would be safe navigating the forest without being able to see where we’re going?”

      “On sunnier days, quite soon. On cloudier days, the fog tends to linger.”

      “What is the plan of action, then? When should we leave?”

      “I’m ready whenever you are,” Callie said. “I’m just the guide and some company, I’ll follow your lead.”

      “Don’t you have family you’d like to say goodbye to, before we head out?”

      “The wolfmen attacks…” Callie started to explain before her words caught in her throat.

      I walked over towards her and opened out my arms, if only a little, just in case she was the hugging type. The last thing I wanted was to cause her grief before we left. I’d rather she held a positive memory of her hometown in her mind, when out and about on our travels.

      Callie, hesitantly, accepted the offer of the hug and pushed away from the barrel and into my arms, so that I could wrap mine around her and hold her for as long as she needed. It wasn’t a long hug, but Callie looked a lot happier afterwards, so I assumed it did its job. I noticed that her fur smelled of honey, sweet and warm. It made sense, with us being in a village based within a large forest. There was likely some method of drawing out that scent from the wildlife within the forest.

      “At the risk of sounding a little intense,” I said. “You do smell wonderful today.”

      “Oh, you think so?” Callie said, shooting me a smile. “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” I said, returning the smile and sighing. “Are you up for a morning ride through the fog, then? Going and grabbing this adventure instead of letting it come to us?”

      “I’d love nothing more.”

      “Then I think we’ve spent just about enough time in this barn, don’t you?” I said, still smiling, and walking over to pick up the few belongings I owned. “Next stop, the king’s palace.”

      “That does have a good ring to it.” Callie grinned, and we both walked out of the warehouse, ready to prepare our horses for the adventure ahead.

      I had never ridden a horse before that morning. Callie, clearly, had. I didn’t want to appear incapable in front of her, but I also didn’t want to ride straight into a tree, so I let Callie know early that I was new at riding horses.

      Thanks to the fog, we kept our speed to a pace comparable to walking, as she showed me where I should place my hands for the reins and how I should sit atop the horse. Foot placement and posture was important, apparently.

      “You’re a quick study,” Callie said from her own horse as we rode through the fog.

      As much as I tried not to, I couldn’t help but think of the old Sleepy Hollow adaptations and how the deep forests of the Headless Horseman were just as thick with fog as this one was. I couldn’t wait for it to ease up a little so that I could take in my surroundings. Instead, I had to focus on avoiding rogue tree branches as we rode away from the village Callie had called home for so many years.

      Sure enough, after about an hour’s ride, the fog began to slowly dissipate. The trees began to become more visible from further away and, more importantly, Callie became easier to see, too.

      As we rode, I kept having my eyes drawn to her, like magnets, or moths to a flame. Her long braid, running far down her back, swayed when we rode slowly and trailed a little in the wind when we picked up our pace. Her ears twitched whenever she heard sounds in the forest, keeping her hearing out for anything that might cause us harm. Mainly, however, I just focused on her voice, as she talked and told me more about her town and the lands that surrounded it. What sorts of animals we would have to hunt and catch if we wished to eat properly, where the nearest rivers were for water supplies. Even simple survival tips sounded enthralling when they came from her.

      We tried not to veer off of the main trails too much, the first time we did was to pause for a rest by a river that ran close to the path before meandering away, further into the woods. We kept the path in sight and set up a little resting point by the river so that our horses could drink from it and we could fill up our water supply. The day had gradually blossomed into a very sunny, warm late morning.

      “You’re riding well,” Callie said, as we both watched the water rush over the rocky riverbed.

      The water was shockingly clear. Callie didn’t seem surprised by it, but I hadn’t seen many clean rivers during my time on Earth; none in person, at least. Most were from nature magazines, but I didn’t think I’d be riding a horse through somewhere that contested the beauty of some of those magazines now.

      “Thank you,” I replied. “I had a good teacher. How are you doing? We’ve traveled quite a distance from your home.”

      “It’s only a few hours ride,” Callie nodded, but I could see from the way she looked down at the ground that she was withholding her true feelings.

      “It’s okay to not be okay,” I said, trying and failing to catch her eye, as she was still staring at the ground.

      “I didn’t make a mistake, did I?” she asked. “I really do want to be on this quest, but I also miss home.”

      “I do, too,” I said softly, giving Callie a sad smile. “We can always head back if you’d prefer?”

      At that, Callie looked up and met my gaze. Her eyes were filled with something different. Defiance.

      “No,” she said firmly. “I started this quest with you, I’ll finish it, too.”

      “That’s the spirit!” I said, my smile extending into a more cheerful grin.

      I wanted to encourage Callie as much as I could. I could tell that there were built in troubles, possibly from the continuous trials she had been put through by the invading wolf-people.

      Perhaps, I thought, this quest of ours could help us both grow.

      I liked the idea of that; of being able to help Callie while she helped guide me towards wherever it was that we needed to go. If I was going to be fulfilling a destiny or a prophecy with her help, I wanted to give her just as much support in her own endeavors.

      I looked over to the horses, to make sure they were both content, as I didn’t want to stare at Callie too long. Of course, I could look at her for quite a bit longer, but I didn’t want to be too intense or make her nervous. The horses were standing, their reins tied to nearby branches, waiting for us to be on our way once more.

      “Would you like some?” Callie asked.

      I looked back over to Callie, she was holding something in her hand. It looked like food, but I couldn’t tell what it was.

      “It’s dried meat,” she said, as if reading my mind.

      “What sort of meat?”

      “Dried,” Callie said, laughing before nodding and explaining further, “it’s deer meat. One of the hunters for the village caught one a couple weeks back and we managed to store up a good portion of it. This is dried and salted so that it can last longer for our journey.”

      “Deer meat?” I said incredulously. “Yes, please, I’d love to try some. Thank you.”

      I remember eating venison steaks back on Earth and they were some of the juiciest steaks I had ever eaten. I gratefully took one of Callie’s strips of dried meat. It was tough, and took considerable effort to pull each bite away from the rest of the strip. However, it tasted great. It was well salted, but reminded me of beef jerky.

      “If all our rations are like this,” I said in-between bites, “then this quest will be wonderful.”

      “That’s the idea.” Callie smiled, before taking another bite out of her own. Her canine teeth were able to tear through the jerky far more easily than mine were.

      “We’d best be on our way sooner rather than later,” I said, after we had both eaten through our strips of dried meat.

      Callie nodded in agreement and we set about untying our horses from the tree branches and walked them back to the main path.

      “Every moment we spend traveling further away,” Callie said, “is another moment I spend the furthest I’ve ever been from my home.”

      “That’s quite the achievement,” I replied as we both mounted our horses and got moving once again. “And, same for me.”

      Another hour of riding with not much to be seen or heard, beyond the occasional call of a bird, when there was a much louder rustling in the bushes nearest to us.

      I wasn’t too concerned, as I didn’t think anything could sneak up on us with Callie’s hearing, but I was wrong.

      They were upon us before we could even react.

      The ambush caught us by surprise and the last thing I saw before a hood was pulled over my head and I was dragged off my horse was some people doing the same to Callie. I tried to call out, but before I got any of my words out, I was knocked unconscious. A deep, dull pain rattled through my head from the impact and I went limp.
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      I woke up with my head still pounding from the hit that had struck me unconscious. I tried to look around, but I still had a hood over my head. I could hear muffled voices start up once I began moving around, but nobody removed my hood straight away. I realized quickly that I couldn’t move around much as my wrists were bound by rope and tied to something behind me, forcing me to stay seated on the ground, waiting for whatever was to come.

      I strained to listen out for any sign of Callie, but I couldn’t hear anything that hinted at anything useful. My hearing simply wasn’t good enough to be much use.

      Light up your hands, I thought, that would break the rope in seconds.

      But I didn’t. I didn’t know what my surroundings were and while freeing myself would have been a nice alternative to being tied down, I didn’t know if someone was standing behind me, waiting for me to try something like that. I also didn’t know where Callie was, so by me escaping, I could be putting her in even more danger. I needed to stay calm and wait to see what would happen next. Then I could decide how to act. No matter what, we were both going to get out of this. I couldn’t let Callie down this early into our quest.

      From the feel of the ground, we were still outside, in the forest. I could hear a fire crackling off to my right and a good number of voices.

      Have we gotten captured by the wolfmen? I thought, concerned that they had caught up to us. If we had, then every moment I spent waiting would put us in even worse danger, but I didn’t think it really felt like the wolfmen. They gave the impression that they were more smash and grab, but these people ambushed us and took us hostage. Very different.

      All of a sudden, a firm grip took hold of the hood and yanked upwards, letting the light rush back into my senses as the hood was taken off. I had to keep my eyes closed to readjust to the light.

      As I slowly opened my eyes, I took in my surroundings to try and assess how to continue to act. If we were surrounded by wolfmen, I would break out immediately—but if not…

      The people that surrounded us were not wolfmen in the slightest. They couldn’t look further from them if they tried.

      The majority of the people staring at me were covered in feathers. Not head to toe, but they had large, feathered wings for arms and clawed feet. They had big, curved beaks and wide, yellow eyes. They were all dressed in scrappy-looking robes, as if they were part of some religious movement, but had made their own clothes. The robes all had a symbol inked onto their chests of a deep, red flame.

      I continued to look around and saw Callie tied down barely a few feet away from me. She wasn’t struggling against her restraints at all, instead trying to shrink into herself and look as unthreatening as possible. I wasn’t sure if that was a tactic to catch these owl people off-guard, or if it was her wolfman-caused anxiety kicking in. Either way, I didn’t want her to have to act, if possible.

      “It’ll be okay,” I said to Callie, loud enough that everyone nearby knew I didn’t mind them listening. I then scanned my eyes around the wide-open amber eyes, looking for those of a leader. “Who among you claims the right to speak for you?” I asked, trying to sound as intimidating as possible.

      I knew from my sales days that sometimes, the best tactic was to simply bluff for as long as it takes to see an opening, or a flaw, or something I can work to my advantage. I needed these people to think they captured someone important, to fear what we might do.

      “I do,” a deep voice rumbled, as a larger owlman stepped out from behind some of the other robed individuals, “and you will not speak unless spoken to.”

      “Do you know who I am?” I asked, keeping my commanding tone.

      “Not at all,” the large owlman said. “Now, stay your tongue, lest we cut it out.”

      The owlman was well-built, clearly strong, even with his robes covering most of his body that wasn’t heavily feathered. I could sense some intense emotion from him. Whether it was anger, or distain, I wasn’t certain.

      “What are you doing trespassing in these lands?” the owlman demanded. “It is well known who these lands belong to.”

      “Who?” I asked, “You? I’m sorry, but we were just passing through.”

      “Just passing through,” the owlman laughed, bringing out laughter from some of the other owlpeople. “People are always just passing through, until they aren’t. They’re infiltrating. Defiling. Desecrating.”

      “We didn’t know,” I protested. “I’m new here, okay? I didn’t know, so we’ll just turn back and be out of your…uh…feathers, alright?”

      “No,” the owlman said. “It is not alright. Not at all. Do you think the Flame would be so merciful as to let those who disrespected him walk away unpunished?”

      “Who’s the Flame?” I asked, “is that one of you? Or…your deity? There’s really no need to act too rashly.”

      “One of us?” One owlperson called out, indignant.

      “Heathen,” a second snapped.

      “Does he not know anything about the way of things?” a third said, positively shaking with anger.

      “He is the Flame!” Callie called out, drawing every eye in the campsite onto her.

      “Blasphemy,” the large owlman said in a near whisper, deathly furious.

      Callie immediately shrunk back into herself under the imposing stare of the owlman, slowly stalking towards her.

      I’d had enough. Whether these intense people were willing to debate some being called the flame, or not, I couldn’t risk Callie getting injured trying to argue our case.

      I allowed fire to pulse out of my hands and could feel the rope keeping my wrists bound slowly burning away.

      These owlpeople’s first mistake was to keep my feet unbound, as it meant I could easily push up from the ground to catch them by surprise.

      I didn’t have any interest in fighting these people, only in keeping them away from Callie, so I charged towards the leader, as he was the closest to Callie.

      I needed to help her get free, but as soon as I made a move towards the leader, Callie also sprang to her feet. I could see, as the ropes fell away, that she had been working at them with her claws to get free.

      Suddenly, with both of us up and ready to fight, the entire dynamic of the campsite had shifted. From blind confidence, to a tense fear, almost all the owlpeople were back to staring at me—and my flaming hands. I was already used to the shocked look people kept giving me when they first saw the fists, so I held one menacing hand up to the owlman in charge. I had pulled away from charging at him as soon as Callie stood up, so he had backed away of his own accord.

      “Are you ready to talk now, or would you like to let us go?” I asked.

      “The Flame?”

      The gradual whisper spread around the campsite like wildfire, until the owlman held up a wing to hush the crowd.

      “This is no Flame, but a pretender,” he said. “Look at him, he didn’t even know who the Flame was two minutes ago.”

      “It doesn’t matter to me,” I said, “who is or isn’t this Flame. I just want to get my things and get out of here with my companion. Is that too much to ask?”

      “Yes. You claim you don’t recognise the Flame, when speaking to the Devotee’s of the Flame, and then you throw your arms around as if you are him. This is an affront that we cannot stand. That we must not stand,” the owlman said loudly, speaking his opinionated words clearly so that everyone in the crowd could hear his perspective, even if they weren’t entirely listening to mine.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I warned, holding up my fists, ready to fight if necessary. I noticed that everyone took a slight shuffle backwards, even the larger owlman appeared to flinch away momentarily. “Just let us go, or we’ll be forced to fight our way out.”

      “You’re welcome to try,” the owlman said, but I know people. He was bluffing and he wasn’t very good at it.

      “Don’t!” one of the owlpeople called out. “He is the Flame!”

      “Yeah,” another one cried, “what other being has such a gift?”

      “All hail the flame!” a third one said, which began to have a ripple effect until almost all the owlpeople were chanting in my, apparent, name.

      “What is your command, lord?” one of the closest owlpeople asked, bowing down as he spoke to me.

      “Don’t call me that,” I said, trying to step back and away from the owlperson. “I’m not some almighty being, please.”

      “But you are,” another owlperson said. “You’re the Flame. It is our humble purpose to do nought but praise your name, oh gracious deity.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I said in confusion, looking to Callie for answers, but she looked just as confused at the extreme eagerness to worship.

      “You are the savior incarnate,” the owlperson continued. “Please, let us serve you.”

      “No, I already said no,” I argued back, trying to keep away from the owlpeople. “Let my friend and I go, without any more of this oddness, please.”

      “It cannot be,” the owlperson protested. “You must stay, you must bless us with your healing fires.”

      “I don’t heal,” I said. “I have only hurt. I don’t want to be hurting any of you, so—please—let me leave peacefully.”

      “No!” one of the owlpeople from further back in the crowd cried out. “Why are you not grateful for our worship?”

      “Must you throw our tributes aside so harshly?” another owlperson asked, pain stricken across their face.

      I was quickly losing the favor of this crowd. I had lost it long before they tried calling me some god, but now their confusion was shifting to anger. I didn’t have time to be kept prisoner as some fake deity. I had a quest to complete and I had Callie to consider. We needed to get out of here. Fast.

      “So be it,” I said, deciding that I’d stalled long enough and would rather get acting before the crowd decided to act first.

      I started walking towards Callie. The entire campsite was so tense you would need a chainsaw to carve through the air. Everyone was waiting for someone else to snap and break the tension. I was just about to reach Callie, barely a few steps away anyway, when the owlperson just to the right of the main owlman broke ranks and ran at us.

      “Imposter!” the owlperson cried out, sparking off the rest of them began running towards us, with some pushing off the ground and beginning to circle above.

      “Run!” I shouted to Callie and we both broke out into a sprint.

      I had no idea where our horses were, so I let Callie run slightly ahead as I used the threat of my fists to warn back the closest owlpeople. The owlpeople all held sturdy looking wooden weapons that all appeared to be snapped off tree branches, some with rocks tied to the ends of them. One of those must have been what knocked us unconscious earlier.

      Callie turned sharply, she was fast on her feet, and I was struggling to keep up due to having to fend off the furious zealots. I didn’t want to hurt them, but it was quite clear that they wished nothing but pain on us at this point. Callie caught sight of the horses, so I stopped and let her run on ahead to get the horses prepared while I tried to keep the worst of the crowd back.

      Primarily, I was blocking the attacks with my fists, but as more continued to rain down, some owlpeople swooped in to try and swipe from above, I began returning fire. Literally.

      I would grab hold of one of their wooden staffs and hold it till it lit up, as I was swinging away with my other hand, trying to knock out some of the more violent members of the mob. The owlpeople unlucky enough to be holding onto their weapons as they caught fire, had to drop them before they got burned.

      A thought that passed through my mind momentarily was how the owlpeople were even holding these weapons, but I noticed that they had more humanoid hands on the underside of their wings.

      They might have been angry and dangerous, but I could see that they were misguided, which kept me from wanting to inflict any serious pain on any of them. I had to knock some out for self-defense, but I was more than grateful when I heard the hooves of our horses begin to get going.

      I clapped my hands together, hoping to spray some sparks around and temporarily freeze the crowd with suspense, but they didn’t stall for anywhere near as long as I expected, so I just turned around and began to run in the direction of the horses.

      Callie kept them waiting, stationary, for a moment longer than I would’ve liked, but until I could get the hang of riding them, I’d need all the help I could get for getting onto the saddle hastily.

      I got into the saddle and we started riding off as fast as possible. I had to lean over and swing down at one owlperson that got a little too close and I saw Callie swipe upwards with her claws to stave off another one. They had gotten close, but they weren’t as fast as horses, thankfully.

      Gradually, the sounds of furious owls faded into the distance as we were forced to continue to ride further into the forest to get away from them. I had no idea where we were any more, or where the original path was. Hopefully, Callie knew how to navigate this forest, otherwise we were well and truly lost. Then I remembered, we were a good hour past where she had been before and, not only that, we had both been knocked unconscious and moved into the forest.

      We were both riding blind from this point onwards. I could only hope it wasn’t towards some greater danger.
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      The plans had changed, although not drastically. Instead of following the path north, we instead were just going to travel in a northern direction with the help of the angle of the sun. It would take longer and be less definitive, but we needed to find out where we were within this forest sooner, rather than later.

      A quest sounded great, but a quest of simply trying to find our way out of a forest was…less fun. Callie appeared especially shaken by the whole turn of events. It was up to me to make sure she was okay and that she knew she was safe—even if I wasn’t entirely sure of it myself.

      “Would you like to find somewhere to rest up for the night?” I asked Callie as we rode. “It’s been a long day.”

      “That it has,” Callie agreed.

      We rode for a little longer, until we found a slight clearing in the forest. We tied our horses to one of the trees nearby and then we began to set up camp. We had a couple bedrolls to sleep on, and we strung up a large blanket to protect from any unwanted wetter weather, if we were unlucky enough to have to deal with any.

      I put my bedroll down a respectable distance from Callie’s, while both being underneath the protective blanket.

      “Now that that’s all set up,” I said after our supplies had been laid down, “would you like me to start up a fire?”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Callie agreed.

      “I’m starting to feel like Bear Grylls,” I laughed. “Perhaps I could imagine I’m on Survivor.”

      Callie’s lack of laughing brought me back to the present. She did try to laugh, but there was no way she could understand the references.

      “You want to grill a bear?” Callie asked, confused.

      “No,” I said, chuckling and waving a dismissive hand, “honestly, don’t worry about it.”

      “If you say so,” Callie said with a slight giggle at the momentary lapse in communication.

      I walked off and found some lower hanging branches of trees, as well as a large collection of sticks and twigs that had been snapped off and fallen to the ground. I had a good amount for keeping the fire going as long as we’d need. I stacked up some of the larger logs a short way away from our shelter, just in case of rogue winds, I didn’t want to set alight any of our supplies. I then turned on my power and lit my hands up, before pushing them into the center of the pile of logs and waiting a moment for the larger ones to catch fire. Soon enough, there was a roaring fire with a flame that easily warmed up the whole clearing.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, after we sat by the crackling fire for a while.

      Both of us allowed the other to quietly contemplate their own thoughts.

      “I think so,” Callie said quietly. “Today was…tougher than I expected.”

      “It wasn’t all the sunshine and rainbows that we get promised when we think of wonderful and exciting adventures, right?”

      “Not at all,” Callie said. “Instead, we got attacked, then we got attacked again by that same group and we have gotten completely lost, on top of everything else.”

      “The forest can’t stretch forever,” I said, trying to reassure her. “We’ll reach the end of it soon enough, and then we can find our way again. The quest is by no means over.”

      “It certainly isn’t.” Callie nodded.

      We continued to sit by the fire until Callie decided it was time for her to get some sleep, due to the sun beginning to set. I stayed up a little while longer, until night had well and truly come. I sat by the fire, just looking into it. I held up my right hand and felt the heat coming from the flames, but didn’t light up my own fire.

      What is it that’s doing all of this? I thought as I looked into the fire, first the transportation to this other world, then these spontaneous powers. How can any of this really be possible?

      I threw a few more branches and twigs into the flames to keep it going a little bit longer as I, too, tried to catch some sleep before the next morning.

      I didn’t get the chance to wake up the next morning, as I was woken up early, long before the sun was due to rise. I woke at the same time as Callie, both to the sound of the horses being disturbed in the night.

      We looked at each other, though it was dark, and both quietly rose from our bedrolls. I could see Callie preparing her claws and I was ready to spark up my fists as soon as we wanted to let whatever was interfering with the camp know that we had spotted them.

      We didn’t get the chance.

      Suddenly, the blanket above us was cut down from where it had been hung up. Both Callie and I scrambled to get out from underneath the blanket, should we be attacked while blindfolded again.

      As soon as I was free from the blanket, I lit up my fists to be able to see our surroundings. The fire had been put out. The way it was smoking showed that it had still been going until moments prior, before it was hastily put out.

      “Who’s there?” I called out into the darkness. “You’ll find no weak travelers here. No easy prey. We will hurt you if you approach with ill intent.”

      I couldn’t hear anything in the night. The wind had picked up somewhat, so I might’ve missed something due to the rustling of the trees. Even as I was straining to hear anything, Callie’s ears twitched erratically.

      She spun to shout out a warning to me, but it was already too late.

      I could feel a point at my back, a blade, waiting for the right provocation to strike.

      “May I ask who is threatening me?” I asked, keeping my hands on fire and trying to keep the strength in my tone.

      “You just did,” came the reply.

      From the sounds of it, and from where Callie was looking, the person threatening me was much shorter than I was—and a girl.

      “Fine,” I said. “What is it that you want? We don’t have any valuables, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      “I’m not looking for any valuables,” the voice said. “Perhaps…just one.”

      “Well,” I said, still not quite catching on, “what is it? It isn’t here, whatever it is.”

      “Funny, as I’m looking right at it.”

      Frustrated, I turned around, despite the blade aimed at my back. If I was the ‘valuable’ this person wanted, I found it very unlikely they’d attempt to kill me over it.

      With the firelight from my hands allowing me to see, I looked down at the intruder, who still had her sword drawn and aimed towards me.

      It took me a moment to realize what kind of person this girl was, as the flickering firelight made the shadows dance across her being. She was a raccoon girl.

      She was shorter than either Callie or I was. She had close cropped hair, shorn to bob, just above the shoulders, where it flared ever so slightly, as if spikey. Her hair was black, streaked with white. She was slender, with pale skin and deep brown eyes. The way the shadows leapt across her face made it appear that she had darker patches around her eyes, like someone wearing mascara on a night out. Like Callie, she had ears representative of her kind of people. This girl’s ears were not as large or pointed as Callie’s. They were furred, gray and rounded. Out of curiosity, I shot a quick glance down and, yes, she had a bushy, striped racoon’s tail. The darker stripes on the tail were going around it, like rings, not lengthways. She had slightly pointed teeth, like Callie’s but less pronounced.

      Even with all of this, it was her clothing choice that intrigued me. She wore the robes of the Devotees that we had run from, but she wasn’t an owlperson. She wore the robes in an almost baggy way, the fabric hanging off of her in a similar fashion to the coat of a racoon.

      “You’re with them?” I asked, indicating with my eyes to the robes that she wore.

      “In a manner of speaking,” the racoongirl replied, “we share similar ideals, but different methods, it appears. They were willing to let you go. I, however, will always be by your side, my lord.”

      “Please don’t call me that,” I said immediately. “There’s nothing lordly about me.”

      “You’re the Flame,” the racoongirl said, the firelight glinting in her eyes, “what could possibly be more lordly?”

      “I really am not this Flame person,” I said, “I may have this gift, but I’m no Flame god.”

      “So, the rest of the camp were right about you being an imposter? Were they right to feel angry at your betrayal, your dismissal of their affection?” The racoongirl asked with a rising tilt to her tone. She was getting angry herself.

      “He asked you to step back,” Callie said, letting out the slightest hint of a growl.

      “Nobody asked you, mutt.”

      “Both of you,” I snapped, “be civil, please. Thank you, Callie, and you—what is your name?”

      “You may call me Eliza,” the racoongirl said, smiling up at me, “if you wish.”

      “Thank you, Eliza,” I said, “but I think I made it clear back at your people’s camp that I have no wish in being treated like some mystical deity. I couldn’t accept the praise of your people, because it wasn’t praise directed towards me. Even then, I’m just a human that is lost in this world, there is no chance that I’m some god you’ve been worshiping for so long. I only arrived a couple days ago.”

      “But, it’s what you are?” Eliza said, confusion falling over her face as we both realized she had lowered her sword a little while ago.

      “No, it isn’t,” I said, “and if you wish for us to get along, I’d ask that you respect that decision.”

      I watched Eliza carefully and, slowly, she looked to bring herself around to agreeing. She nodded, after a moment of hesitation, and sheathed her sword.

      “I’m sorry for the abrupt intrusion,” she said. “I have a habit of doing that.”

      “Water under the bridge,” I said. “It was a misunderstanding, like The Princess Bride.”

      “I don’t understand,” Eliza said.

      “Forget it,” I laughed. “So tell us, why should we keep you around?”

      “I’m very handy with a sword,” Eliza said, giving a quick sales pitch on her skillset. “I’m small, good at hiding. I’m very quick, nimble. I can be useful.”

      I pondered the words. She would make a good teammate, and where we were going, we’d need all the allies we could get. What would Aragorn have done without Gimli and Legolas?

      “Let me go relight this fire,” I said. “If you two are okay putting that cover back up above the beds. It doesn’t look like morning is anywhere close to coming, so we have a shot at getting a couple more hours of sleep in.”

      Eliza continued to look puzzled over my reference for a moment longer before shrugging and going over to help Callie put up the blanket.

      I left the two girls to it as I went to see how salvageable the fire was. It only looked like it was stamped out, or smothered with other logs, so it was a quick fix to throw more wood on top and relight it with my hands.

      I turned around and found the blanket still on the floor and Callie and Eliza sizing each other up, each staring daggers at the other.

      “Come on!” I urged, “I thought we agreed that you’d put the blanket up? Can we at least try to be civil until morning?”

      The girls continued to stare, before I caught Callie’s eye and she turned away from Eliza and, without a word, started to tie up the blanket once again.

      “We’re definitely going to have to work on this if we’re staying together,” I said.

      “We are?” Callie blurted out, drawing a look from Eliza.

      “I don’t see why not,” I said. “An extra pair of hands, an extra pair of eyes. At the very least, I wouldn’t want to just turn Eliza away, right?”

      “She could just run along back to camp,” Callie suggested, which caused me to sigh. I did, admittedly, emphasize the sigh a little bit more than I needed to, but it had the effect I wanted. Callie dropped the subject and returned to putting the blanket up.

      “Fine,” she said. “But don’t expect me to be happy about it.”

      I looked towards Eliza, to gauge her reaction to Callie’s behavior. She just looked at me with an innocent smile and shrugged, before taking the second available bedroll underneath the blanket, leaving me without any. I could already tell I was going to have my hands full with both of these girls if they couldn’t get along. I sighed again, this time for real, and made my way towards the blanket and lay down between the girls in the remaining space. I just had to wait and see what morning would bring.
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      The following couple days were tense. I tried to keep the peace, but it was clear that neither Callie nor Eliza trusted one another.

      I had run many team building exercises as a manager back on Earth, so I tried to think of potential solutions to the rift as we rode northward. Callie had her horse and Eliza rode with me on mine. I’m sure that having Eliza ride with me may have irritated Callie further, but the only alternative was to have Eliza or myself walk, which wouldn’t make any sense. Callie could have shared with Eliza, or given Eliza her horse so that she could ride with me, but Callie didn’t want to give Eliza an inch of trust, not even symbolically.

      It was only after the second day of us traveling together as a threesome, that I noticed a trend forming—and an opportunity.

      It seemed to be something of a competition between the two girls. Each day, either Eliza or Callie would go off and return with something that they had successfully hunted—only for the other girl to go off and return with something arguably more impressive. They were both trying to outdo each other and within this feud, I saw an opportunity for one of those team building exercises that I had been mulling over. Teamwork.

      “Before you go,” I said, on the morning of the third day, as I saw Callie about to peel away from us, “I had a thought that I wanted to pass by the both of you.”

      “Oh?” Eliza said. “What was it?”

      “You’re both very good hunters,” I said, “clearly. But if we keep getting multiple hunts a day, we’ll just have too much food and it’ll go to waste. Could both of you possibly hunt at the same time? Working together to get something?”

      I could practically hear the silent groan from both of the girls as they stared at me like I was insane.

      “What? I think it could really help group morale and it could be efficient,” I said, shrugging.

      “You’re using fancier words to try and convince us,” Eliza said, and Callie even looked like she agreed with her.

      “I’m not asking for you two to become friends,” I said, “just to try working together just this once, okay?”

      “Fine,” Callie said. “Just this once.”

      “Fine by me, too,” Eliza agreed after a short pause.

      “Good, thank you,” I sighed. “I’ll keep charge of the horses and give them a little rest just here, so that you both know where to find me afterwards.”

      I then tied both of the horses up to a nearby tree and sat down to wait for the girls to hunt. I knew that I would start hunting too, but for the time being, the priority was on getting them to start working together. I wasn’t sure how long that might take, so hopefully this was the first step in however long that journey was.

      I waited possibly half an hour to an hour, by my estimate, until I heard the sounds of the girls approaching. They were…talking?

      I stood up from the tree I was sitting against and looked over to see how they had done. They were both carrying a deer. A full-grown deer, back to where I was staying.

      “No way,” I said in disbelief. “That’s…that’s ridiculous, you do realize that, right?”

      “It’s brilliant, is what it is,” Eliza grinned, while Callie begrudgingly nodded.

      “It most certainly is,” I agreed, “but, how?”

      “We’ll tell you while we get this bad boy cooked up,” Eliza said. “There’s no way we can carry a whole deer. Do you know how to prepare one after it has been captured?”

      “I’d like to,” I said. “Yet again, this sort of thing just isn’t in my area of expertise. I’d like it to be, though.”

      “I can teach you a few things,” Eliza said. “Callie would likely be better at teaching you how to hunt, but I think I’ve got the handle on the preparation.”

      “Give it a few days and I’ll be doing both for you two,” I laughed.

      “I couldn’t ask you to do such menial tasks for me, my lor—” Eliza caught herself with a quick glance from me, “I’m sorry, Greg.”

      “It isn’t so much me doing tasks for you, or you for me,” I explained, “but I want to pull my own weight. I can’t just be sitting back and letting you both do all the work. This is a team effort, alright?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Callie said, smiling at me.

      I gave her a quick wink as Eliza was still looking down at the slain deer, contemplating how to begin cutting it up.

      “So,” I said, looking down at Eliza as she crouched down with a knife in her hand, “what sorts of things are we looking to achieve with this? What do we keep, not keep, try to avoid?”

      “If you look right here…” Eliza said, pointing with her knife and beginning to go into detail on how best to prepare a deer. Callie watched on, taking in the information quietly as Eliza gave us both an in depth lesson on the subject. By the time she was done, we had multiple different cuts of meat that all looked amazingly tasty.

      “We should be able to keep a good amount of this for the next few days of travel before it even starts to get old,” Eliza said, happily.

      “How come you know all of this?” I asked.

      “I was one of the main hunter-gatherers for the Devotees,” Eliza explained, “so I had to know how to collect a large amount of food in a short amount of time, due to how many people were there. Many just wanted to sit around and discuss…well, you, but we had some more proactive members, too.”

      “And you’re a good hunter, too?” I asked Callie, who shrugged slightly, trying to avoid complimenting herself.

      “I was taught how to by my parents,” Callie said. “It was a good thing to know, so that many of the village people could help provide, if necessary.”

      “That makes sense,” I said, nodding. “It looks like I lucked out on getting you both here for this quest. We’ll get it done in no time.”

      The following day, I left Eliza with the horses while Callie and I went off to hunt.

      “There are two ways we can go about this,” Callie explained as we walked deeper into the woods, “when I’m on my own, I like to just try to be as stealthy as I can and sneak up on the prey. If there are two of us, sometimes it works to have one person work as a distraction, to get the prey to run right into the other, waiting, hunter. It’s how Eliza and I caught the deer. She swung her sword about, causing it to dart away, directly towards me and my claws.”

      Callie smiled as she flexed her fingers. Those claws did look impressively sharp.

      “How about we do the distract and lure method,” I said, “just so I can see how you go about taking the prey down? I can use my flaming hands as a good distraction.”

      Callie nodded in agreement and slunk off into the woods. We continued to walk quietly, or I assumed she did too, I didn’t know where she had gone. Eventually, I spotted something up ahead that wasn’t a deep green bush or a tree. It was a rabbit, or a hare. I couldn’t really tell the difference, but I could see it. We had all the supplies we needed from the deer, so this was more practice than anything else.

      I continued to creep closer, doing my best to stay silent. Then, when I was close enough for it to notice me, It looked up to spot me waiting there. I lit up my hands and made a start towards it, scaring it off. It darted away and I saw Callie spring out from behind a tree and swipe down, tearing her claws through the small creature and killing it instantly. She held the limp being in her hands as I came over to investigate.

      “Nice one,” I said, patting her on the back and letting my hand linger there for just a moment longer.

      We shared a look, as we stood so close together in the middle of the near silent forest, but then we both looked back down to the rabbit, the distraction. I knew, at that moment, when I had looked deep into those icy blue depths, that I felt something deeper for Callie. I hadn’t treated my time on Earth properly and, with her, I felt something stronger than I had at any point back home. I just hoped she felt the same, but I decided not to push it, not just yet.

      “You played your part to perfection,” Callie said, smiling at me as we began to take the slow walk back. We really hadn’t been hunting for long, but we were both walking at such a slow pace we may as well have been standing still.

      I could see the sunlight split through the gaps between the leaves of the trees, leaving small beams splintered throughout the shaded area of the wood that we were walking through.

      “What is it like?” Callie asked, causing me to look at her quizzically, “where you come from. Earth?”

      “What would you like to know?”

      “What did you do?” Callie asked. “If you don’t know how to hunt, or ride horses, you must have been quite an important person to have someone else do that all for you?”

      “We didn’t really have people needing to do that for us. Or, I guess we did. It was just…very different. We didn’t need to do any of that. I definitely didn’t. I spent most of my time selling tech to people.”

      “Tech? So, you were a techmonger?”

      “I can’t really explain what technology is,” I laughed, “but I guess you could say that. This world is just so different from my own.”

      “Did you have anyone back there?” Callie asked, her pace slowing even more, causing me to stop and look at her to gauge her tone of questioning.

      “Anyone? Like, family or…”

      “Or...?”

      “I had someone I hoped would work out,” I said, nodding, “but I guess it wasn’t quite the right time. What with me being transported here instead.” I tried to laugh off the whole memory of Stephanie.

      “I can see how that would put a stop on things,” Callie said, giggling a little. “So you only had one?”

      “Only had one?” I asked. “I guess I didn’t really think of it like that. Many people on Earth end up with one at the end of the day, but just as many go through many relationships.”

      “It’s…a little different here, then,” Callie said, with a small smile. Her eyelids fluttered nervously at the topic, but I didn’t stop her as she was the one to bring it up first. She didn’t look uncomfortable, only unsure of how to word her next sentence.

      “Our culture sounds different to your own,” she said, “but I wouldn’t want to overstep any boundaries.”

      “It’s perfectly okay, don’t worry,” I said, keeping my voice low and quiet, “I won’t push you to talk, nor will I overreact to what you say. I’m just learning, that’s all. How is it different?”

      Callie nodded to herself and appeared to take a moment to steady her thoughts, before looking back up into my eyes.

      “We have distinct rules, related to our culture, and to our animal races,” Callie began, “but I think it might be best if we discuss this with Eliza, too.”

      Callie pulled back, away from our closeness. It wasn’t a sign of rejection, I would have been able to tell if she were uncomfortable. It was more likely a sign that it wasn’t yet the right time for us. In the connection between our eyes, I knew that she felt similarly to how I did, but perhaps it was the difference in the cultures that she mentioned that was keeping her from saying any more. I didn’t want to press the subject until she was clearly ready to expand upon her words.

      We walked back to where we had left Eliza and the horses in relative silence, although it wasn’t an awkward silence at all. We were enjoying the company of one another and didn’t want to break the atmosphere of the forest with idle chatting.

      “Hey, you two,” Eliza called out as we approached. “How did it go?”

      Callie held up the rabbit and Eliza let out an almost barky laugh, like a yelp.

      “Is that it?” she asked, pointing to the rabbit.

      “We don’t need much, we have enough deer as it is,” I said, chuckling at her reaction.

      “We do make a good team, though,” Callie admitted. “I think all three of us could catch whatever we wanted if we put our minds to it.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Never thought I’d feel like Robin Hood out here.”

      “Another reference?” Eliza asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, “sure, he used a bow and arrow, but we’re surviving off the land and living in the woods all the same.”

      “You’re too funny,” Callie laughed, “if only I had references to confuse you back.”

      “If only,” I said, “but you don’t, so I’m going to have to make them for now.”

      The atmosphere between the three of us was far more jovial than I could’ve hoped for a couple days prior when Callie and Eliza were at each other’s throats. They clearly still had a little way to go to be completely trusting of one another, but we were all on speaking terms and working together, which was a huge step in the right direction.

      Callie gave me the rabbit and I took out a knife to begin preparing the rabbit in the same way that I had seen Eliza do the day before. Other than a couple moments where Eliza recommended I cut into it in a different area, I was more than capable doing it myself. I was a surprisingly fast learner with regards to all these different survival skills.

      “So, Eliza,” Callie said, as we were starting to ride off on our horses again, “I was meaning to talk to Greg about our cultures, but didn’t want to try and sum it all up without you here, if that’s alright with you?”

      “Oh, our cultures…” Eliza said, giggling and patting my shoulder from where she sat on the horse.

      “Is there something I’m missing?” I asked. “It sounds like it’s a bigger deal than I first thought.”

      “It’s not so much that it’s a big deal,” Eliza said. “But…oh, I can’t explain! For some reason I’m all flustered all of a sudden.”

      “It’s just that it’s quite different to your own, it would seem,” Callie said. “But it is significant in its own way. Your reactions make it seem like there aren’t that many people with animal races on Earth?”

      “Try none whatsoever,” I said. “We really just have a lot of humans, like me, and then there are animals as well.”

      “That would explain the biggest difference in our cultures,” Callie said. “Our animal races dictate our choices of mates. You may have more than one mate, but no more than one of each animal race, if that makes sense?”

      “Mates?” I asked, “like, mating?”

      “Exactly,” Eliza said.

      “Oh, that’s…certainly news to me,” I said, trying to process the information I had just been given. “Well—”

      My next words were cut off as, once again, our route was ambushed.

      There was a rumbling that I could feel through the horse, almost shaking the ground with such ferocity. From a large distance away, but seemingly from every direction, even I could make out the sounds of bushes being torn through and branches snapping in the wake of whatever was rushing towards us.

      “They’re coming from behind us!” Eliza shouted, but Callie shook her head.

      “No, they’re coming from ahead,” she called back.

      We were disorientated by the expansive nature of the noise and how loud it was getting. After so many days of peaceful bliss walking through the near silent woods, this cacophony was painful to the ears.

      In preparation, I lit up my fists and I heard the metal scrape of Eliza pulling out her sword. None of us looked like we had any clue what was approaching and, when the first howl pierced through the trees, above the sound of numerous pacing paws, we all had our answer.

      Peering through the trees, in every direction, all I could see were furious, hulking bodies running towards us. Hairy, snarling, wolfmen. Their numbers were enough to call an army, and they had somehow maneuvered themselves into curving around us to close off any chance of escape. Now, all I had to do was stay calm and fight off an entire army. I had the girls by my side and all we needed was an opening to give the horses a chance to flee with us riding them. I didn’t think wolfmen would be as fast as horses, but the speed with which they were closing in on us made me stop and consider the possibility that they were—for a moment.

      “How do you both feel about this?” I asked, “because I’m up to showing these grunts who’s boss any day of the week.”

      “We’re with you,” Eliza said.

      “Until the end,” Callie nodded decisively.

      “Then let’s give these wolfmen exactly what they want. A fight to remember.”

      Determined, unafraid, the three of us waited, bracing for the impact of an entire wolfman army crashing down on our position. It was time to go to work.
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      I had not seen wolfmen in these kinds of numbers before, but I couldn’t see any of them carrying any weapons, so it didn’t matter to me.

      As long as I made sure to keep from being too badly surrounded, I should be okay with fending off scraping claws with my fire. My priority, beyond dispatching as many wolfmen as possible, was to keep the girls from harm. I had already seen what Callie looked like when she was in pain and didn’t want to have to see it again, for her sake.

      The first of the wolfmen reached our position and slowed down, stopping just far enough away to be out of danger, for now. More and more wolfmen joined him, gradually forming a circle around our position.

      I had already assumed that it would be difficult to maneuver our horses once the wolfmen crowded in, giving them an opportunity to exploit our height advantage and turn it against us.

      We either needed to break up their numbers by moving, or pick a better spot to take a stand.

      “Alright, Eliza, I need you to ride as fast as you can at the opening,” I said quietly, so that only she could hear.

      “What opening?” she asked.

      “You’ll see it in a moment.”

      With that, I dismounted the horse and walked in front of the both of them, holding my hands up in a mock surrender. I then lit up my hands and sprinted directly towards the wolfmen, causing some to backpedal, unprepared for my attack. Instead of attempting to land punches, I held my arms out in front of me, bent to protect my face, and barrelled straight through the first couple wolfmen, knocking them into others.

      “Callie!” I called out, as the wolfmen were still collecting their numbers, “follow Eliza!”

      Eliza and her horse came galloping past, sword swinging as she went, with Callie bursting through right behind.

      I grabbed a hold of Callie’s outstretched hand as she rode past and swung back up onto her horse.

      Now that we had the majority of the wolfmen forces behind us, or at least all in the same location, we could find somewhere to reduce their numbers advantage.

      “Eliza,” I called out. “Do you know anywhere nearby that could work as a funnel?”

      “A funnel?” Eliza asked. “Not really.”

      “No collection of trees that could provide cover? Keeping us from being surrounded? They won’t fall for that a second time.”

      “Now that you mention it, there is a rock formation, slightly up north. It would force them to have to attack us in reduced numbers as the others wait till there is room.”

      “Exactly! Direct us there and then we can hold out until these brutes arrive.”

      “So, we’re not running?” Callie asked.

      “Not at all,” I said, “only picking a better battlefield.”

      We rode ahead, Callie following where Eliza was taking us, as I watched backwards, for any sign of the wolfmen’s approach.

      I left a scorched handprint on some of the trees as we passed by them, to make sure the wolfmen knew where we were. I didn’t want them running off and regrouping. This time, I wanted to cripple their forces. If they had to maintain focus on us for longer periods of time, instead of giving up and running to harass more villages, then we could deplete their forces enough to save countless innocent towns and villages.

      “You looked ready to fight them back there,” I commented to Callie as we rode.

      “Of course,” she said. “What else could I have done?”

      “No, it’s just…I didn’t think you had it in you, if I’m being honest,” I said, without trying to be mean. “Our first interaction was of you being injured, I mean.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Callie said. “They caught me by surprise, so I had no choice but to run. This time, they won’t be so lucky.”

      “That’s the spirit,” I said, patting her on the shoulder. “Remind me not to doubt you again.”

      “If we make it through that army,” Callie said, “we’ll have to do a lot more than just reminding each other.”

      “Is that a promise?” I asked, laughing.

      “How do you know it isn’t a threat?” Callie laughed in return.

      “It’s just up ahead,” Eliza called out, pointing.

      By now, we could all see the irregular rocky walls rising up in front of us.

      We would be cornered, in this position, but it would weaken the wolfmen’s advantages more than it would hamper our own.

      We rode our horses right down to the base of the rock walls, where there was the opening to a cave.

      “It doesn’t lead anywhere,” Eliza commented before I could ask about the risk of flanking. “The Devotees spent some time here before they moved on. It provided good shelter, but was too claustrophobic for the owlpeople.”

      “Perfect, however, for what we want to do,” I said, smiling. “You both sure you’re up for this? We don’t know how many people they have and there’s no way out.”

      “What’s the point in a quest without a little challenge?” Callie said, smiling back at me.

      I hoped I wasn’t making too much of a gamble with these girls’ lives, but there was no other alternative other than running. If we ran, others would pay in our stead. We had to do this.

      The tell-tale rumble of hundreds of wolfmen allowed us to know exactly when they were going to turn up. With us running away earlier, they didn’t wait for their backup forces this time. As soon as the first wave of wolfmen charged the rocky outpost, they attacked.

      Eliza had chosen the perfect spot, instead of us being surrounded on all sides, or having to fight off ten or twenty wolfmen at once, they were forced to almost queue to get into the mouth of the cave. Due to the light from outside, we knew where they were thanks to their silhouettes, but they only fully saw me, with my flaming fists. They had to put extra effort in to locate the girls, slightly further into the cave.

      I tried to do my best to keep the numbers focused on me. I knew that the girls were competent fighters, but I was still aware of my abilities giving me an advantage they simply didn’t have. Some wolfmen ran past me, to make room for their allies and to seek out the others, while I swung at any enemy that came close, trying to make an obstacle course of fallen wolfmen for the assailants to have to contend with. Each fallen wolfman helped our cause.

      From having struggled against two wolfmen, then multiple, I was surprised at how easily we were carving through the forces of this army. Hundreds of wolfmen were amassing on our location, but it was only when they entered the cave that they saw the devastation we were wreaking on them.

      I could see Eliza’s blade glinting in the firelight, flashing back and forth almost as fast as I could process. The only wolfmen that came close to her were the ones she was taking her time with, making this fight a game, of sorts.

      Callie was doing just as well, using the shadows to her advantage and clawing at the vital parts of the wolfmen before they could react. Her sharp claws were busy cutting through throats, wrists and tendons, crippling the wolfmen before her killing blows.

      If I wasn’t so busy, I would have congratulated them midway through the battle, but I have to admit that I began to have some fun with the fighting, too. I grabbed one wolfman by the throat, burning him as I used him to attack other wolfmen, swinging him into those trying to run by me and tripping the lot. I picked up some dirt from the ground, digging my hand in to get a good handful. As my flaming hand slowly melted the ground, I flung the sizzling result into the eyes of another wolfman. It became almost like clockwork, dodging, ducking and weaving to avoid the errant swipes of the wolfmen, none of them fighting with any more imagination than the wolfmen we had killed right before them. Even though it was three against at least three hundred, it was an unfair fight. I almost felt bad for them as they began to retreat.

      Noticing that there were far more fallen, dead bodies within the cave than there were alive ones outside, the wolfmen started to peel away, running as fast as they could away from the massacre. I grabbed the leg of one of them, before he could get back up to his feet.

      Eliza closed in, about to end his life with her sword when I held up my free hand.

      “Not this one,” I said, not taking my eyes off of the terrified wolfman.

      Logically, with his size compared to mine, he should have easily pulled away from my grip. Instead, he was forced to whine away as my hand burned into his leg, not giving him an inch of freedom.

      “I want you to take a message back to your leader,” I continued, pushing my face up close to his, “if they continue sending forces out to attack innocent settlements, I’ll bring far worse than this carnage right to his front door. Have you got all that?”

      The wolfman nodded erratically, in too much pain to agree verbally. I let him go and he scrambled away, adrenaline and fear pushing him on, too afraid to slow down his run and limp to ease the pain.

      “That was…easy,” Callie laughed, sounding as surprised as I felt within the battle.

      “Tell me about it,” I said. “I’m not sure whether we were amazing, or they were just plain awful. Bit of both, surely.”

      “Oh, go on,” Eliza chuckled, nudging me. “Give us a compliment already.”

      “Fine, fine,” I said, laughing too. “You were both spectacular during that. You handled yourselves well, and I wouldn’t have expected anything less.”

      “Why, thank you,” Callie grinned. “Now let’s get going. I’m an absolute mess thanks to all of that gory business.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “Both of you wait out front, in case they decide to come back with more. I’ll go fetch the horses. They couldn’t have gotten far.”

      They hadn’t. The cave really wasn’t that deep at all and the horses had both stayed put, as far back into the cave as they could get.

      I navigated the cave with my hands alight, and guided the horses back out of the cave to the girls.

      “What a mess,” Callie said, looking back into the cave at the extreme number of fallen wolfmen.

      “I wonder if any are still alive?” Eliza said, nudging one with her foot.

      “I hope not,” I said, “for them. I’d hate to wake up in such a state.”

      “Good point,” Eliza nodded, pulling her foot back from the corpse.

      “Come on,” Callie said, from atop her horse. “I can’t wait to put all of this behind us and get back to enjoying our travels.”

      “Agreed,” I said, mounting my horse and giving Eliza a hand up, too.

      “I think we’re almost out of the woods anyway,” Eliza said with a thoughtful look. “If I remember correctly, it’s only about a day’s ride till we’re free of these trees.”

      “I’ve never seen land be free of trees,” Callie admitted. “It sounds wonderful, like you could see out forever.”

      “It’s more boring than anything,” Eliza said. “Just a bunch of hills with towns sprinkled on top.”

      “How about we go and let you decide for yourself if you like the open plains?” I asked Callie with a smile. “Might as well get to it instead of standing talking about it.”

      Callie nodded and I could feel Eliza nod behind me, too.

      “You should both be proud of yourselves,” I said, as we started to ride away, “Today, we became the prey—and yet we hunted all the same.”
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      The following day was much calmer than most of the ride had been. We had more than enough supplies, so we didn’t need to do any hunting, so we just rode and took in the warm sun whenever it graced us through gaps in the trees.

      I was happy to see Callie and Eliza getting on well. Sure, they had had a rocky first couple days, but the trial by fire of the wolfmen attack had solidified the brewing of friendship. I preferred to not think back on that attack as I still had doubts as to whether I had put the girls in too much danger. They were both happy and willing to fight, but that wasn’t the point. Whether they should have to fight could have been the question, but I didn’t give it enough of a chance. How would I have felt if either one of them had fallen, too? Perhaps both? Hypotheticals that wasn’t worth stressing over, in the grand scheme of things—but stress I would. If I was to be someone who ruled over a land, I needed to be able to make the right decisions. Hindsight made things clear as day, but sometimes what goes right isn’t always what’s best.

      “How are you both feeling?” I asked, putting words to my concerns and hoping the answers would put them at ease.

      “I’m not too bad,” Callie said, “although I’m sure all this riding can’t be good on my back.”

      “Definitely,” Eliza nodded in agreement, “it’s all bumping up and down.”

      “There’s no rush,” I said, “we could just take the afternoon and rest up? I’m sure the horses will appreciate it and we can recover properly from the whole army ambush ordeal we went through yesterday.”

      “I’d like nothing more,” Callie said.

      “How about some roasted deer?” I said, winking at her.

      “Okay, now we’re really talking,” she said, with a lower, almost flirtatious tone.

      We pulled our horses to the side just under a minute later, once we found a tree with the right kind of branches for tying them up to it. Eliza went and collected some firewood, while I took out some of the cuts of deer meat to get ready for cooking them up.

      “Unfortunately,” I said, jokingly, “we have no seasoning, but I’m sure I can rustle up a little something for the both of you.”

      I lit my hands on fire and held the cuts of meat over the fire, not being burnt in the process. This way, they didn’t get dirtied up by being stuck on wood, and we didn’t need to waste our time pulling out other metal cooking supplies and then cleaning them off, too. It was quick and easy, which was the whole reason I recommended we rest.

      “Ah,” Eliza sighed, “that smell takes me back.”

      “To where?” Callie asked. “It is truly wonderful.”

      “Back with my parents,” Eliza said. “Though that is, admittedly, further back than I’d like to admit.”

      “Oh, come on,” I said. “You’re young! You’re speaking like it’s been—”

      “A lifetime. Yes, it has.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Callie said, as I nodded in agreement.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” I assured Eliza.

      “It’s okay, it was so long ago that I only remember slight things,” Eliza said, “such as the smell of well-cooked deer.”

      “I think I heard something about smells being the keys to the oldest memories,” I said, thinking back to some random fact a colleague said to me at one point or another.

      “That makes sense,” Callie said. “Whenever we harvest the vegetables from the village soil, the smell always takes me back to when I was a child. What about you, Greg? Do you have any older memories thanks to smells?”

      “There was that one that I would get,” I said, knowing already that they wouldn’t understand what I was about to say. “The smell of toothpaste. I remember my dad brushing my teeth for me as a child, to show me exactly how I should have been doing it. It’s one of the earliest memories I still have.”

      “That’s nice,” Callie smiled, though I could see the confusion in her eyes, however much she tried to mask it. Eliza didn’t try at all.

      “What’s toothpaste?” She asked, “and what do you mean by brushing your teeth?”

      “I guess you both have different teeth to me,” I said. “Back on Earth, we had this…I guess you could call it a sap, if that makes sense, that we would put on our teeth and brush with tiny brushes, to keep them clean and fresh. It usually smelled minty.”

      “How strange,” Eliza said. “We just…don’t…do that?”

      “That’s okay,” I said, “I didn’t think you did. I’ll figure something out.”

      I thought about how their breath never seemed to actually smell though, nor their teeth look yellow. It was probably because they weren't rotting them with candy and cola.

      “It looks like that deer is just about ready,” Callie said, eyeing my hands that were still stuck in the flames.

      I gave it a slight squeeze, only a gentle one, just to test it. I couldn’t tell for certain, but it was definitely looking the part.

      “Here you go,” I said, handing one portion to Callie, who held out a plate. I handed the second to Eliza, who also held a plate.

      I picked up the third piece and put my hands back in the flames, to cook my own. It was good to know that the flaming hands ability didn’t appear to have a time limit or drain my energy to the point of the normal fire hurting at all. I just had to have the stamina to keep my arms aloft.

      “That’s a good skill for swordsmanship,” Eliza commented, as if reading my mind, “it helps endurance and gives you a good idea of how long you can hold a sword upright for, although you need to be holding the sword and not a meal.”

      We all laughed a little at her joke, but the advice intrigued me.

      “Do you think you could give me some lessons at fighting with swords?” I asked. “You’re really talented, I’ve never needed to use one before.”

      “You still don’t,” Callie said. “You’ve got those hands of yours.”

      “But I’d rather be prepared for the day I can’t use them,” I said. “While they’re getting easier to use, I can’t rely on them all the time. Not until I fully understand what is going on with them.”

      “That’s a good plan,” Eliza said, “and sure! I’d love to teach you what I know—just as soon as we get a second sword to practice with.”

      “Why can’t I use yours?” I asked.

      “Firstly, it’s weighted to me, it would be too light and not as effective for you. Secondly, I can’t very well spar with you for practice if one of us doesn’t have a sword.”

      “Good points,” I said, nodding and checking on the meat—still not cooked.

      “I heard rumors,” Callie said slowly, “of the Flame being able to wield a sword of fire. Do you know anything about that?”

      “I know less than you two do, about all of this,” I said, chuckling. “I’m just learning as I go and hopefully it’ll bring us to the right destination.”

      “Hopefully.” Callie nodded along.

      Both of the girls tucked into their meat in earnest at this point, as I was waiting for the final few seconds on my own meal. I preferred the meat on the rarer side, so I took it out of the flames a little earlier than I had for the other two. I could always cook it more in my hands if it wasn’t cooked enough.

      I bit into mine, not wanting it to cool too much, and was immensely grateful to my past self for sending the girls off together to go and hunt. The deer meat was tender and juicy and took me back to out-of-office business meetings where everyone ordered all of the best cuts of steak. There was no peppercorn sauce to put onto this meat right now, but after surviving on mediocre rations since I had arrived, I didn’t need the sauce to enjoy this meal.

      “You look like you’re enjoying yourself,” Eliza commented with a slight chuckle. I looked up from my meal and noticed both of the girls had already finished theirs and were watching me savor my own.

      “I am,” I said, smiling. “I can cook some more if you’d like some?”

      “No no,” Callie said, patting her stomach. “I’m just enjoying the view.”

      “Looks much better from this angle,” I said, before tucking back in, keeping my eyes on Callie as I watched her face blossom into a blush.

      “You two are not as subtle as you think about your flirting.” Eliza laughed.

      “Who said I was trying to be subtle,” I replied, cutting short Eliza’s laugh as she, too, shared in the blush when I continued with. “You’re welcome to participate, if you want.”

      I let both of the girls take in my words, now that I wasn’t being as hidden with my actions. I didn’t want to appear too forceful, so I thought I’d let them take the next move. Instead, they both fell quiet, contemplative.

      Eventually, they shared a look, thinking I wasn’t watching.

      “We’re pretty close to the edge of the woods now,” Eliza said. “We should be able to make it tomorrow. There is a hidden lake I think you both might like, just past the edge of the woods.”

      “How is it hidden?” Callie asked, “if it isn’t in the woods?”

      “The way the hills have formed,” Eliza said. “You’d have to go right up to it in order to spot it, or those using it. I thought it would be a good opportunity to get some of this muck off.”

      Both of the girls had mentioned needing to get a wash in and they were right. We had been traveling for days, been dragged through mud and covered in blood from the wolfmen. We were all in dire need of a wash.

      “It sounds great,” I said. “Let’s try and reach it before we make camp tomorrow night.”

      Both of the girls nodded in agreement.

      The rest of the afternoon passed quite uneventfully as both of the girls ended up falling asleep in the afternoon sun. We had picked a spot where there was a good split between the trees, so we were getting a good amount of the sun’s rays.

      We set up our sleeping portion of the camp and bedded down for the night, all of us eager to get to that hidden lake and feel clean once more. We had all become accustomed to the snug sleeping environment, both of the girls pressed up against me. It helped save space under the canopy, and it helped keep us all warm on the cooler mornings. I got the sense that they both enjoyed the extended physical contact, too. I know I did.

      We set off bright and early that morning, knowing that the earlier we reached the lake, the longer we would have to bathe before setting up camp in the evening.

      “And you’re sure nobody will randomly come across it while we’re using it?” Callie asked, for the fifth time that morning.

      “Like I said,” Eliza nodded, “it’s extremely unlikely. I don’t know of many people who know about it and out of even that number, who is possibly going to want to use it at the same time as us? The chances are slim to none of us being spotted in the lake. What? Are you worried about being seen naked?”

      “Not exactly,” Callie said, but she didn’t elaborate any further.

      We rode on until we saw a sight that I was beginning to think wasn’t possible. The trees stopped. I could see daylight freely touching the ground, unimpeded by trees. I had almost forgotten what a full sky looked like, without greenery to block off large portions of it.

      Great, rolling hills of green—flaked with wildflowers—were splayed out before us and the forest stretched along on either side as far as I could see. It was truly immense.

      “This way,” Eliza said, after we had all taken a moment to take in the view. She pointed off to the left and I led our horse on, with Callie following close behind. Finally, we were out of the forest. It truly felt like the quest had begun.
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      Eliza was right. The lake was very well hidden. It wasn’t until we had almost walked over the top of a small drop-off that I saw it. There was a route down to the water level, but you couldn’t see it until you were as close as possible to the edge.

      The lake was set down in the bottom of this small canyon, as if poured into the land built precisely for it. The hills that overlapped to hide the lake, overlapped in such a way as to form a gradual path down to the small beach that lay next to the lake.

      The water of the lake did not ripple, not even once. It was as still as a painting, likely due to the cover provided by the surrounding land.

      “Watch yourselves,” Eliza warned. “It can be deceptively deep in some areas, but nothing lives in it—so we’ll be all alone as we clean ourselves up.”

      The idea of being clean had only become more pleasant the more we mentioned it, as mentioning it only brought more attention to how unclean we currently were.

      I watched Callie scratch behind her ear as we walked our horses down the slope to the lake. It was too precarious to risk riding them down, but if we walked them down slowly, it was perfectly safe.

      The sun was still high in the sky, so the promise of cool water was even more appealing than it might have been on a colder day.

      We reached the beach and put the horses over to the side, so that they were unlikely to try running off back up the hill we had just scaled.

      It was nearly impossible to resist the urge to run straight into the lake, clothes and all, but we all stripped down as much as we could. I respectfully averted my gaze as the girls stripped and I tried to keep myself as covered up as I could before I entered the water.

      Once we were all in, however, the focus was much more on using the water to get the grime out of our hair and scrubbing the dirt off our skin.

      “This is amazing,” Callie exclaimed as she emerged from dunking herself under the surface.

      “I know, right?” Eliza grinned, taking the time to swim in the lake and made her way over to the other side of the lake as she did.

      While Eliza was swimming away, Callie floated over, next to me, and looked into my eyes as we both started to tread water.

      “You know,” Callie said, “there were other stories about the powers of the Flame.”

      “Oh?” I asked, trying to focus on what she was saying, but getting drawn into her eyes all the same.

      “Yes. They said that should the Flame take another as his mate, his powers would grow,” Callie said, lifting a finger out of the water to draw it along the part of my chest that was bobbing above the waterline.

      “Grow?” I asked. “How do you mean?”

      “Well,” Callie said, “that’s just it. Nobody knows.”

      I lifted my own hand up to hold hers, and then brought them both up to brush against her cheek.

      “Would you like to find out?” I asked.

      Callie blushed and I could see the concern in her eyes. She was slightly worried about Eliza, but I looked up to check on where our ally was and she had found an area of the lake that she was interested in, taking her time over at the other end.

      “It’s just you and me, Callie,” I said, “and this beautiful lake, of course.”

      I then, slowly, inched my way closer to her, closing the distance between us. I held her face in my hands, yet giving her the chance to pull away if she wanted to, but she didn’t. Together, we shared a kiss. And then a second.

      I felt Callie’s leg rub up against the outside of one of mine, drawing us together even further, somehow. I couldn’t resist a smile as we both took in a breath between kisses.

      Her sharp teeth nipped against my lower lip as we embraced one another. I could feel the heat of her breath, mixed with the chill of the water, upon my face. I opened my eyes and saw that hers were closed in concentration, in feeling. I closed my own once again and allowed the other senses to go to work as we released the tension of our forest travels.

      Her long hair floated in the water, spreading out in swirling patterns as the water toyed with it. I took the opportunity to run my hands up, along her now exposed back as she gently clawed at my own.

      As we floated in the water, feeling out the intricacies of one another, I truly felt like I belonged in this world. My time on Earth was a pale shadow in comparison to the few days that I had spent in this world. If only I could expand the time we could share in the water, to months, instead of minutes, each new sunset—another second, but instead we let our candle burn brightly, intense as the lake felt our ripples.

      I could taste her, as we kissed, as her teeth scratched upon my tongue. I could tell that she felt the same way about me, as I did about her. Our emotions gave this moment meaning and, as I felt her tail brush against my back, as it moved under the water, we connected for good.

      Our heat helped warm up the water around us as I felt her upon me and me within her. I tried to hold in my moans as she whined breathlessly against me, her gentle scratches becoming more intense, searching, needing. We were one, above and below the lapping water.

      I tried to be as gentle as I could, holding and squeezing her, unsure of my own strength in this new world. I could feel her muscles, from her arms and her legs, pressing against my own, urging me on.

      I accepted the invitation.

      We picked up our pace, keeping afloat as we drew our desire from each other. I forgot about any of my other responsibilities as I was with her. She was my sole focus. Until, finally, and yet, much too soon, her legs wrapped around my waist as we pulled each other in. I could feel myself inside her in a sensation I had never felt this intensely. Callie’s walls pushed in on my length, gripping it tightly as she experienced the same, heartrending joy.

      I hugged her tightly as we floated in the water, both of us pushing against each other to reach the desire we knew we could achieve if we just dug in that little bit more. Her breasts pushed up against my chest as the water lapped actively around us, a rhythm we tried to keep up while staying above the water.

      Her hands ran up and down my back, my arms, my legs, gripping tightly around strong muscles. My own hands explored her body, her breasts, soft, though hardened at the nipples, fit neatly within my hands. We were both overcome with sensation, the water flowing around us, as we each tried to make the most of this moment, this opportunity to devote ourselves to one another.

      As she started to reach her own point of orgasm, I could feel her tighten around me, drawing me closer to it as well. Together, pressed as close as we could to one another, we finished, both calling out to the sky, and then cutting ourselves off with one final, extended kiss, until we pulled ourselves apart once more, breathless and satisfied.

      I couldn’t imagine having met anyone else on my arrival to this world, and she had quickly become my world. I watched her as she watched me, both of us floating in the water, taking in the moment. Taking in each other.
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      Refreshed and fully clothed, our trio rode away from the lake in the direction of, where Eliza claimed, was a small village.

      The prospect of sleeping under a roof again was more than appealing, especially with the possibility of being able to share my bed with others.

      Now that we weren’t dodging through trees and taking our time to trek through the forest, we started to cross the land at a much faster pace. I was a much more competent rider than I had been a week ago, so there wasn’t any worry about us pushing the limits of our horses and seeing just how much ground we could cover before the day was through. We had reached the lake so quickly that it was perfectly reasonable for us to think that we could actually make it to the village before sundown.

      I enjoyed the feeling of the wind rushing by my face; of Eliza squeezing tightly to my chest to avoid falling off; of seeing Callie, the wonderful Callie, speeding by our side, her hair trailing in the wind.

      She had claimed our connection in the lake might grant me new powers, or improve the ones I had in some way. I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but I certainly wanted to try it out at some point and see for myself if there was any change.

      I could see the town upon the horizon, as the sun was getting closer to setting. We would likely reach it just before the sun did actually set, which was useful for finding somewhere to stable our horses and find a room to sleep in for the night. I figured I would test out my powers once we found our lodging, to see if any difference had been made.

      I didn’t mate with Callie for the prospect of more gifts and I would have hated the idea of someone deliberately doing so, but it was an appealing afterthought to an already magical moment. The possibility of gaining powers after sleeping with someone I adored, such as Callie.

      As the town slowly came into view, I noticed that it was distinctly larger and busier than Callie’s hometown—my only other reference point on settlements in this world. They had picked a good hill to settle upon, being able to view the land for miles around, and have a good view of the forest—now in the distance—in case anything unsavory decided to come out of the treeline.

      We found ourselves naturally riding towards a path that would take us up to the town itself. After leaving the forest and then riding around the countryside, this was the first proper bit of infrastructure we had seen since Callie and I had run away from the Devotees. We had been riding through the forest on instinct and by the guidance of Eliza for the most part, so it was comforting to know that we were back in a more civilized area.

      There was a sign, swinging slightly in the breeze, which denoted the town name. Lasmadow. It sounded a little odd to me, but this was an entirely different world, so I couldn’t judge too harshly. For all I knew, and it was most likely the case, this was but one of many towns with this name. Lasmadow could’ve been an entirely mundane town name for all I knew. I still let out a little exhale of breath from my nose as I read it.

      A little further on from the sign, the path gradually changed to a cobblestone pattern. Our horses began to make a significant amount more noise as their hooves clopped against the harder surface.

      “We should probably slow down,” I suggested, “to quiet the horses and be respectful to the locals.”

      At our slower pace, I could take in more of the details of the town, which looked more or less the same to many medieval towns from Earth, or how the history books portrayed them, at least. There were a few different kinds of people dwelling in this town. I noticed a few people with canine aspects about them, although they didn’t look like wolf or the same kind of dogpeople that Callie was. I didn’t spot any raccoon people, but I did see some foxpeople and potentially a crowperson, but they could’ve been a ravenperson, I could never tell the difference.

      Now that I was beginning to see a larger variety of people like this, I had less of an excuse to look dumbstruck, although it was still difficult not to stare at everyone that walked by. They were already staring at us and me staring back would only exacerbate the problem.

      Callie was also doing a little staring, but I think it was more due to her nervousness around others, instead of any curiosity at other animal races.

      Eliza pointed out the dangling sign of an inn and we rode our horses, slowly, in that direction. Instead of the issue being about making noise, we now were more invested in not riding into the people that walked about the streets. It was a busy town, especially for how late it was in the evening, with the sun close to setting.

      Eliza took the horses around the side of the inn to the entrance to the stables, as Callie and I walked in through the conventional entrance. The inn was called ‘The Ruthless Tusk Inn’ and we both saw why immediately.

      The atmosphere inside the inn was the complete opposite of the morbidly somber streets of Lasmadow. It was loud, and opening the door to get inside hit us both with a wall of joyful sound.

      To our immediate left was the bar, with a tavern keeper behind it. The man was huge. He would’ve easily towered over any of the wolfmen that we had faced on our travels. He had folded, graying ears and bulging muscles. His white shirt was stretched over a large round belly, but the centerpiece to his appearance was his nose; he didn’t have one. Instead, he had a trunk and two tusks that hung down on either side of it. If he wasn’t such a large man, I would’ve expected the tusks to weigh his head down, but he wore them with pride. He was clearly an elephantman, and possibly the one the inn was named after.

      There was a small band, playing in the corner of the room. Three of them, one singing, one playing an instrument similar to a guitar—a mandolin, perhaps—and someone else beating a drum with his hands. Most of the room was taken up with tables; large, wooden, circular tables that had an unusual amount of people sitting by them.

      I was trying to remember my old history lessons at school, but I was certain towns of this size, hundreds of years ago, weren’t this busy—both out on the street and at the taverns. Something felt a little too strange with this place; something I might have to figure out.

      We both walked up to the bar and waited patiently for the patron the man was currently serving, to sway back to his table with his hands gripping two more full tankards of ale. The elephantman then turned his imposing presence to the both of us.

      “Hello,” I said, putting on my sales personality until I could assess what sort of person this man was, “I was wondering if you had a room we could rent, for the night?”

      “A room?” The man laughed, “no, no we don’t. I doubt you’ll find a tavern that could house you in all of the great plains.”

      “Really?” I asked, “are you sure it’s that bad?”

      “Have you had your head stuck in the ground for the past few years or something?” The elephantman continued to laugh. “Of course it’s that bad.”

      “Is there any way we could help?” I asked, ignoring his heckling. “All we need is a place to rest for the night, we’re happy to pay with actions if we’re unable to afford it.”

      “Coin is king,” the elephantman said, shaking his head. “You’ll need to get some before trying to rent a room next time, even if there were any available.”

      “We’re sorry that we wasted your time,” I said, trying to keep my tone jovial. “Come on, Callie, looks like we’re going to have to find somewhere else.”

      I strode back out of the inn, bumping into Eliza just as I opened the door.

      “Sorry,” I said. “They’re all full up. Plus, I remembered I’m a little light on the currency in this world.”

      “Damn,” Eliza said, “I spent my last few coppers on getting our horses a place to stay.”

      “Now we just need to get ourselves one, too. Are there any other taverns in this town, d’you think?”

      “I doubt it. There isn’t usually any more than one per town, but I’ve never seen a town as busy as this before.”

      “That’s just what I was thinking. Something seems to be going on around here and I’m not sure what.”

      “Did you say you were looking for a place to stay?”

      An elderly voice cut through the quieter evening air. It had been preceded by the music from the inn reaching my ears for a moment as he had opened the door to leave the inn, but I hadn’t fully noticed, due to my conversation.

      The owner of the voice was a foxman, but even the fur on his ears and bushy tail was graying tremendously. He was bent over with age and extremely wrinkled.

      “Yes,” I said, “but we don’t have any way we can pay.”

      “I believe I heard you say you were willing to pay in action, in lieu of your money,” the elderly man said shakily.

      “That’s right. We’re all very capable people. We are swift problem solvers and, respectfully, talented fighters. If you allow us lodging for the night, we will make it more than worth your while.”

      “Quite the salesman,” the elderly foxman chuckled. “The name’s Barnaby Grimm.”

      He held out his hand to shake and I did so, although not as firmly as I normally would as I could feel the old man’s frailty through his hand. It was like holding an origami sculpture and trying to not accidentally crush it.

      “Greg,” I said, smiling. “And these are my companions, Callie and Eliza.”

      Both of the girls smiled and shook the man’s hand as I introduced them.

      “It’s getting close to my bedtime.” The old man laughed. “So let’s discuss the task in the morning. If you’d like to follow me, I can show you where you're going to be sleeping tonight.”

      “Wonderful,” I said, “thank you very much for this kindness.”

      “You haven’t heard what the task is, yet,” the old man laughed and, despite his cheerful nature, those words couldn’t help but send a chill through me. Something told me his task was far more challenging than I had originally assumed.
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      The room was cozy, especially for three people, but it was warm and served its purpose. Callie, Eliza and I shared one single bed in the guest bedroom of the old foxman’s home. There was a small mirror hung up on the wall and the ceiling was low enough that I was unable to stand up to my full height in this room. However, it was still a room, which would always be better than sleeping out in the woods, or in the fields, each night.

      I was woken up, still sandwiched between Eliza and Callie, by Callie’s tail hitting me in the face while she slept. It was early in the morning, so I wasn’t waking up at an unsociable hour, so I just stayed there, lying down and looking up at the plain wooden ceiling, making the most of the mostly comfortable bed and the more than perfect roommates.

      I felt the warmth of the two girls beside me, all of us wrapped under a bedsheet, finally waking up to a warmer morning, instead of being outside as the chilled nights turned to day.

      There was a light knocking at the door as the sun met our window.

      “Just a moment,” I called out, loud enough to wake the girls, but not loud enough to startle them.

      “I was just coming to say that I’ll be starting a breakfast for you all within the hour,” Barnaby said through the door.

      “Thank you,” I said. “We’ll be down shortly.”

      We heard his footsteps recede from behind the door and the two girls yawned and groaned at having to get out of bed so soon, almost in unison. I chuckled slightly at how similar they were in some ways, and entirely different in others.

      “Come on,” I said. “We have to get up. We’ve got a day of unknown activities ahead of us.”

      “What do you think the task will be?” Callie asked.

      “Probably nothing major,” Eliza shrugged, “like catching some rats, or something silly like that.”

      “I get the sense it’s going to be…more,” I said slowly.

      “Ominous,” Eliza said, giggling a little. “I like it.”

      We got changed into our traveling clothes and made our way downstairs, to a room that already smelled wonderful. There was toasted bread waiting on the table, along with cooked meat that smelled suspiciously like bacon. Some mushrooms had been cooked, too.

      “I have a small jar of honey, for the toast,” Barnaby said as we walked into the kitchen.

      “How?” Callie asked. “Isn’t that really expensive?”

      “Sure, it is,” Barnaby nodded. “It was a gift to me. I didn’t want to waste it on little-old-me, so I thought I’d wait for the right opportunity to share it.”

      “But, we’re just travelers,” I said, “strangers. There’s no need for such generosity.”

      “If you manage to pull off this task,” Barnaby said, his expression turning dark. “Then it will pale in comparison to what sorts of gifts you deserve.”

      “What is this task? As you’ve alluded to it being quite terrible twice now. We’ll still get it done, but what could possibly be so ruthless?”

      “Well,” Barnaby said, taking a seat at the kitchen table, “you remember how busy the town was last night?”

      “Yes, the streets were quite full with…well, almost mournful looking people. Yet, the inn was rammed full of people celebrating?”

      “Exactly, most of the people in ‘The Ruthless Tusk’ last night, they weren’t from around here.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked, “like a…I don’t know, a convention? Like Burning Man?”

      “What’s a convention? Who's burning?” Barnaby asked, and then I realized I had done the referencing thing again without even noticing this time.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Are they just passing through, or staying temporarily for some reason?”

      “I don’t know.” Barnaby shrugged. “But I do know they aren’t good people. They’re bandits. Some large force pushed them out of the woods and they decided to take over our home instead. They took some of the townspeople hostage, up in the rooms of the inn, so that nobody in the town goes and tries to get help. But you came. You say you’re good fighters and good problem solvers. We need that more than ever right now.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, resting a hand on Barnaby’s shoulder to try and calm him a little. “I think we have a chance at helping your people. I can’t make any promises, but we’ll do our best. You deserve at least that much.”

      “We’ll get your people back,” Callie nodded.

      “And make those scum pay,” Eliza said, nodding, deep in thought. I dreaded to think what sorts of things were going through her mind, but I was sure they were along the same lines as what was going through mine.

      We ate our way through the kindly cooked breakfast, before we returned to our room to plan out what we were going to do.

      “You have your sword, right?” I asked Eliza. I already knew the answer, but I wanted to make doubly sure before we tried to go to war on half a town.

      “Always,” Eliza said.

      “So,” I said, “I think the best plan of action is to act natural, like we haven’t found out what’s going on. We don’t want the bandits getting itchy with the hostages. Then, we need to get those hostages to safety. Once that’s done, we can begin with the fun part of teaching those bandits a sore, sorry lesson. Sound good?”

      Both Callie and Eliza nodded and we went off to enact our plan.

      The morning was a cooler one than I was used to. I figured that the woods must have provided some sort of cover to keep the mornings a little warmer—if not by much. Up here, on such an exposed hill, the town was cold in the morning, to the point of me being surprised I didn’t see frost littering the ground. I did see my breath fogging up during the walk from Barnaby’s to the inn.

      “Let’s see if we can get some work,” I said, to the girls, loud enough for others to overhear if they were trying to. “We need some way of making decent coin.”

      The only place that we knew for certain that hostages were being kept, was ‘The Ruthless Tusk’ so we had to start there, despite also knowing that it was the base for the bandits’ operations.

      The entrance was, unsurprisingly, locked this early in the morning.

      “There is an entrance around the back,” Eliza muttered, “I saw it when I was getting our horses fixed up for the night.”

      “Great idea,” I muttered back, turning to start walking around to the back of the inn, where the small stables were affixed.

      The stables were little more than a glorified shed, protruding from the back of the inn, with enough room for what looked like six horses. Only four of the six were occupied, with two being our own horses. Sure enough, at the opposite end of the stables to where we were standing, looking in, we could see a doorway into the inn.

      “It’s likely locked, too,” Callie said doubtfully.

      “But it’s less in plain sight, if we try to break in,” Eliza countered.

      “I’ll have to go with Eliza on this one,” I said, “but we must be deathly silent when we do. Every moment that we risk alerting a bandit is a moment we’re toying with people’s lives.”

      The girls nodded and we all hopped the gateway into the central aisle of the stables, walking towards the backdoor to the inn.

      “We stay together in there, okay?” I said, “we saw how many bandits there might be. We can’t take the risk that they’re as dumb as the wolfmen were.”

      “Good point,” Eliza said, “bandits must be at least a bit smarter, sneakier, than wolfmen.”

      “We’ll just have to be even smarter and sneakier,” Callie said.

      “Well put,” I chuckled, “now let’s try this door.”

      The door was, somehow, not locked. I grasped the handle and turned it ever so slightly, trying to keep any potential click of the mechanism from being too loud, on the off-chance there was someone stationed at the door, ready for intruders.

      As I stepped inside, still not being attacked, I nearly jumped out of my skin. There was indeed someone stationed at that entrance, sitting down in a chair, pointed towards the door. Fortunately, for us, he had fallen asleep.

      I didn’t want to kill anyone who wasn’t actively attacking me, nor did I want to ask either of the girls to do it, so I lit up my hand for a moment and punched him, hard. He went from sleeping to unconscious without waking up for a second.

      “Greg,” Callie said, looking surprised.

      “What?”

      She nodded, indicating with her head and staring with her eyes, at my arms. I looked down also, only to see that the flames had spread beyond just past my wrists, and all the way up to my shoulders. Both of my entire arms were now ablaze with fire and I could feel the difference. I felt stronger. Instead of feeling as sturdy as a brick, I felt denser, like granite.

      “Woah,” I said instinctively, “I’m going to have to get used to this. I can feel the heat licking at my face.”

      “I—I feel something as well,” Callie said slowly. Eliza and I shared a look. We could both see it. As my powers had flared, something appeared to have sparked within Callie. There was a fire dancing around her, too. It was less intense, but appeared to match her hair color. It was mainly black, pulsing out from her hands and coating her entire person in black flames, like fleeting shadows, but with highlights of a deep green throughout.

      “Do you know what that does?” I asked cautiously.

      “Not in the slightest,” Callie said, “how did you figure yours out?”

      “I didn’t, not really,” I said, “I just panicked and punched the wolfmen. Things slowly fell into place from there.”

      “Both of you,” Eliza cut in, “I think we need to keep our voices down, remember?”

      “You’re right.” I nodded, but still turned back to Callie with a more hushed tone, “try to avoid trouble as much as possible, until we’re able to figure out what that does, okay?”

      “Okay,” Callie said, still slightly stunned by what had happened, and was still happening, to her.

      I took the lead as we pushed past the comatose man on the ground, hoping that nobody heard our quick discussion in the hallway.

      From this backroom, there were two doors. One to go directly into the main dining area of the inn, where we had seen the band playing the previous night, and then another one that seemed to head into the room where the base of the stairs was.

      “Through here,” I whispered, “should get us closer to the hostages.”

      “How many are there?” Callie asked.

      “No idea, unfortunately,” I said, “we’re going to have to be thorough, just in case.”

      We crept through, into the room with the stairs, and began to inch our way upwards. All we had was the word of Barnaby, but that had to be enough, otherwise we would be just as unable to help as the rest of the town was. All we needed was to get the hostages safe, and then we could enact justice upon the bandits that had terrorized the town.

      Just as we began to start climbing the stairs, a thought occurred to me.

      “How involved do you think that elephantman was?” I asked the others, “this inn is named after him, after all. Surely, he isn’t part of the bandit group?”

      “I’m not sure,” Callie said, “he seemed pretty cheerful yesterday.”

      “I think we should talk to him,” I said, “if he’s involved, we can push him for information. If he isn’t, he’ll surely know information and be willing to tell us without much trouble.”

      “So…hostages or elephantman?” Eliza asked.

      “If he’s not with the bandits,” I said, “then he’s just as much a hostage as those upstairs are. Do you two think you’ll be okay going upstairs and searching for the others? I’ll go back down and find the big man.”

      The two girls nodded, determined and wanting to do right by this town, by kind old Barnaby. We shared a smile and then went our separate ways.

      I watched the girls head upstairs, moving near silently. Callie looked back as she reached the top and I gave her a little wave before I snuck my way into the main area of the inn.

      I didn’t know the layout of the building, but I assumed, for some reason, that the landlord of the inn would stay somewhere behind the bar. Potentially, there was an easy route to where he lived through a backdoor, so that he didn’t have to pass by the inn’s lodgings on the way to his own home. Even if it had no evidence to back it up, it just made sense to me and it was the hunch I was willing to follow.

      I tried to stay as silent as possible as I stood in the middle of the inn, with the wooden tables in disarray to one side of me and the empty bar to the other. I could see snoring bandits were strewn across the dining area. Some on the few tables left standing upright, others were lying facedown on the ground. It was truly a sight to see, but I didn’t want to still be standing there when they woke up, so I hopped over the bar as quietly as I could, making use of the new strength that I had to cushion my landing without too much sound.

      I turned around, on the spot where I crouched, and my potentially difficult search was over before it had truly started. Lying behind the bar, tied up with thick, coarse ropes, was the elephantman. He didn’t appear to be awake, but I could see his huge chest moving as he breathed in his sleep.

      I shuffled over towards him, trying not to startle him as I patted his cheek to wake him up.

      Instinctively, he made a gasping sound at waking up with someone so close to his face, his eyes going wide with shock, but I had a finger to my lips and then raised both hands to display that I didn’t mean any harm. I wasn’t sure how much he trusted me, but I trusted him—at the sight of the ropes, I knew for certain he wasn’t working with the bandits.

      My issue now, however, was how to ask him the useful questions, without alerting the other, sleeping, bandits in the room.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered as quietly as I could, “my companions are searching for the hostages as we speak. Is there any information at all that you think could be useful to us? We’re here to help your town out, okay?”

      “Oh my,” the elephantman said, “I didn’t mean to push you away, I promise. I had to. They threatened me. I might be large, but I’m not tough. Seriously, I swear.”

      “Calm down, don’t worry,” I said, “I don’t judge you. Hey, my name’s Greg, what’s yours?”

      “What’s…my name?”

      “Yeah, it might help us trust each other a little better, you know?”

      “Oh, right, it’s Jake, Jake Tuskworth,” the elephantman said.

      “I’m guessing that’s your title over the inn, then, Jake?” I asked, hoping the easy questions would calm his nerves a little.

      “No, that was my grandfather,” Jake explained, “he opened this inn. He wanted to use it to help people as they went on their way. He wanted to help people. Oh my, he’s going to be snorting under his tombstone!”

      “Jake, Jake, listen to me,” I said urgently, “you must keep the noise down, or—”

      “Too late.”

      I cursed under my breath, as Jake’s eyes widened with fear once again and looked past me, up past the bar.

      I raised my hands to show I was unarmed and stood slowly.

      “Good,” the slick, almost grating voice jeered, “ya already know the procedure. Now turn around so I can get a good look at ya.”

      I slowly turned on the spot, staring daggers at the man who I assumed was speaking. He carried himself with an air of importance that only a leader would do. He must have been the leader of this group of bandits.

      His nose was small, and the rest of his face almost appeared to pinch towards it, like it was pulling at the other features out of spite. He had tiny ears and dirty, reddish brown hair that was messily cropped short.

      “Now, now,” the weaselman said, grinning with unevenly large teeth, “before you try anything. Just know that we have you accomplices.”

      “I came here alone,” I said, keeping my face emotionless, even as my mind and heart were running a mile a minute.

      “Nice try,” the weaselman said, “but if you want to play silly games, I guess I’ll play along. Only because I know how fun it is to win them.” He then turned around and whistled.

      Slowly, the sight I had been dreading happened right before my eyes, Eliza and Callie were dragged out into view.

      “You want to know what happens to people who don’t follow the rules? My rules?” the weaselman sneered.

      “Gut the mutt,” he said dismissively as the bandits holding Callie and Eliza moved around, blade in hand. I saw the blade flash, heard Eliza scream out in shock, as one of the bandits moved in to stab Callie.

      And all I could do was stand and watch.
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      To say I was unsure how to act would be an understatement. I saw the flash of the blade and the henchman go through the motion of stabbing Callie.

      Many things went through my mind before the blade reached her skin. She was the first person I had met in this new world, this new life. She had shown me the ropes. How to survive and how to thrive. She had taught me about the world, its cultures and my own place within them. She had become more than just a traveling companion, more than just a friend—our moment shared at the lake. I couldn’t just stand by and let this happen, but there was no time for me to act. Nothing I could do, as I watched the weaselman sneer, almost in slow motion, as the henchman thrust the blade forward, my arms flaring with flames that would be utterly useless to save Callie.

      Then the man stepped back, believing his work was complete.

      We watched with stolen breath as Callie stood there, looking down at what I could only assume was the stab wound. She swayed slightly, my heart sinking as the reality of the moment was setting in. Finally, she looked up, locking eyes with me. She saw the concern in my face and I saw…triumph in hers?

      She lifted a hand, it was wrapped in green and black fire, similar to how my own hands had been on fire in their first fight. The flames spread, until her entire body was ever so slightly coated in these wicked flames. The blade hadn’t hurt her. It hadn’t even torn her clothing. Now we knew what her given powers could do.

      As everyone stood around, staring in disbelief, I watched the weaselman’s face turn from glee to fear in what might have been an instant. I, however, saw it drawn out, the gradual sliding of his features as they settled into terror as I leapt towards him and planted a fist, powered by fury, straight to his temple.

      I didn’t care, in that moment, if I had just knocked him out, or killed the man. An anger so deep within me had been unleashed at the brazen willingness to attempt to kill my allies. I lunged from one bandit to the next, slamming my fists into anything that moved, until Callie’s voice cut through the red mist.

      “Greg!” She shouted. “We can handle this. Think of the hostages.”

      Still dizzy from anger, I followed where she pointed and looked up to the staircase, where bandits were sprinting up. They were either trying to get away from the rapid bloodbath, or hoping to use the hostages to buy themselves freedom. I wasn’t going to let either option happen.

      I ran off, towards the stairs, to leave Callie and Eliza to deal with the remaining bandits in the dining area.

      “Jake is behind the counter!” I shouted as I left. “Make sure he has someone check over him for injuries.”

      “Will do,” Callie said. Eliza was too busy messing around with the bandits to reply.

      I didn’t look back, trusting the girls to go about business as efficiently as I’d seen them handle themselves in the past. They must have either been ambushed as they reached the top floor, or been pressured via the hostages to give themselves up. I couldn’t make the same error, as these bandits were now panicked. They wouldn’t listen to reason as easily, nor would they act as rationally as they had while the weaselman was conscious.

      I ran up the stairs with my arms alight. I definitely felt stronger than I had before the lake. Instead of running up the stairs two at a time, I was easily able to bound up four stairs at a time, catching and throwing down bandits as I closed in on them.

      The first couple, I gripped the backs of their shirt collars and yanked them backwards, so that they tumbled down the stairs behind me. I could take the time to check if they were awake or not. I needed to reach the hostages before the bandits could. I was closing in, but even after throwing aside three more bandits, I reached the top floor and saw that the door at the end of the corridor was open. I could only have been too late.

      I took the time to slow down and look behind me. A few of the bandits were still struggling to get up, but they didn’t try racing back up the stairs, instead choosing to charge into the dining area to likely fight the girls still.

      I could take my time now. If anything, it would be better if I slowed what I was doing and gave whoever was in that final room some time to think things through. They were trapped and hurting an innocent wouldn’t get them out of it. That, or there was nobody but hostages in that room anyway.

      Giving the remaining bandits the chance to ruminate on their actions, if there even were any, I opened the first door on my right. There were six doors, all running down the length of the corridor. I had to make sure people were safe in each one.

      I tried the handle on the first door. It was unlocked, so I continued to push it open. I pushed slowly and gently, trying to keep my ears out for any sound of movement within the room. I couldn’t hear anything. I gradually pushed the door the whole way open without making a sound. Nobody was in the room, but it was clear there were signs of people having slept in here.

      I moved to the second room, there were still sounds of fighting downstairs, but I had to trust the girls to get their end of the job done. The second room was the same as the first, in layout and state of cleanliness. These bandits didn’t know how to clean up after themselves at all. I wasn’t surprised, but it was still disgusting nonetheless.

      The third room was different. All the furniture had been pushed over to one side, to leave the main part of the bedroom floor open. I could see and smell what this room had been used for. I didn’t know exactly how long the bandits had the hostages for, but this was definitely one of the rooms they had been kept in. There was nobody in it at the moment, however. They’d likely been moved to the final room once all the commotion had kicked off.

      The fourth and fifth rooms were in a similar state to the first two, which only left the final room. I could hear all sorts of shuffling and stressed whispers coming from within it as I passed close by it, to check on the fifth room. I decided that if I continued checking rooms as normal, it might give the remaining bandits a slight sense of ease. I needed them to at least be able to consider not harming hostages, otherwise this entire endeavor would have been a waste of time and a waste of innocent blood.

      The door was open, but the way in which it opened left the entire room obscured to me still. I extinguished my hands as I stood by the doorway, not wanting to stress anyone out any further. Slowly and purposefully, I knocked on the door three times.

      No response.

      “I’m going to come in now,” I said loudly and clearly. “Please do not do anything rash that you may later regret.”

      I took an extra moment, waiting in case of a reply, but there wasn’t one.

      I lifted my hands up, so that they were above my head, to show that I meant no harm—although everyone in that room knew different. As more of the room became known to me, I took in the locations of everyone, just to make certain and to begin planning how I was going to pull off this rescue.

      There was a collection of around ten people, bound and gagged on the floor. Lining the wall opposite the door, were five bandits, each with a blade hovered behind the neck of one of the people on the floor. If I tried to act in any way rashly, at least half of these people would die. The threat was clear.

      “Come on guys,” I said slowly. “You’ve already lost. Just let these people go and nobody else needs to get hurt.”

      “If we let them go,” one of the bandits piped up, “what’ll stop you from hurting us then? Or the rest of that mob outside?”

      “I can’t speak for the people, but I’m just trying to help as many people as I can. It isn’t like I want violence, nor do I want people to die, on either side of this confrontation.”

      “Those could be just words,” the bandit retorted.

      “Then let me show you actions. Let the people go and I will personally vouch for your safety in vacating this inn. But you need to let these people go. They don’t deserve this treatment and I know, deep down, you don’t believe they do either.”

      “How do you know what I do or don’t believe?”

      “Because I believe people are inherently good. We can all make the most of a second chance. This is your opportunity to earn one.”

      There was a long pause as the bandits considered my words carefully. Then, one by one, they lowered their swords.

      “Thank you,” I said, starting to burn away at the bindings of the hostages, with a flaming finger. It turned out these powers were useful in many different ways. I finally reached the last couple of hostages when I heard the shift of floorboards, movement, metal. I flared up my hands and spun, catching the blade right before it tried to impale itself in my back.

      “Get out!” I shouted to the hostages. Those that were already freed started to sprint for the door as I flung the blade to the side, stabbing through one of the bandits, and punched the one that had tried to kill me.

      “You said you’d be fair,” one of the bandits argued, “it was just him, not us.”

      “Did any of you speak up while he prepared to stab me in the back?” I asked as I closed the distance between myself and the one who was pleading, slapping him hand enough to rebound his head off of the wall he stood beside. Two bandits left. One lurched for a hostage that was running, so I grabbed his shirt collar and slammed him into the ground, letting the hostage run off. I turned to the final bandit and sighed. He held the final hostage. They were still bound, so they hadn’t had the opportunity to run off. The hostage looked to be perhaps late teens, fearful eyes darted about the room and always coming back to me, pleading.

      I looked up from the hostage to the bandit, who held his sword at the hostage’s throat. Though older in years, the bandit’s eyes were no less afraid than the hostage’s.

      “Give it up,” I said, trying to make myself sound weary. If I could make the bandit feel like he was being overly dramatic, or ridiculous in this situation, I might still be able to save the hostage’s life.

      “I-I can’t,” the bandit stammered. “They’ll kill me out there.”

      “What’s to say I won’t kill you in here?” I said. “If you kill that hostage, I just might. If you let them go, there is at least some opportunity for redemption here.”

      “Are you sure?” the bandit asked.

      “We can only find out if you let them go.”

      The bandit wavered. I could see he was going through the thought process, trying to work out the best plan of action. As he did, however, he absentmindedly moved the sword away from the hostage’s throat for a tiny moment.

      With my increased physical ability, I crossed the remainder of the space between us before he had a chance to move the sword to harm the hostage. I grabbed his hand and slammed it against the wall, knocking the sword from his grip. I punched him in the throat with my free hand, making him choke as I pushed my face up close to his.

      “How dare you threaten a child?” I hissed into his ear. “How dare you torment an entire village and expect to be given anything but the consequences of your actions? You’re lucky, in some ways. You want to know why?”

      The bandit was too afraid to reply, so I answered him anyway.

      “You’re lucky because you’re not mine to punish,” I whispered. “Or perhaps the village might impress me…and do worse than what I want to do to you.”

      I then punched him, knocking him out so that he lay on the ground beside his allies. I released the final hostage and helped him to his feet.

      “Sorry that you had to experience that,” I said. “I really don’t want to do that to people, but hopefully the fear might be a good deterrent to them committing similar atrocities in the future.”

      “No, thank you,” the younger boy said. “You saved our lives. You can talk to them however you want. Thank you, mister!” He then ran out of the room to go and find his people.

      I looked down at the collection of unconscious bodies. This mess was going to take a while to clean up. I didn’t mind though, because I could hear the celebratory cheers from downstairs, even all the way up here on my own. We had done it. We had saved the town.
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      “Thank you.”

      I had heard those words a little too much today. As we had woken up so early and completed our mission so swiftly, many of the other townspeople were only waking to the news that their loved ones were alive.

      While I appreciated the gratitude, I could see that Callie felt similarly to how I did. I had become used to quiet days in the woods, not being clamored over by townspeople, each wanting to say how much we meant to them.

      I was just happy that everyone was safe. I tried to repeat that as often as I could before it began to sound robotic.

      “We must hold a celebration for you,” Jake announced, loud enough for all the people nearby to cheerfully agree.

      “That really isn’t necessary,” I said. “I would much rather just be treated the same as any one of you. Besides, we need to be moving on eventually, too. This was never our final destination on our travels.”

      “Then allow me and my inn to feed and house you before you go on your way,” Jake continued to push. “It’s best for you to leave earlier in the day anyway, so we can celebrate while you’re still here.”

      “Just let them have this,” Eliza grinned. “It’s not like they’ve had much else to celebrate in however long this ordeal has lasted.”

      I guess she does have a point.

      “One night,” I said, “and then we must be on our way.”

      “On our way to where?” Eliza asked.

      “The capital,” Callie said. “Greg still has his destiny ahead of him.”

      “Apparently so,” I muttered, not wanting to reignite the locals’ conversation about me.

      I hadn’t been recognized as any prophecy-bound savior here yet, so I didn’t want the talking points to get the villagers to put the last pieces of the puzzle together.

      Much of the next few hours of the day were spent helping some of the townsfolk tidy up the mess that was left within the inn. Callie split off to help check over the hostages and make sure they weren’t injured.

      The hostages were all, understandably, in shock from the whole event. They were beyond happy to have their families back within arms’ reach. They and their immediate families were allowed to not help out with the inn. In fact, when they tried to help anyway, Barnaby made sure to keep them away.

      “You’ve been through enough,” he said. “At least allow us to go through the minor inconvenience of tidying up, for you.”

      My enhanced strength was greatly appreciated for the clean-up, as I moved the furniture out of the way in order for the rooms to be properly cleaned, and then I moved it all back. I didn’t think I had super strength, but it was noticeably stronger than before, and had certainly increased in intensity since before the lake.

      With everyone helping out, there was shortly no trace of the state the inn had been left in. Instead, it looked as good as new—as much as I could gather, having only seen it during the past couple days. It warmed my heart to see how happy Jake was as he looked over the clean and repaired inn. It was definitely in a better shape than he was now that the bandits had been ousted.

      We didn’t kill all of the bandits, but the ones that were left alive were placed within a makeshift jail in the basement of one of the family homes and a couple of the tougher looking farmers were left to guard them. It would be unlikely for the bandits to escape that jail cell, and almost impossible while two people were actively swinging swords at them if they tried.

      I managed to catch Callie off to one side during the cleaning effort. I wanted to make sure she was alright after what she had gone through. It was clear to me that she didn’t even know she was capable of that when she used her powers, so she may have been still in shock from the near death experience.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked her as we found a quiet spot in the town, a little ways away from the inn.

      “I’m good,” she said. “You saw how I didn’t get injured.”

      “There are different ways to be hurt,” I reminded her. “How are you feeling up here?”

      I lifted a hand to cup her cheek, indicating to her mind. If she was shaken, she was doing a great job at hiding it from me.

      “I am okay, truly,” she said. “The guy didn’t hurt me and while it was a shock at first, I’m already feeling much better. Letting my adrenaline out on the other bandits, then seeing everyone get out safely; it helped. It really did.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, “but please let me know if you do start to feel anything less than great, okay? We’re in this together and I’d hate to not be taking care of my own.”

      “Understood.” Callie smiled. “Now, shall we go and find Eliza before she brings any more mischief to this town?”

      “That’s probably a good idea.” I laughed, following Callie back towards the inn, and to Eliza. I couldn’t have been more grateful to have those two by my side.

      With the cleaning effort out of the way and Jake pushing to get the party into full swing, I was beginning to enjoy myself. We had taken our time out in the woods and that had been lovely, in its own way. This was starting to remind me of my old days back on Earth, when I’d happily go out partying and pick up girls, or be the perfect wingman for my friends. Then work had taken over that part of my life, too. This was a good memory to have and to be able to relive. Clearly, this party was nothing like the old ones I used to go to, but it was a good replacement.

      A few of the villagers had instruments that they could play, so they took up their positions on the raised platform that the band had performed at the night prior. As they began to get into the swing of things with their own music, I sat back at one of the tables in the corner and watched on as the villagers all danced and cheered to the music. I didn’t recognise any of the tunes, being from Earth, but they all sounded great in their own way.

      Jake looked out over the dancing, genuinely happy. He had appeared cheerful, when I had arrived for the first time, but it had been a show. Now that I could see Jake, standing at the bar and entertaining the patrons of his inn, I could see that he was truly in his element. Every time he opened his mouth to talk, people around him either laughed along with him, or quietened down to listen to whatever tale he was about to spin. He was also a masterful bartender, keeping everyone happy with full tankards in their hands whenever they needed them.

      My companions appeared to be in their element, too, making the most of this opportunity to relax. We had so few of them, that it was heartwarming to see them take advantage of the jovial atmosphere and simply have a good time. I watched as Callie and Eliza danced together, weaving through the happy crowd of villagers. I was tempted to get up and dance as well, but I was currently happier just watching, instead of getting too close to people that would just want to start up conversations with me again. I wasn’t normally against that kind of thing, but I didn’t like to accept gratitude so frequently like this town appeared ready to give. It made me feel boastful. Instead, I just wanted to watch on and see the effect my group’s efforts had on the town. How cheerful everybody was now that they were safe once again and had their lives back, to do with however they wanted.

      However, there was one villager that I spotted. She didn’t look happy. She didn’t even look close to being content. She was looking through the crowd worriedly, her eyes almost wild, until they locked onto my own.

      Here we go again, I thought, as the lady wove her way between the tables, towards where I was sitting.

      “Mister?” the lady asked. “Mister, I realize you’ve done much for our town and it is beyond rude of me to ask for any further kind deeds on our behalf…”

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked, gently raising a hand to cut off her rambling niceties.

      “It’s my son,” the lady said. “I can’t find him anywhere.”

      “When did you see him last?” I asked. I hoped this was just a minor disappearance, with the son likely to return from a chore that had taken him out of the village for the afternoon, but my luck wouldn’t allow for such an easy end to the day.

      “He was one of the people you saved,” she said. “One of the hostages. He said he was late and needed to go and do something. He was being cryptic and I don’t know what he meant by that, but I haven’t seen him since we met after you saved him.”

      “That doesn’t sound good at all,” I said. “Rest assured, I’ll find your son for you, my dear. Let me just get my companions and we’ll begin our search.”

      I kept things as discreet as I could, so as to not alarm the other villagers. I stood up, putting on a cheerful face for any of the villagers smiling in my direction, as I fetched Callie and Eliza from within the dancing crowd.

      “Hey, Greg,” Eliza grinned, “come to join us, finally?”

      “There’s been a situation,” I whispered. “Meet me outside as soon as you both can. I’ll explain more once we’re alone.”

      I then made my way to the exit. I waved off a couple people asking after me, just saying that I needed to get a little fresh air. I walked around to the side of the inn and waited for the girls to join me.

      “I know that look.”

      I turned around to see Barnaby standing, looking at me.

      “Hello,” I said. “What look would that be?”

      “The look of someone who doesn’t like saying goodbye,” Barnaby said. “I don’t blame you. I do wonder what the cause might be, though it isn’t my place to pry.”

      “One of the ladies inside,” I explained, as Barnaby had a right to know, “has lost her son. I intend to track him down and bring him back to her. If this is a case of a bandit going rogue and kidnapping him, or of him being involved in something beyond his reasoning, I’ll do my best to help him.”

      “When will you take time to help yourself, I wonder?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, turning to study his face, but his features gave nothing away.

      “Oh, nothing. Just an old man being stoic. Here come your friends. I wish you luck on your travels, Greg.”

      “I hope fortune finds you, too, Barnaby. You’ve been more than generous to me and my companions.”

      As Callie and Eliza rounded the corner to where I stood Barnaby was already walking off.

      I guess he isn’t much for goodbyes either, I thought, before turning to the others.

      “We have a missing son to track down,” I said simply.

      “What? Who?” Callie asked.

      “Let’s get to it then,” Eliza grinned.

      “One of the villager’s sons,” I explained to Callie as we both followed Eliza’s eager stride towards the stables. “All I can gather is that he has left the town. Otherwise he would’ve been spotted by now.”

      “So, we’re leaving already?” Callie asked.

      “It seems so, yes.”

      “What are you two still standing around chatting for?” Eliza asked. “Let’s go find this kid’s tracks and chase him down.”

      “Don’t you think it’s easier to find tracks when we aren’t on horseback?” I asked.

      “Every moment we waste, is another moment he isn’t found,” Eliza said.

      “I understand that, but we still need to be rational about how we do this. Rushing into things will not help anyone. However, yes, you’re right. We do need to get a move on. We have no idea how many hours he might have been traveling for, although we do have a maximum—he was one of the hostages we saved.”

      “I’m sure I can pick up his scent,” Callie said, as she, too, mounted her horse.

      “Then let’s go track down a hostage,” I said, smiling at the girls as I took the reins from Eliza. Being back on the horse felt natural. Being back, riding away from the inn and away from the town—with Callie and Eliza by my side. This felt more like home to me than anything I could recall, even from my time on Earth. Callie pointed out the direction as we found this boy’s tracks in the waning sun, then she found his scent. We had the trail. It was time to ride.
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      Our initial confidence with finding this boy dropped quickly. As the sun began to set, and the winds over the hills continued to whip around erratically, it became nearly impossible to keep track of the trail we were following. We knew that he must have been traveling on foot, but that didn’t make it any easier for us to catch up, when we were taking so long trying to follow shallow footprints in the pitch black of night.

      As the night wore on, we all felt the need for sleep itch away behind our eyes. Each blink threatening to lengthen, each breath hoping to exhale into a yawn.

      I didn’t want us to fall asleep entirely, so I let the girls take turns on the back of my horse, to catch whatever sleep they could, as we inched along. I knew that we would make up more ground during the day, but if we slept, we risked losing it all. I refused to go back to that villager empty handed.

      I had entirely lost track of time when the sky began to shift back to it being lighter once again. The grass gradually shifted back to green as the sky became more blue and the tracks became visible once again.

      I was glad that this person hadn’t thought to hide their tracks at all, as the winds were making it near impossible for Callie’s sense of smell to have any bearing on our mission.

      Drained from the long night, we pushed on, only stopping by rivers for breaks and to allow the horses to get a little rest, too. Now that we could see the tracks, it was easier to convince ourselves to take our time. There was no chance that the boy had walked all through the night, too. We should’ve been catching up to him at any moment.

      Somehow, he was always too far ahead for us to spot. He had traveled an impressive distance in the half a day’s head start he had on us. I was also baffled at why he needed to be somewhere so urgently. Any normal person wouldn’t be traveling such a long distance at such a pace that we wouldn’t be able to spot them. While there were hills to hide portions of the landscape, we should’ve been able to spot him by just looking out over the view for long enough for him to resurface atop a different hill. However, we didn’t see any sign of him, but the tracks that we were following.

      “Are we sure these are even his?” Eliza asked, saying out loud the thoughts that we were all thinking.

      “The scent matched up to the tracks,” Callie said, shrugging, “and the tracks have led us this far.”

      “But wouldn’t we have seen somebody by now?” Eliza asked. “There has been no sign of any meandering boy.”

      “It is certainly strange,” I said, “but we can’t stop now. If we abandon this trail, then we abandon any chance of finding him. If we follow it, at least, then there is some hope still. We just have to keep our faith in our skills and our perseverance.”

      “There is only so long that can go on for,” Eliza said.

      “I know,” I replied, “but we can cross that bridge when we get to it. Until then, we follow the trail and hope he’s on the other end of it.”

      The girls both nodded at my plan, putting up no more arguments to the contrary. I knew that if we were following the wrong trail then we were dooming the boy to his fate, but if we split off from it now, we were making that fate a certainty. At least, by following the tracks, there was still some semblance of hope remaining that he was simply lucky, determined and faster than we gave him credit.

      We continued to push on, despite the growing, nagging feeling of despair. Where had this boy been going to? Why had he been going at such a pace? If he was already late to something, why did it matter so much that he got there so quickly, if at all? Had they been sent on a wild goose chase, to leave the town to a worse doom than the bandits? It was likely just the lack of sleep that was eating at our paranoia and leading us to the worst conclusions, but those suspicions were still there.

      The weather had gone cloudy overnight. It was overcast, which kept the heat from escaping too much during the night, but we didn’t have a single speck of sunlight grace us. I could feel the foreboding atmosphere as easily as I could feel the ever so slight patter of rain begin to wet my hair and face. It suddenly felt a long way away from our relaxed, sun blessed woodland ride. I could smell burning in the air and not a good kind. It was the acrid smell of burnt leather, burnt flesh, burnt hair. A tortured smell, drawing us in.

      I’d like to say that I had feared seeing the scene we saw next, but I hadn’t even thought it a possibility. The horrors we saw were as readily burned into the back of my brain as the people were burned into the ground all around us.

      We had just passed over a larger hill, hoping to get a good view of the surrounding land to see if we could spot anyone that looked like a rogue villager. Instead, we looked out upon a battlefield.

      It used to be a battlefield, at least. Now, it was a graveyard.

      Bodies littered the flatter plains just below this hill. They reminded me of how my trio left the wolfmen army. Battered and broken. There were clear signs of burning from what we could see and smell up on the hill. Curiosity begged me to get closer, despite every other sense in my body screaming to send me riding in the opposite direction.

      Our horses were skittish, too and I could see the uneasiness in Callie’s eyes. It wasn’t a coincidence that the tracks had led us here, though. No matter what, we had to go down and investigate.

      I urged my horse on and Callie sucked in a sharp breath, bracing herself for whatever we were about to see up close.

      We had to meander slightly to get down the hill, as it was a relatively steep drop down to the main battlefield. By the time we reached the bottom of the hill, at the same level as the mass of dead bodies, we had entirely lost track of the trail. I had seen it go into the battlefield, but there was no chance we’d be able to keep track of it through there. The only way we would be able to find the boy now, was if he was one of these bodies—even then, actively looking for him would be like searching a Where’s Wally book—but with no certainty that Wally was in any of the pictures.

      The burn patterns were rampant on everybody, twisted and malformed. There were craters punched into armor and stab wounds that had been cauterized by intense heat. I didn’t feel good about what I was seeing, as I had seen some of these effects in the past; in the recent past.

      “Greg,” Callie said quietly as we rode slowly through the field of the dead, “these look like…”

      “I know,” I said. “It looks like I did this.”

      “How is that possible?” Eliza asked, reaching out and poking at a spear that had been planted upright in the ground.

      “I have no idea,” I shrugged. “Everything I’ve learnt about the fire powers has come from you two, remember.”

      “I’m at a loss,” Callie said in disbelief, “but if it’s what I fear, then we might be in serious trouble.”

      “We might already be,” Eliza muttered, pointing over my shoulder. She only used her hand to point, so that it wasn’t obvious to anyone but me.

      My eyes followed across the battlefield to where she was pointing. There was a collection of people. Too small to make out any of their features, due to how far away they were, but they had clearly seen us- and they were moving in our direction.
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      The bodies that were scattered across the battlefield to help water the grass of the plains only reminded me of all the sleep I hadn’t had. The further along the battlefield we trekked, moving to meet the mysterious group of people somewhere towards the center of it all, the more I just wanted to fall off my horse and join them. I felt like I could sleep for a week straight, or more.

      I had to put on a good impression, however, as something told me these people were not just innocent bystanders. The one leading their group; he didn’t look innocent of anything.

      He stood at least a foot taller than any of his companions. His skin was the kind of scarred red you’d find on meat that’s been scorched in flames. I knew that from the majority of the bodies that lay at my horse’s hooves. He had slick, black hair that fell back, tied into a ponytail that ran to his shoulders. His hairline was framed by two long horns, curving back along his skull. I could see the evidence of fire from his very being, even though he himself was not using a power similar or the same as mine as we approached each other.

      He wore black. His entire troupe wore black. They looked as if they were soaked with water, like the rain had started at their end and reached us, instead of the other way around. He, however, was bone dry. Any drop that landed directly onto his red skin sizzled and steamed off immediately. If the wolfmen army hadn’t been a challenge, this guy was. I knew my own strengths and something told me that this demonic being knew them, too. I would have to tread carefully if all three of my group were to make it out alive.

      His companions looked more like lackeys and henchmen than anyone of importance. I remembered that we likely didn’t look all that important either. I couldn’t count any of them out, least of all the demons, not until I knew what they were capable of.

      “What brings you to this place?” the demonic being said loudly, as we neared each other. “Leave. I do not take kindly to unwelcome guests.”

      “Wouldn’t that mean they wouldn’t be guests in the first place?” I asked with a smirk. “Aren’t guests inherently welcome?”

      “Who do you think you are, to question me?”

      “This is the Flame,” Eliza blurted out, “who are you to question him?”

      “It’s okay,” I said, reaching a hand back to calmly quiet Eliza. “The name’s Greg. May I have the pleasure of knowing yours?”

      “You believe yourself to be chosen?” the demon said. “In that case, you happen to be speaking to the true chosen Flame. The rightful lord of these lands and future king. I give you this one opportunity to leave my kingdom and never return.”

      “And if I disagree with your…opportunity?”

      “I shall make certain you wish you had taken me up on the offer,” the demon said with a reverberating rumble to his tone.

      “I take it you did this?” I asked, gesturing to the battlefield around us.

      “Your curiosity is irritating,” the demon said, “dismount your steed, so that I may add yours to the bodies laid upon this field.”

      “Gladly,” I said. There was no chance of avoiding an encounter now that Eliza had spilled the beans on who she thought I was. If this being believed himself the true Flame and had killed all these people in order to prove it, perhaps I was wrong about believing myself part of this prophecy. It was too late to turn back now, so I handed the reins to Eliza and hopped off the horse.

      The demon’s allies took steps back and Callie and Eliza both backed their horses up a little, too. It seemed that we were definitely going to fight. In the back of my head, I heard the little voice of hindsight complaining about my lack of sleep.

      I tried to shake my errant thoughts aside, as the demon kicked a handful of soldiers aside, sending their bodies flying as he made room for our fight.

      “I’m sure there’s some civil way to deal with this,” I said.

      “No.”

      Alright then, I thought, starting to get irritated at this arrogant behemoth. It was time for me to teach him his place.

      I flared up my arms, so that they were on fire. The demon laughed and his horns lit up. His own flames rapidly spread across his entire body, not just his arms. Perhaps I was in over my head. His flames were a darker red than my more orange tones, flecked with black—handily matching his appearance.

      I cracked my neck and then closed the distance between us. No matter how strong he appeared, I had to go through him. I needed to beat him, or he would kill me.

      He took a swing at me with incredible speed, faster than any foe I’d had to face so far. Faster than Eliza. I sidestepped the punch and landed a punch of my own, right into where his kidneys would be. I felt a heavy resistance, but the demon still winced in pain, even if he did a good job hiding the pain from those that were watching. I was close enough to hear it. I had a chance.

      I went to punch him again and felt his fist land perfectly to the side of my face. He was at least as strong I was, likely stronger. I was lifted from my feet with the force of the punch, only to have a second punch, more like a slam, send me smacking into the wet grass at his feet.

      I was winded, but tried to push myself back up onto my feet. I was grabbed from behind before I could rise from the ground and the demon raised me above his head.

      Before he could do anything with the positional advantage, I swiped out with my arm and backhanded him directly in the face. The distraction allowed me to plant my foot into his shoulder, pushing his arm slightly out of place and then trying to punch the elbow of the other arm holding me while he grimaced in pain.

      I achieved my objective of being dropped, but unfortunately he still had the awareness and reflexes to kick at me before I could land safely. I braced myself from the kick with my arms, but was still sent spiraling to the other end of the cleared area.

      Breathing heavily, he took the time it took me to stand to pop his shoulder back into place. He looked a lot less certain about this fight, but the actual pain of someone my strength hitting back had given me pause for thought, too. I knew this was going to be a tough fight and now that he knew I could give as much as I could take, he appeared to be gritting himself to fight harder than he had previously.

      Just what I need, I sarcastically thought as he charged at me this time. Right before he reached me, I darted forwards, hoping to catch him while he was still running, before he had a chance to set his feet. I tackled him, but he barely budged. We were locked in a standstill.

      I raised my head and ducked back down just in time to avoid another punch. It looked like we were going to fight the old-fashioned way now. Both of us with our powers were more resistant to damage, but also more readily able to dish it out.

      We stood, every now and then shifting slightly around the exposed grass, trading devastating punches. I threw everything I could into each punch, trying to gain some sort of upper hand, but I was outclassed and overpowered. He was faster than I was. He was bigger, stronger than I was. He clearly had experience fighting, more so than I did in my week and a half of living in this world. I was slowly being beaten down as my punches became less and less effective against him and each blow by him felt that much worse than the one before. I had to do something drastic in order to get out of this situation.

      I only had one opportunity to put any sort of plan into action, as each punch threatened to knock me out for good. I noticed how he was either bracing for or blocking each of my punches. If he blocked, he was planning to counter with a faster jab, but if he braced, he would wind up for a heavier hit. I had to trade hits until I knew that he was going to attempt a heavy hit, then hope I could maneuver the fight from there, into my favor. Or at least get back to my companions to escape.

      I tried to lay into him with a few body shots, he moved to block them, so I ducked under his jab and punched towards his kidneys once again. He braced this time and I side-stepped the inevitable lurching punch, taking the moment of his imbalance to try and tackle him once again. This time, however, I didn’t tackle him in a way that was easy to brace against. I dove downwards, towards the side of his knee, where it shouldn’t be able to bend.

      Unable to do anything but fall against my counter attack, the demon hit the floor hard and I rushed in with a spear that was stuck into the ground near the edge of the clearing. I stood over the demon and held the spear to his throat.

      “Yield,” I demanded.

      He just laughed and grabbed at my leg, trying to knock me off balance.

      “Such petty weapons have little effect on a god.” The demon laughed as he knocked the spear aside.

      “Had to try,” I shrugged, throwing the spear to the side and making a run for it.

      The demon lurched after me, but the hit I’d put into his leg slowed him down just enough for me to reach my horse and my companions before he caught me.

      “This isn’t over,” the demon bellowed after us as we rode away as fast as we could. I could still hear his furious roars, even after we’d left the battlefield far behind.

      We were all in need of sleep. It was clear we would be in for a severely difficult fight and would need all the rest we could get.

      The surrounding hilly lands were far too exposed to risk making camp in, so we were forced to continue riding. We chose to ride in a direction that paralleled the direction we would need to take to reach the capital city, for it was clear now that there was a deadline on our quest. We just needed to get a little rest and a little recovery time in. I was in a far worse shape than I’d originally released. The adrenaline had kept me going long after the fight had ended, but that didn’t negate just how bad the beating I had suffered was.

      Ever since I had entered this world, I was used to being the strongest one in the room. I packed the toughest punch. I led the decisions and I protected my allies. The dynamic had drastically shifted. I was no longer the strongest. If that demon wasn’t on par with me on strength, he was stronger. He was somehow faster than I was, too. How could I possibly beat someone who was better in all aspects of fighting, with a stronger version of the same powers as me?

      Now, I had even lost the element of surprise. I thought Eliza had sensed my pain, both physically and mentally, and I felt her steady hands hugging around my waist as we rode.

      I had a rival. I had seen the devastation he could and likely would cause on the lands if he took control. I wanted to get back at that self-proclaimed ruler. I didn’t just want to get even.

      I wanted to destroy him.
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      Having found a small collection of rocks and shrubbery to make our camp, we tied our horses to one of the rocks and did a quick once over from all angles to make sure that we couldn’t be spotted, even accidentally. The only way somebody would be able to see our position would be they walked right into the camp itself.

      I didn’t want to, but the girls insisted I take the first sleep. I had stayed awake the entire night before and had just been beaten to near death by some demon-looking being, so they had a point.

      As I slept, I dreamed of home. Not the one I had become accustomed to thinking of, but my old one—back on Earth. There were so many luxuries I had grown up getting used to. A soft bed, warm showers, restaurants and trips to see the latest movie in the cinema. All of these ran through my mind as I slept.

      I dreamed of waking up, to go to my typical job, to go through the set schedule that I was more than used to by that point. Boredom, death by monotony. But I didn’t get to live that life, experience that death.

      I dreamed of the mugging, of being attacked. I felt punches rock my brain and rattle my teeth. Bruises appeared all across my body, welts formed over split skin. The muggers shifted and before me stood the competing king. The landscape shifted and, where once were buildings and concrete, burned and mutilated bodies took their place. The rain crashed down in either world and the king cracked a grin as he landed one final, killing strike—

      I jumped away from Eliza’s hand. I woke up to her checking on my wounds, the sensation of touch ricocheting me out of my dream. It took me a moment to remember where I was. I could see daylight peeking through some of the gaps in the rocks, as we had our cover blanket tied over the main portion of rocks to keep the worst of the rain off of us when we first made camp. From the looks and sounds of it, it was no longer raining and there were brighter skies—if not as sunny as I had become accustomed to.

      It was cozy, underneath the blanket. It truly felt like camping now, how I would’ve imagined traditional camping, at the very least.

      “Where’s Callie?” I asked, lying back down to allow Eliza to get back to tending to my wounds.

      “She’s off hunting for food,” Eliza explained. “When she isn’t doing that, she’s keeping a lookout. If she isn’t doing one of those things, I am. You need your rest, if you are to defeat the usurper, my Flame.”

      “It’s just Greg,” I said, “remember?”

      Eliza nodded at my correction. There was a sharp pain and I winced, trying not to flare up my arms in reaction to the sting.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “You need stitches,” Eliza explained. “Some of the impacts you sustained were…severe.”

      “I can’t do it,” I said. “I can’t beat him. I’ve thought it over. He’s stronger than I am, faster, too.”

      “You can,” Eliza argued back, still performing the stitches. “We both believe in you. That town believes in you. My old group believed in you. I’m sure Callie and her hometown believe in you. We’ll keep believing in you until you can believe in yourself.”

      “But how do you beat someone who is better than you?” I said.

      “Who said he was better than you?” Eliza said, finishing off a stitch. “You lose one fight and you’re ready to give up? He’s been fighting for forever, I mean, look at him. You’ve been doing this for just over a week, right? Think of how much better you can be by the time you face him again? He won’t be better, but you will be.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked, “what if I’m the usurper here?”

      “I’d follow you. Usurper or not, it doesn’t matter to me as far as you’re concerned.”

      Eliza lingered as she tended to a bruise on my shoulder, leaving her hands resting by it. Her eyes drifted from the bruise, over to mine. I could see the longing in her eyes. This was a girl who had dedicated her life to supporting me, whether I had known it or not. She had worshiped me. She had traveled with me and fought alongside me. Now she was tending to my wounds as I told her I wasn’t enough. In her eyes, I found my answer. I found her answer to my own problem. How could I think I wasn’t enough when someone was so intensely willing to put everything they had into helping me succeed?

      I raised an eyebrow as we looked into each other’s eyes. Despite her fiery nature, I noticed her blush slightly at the eyebrow. She could tell what I was thinking and I could tell what she was thinking, too.

      “Any chance you could come down here?” I chuckled. “I still feel like I got hit by a truck.”

      “What’s a truck?” Eliza asked, scrunching up her eyebrows in confusion.

      “Nevermind,” I laughed, reaching up to pull her into an embrace.

      “But—” Eliza’s question was cut off as our lips connected, a short, sweet, intense kiss. “I think I understand now.”

      “Oh, you do, do you?” I smirked, rolling over so that Eliza was now lying with her back flat on the ground and I was on top. “Would you like me to properly thank you for your devotion?”

      “All that,” Eliza whispered, “and more.”

      We both began to take our clothes off. I already had my top off so that Eliza could work at some of the injuries. I was grateful for the slightly warmer weather, but as I connected with Eliza for a second time, I forgot all about external sensations, all about my injuries or the temperature outside of just us two.

      Her skin was far smoother than I expected. Though her hair and the fur on her ears and tail appeared scruffier, her skin was well taken care of. It was pale, and she looked so fragile without her clothes on. She was smaller than me, my frame dwarfing her own, but her personality more than made up for what she lacked in size.

      She leaned up to where I was above her and kissed my neck, before leaving the smallest of bites behind, nipping at me with her sharp teeth.

      I raised my eyebrow again and placed a hand on one of her shoulders, pinning her down. A grin from her let me know that she was entirely into the display of dominance as I eased my way into her and began to act in unison. We switched places multiple times, all under the covers and between the privacy of the rocks. Steam rose in the air as we went, kissing, squeezing, pinching, moaning…smiling.

      When we finally broke away, all we could do was collapse beside each other and take in the moment, the many moments, and laugh. It wasn’t a laugh to ridicule our time together, but more the sort of laugh one does when they experience something unbelievable and it hasn’t quite settled in that it did in fact happen, or a genuine sharing giggle that one might make with a best friend, right before, or right after, committing something they knew would get them in trouble. But this wouldn’t get us in trouble. In fact, this was the very thing I needed to try and pull myself out of trouble.

      After an extended amount of time of just lying on my back next to Eliza, looking up at the covers, Callie broke the silence.

      “You two lovebirds all done in there?” she asked, starting to step into the rock formation before we had a chance to reply. “Wow, it’s steamy in here.”

      “You caught something then?” Eliza asked, acting as if everything was totally normal.

      “Indeed, I did,” Callie said, “though I left it just outside for now.”

      “When did you come back?” I asked.

      “Midway through the act.” Callie nodded, blushing slightly. “But I didn’t want to ruin the moment for you both, so I took up guard duty until now.”

      “Thank you,” I said, smiling over at Callie.

      “You know,” Callie said, holding up a finger as she made a point, “this means you should have more potent powers, according to the prophecy.”

      “Oh, I hadn’t even considered that,” I said, and I hadn’t. Though, what Callie said wasn’t wrong. After our time in the lake, I had felt a noticeable improvement in my powers, which was shown through my entire arms being engulfed in flames instead of just my forearms. Callie had also gained powers through that connection.

      “If you’re all recovered from your…rest,” Callie giggled, “how about you step out to test it out? Just to avoid burning any of our supplies, that is.”

      “Good idea,” I said, nodding. “Eliza, why don’t you pop out, too? We can see if you got any gifts as well.”

      “Why would I…Oh, yeah!” Eliza grinned as the excitement reached her face. “Callie got some so maybe I did, too!”

      Eliza rushed outside to wait for me, so that the power testing could commence. Callie and I could already see the gifts that Eliza had been given, we just hadn’t been able to tell her before she left, as she got up and left too quickly for us to even properly comprehend. She had been gifted enhanced speed.

      “Come on,” Eliza called from outside, “what’s taking you both so long?”

      “You’ll laugh when we tell you,” I replied, pulling myself to my feet and finding a shirt to throw on over my bandaged torso.

      As Callie and I met Eliza outside, I winced a little at the influx of sunlight, though I should have been expecting it from the amount of light that had gotten into our camp, despite the covering.

      “Eliza,” I said, holding my hands out to try and urge her to calm down, “slow down for a moment. We know what you were given.”

      “What would that be?” Eliza asked.

      “Super speed,” I said, smiling as I watched Eliza process and realize what it was that I had said. In an instant, she seemingly disappeared from sight, rushing back just as fast. Her legs were on fire. The fire, for Eliza, was white, but flecked with black, to match her own raccoon hair.

      “This is incredible,” Eliza said, grinning as she rushed about. “What did you get?” she asked.

      “I’m about to find out,” I smiled back.

      It was the moment of truth. I closed my eyes and lit my hands up as usual.

      I felt a rush unlike any I had felt before. I felt the strength, but even more profoundly. I also felt my heart beating faster than it ever had before. I struggled to get it under control. I wasn’t sure how you could even deliberately slow your heart rate, but I tried to just keep my eyes closed, not panic, and count down from ten. I could already hear the impressed gasps from both Callie and Eliza. I reached one and took an extra moment, almost not wanting to look. Then I did.

      The world was on fire, for but an instant. As my eyes adjusted, it turned out that my own eyes were aflame. I looked down and saw that my feet were too, as if I were wearing boots made of pure fire, up just above my ankles. I gave a little test jump, and sprung myself up in the air almost a foot, without even trying. I was stronger than I had even been, but faster, too.

      With these improvements, I found it easier to convince myself that I would have a shot against that demon-looking guy, the next time we would come face to face.

      This was my world now and I would do what I had to, to defend it.
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      Our renewed courage and revived hope took a beating almost as soon as we left our camping spot to continue on our route to the capital. As if the horned being was sending me a message specifically, all we could see for miles around was devastation and suffering.

      In the back of my mind, I knew that we had to return to tell the woman about her son and how likely it was that he was missing for good, or potentially he had returned while we’d been away, but we had a clear time limit on reaching the capital and stopping this monster before he claimed his place as ruler. I didn’t want to rule, but if anyone had to, I’d rather it was me, than someone as bloodthirsty as him.

      We didn’t have to ride long at all to see the first sign of the rival passing through the area.

      A small village, not too far from where we had made camp, looked in a similar state to how Callie’s looked during my first day in this world. Empty, with a deep sense of fear charging the atmosphere. The only difference between Callie’s home back then, and this village now, was that this village was on fire.

      Even as the fire crackled against rooftops and pumped thick, black smoke into the air, the village felt quiet. It felt calm. The smell of the burning wood of firewood log piles stacked up beside homes actually smelled pleasant, and I lost myself in it for a moment, remembering the similar smell of our campfires as we traveled through the forest.

      Then I heard the movement, just as Callie and Eliza both shifted their focus, showing they heard it, too.

      There were still people trapped in these homes. These burning homes. Left to die by the careless tyrant that lay before us. Just before we could rush into action to help these people, we all heard even more movement. Less restrained, not muffled by brick walls. A dense group of wolfmen came walking around one of the street corners, locking their sights onto us.

      These wolfmen didn’t appear to be like the ones we had previously fought. If the wolfmen from before had been the grunts filling the ranks of the army forces, these were the elites. I could see their battle experience on their scar-riddled arms and legs; the parts that weren’t covered in heavy metal armor, that is.

      These wolfmen looked well-trained, which was evident by the fact they observed us and were clearly thinking through how to act, instead of just charging at us like most of the previous wolfmen did.

      “You two,” I muttered, as I prepared to dismount the horse, “get as many villagers to safety as you can. Callie, protect people from harm with your protective magics and your body, Eliza, rush in and see what you can do about putting out the fires once the people are clear. We don’t want them to be homeless after all of this is through. I’ll sort out these thugs.”

      Keeping my eyes locked on the wolfmen, one of whom was larger and more grizzled than even his companions, I dismounted the horse and walked towards the center of the street, so that we had the main street running through the village to stand and stare at each other, waiting to see who would make the first move.

      Callie and Eliza rode the horses to a safe distance, before rushing back and running up to the front door of the first house on our right. Neither I, nor the wolfmen, had moved since we’d taken our places.

      Then one of the wolfmen broke ranks, adrenaline driving him forwards, rushing as fast as he could down the street towards me. I watched the main one roll his eyes and signal for the others to follow. There were about ten, in total, rushing towards me as the leader held back.

      I could tell, from the frothing mouths and the straining muscles, that the wolfmen were rushing towards me with all the speed and aggression they could muster. To me, however, it looked like the world had been slowed down, just a bit. Everyone wasn’t running in slow-motion, but as their speed was closer to if they were trying to run through waist high water, than across dry land. I was seeing the effects of my increased powers already in action.

      I walked forwards, with my arms sparking up the flames that now flared out of my legs, too. It still surprised me how swiftly I had become accustomed to this improved strength and speed, since coming into this new world.

      I had always heard the phrase power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Perhaps, I had been worried about taking on the potential title of the Flame as I had been concerned about what that might do to me, and what I might do to other people once put in that sort of position.

      Now, I was seeing the effects of what could happen when someone else could be put in that position and not care about how corrupt they could become, or already were. As long as I stayed aware of how this power might affect me, and kept people like Callie and Eliza around to hold me accountable, I knew I was a better alternative to the throne than that demon-looking bully any day of the week. I just had to prove it to the rest of the kingdom, too. I didn’t want to simply take over. I wanted to lead a land of willing people, to serve them as their king, not crush them under an iron fist.

      Keeping this in mind, and having the time to think all of these thoughts through before the first wolfman even reached halfway between the leader and I, I continued to walk forwards towards my enemy.

      There was little they could do, so I took my time and allowed myself to feel out the extent of my new limits to my powers. It would have been more difficult hitting a stationary punching bag, than the improved, yet flailing, wolfmen. They looked all the part of the elites, but these wolfmen were beneath me in strength, speed and skill. They were used to punching down on villagers that couldn’t fight back. They had no experience of needing to punch up, to a foe far superior to them. Perhaps, if we had fought back when I first arrived, they could have beaten me. Now? I almost felt sorry for them.

      I watched as Eliza ran back and forth, the only person moving faster than I was, as she hurried buckets of water from a nearby well, to desperately douse the fires that were plaguing the homes of the people Callie was trying to save.

      Every now and then, Eliza would come back out carrying a child, but she kept to her main goal of diminishing the fires to reduce the threat to the people in all of the homes that Callie had yet to reach. I gave a small nod to Eliza as she ran past me, indicating my appreciation of her efforts.

      Then the wolfmen were upon me.

      Like a tidal wave of fur and muscle and metal, the wolfmen did all they could to overwhelm me and catch me off-guard, but I was too fast and far too strong for them to subdue. I kept my eyes locked on the leader of the wolfmen, as I sidestepped the first errant swiping claw and punched out, knocking out the wolfman, even through his metal helmet, and leaving a devastating dent where my fist had connected with the metal.

      I reached out and pulled the arm of the next closest wolfman, using the unconscious one to trip the second one with, planting a swift kick and knocking the now prone wolfman out, lying atop the first. The next two wolfmen both reached me at the same time, one trying to swing a large sword at my legs, while the other swung one towards my neck.

      I lifted my right leg and left arm, blocking both weapons with ease. One of the swords snapped on impact and I grabbed the one that didn’t, pulling it from the grasp of the wolfman and knocking him out with the pommel as I spun the other one into a headlock.

      I blocked the fifth wolfman’s attempt at tackling me by placing his ally in between us and sending the both of them to the floor to be knocked unconscious with rapid punches to their helmets.

      Five down, five to go, with only their leader remaining.

      Instead of being on the defensive with the following wolfmen, I decided to be a little more proactive. Letting them run up to me had become almost boring with how easy it was to fight them. I wanted to get to the leader and see what he was about. Surely, he felt confident in his own abilities, if he was willing to stand back and not join the fray. Unless, he was trying to deter me from fighting him by some sort of psychological trick.

      I darted forwards, closing the distance between me and the next three wolfmen with a single bound. I punched out at each one of them with successive jabs to their faces, watching the moment they each lost consciousness as my fists connected. Before they were able to hit the ground, I spun on the spot and kicked out at the next closest wolfman, sending him flying through the air and crashing painfully into the brick wall of one of the houses that bordered the street.

      I walked towards the last of the grunt wolfmen, even as he tried to back away at a speed he might have found fast- but I didn’t.

      I grabbed his throat and threw him to the ground, keeping my eyes focused on the leader at all times. I took my time holding the wolfman down as he struggled to remove my hand from his throat. I wanted to send the message to the leader that he had royally screwed up by tormenting these people, and that I would be the one to teach him his place in this new world. My world.

      I let go of the wolfman’s throat, as he gratefully drank in gulps of air, and swiftly backhanded him, knocking him out even though the back of my hand slammed into his helmet first, ricocheting the shock through the metal to the wolfman.

      I stood up from my kneeling position and regarded the last wolfman slowly. It was his turn once again. I had allowed him the chance to send his men after me. I had repelled each one with ease while he stood back and watched on smugly. Now I would give him another opportunity to prove himself not as weak as his men.

      As the wolfman and I were staring each other down, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Eliza. The flames of the homes were completely doused and Callie was still pushing through each one to help survivors, but Eliza was breaking ranks.

      Potentially compelled by her new, enhanced speed, she rushed past me in an attempt to take out the last remaining wolfman.

      I knew he had to have something up his sleeve, or he wouldn’t have continued to stand there, looking so smug. It was an ever-so-slight tell, but I noticed what it was, right before Eliza reached him. I noticed too late. I noticed exactly when he wanted me to notice. He had been staring at me, keeping my eye contact, throughout my beatdown of his men.

      I had been moving unnaturally fast while doing it, and he had maintained eye contact throughout. That wouldn’t have normally been possible, but I hadn’t put two and two together due to the message I had been trying to send. He had been screaming his own message back at me without me realizing.

      Eliza, running in as fast as she could from the side, thought that she would catch him before he could do anything, while he was focused on me. Instead, right before she was able to swing at him with her sword, the leader of the wolfmen shifted his eyes to stare directly at her. She was moving faster than even I could move, yet it was as if time stood still as his arm whipped out and grabbed her sword arm, squeezing so that she was forced to drop her sword.

      Like a ragdoll he had become bored with, he looked away from her, back at me, and smirked—right before slamming her into the ground and knocking her out cold.

      I felt that familiar fury build and pushed myself forwards to face him. He was fast, that much was clear. He was likely not as fast as Eliza, but had caught her unawares. He was definitely stronger than her, though. I couldn’t tell how strong he was until he hit, or was hit by, me.

      He danced around, ever so slightly faster than I was, avoiding my swings and making me look as incapable as his grunts were. I didn’t know if this wolfman was superpowered, or just highly trained. In either case, it was clear why he had become the leader of this select group of wolfmen.

      It was only when his first hit connected, that I saw fear in his eyes and felt my own confidence rise once more. His punch barely tickled, even though he hit me square on. Perhaps, as he hadn’t seen me take a hit, he was wondering the same about our strength levels, until his hit confirmed how outmatched he was.

      I gave him a smirk and slammed an uppercut into his jaw while he stood still, still processing just how strong I was. Thanks to what he did to Eliza, I thought I would let him know just how strong I was. My punch lifted the larger man off of his feet and I grabbed his ankle while he was in the air. It was difficult to react speedily in mid-air, as you became beholden to the forces of gravity. As the punch lifted him up, I grabbed one of his ankles and swung his entire body over my head in an arc, so that I could slam him down like a hammer, into the cobblestones of the main street.

      “That was for Eliza,” I muttered, as I turned from the still body of the wolfman, and ran to check on my companion. I could only hope that she would be alright.
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      It felt wrong. To hear the pained cheers, wrung out through smoke-choked throats, as Eliza lay on the ground. I could see that she was breathing, but I didn’t have the medical knowledge to help her, so I had to stand around and hope that Callie could heal her. I felt useless, even after defeating all of those enemies with ease.

      Why did she have to rush in? I thought angrily, I had it covered.

      In the back of my mind, I knew I didn’t truly feel mad at her. I was just projecting my own anger at myself, onto her. I had been taking my time, arrogantly fighting through the wolfmen. If I had thought she was struggling fighting a group of people, I would have stepped in to help, too. I couldn’t blame her at all. This injury was entirely on my shoulders.

      What was it about this world that kept wanting to steal away the best people within it. First that weaselman trying to Callie kill and then this, with Eliza.

      Eliza didn’t look good, but Callie didn’t appear too worried about our companion, which helped put me at ease.

      “We can’t know exactly how severe any of her injuries are until she wakes up,” Callie said. “But the good news is that she surely will wake up and I can’t locate anything to say that she’s broken any bones at all. She should be able to make a full recovery in no time at all.”

      I gave Callie a smile before I rushed in to give her a hug of pure relief. All of the villagers standing around watching our little group of three seemed to melt away as I embraced her. I didn’t know just how stressed I had been about Eliza until Callie had confirmed that she would be alright.

      “I recognize you.”

      I turned around, trying to locate the nervous voice that had cut through my moment of serenity. There was someone, a younger boy, perhaps a few years younger than myself, pointing at me.

      “You recognize me?” I asked, pointing back at him to make sure I was speaking to the right person. “I highly doubt that. From where?”

      “From Lasmadow,” the boy replied, “my hometown.”

      “You…” It was a long shot, but I had to ask. “Do you perhaps have a mother there? Were you one of the hostages of that bandit group?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “She’s worried sick,” I said, irritation leaking into my tone. We had been through near hell searching for this boy and he didn’t even appear to mind. “She sent us out to look for you and bring you back to her. What could possibly have been so urgent that you’d run off the very same day that you’d been reunited with your family?”

      “I wasn’t reunited with my family,” the boy said, his own tone shifting into a more solemn one. “Only my mother was there to greet me when you freed me. The rest of my family had been planning to march out and face off some larger threat, in a combined militia to protect our lands. It’s why we were so easily attacked by the bandits in the first place.”

      “And that militia,” I said slowly, “was…”

      “The one over those hills.” The boy nodded. “I wanted to return home, but I was cut off by the people that did that to them. I had arrived too late to help and didn’t have time to find my family among the bodies, so I ran. I only just made it here by the time they arrived and did all of this damage.”

      “Please, sir,” another villager cut in, “we saw how you fight. Isn’t there anything you can do?”

      “I’m…working on it,” I said weakly. I didn’t have a definitive plan of attack and was trying to deal with and solve too many problems at once. “Let us help you all get back on your feet. Then, once the immediate issues are taken care of, I can let you all know of my wider plan to help you and villages like your own. How does that sound?”

      There was a muted round of agreeable mutterings. It was as good as I was going to get after such a reply, to a group of people that had just had their lives turned upside down by a war they didn’t ask for, or even know was truly happening.

      I left Callie to keep tending over Eliza as I used my superior speed and strength to make the cleaning process swifter for the people of the village.

      I kept an eye on the boy that we had been chasing, on the off-chance that he might try to run off again.

      Eliza and Callie had done a good job of extinguishing the errant flames throughout the village so that, even though there was damage, it was minimal in comparison to what it could have been.

      One house had been hit particularly badly by the flames. It must have been one of the first houses to be attacked, as there were deep black scorch marks throughout the wooden roof, and there was a large, open hole where some of the roof had caved in as the wood had been worn away by the damage. The furniture was either broken—smashed under the impact of the ceiling beams crashing inwards—or burnt up as well.

      I did what I could to clean out the home, but we decided that it had succumbed to too much damage and wasn’t safe to be lived in again for the time being. I stayed in the house, to be able to react if anything else caved in, while the small family of four that lived in the home took any of their valuables that hadn’t been burnt up, and moved them into another home.

      The families in this village were kind and accommodating to any and all who needed their help. If I was in any way comfortable with it, I would have left Eliza and Callie there, for their own safety, but I knew that they would just ride after me and potentially we would all be in danger due to being split up.

      “Hey,” Callie said to me as I was walking out of the family’s burnt-out home. “Eliza’s awake.”

      Following Callie to where they had moved Eliza, so that she wasn’t still lying on the cold cobblestone street, I felt my stress beginning to build up once again. I trusted Callie with her assessment, but I would have to see Eliza for myself to fully accept that she was alright. That wolfman took her down violently, with the intent of doing as much damage as he could. I only hoped that she was okay. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if she was anything but healthy and happy.

      “Hell of a scrap,].” Eliza grinned from the bed they had placed her in. “Did you see me rush in to save the day?”

      “No,” I said with brutal honesty. I couldn’t figure out if I was more happy or angry at how that fight had ended. My conflicted feelings had returned in earnest, now that I was looking down at her smiling face, while in the scorched home of a stranger. “What were you thinking? I had it handled.”

      “I wanted to help?” Eliza asked, her eyebrows furrowing at my tone.

      “And it could’ve killed you,” I said, my voice almost shaking with anger. “I could’ve—”

      “You wouldn’t have killed me,” Eliza laughed, trying to pierce the tension with a humorous attitude.

      “I could’ve lost you,” I said quietly, my anger melting under the weight of my stress. “I could’ve lost you and it would have been my fault.”

      “It wouldn’t have been,” Eliza smiled softly. “Though it is sweet that you think that.”

      “Exactly how would it not have been my fault?” I asked. “I could have beaten all of those wolfmen before half of the fires were extinguished, but instead I took my time and it led to you getting injured. That’s on me.”

      “You already have enough burdens to bear, my Flame,” Eliza whispered, “don’t add this to your load.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but realized it would have been a wasted effort. Eliza viewed me with too high a regard to believe that I could be at fault for something like this. I would believe it, in my heart, but I wouldn’t be able to portray it in a way that would cut through her own deeply held beliefs.

      “So, what now?” Eliza asked. “We can’t be sitting around here forever and I’m already getting bored of lying in this bed.”

      “We have the capital to reach,” I said. “We’ve also found the boy we were tracking. I’m not sure how to get him back to his mother though. He was trying to be part of the militia that got wiped out by the demon-looking guy. Apparently, his other family members were part of it.”

      “That’s horrible,” Eliza whispered.

      “I know. Somehow, we need to get him to turn away from this effort and return home. Any ideas?”

      “I do have one,” Eliza said slowly, her mouth twisting into a smirk, “although, I’m unsure if you’d like it.”

      “Do share,” I said with a flat tone.

      “Oh, I’ll share alright,” Eliza giggled. “Come on. Help me up out of this bed.”

      She held her arms outstretched towards me and I gripped her hands, pulling her up until she was standing on the bed.

      “I was hoping you’d carry me out,” Eliza laughed, “but this’ll do just fine. See you outside.”

      Eliza then sprinted towards the exit of the house, moving at a speed only I could process.

      I followed her out of the house, curious as to what her plans were. I didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      “Hey!” Eliza shouted out, attempting to draw in the attention of every villager within earshot. At the volume she was shouting at, that was likely the entire village and any passers-by. “If you’re all quite finished talking amongst yourselves about how this is the end of all things, I have a little tale to tell. I would greatly appreciate it if you gathered around to listen, so that I won’t have to shout so much—I took in a little too much smoke when running around earlier.”

      Politely, possibly because Eliza was too loud to ignore and had helped the entire village with her super speed, the villagers gradually gravitated towards her. I stood in the doorway behind where she was speaking from, and leaned against the doorframe; unsure but intrigued with where she was going with this plan.

      “Perhaps some of you might recognize me,” Eliza continued, once enough people were gathered around her for her not to have to shout. “I have been a member of the Devotees of the Flame for almost as long as I can remember.” There were a few nods of recognition as Eliza made the connection for them. “I was fed tales of the Flame as I grew up. All kinds of wondrous feats were promised by the scripture we were taught by. I’ll be honest, I had days where I even doubted the existence of the flame; other days, I feared the prospect of there even being a Flame in this world. What if he ended up being the one we were warned about? The one we were told to fear? Then, I met Greg.”

      Eliza turned to look at me, grinning. I could see the devotion alive and thriving within her eyes. The eyes of her impromptu congregation also followed her gaze and stared up at me. I couldn’t meet all of the pairs of expectant eyes, so I just tried to look at a particularly interesting rock on the ground, avoiding their looks.

      “Greg,” Eliza continued, “showed us what true power was. He arrived in our camp, as if by divine judgment itself. My camp turned him away, labeled him an imposter. I chased after him, to see for myself just how genuine he was. I have not left his side ever since. I have seen the feats that I was promised. I have seen those feats and more. Times may appear dire, with that beast on the loose claiming to be the flame and the rightful ruler of these lands. You, yourselves, have seen a glimpse into what Greg can do. He has already fought the demon once before, with the defying strength of the army, upon whose battlefield they clashed. Since then, he has become even stronger, and is likely to gain even more strength in the coming days. He is the one true Flame. Put your faith in him, as I do, and you will not be led astray.”

      Eliza finished her sermon-like speech there, rather abruptly. I had been caught off-guard by the kind words she had said, but also the fervor with which they had been spoken. It reminded me just how devout of a follower she was, though I may have forgotten it in recent days.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly to Eliza, as the crowd muttered amongst themselves, discussing what she had said. “I fail to see how this helps us get the boy home, however.”

      “Just wait,” Eliza smiled. “It’s all going to come together soon.”

      “If you say so,” I said, keeping up my confident exterior, though the heaps of praise that were being piled upon me were a little jarring. I didn’t want to appear boastful by accepting them, but I didn’t want to undermine Eliza’s efforts by denying them.

      “How do we show our faith?” one of the villagers called out, a catman who looked twice as old as me.

      “You spread the word,” Eliza said simply, “no matter how powerful the ruler, they cannot rule over a kingdom that hates them. They need the people on their side. Do you want that horned demon ruling over you through fear, or do you want Greg, the true Flame, fighting for what you stand for? It’s clear he cares for you all, he’s one of us. He doesn’t believe himself better than any one of us. That’s why he’s better.”

      I could see where she was going with this now and thought it rather ingenious. She was getting her own devotion spread among the people, while also teeing up a part of our mission that was necessary to sort out before we could move on towards the capital.

      “You,” Eliza said, pointing towards the boy. “You’re very adept at crossing the country in a short amount of time. Would you care to take this word and this lesson back to your home town? To spread the mission even further? We’re going to need all the help we can get in the coming days. It’s best if your people are warned just as much as these fine people here.”

      “I can do that,” the boy nodded, determination written across his face.

      “Would any brave soul care to escort him?” Eliza asked, “a horse would help you cross the distance in an even shorter amount of time.”

      The catman that had originally spoken up raised his hand, as did a few others. Eliza pointed out the catman.

      “You can go with him,” Eliza decided, “though the rest of you were willing. There are other towns, other villages, that need this hope just as much as you did. Coordinate your efforts, and we can take down these rotten imposters before they ever even get close to taking that throne.”

      I could see the hope brimming in the eyes of the people that were on the brink of hopelessness not even five minutes ago. Eliza was well-practiced with her sermons, it seemed. She ended her speech there, for good, and the villagers eventually dispersed. Their mutterings were now charged with an almost excited atmosphere, instead of the doubtful one earlier on in the speech.

      “Nicely done,” I said, complimenting Eliza as she turned to grin at me.

      “It’s been so long since I did something like that.” She sighed. “It felt good.”

      “Clever way of getting that boy to return home,” I said.

      “Not a word of it was a lie,” Eliza said, “and I mean that sincerely.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said, “though I’m not the best at accepting compliments.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Eliza laughed.

      “Hey, you two,” Callie said, announcing her presence as she walked up to where we were chatting.

      “Hey,” we both replied in unison.

      “Are you two ready to start heading off again?” I asked, “we can still make good ground if we get moving soon.”

      “No rest for the busy,” Callie sighed.

      “Wicked,” I corrected her.

      “What?”

      “No rest for the wicked,” I said, “that’s the phrase.”

      “Not here it isn’t,” Eliza laughed, “I’m guessing that’s another Earth reference?”

      “I guess so,” I said thoughtfully. “Strange how we have a saying that’s so similar.”

      “Well, we’re busy, not wicked,” Callie said, “so it wouldn’t make sense any other way.”

      “That’s not the—” I decided to drop the argument, knowing that most references I was making just went over their heads. “I’ll go get the horses, then we should get going, if you’re both ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Callie nodded.

      “It’ll help stretch out some of these sore spots,” Eliza laughed.

      “Great,” I said, turning to go and get our horses. Despite myself, Eliza’s speech had filled me with an inspired aura, too. The hopelessness that had felt almost infectious, was heavily beaten back by her words. It was our job and our duty to protect these lands; and that was exactly what I planned to do.
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      “Don’t go!”

      The words I had been dreading to hear.

      Some of the villagers were calling after us, trying to keep us from leaving as suddenly as we had arrived, but we had a mission of our own that we needed to fulfill and our mission was necessary to save all of the villages, not just the one we were currently in—which had already been protected to the best of our abilities.

      They pulled at my heart. My brain knew that we needed to push on towards the capital, but my heart wanted nothing more than to stop and celebrate our victory that day. To make the most of the happiness of others, on the off-chance things went poorly for us down the road and we wouldn’t get another chance.

      But duty compelled me to ignore their words and give them flimsy promises of us returning sooner than they would expect, in order to properly enjoy a celebration once the true enemies were defeated. Every person that I had to leave behind, that was calling after me, was another person I was leaving at the mercy of the unknown. How could I know that even more wolfmen wouldn’t come and pillage the village not even an hour after we rode off? It was also just another scrap of evidence added to the pile that I couldn’t ignore. That I really was bound by fate, to this destiny ahead of me. That I was this Flame. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t feel so compelled by honor and basic human decency to chase after and face down that despicable being that was leaving such a devastating path of destruction behind himself on his way to what he believed was his destiny.

      It couldn’t be both of our destinies, so I had to make sure I was the one left standing, for the sake of all the kind people that I had met on my travels since arriving in this world.

      It broke my heart to see the people’s pleading faces as we rode away, but it had to be done. For them. That was what I told myself, at least. I only hoped that it was somewhat true.

      We continued to ride on, following the trail of smoke clouds, billowing up through the air like breadcrumbs to guide the vultures to the carcasses that had been left behind. It was as if the demon was goading us, taunting us with our inability to save everyone. Every life lost felt like a personal failure on my part, though there was no way I could solve all of this while I was simply straining just to catch up to the one that was wreaking such carnage across the land.

      We reached another village, very similar to the one we had left but hours earlier, except by the time we had gotten there…there were no survivors to be found. We spent a little bit of our time tearing into the houses to check, on the off chance we could save even one life. The fires had spread so thoroughly through each building, that many of the pieces of furniture within them were unrecognizable, though the charring bones found pinned under fallen beams, or huddled in deadly corners…those, those were recognizable.

      I made certain to check every single home, as Eliza and Callie worked to douse the flames and limit the effects of the damage. Not a single poor soul was left alive in the wake of that demon. He was becoming more thorough, more ruthless in his pursuit of power. Could the unthinkable have happened? Could he have gotten more powerful, too?

      We had been banking on the fact that I’d gained strength and speed since the last fight, but if he had, too. I couldn’t become complacent. I had to put everything I had into that fight, or the whole land may very well end up looking like that village.

      Who’s to say any of you are right about this? a thought entered my mind unbidden. Destiny? Prophecy? Who’s to say it isn’t just random, dumb luck and a more ruthless attitude that wins the day? You have the power to be ruthless. You should use that power to take control.

      I shook my head, trying to dislodge the unruly thoughts. They weren’t what I believed in even the further depths of my imagination. It was just the temptation of power, after tasting what being unstoppable felt like, trying to urge me further along the path to evil.

      I was the people’s last hope. I wouldn’t sway on my resolve, no matter what was telling me to, even if it was my own mind pushing me to temptation.

      I tried to steel my mind and focused on the riding as we left the ruined village and continued chasing the path of destruction.

      “You know,” I said to the girls as we rode. “I think it might not be such a bad idea to hold a minor celebration.”

      “What do you mean by celebration?” Callie asked. “What do we really have to celebrate but not currently being among the many, many dead bodies?”

      “How far we’ve come together,” I said, threatening to almost get cheesy. “Look, I only arrived in this world a few weeks ago and now we three, three complete strangers only a few weeks ago, are on the brink of saving thousands of people within this kingdom. That has to mean something, right?”

      “I’d love to celebrate just being able to meet you,” Eliza said, almost whispering it into my ear. “To celebrate an entire journey with you, well, I’d definitely be happy for that.”

      “If it helps,” I said to Callie, “I’ll do the hunting for dinner.”

      “That certainly sweetens the deal,” Callie nodded thoughtfully, “but don’t you want someone tagging along?”

      “I’ll be okay,” I said. “It’ll give you both a chance to get a little rest and relaxation while I hone my skills.”

      “If you’re sure,” Callie said.

      “I am.”

      We continued riding until the sun was close to setting, but not too close. It would give me a solid few hours to go out hunting and return with something good to eat before sunset.

      The edge of the forest had lingered around, off to our right, for most of the journey towards the capital. I realized that, with my speed, I could actually outpace my horse, so we found a good spot to make camp, with the capital in the distance, less than a day’s travel away, and I left the girls to set up the camp while I ran off to hunt for something good to eat.

      I didn’t know what sorts of animals roamed the woods, but I knew that whatever they were, I would be faster and stronger than them, at this point. I simply had to be in the right place at the right time.

      I decided I would be best served delving deep into the forest, in order to find some tracks of something larger, so that I could bring it back and give the girls a good selection of cuts to eat. I would have loved to catch deer for them. To almost be symbolic of our time together. They had begun to bond over catching a deer, so if I could get a deer to thank them, I would be more than proud of my own hunting ability and I would’ve been sure they’d enjoy it, too.

      Instead, however, I didn’t find any signs of deer anywhere. I did see tracks and found leavings from some larger animals, but I had no idea what they were from. The tracks sank deep in the slicker mud, though they were not too far apart, so the creature had to be heavy, but not as lanky as a deer.

      I figured, if it was heavy, it would serve well as food for a campfire, so I followed the tracks as stealthily as I could, keeping all of my senses on high alert, straining for any sound or smell of animals nearby, while my eyes also strained against the gradually diminishing sunlight.

      Finally, just as the sun was threatening to set entirely, and the shadows stretched out to the point where it might as well have been night time within the woods, I heard them. Grunting. Scratching. Digging.

      Wild boar.

      I couldn’t tell, just from my hearing, how many there were, but I had followed the tracks and kept quiet enough to find them rummaging around within the brush. Now I just had to scare them out into the open and pick one for dinner. These super powers were truly an unfair advantage for me over much—if not, all—of the animal kingdom. If I played my cards right, I might end up being the most powerful being entirely, depending on my fight with that demon-looking being.

      I lit up my flaming limbs and the immediate burst of light sent the wild boar hurtling in all directions, squealing and grunting away. One of them was significantly larger than the others, with wickedly sharp tusks. That one was going to be my prize and my gift to the girls.

      I raced after it, almost disappointed with how quick I was, flowing over the grass as if I was gliding, weaving between trees to keep up with the wild boar, savoring the moment of victory.

      Finally, remembering that the girls were waiting on me to get their dinner, I lashed out and quickly put the beast out of its torment. The chase was over. The hunt was over. I had won. Arguably, this wild boar was larger than the deer that the girls caught. If we prepared it correctly, it would easily feed us once we would have to leave the capital to begin our journey back.

      I heaved the wild boar onto my shoulders and began the long run back to the campsite. If only defeating evil tyrants was as easy as catching animals to eat for dinner. If only there weren’t evil tyrants to begin with.

      I thought back to my intrusive thoughts, hoping that I would never have to experience such thoughts again, especially if I ever ended up earning even greater powers. I didn’t want to be evil, nor did I want to use my gifts to take advantage of anyone. I hoped that the girls saw that in me. They seemed to trust me and I knew that I trusted them to Earth and back. We could be pushing towards a time where our trust could be tested and I truly hoped the girls would be able to withstand the punishment that we were going to be faced with once we reached the capital.

      It was not a nice prospect and if I knew I had any chance of convincing the girls to simply leave and go home, I would try, except they would never willingly leave my side—just as Eliza had said in her speech.

      I tried to put any thoughts of temptation, or of the girls potentially being in danger, out of my mind as I ran back towards the campsite. This was going to be a night of celebration and escapism. I couldn’t sour my own mood with hypotheticals before it had even begun in earnest.

      The sight of the flames, glinting across the hills, was more than a welcome sight. I ran towards them, night time in full swing at this point. I could see all sorts of stars out on such a clear night. I realized that I had never fully taken the opportunity to look at the night sky and see how different it was in comparison to Earth’s own constellations. I made a mental note to check them out later that night, as I continued to run closer to the flames, but the flames continued to appear further and further away.

      Confused, I pushed on, trying to reach the campsite. I eventually realized that I had exited the forest at the wrong area. The campsite would have been further back the way I had come, and I hadn’t accounted for the additional distance of chasing the wild boar.

      The flames that I was looking out at now, were from no minor campfire. The horizon was on fire. I could see pinpricks of different towns, many were alight, with roofs entirely torched, like small candles flickering in the night. They were all too far away for me to do anything about, but I knew that we didn’t have long left. We would have to savor this night, as I didn’t think we would get another chance at enjoying a rest until after I faced the demon once and for all.
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      I hurried back towards the campfire as fast as I could, just to make sure that the girls were alright. I was debating not telling them about the flaming towns, in order to protect the calm of the last campfire celebration, but that wasn’t my information to keep secret.

      I rushed to the campfire and dropped the wild boar like a sack of potatoes.

      “A whole boar?!” Eliza called out. “That’s brilliant! Nice one, Greg!”

      Callie was initially just as pleased as Eliza about the boar, but she saw my expression and knew immediately that something was going on.

      “What is it?” she asked. “What happened?”

      I took my time to sit down on one of the smaller rocks, the perfect size for a seat. I didn’t know how to word the scale of the devastation I saw.

      “The imposter,” I said slowly, picking my words carefully, “has attacked far greater numbers of settlements than we had initially thought.”

      “How do you know?” Eliza asked. “Sorry. Of course, you know.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, holding up a hand to show that there wasn’t anything to apologize for. “I mistook the firelight of a town for the light of our campfire. I ran to the crest of a hill and looked down upon town after burning town, for as far as my eyes could see.”

      “That’s awful,” Callie said, her face crestfallen, “what should we do?”

      “There’s isn’t anything we can do,” I said, “there are too many towns and we are too few. If we expend energy helping them tonight, even just one town, then the imposter will breach the capital and take his claimed place unchallenged.”

      “So, we do nothing?” Eliza asked, her tone rising with irritation.

      “Exactly,” I said. “We will do nothing because there is nothing we can do. For now.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eliza said, “but that’s ridiculous.”

      “No,” I argued back, “it isn’t. I appreciate your opinion, but we simply cannot spare our last resources of energy helping one possible town out of many, and risk giving up the greater mission. If we fail at the greater mission, the few towns we do manage to save will only be wiped off of the map all the swifter.”

      “But—”

      “Do you think I don’t care about these people?” I asked, before Eliza could try and argue even more. “Just because you’re fast, it doesn’t mean you don’t need to first stop and think things through. If we simply jump to action, we will lose. We will always lose. They have the numbers. They have the positional advantage of being closer to the capital. We cannot give up any more ground. We need to take whatever rest we can tonight, and do our best to breach the capital come the morning, okay?”

      “Whatever you say,” Eliza sighed.

      “I’m not trying to be strict, here,” I said, “and, of course, I care about your opinion. I just believe we would be shooting ourselves in the foot if we help these people, as harsh as it may sound.”

      “I know,” Eliza nodded. “I’m sorry for arguing so adamantly. It’s easy to forget that there’s only three of us sometimes, especially when we have accomplished some awesome things together.”

      “With speeches like yours,” I said, “there will soon be far more than just three of us. I can assure you of that.”

      “Can we please start carving up the boar?” Callie asked, cutting into the conversation in such a way that it caused both Eliza and I to burst into laughter.

      “I’ll get to it,” I said. “Practice makes perfect and all that.”

      “Indeed, it does,” Eliza nodded, while Callie pulled out a stick of her dried meat rations.

      “What?” she said as Eliza gave her a slight side eye, “I’m hungry.”

      “We’re about to eat a boar, between the three of us,” Eliza laughed. “Can’t you wait?”

      “If I could, I would have,” Callie pouted, though it was clear there were no hard feelings within the exchange.

      I got to work with the knife, using the flames of the campfire as my light, to cut through the boar and portion it out into a variety of different cuts.

      “We’re going to be set for the entire trip home,” I said, smiling at the girls.

      I had been expecting a smile in response, even if it was just one out of the two, but neither girl mirrored my expression.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “It’s just that,” Callie said, “home. I don’t really think I want to go home, not yet, anyway.”

      “And I know I don’t,” Eliza nodded, “joining a cult of people that worship you, but not you, instead of traveling with…well…you.”

      “Nicely worded,” Callie said dryly.

      “Thanks.”

      “Well,” I said, slowly, trying to think of the appropriate response to their concerns, “I wouldn’t want to leave either of you either.”

      “But you will,” Callie protested.

      “Since when did I ever say that?” I asked.

      “Since the prophecy said you would,” Eliza said, “you’re going to take this kingdom, remember? You can’t very well rule it from some town deep in the middle of the forest.”

      “That’s…a good point,” I admitted, “but it doesn’t mean either of you are going to have to go anywhere. If I really am going to have to take the throne, I’m going to want friends and advisors around me that I can trust. Both of you can just live in the palace with me.”

      “You promise?” Callie asked.

      “I wouldn’t lie to you,” I said, smiling over to her as I continued to carve into the boar. “If it is within my power, you can stay by my side as long as you want. Both of you.”

      “We’ve got to get through—” Eliza began to say.

      “Let’s just avoid talking about that for this evening,” I suggested, cutting in before she finished her sentence. “How about that? This is a prophecy free zone. All we’ll do from now till sun up, is cook the boar, eat the boar, chat and sleep. It’ll be wonderful, alright?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Callie nodded.

      “And you, Eliza?” I asked, to which she nodded, too. “Great! I think some of this is as good as ready to throw onto the campfire and get cooking.”

      “What amazing words,” Callie giggled, “I’m starving.”

      The smell that came off the fire, once the pieces of boar meat were sizzling away, was heavenly. There was no other way to describe it other than exactly the sort of smell I had been longing for, for days. It was a smell that threatened to precede a taste that would be better than the deer we had eaten. All three of us were practically salivating by the time the meat was cooked enough to eat. I gave Eliza and Callie their piece and cooked my own afterwards, just like I had done with the deer meat.

      The meat itself, as I had never eaten boar before, reminded me of something between beef and pork. It was juicy and chewy and tasted as if it had been cooked along with chestnuts. It was without a doubt the best meal I’d had since arriving in this new world, and it beat out many meals I’d eaten before leaving Earth.

      I looked over the fire and saw that both Callie and Eliza were enjoying their own cuts of meat, too. I was glad. My reasoning for having such an enjoyable campfire night at that time was twofold. Not only did I want to celebrate the time I had shared with the two girls who had taught me their ways and helped me get to where I was, but I also wanted to provide a distraction for them. I wanted to take their minds off the mission and off of what we all knew we were going to face come the following morning.

      “Do either of you know much about the stars?” I asked, once we were all past the initial savoring phase of eating the boar, and conversation was a little easier. “Or perhaps constellations?”

      “I don’t know too much,” Eliza said, “although I know a little. Why do you ask?”

      “I was just wondering how much of a difference the night sky was here,” I said, “in comparison to home. We had all sorts of different constellations named back on Earth. Everyone was born under a specific star sign, there was a whole culture around it.”

      “That’s cool,” Callie said, “I don’t know any off the top of my head, although I know one of my village elders knew a good many.”

      “I only really know how to navigate via the stars,” Eliza shrugged, “I never learnt what any of them were called.”

      “It was worth a shot,” I chuckled. “It’s nice, sometimes, to just take your time to look up and get lost in that great expanse. It helps to remind us all just how small we are.”

      “Or how important,” Callie countered. “We’re lucky enough to be seeing them. I wonder if there are any other worlds of people like us that can see them.”

      “I would say I don’t know,” I said, “but if I’m from Earth and could stargaze, then there’s a good chance of there being others out there. I really don’t know.”

      “It’s nice to think about,” Eliza nodded, “makes that darkness feel less lonely, if each pinprick is filled with people staring back out and wondering the exact same thing.”

      “Good thing we don’t have to feel lonely,” I said, smiling and leaning over to nudge Eliza, “we have each other.”

      “That we do,” Eliza said quietly. “That we do.”

      I let the girls get to sleep, reassuring them that I’d stay up a little later to keep watch of the campsite and make sure nobody managed to sneak up on us. I figured we were all just a little more paranoid now that we were getting so close to the capital and closer to our eventual showdown with the demon-looking guy and his overly serious allies.

      I kept the fire stoked and looked into the flames, allowing my eyes to blur out slightly as I absentmindedly looked for images within and between the dancing flickers of orange and red.

      Why was it so important for there to be a flame at all? I wondered silently, hoping to find a sign within the sparking embers. If it was important for the safety of the kingdom, why would there be one that was so brutal and unforgiving, taking life wherever he wanted to? I supposed it was like a flame, a literal flame. They were beautiful, stunning and entrancing to watch, providing heat and light when needed. A source to warm a home and cook food and keep the predators at bay. However, all flames had a dangerous side to them. An out-of-control flame would burn down a forest, if left unchecked. Flames could burn, hurting anyone who would come too close to them. A flame in a forge could help create, yet a flame itself could turn creations to ash.

      The longer I pondered, the longer I realized that both the demon and I were the Flame. We weren’t each one side of the Flame, but instead we were each both sides of it. Through fear and pain and unchecked destruction, the demon guy could eventually force peace upon the land, providing clear strength to keep away potential enemy forces, for fear of his retaliation. On my end, I hoped to provide safety and security to the people, protecting their homes so that they could warm them. If I left those intrusive thoughts to fester and grow, however, unchecked, they could twist me into something similar to the demon. It was the last thing I would want and something I would have to watch out for.

      I lay back upon my bedroll and stared up at the stars, thinking of Eliza and Callie’s opinions on the tiny pinpricks of light. Maybe they were right and we weren’t that small; perhaps we weren’t so alone after all.
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      Waking up couldn’t have felt more foreboding if it had tried. I woke up to the sound of rain hammering against our cover. Neither of the girls were awake at the time I woke up, so I let them both sleep in a little longer as I looked up at our wet blanket cover, hearing the patter of rain as it smacked against it. Somehow, none of the water had gone through, which I was grateful for.

      Each passing raindrop that broke upon the cover was another moment I wouldn’t get back. I didn’t know if I would be able to spend another night with the girls, like I had the previous one. It was the first day that truly felt like there was no turning back beyond this point.

      I could smell something in the air. It was a strong smell that unpleasantly invaded my senses, yet I couldn’t yet place where it was coming from, or from what.

      Trying to not disturb either of the girls, I shuffled out from underneath our cover.

      Once I was out from underneath the dry camp interior, the rain pelted against my face, helping to wake me up rapidly. The water was ice cold, washing away any lingering weariness from the night before. Even though I was more exposed, the rain was quieter out here. I guessed it was because the impact of the rain upon the cover wasn’t so intense.

      There were dark clouds blanketing the sky in all directions. The rain was seemingly endless. As the rain fell, however, I couldn’t help but notice that it wasn’t as fresh and clear as I had come to expect. It left a harsh taste in my mouth as I experimentally looked up to the sky. I looked across my bare hands and thought, for a moment, that I must have just gotten muddy when leaving the shelter. No, it wasn’t mud. The rain was filled with something dark, messing it up.

      That was when I put the pieces together of where I had smelled that smell before, and where the taste came from. It was burnt. It was ash. The amount of settlements that had been torched as the demon traveled towards the capital, had caused the very sky to become polluted, to taint the rain.

      We didn’t have much longer to go before it was too late. If the demon claimant to the throne wasn’t accepted as king and decided to instead ransack the capital, the damage would be spread far and wide.

      It felt like this ash was a warning. A sign of the potential pain of fights still to come.

      “What are you up to?”

      I looked down to see Callie slowly shuffling out of the shelter to join me in the quiet morning.

      “Check out this rain,” I said. “It’s filled with ash.”

      “That can’t be a good sign.”

      “My thoughts exactly. We should probably get moving sooner, rather than later. I think this was the last campfire we’re going to be able to have in quite some time,” I said with a sigh.

      “With weather like this,” Callie said, “I can’t say I’d miss them as much.”

      “True,” I nodded. “Though perhaps we’ll manage to survive all of this. Our next ‘campfire’ will be in the king’s palace.”

      “Your palace,” Callie smiled.

      “It’s still difficult to believe that all of this has happened to me,” I said. “I was in finance. Now? Now I’m some chosen flaming hero who punches people.”

      “And you’re very good at that, too,” Callie said, moving over to rest her head on my shoulder as we looked out at the rolling hills. The unchanging landscape, regardless and ignorant of those who claimed ownership over it. “I’ll get Eliza up, then we can start getting properly awake and on our way.”

      “I’m awake,” came the muffled mumble of someone just barely conscious, “give me a second. Please.”

      “We don’t have a second,” Callie sighed.

      “We have a second,” I interjected. “Take your time, but know that it will cut into our already pressing deadline.” I then turned to Callie. “Help me start packing things up, if you could. I’ll try and cook some breakfast for us in the drier area where the shelter has been, once Eliza’s up.”

      Callie nodded and started following my instructions as we both worked together to clear up camp as efficiently as we could without disturbing Eliza. Midway through, Eliza finally rose from the sleeping area and we began to clear up the remainder of the shelter, as well. We were so used to breaking camp that it was like clockwork at this point.

      As the girls were finishing attaching our travel bags to the horses and checking them over, I lit a small fire with the aid of my hands, to cook through some more boar meat for our breakfast. We all had our hoods up, though both of the girls had hoods with small holes for their ears to poke through.

      We had all donned more clothes than normal, now that we were traveling through harsher weathers, as well as not wanting to stick out too much. We didn’t want the demon being’s forces to spot us too easily as we traveled over the rather exposed plains. We wore more nondescript leathers, to blend in more with our surroundings. Dark browns and greens and blues.

      Hopefully, if anyone saw us on our travels, they would think we were just travelers, passing through. I liked to think of us as being like cowboys in old westerns; mysterious and intimidating, but eventually trustworthy to help the towns defeat a greater evil. It really rather summed up the situation we were faced with now, even if the current one was on a much larger scale.

      Once the meat was well-cooked through, enough of it for the rations to last the rest of the morning for our ride towards the capital, I handed over the portions and we started to ride in the direction of our target, leaving the quickly doused fire behind us to add to the ashy rain clouds above.

      The horses’ hooves splashed through the waterlogged ground as we rode them hard towards the capital, trying to make up any potential lost time. Despite the rain, it was a quiet ride. We each ate in silence, keeping our thoughts about the coming days to ourselves.

      My own thoughts rested on wanting, more than anything, to send the girls off and to ride on by myself. Their safety was important to me and it pained me to be actively riding them towards the danger we were hoping to stop—and that I was hoping they might be able to avoid. I would just have to defeat the enemy before they got involved, too.

      The landscape shifted one final time as we approached the capital. The rivers that ran through the forests appeared to meet close by and run through the lands around the capital. They were flat and far-reaching. I thought back to my old school lessons and realized that these lands were likely flood plains.

      Across the flat, open area, we could all see a large settlement. Far larger than any I’d seen so far, it had outer walls that were clearly taller than any building I had come across so far, too. It spread out wide, making the most of the flat land of the flood plains.

      “So,” Eliza said slowly, from behind me, “we have to make it across all of that, to get to the capital, without being spotted?”

      “As good as,” I said, nodding slowly.

      It seemed like an impossible undertaking. We didn’t even know what their defenses were like closer to the city and it would be near madness to try and think we were well-hidden if we tried to cut straight across the plains. We would need to take a more conventional route towards the capital, pretending to be stragglers or travelers, instead of the three people they were actively searching for.

      “Across the plains, without being spotted, and then get close enough to figure out how to get into the capital, also without being spotted?” Callie asked, summarizing our difficulties succinctly.

      “Let’s ride down and circle around to the capital,” I said. “We should get as close to it as possible before any attempt to cross the last bit of the plains.”

      Both of the girls nodded at my suggestion and we steered our horses to our left, so that we could begin riding them from village to village, attempting to avoid any watchful eyes from the capital.

      Many of the towns that we passed on our route north towards the capital, with the capital ever present on the horizon, were ransacked and riddled with brutally charred buildings. These townsfolk had been much less fortunate than the others we had helped.

      Other towns had survivors, but they were scared, too timid to leave their homes. If anything, that helped us out as it avoided complications for us riding through the towns.

      The closer we got to the capital, the choppier the land became, with rock formations beginning to pierce the landscape. They hadn’t been present in the view of the flood plains, but in the hilly areas surrounding them, there were caves in all directions.

      As we were riding past one of these caves, we heard a noise, like a shuffling, perhaps. Naturally, we three were nervous about being spotted and tense at the prospect of an ambush waiting for us, so the shuffling raised our suspicions and we decided to stop to check it out, in order to make certain that we wouldn’t be cornered in by enemy forces later.

      The cave was formed naturally into the side of a hill, so that it was only visible from one angle—the angle that we were traveling. I was mildly curious at what sort of feature was causing all of these caves, as they did appear natural, but it also didn’t make much sense to me why they would even be formed in such locations in the first place.

      The cave was dark, which was only emphasized by the dark atmosphere outside of the cave, too. I could, however, see tiny pinpricks of light. Wet light, reflecting off the eyes of the beings within the cave. There weren’t many and some prolonged squinting at beings that knew we knew they were there only confirmed that they weren’t a threat.

      I could see the outlines of what stood, fearfully bunkered down within the cave. A couple larger outlines, and three smaller ones. It was a family of some sort. Likely hiding from the destruction that had been seen all around. I hoped that they would be able to keep themselves safe, respectively safe, at least, but I didn’t want to scare them by approaching any more than I had already. It was just another sign that this potential tyrant had to be stopped—before the entire kingdom was thrown into this sort of disarray.

      “Come on,” I said quietly, to the girls. I gave a solemn nod to the darkness of the cave. “It’s best if we push on. Perhaps, we can protect a few more across the kingdom. This cave is empty, anyhow.”

      Both Callie and Eliza understood what I meant by that statement, so we turned our horses around and continued riding towards the capital, now knowing that it was less likely that there were ambushes set up behind us. We needed to stay vigilant, but seeing the distraught family only spurred us on to achieve our mission that much more efficiently.

      The problem with crossing the floodplain, while being exposed and open to attacks, was not easily overcome. We decided that we couldn’t wait any longer, or stall in hopes of figuring out a solution. We needed to get to the capital as soon as possible and there was still a good chance they wouldn’t recognise us due to the bad weather, slowly setting sun, and our simple outfits. We had reduced the chances of being figured out, by not simply rushing straight across the open, but we couldn’t postpone it forever.

      The walls of the capital, that had looked opposing from a near horizon away, only continued to grow before us as we approached the fearsome stone settlement. I shared a look with Callie and squeezed Eliza’s hand as we got closer. Breaking into such a fortress couldn’t look more impossible.
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      Deep gray stone. Not a care given to glamor nor opulence. This was a capital built for a reason. Dominance. A fortress forged to convey fear to the population that could see it, from within or without. The dark gray building blocks of the walls that kept onlookers out in the cold, meshed into the almost black clouds that hung in the sky. If there were ever a sign that your mission in life was as foreboding as it felt, this fortress was as sure as they’d come.

      I felt like how I would imagine Luke Skywalker felt; me, riding up towards the capital—him, flying towards the death star. Both of our missions felt nearly impossible, but we had a goal and I was going to succeed in mine as he had done with his.

      “We can’t just barge right in there,” Callie said as we continued to cross the floodplain towards the capital.

      “What else do you have in mind?” Eliza countered. “I say we rush their main gate. Take them by surprise. They’ll never know what hit them.”

      “Except they would know,” Callie said. “They’re expecting us. If three empowered people rush their gates, they will know it is us, even if we manage to get past them.”

      “So,” I said, interjecting to avoid any stress-induced arguments, “we need to figure out a way into the capital, without alerting the people at the main gate.”

      “Yes, but if it were that easy—”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked, keeping Callie to the point. She was working herself up a little with the prospect of what we were about to attempt. I kept my questions direct, to keep her grounded in the here and now. What did we know and how could we control it?

      “I don’t know what you’re getting at,” Eliza said as Callie looked like she, too, was confused.

      “There’s always another way into places like these,” I said, simply.

      “I thought you were the one that didn’t grow up in this world,” Callie said, still confused.

      “True, but think about it logically. If this fortress was being attacked and the attackers chose to attack through the main gate—as it was the only entrance—where would the innocents of the city go? The capital would have no way of helping those who need to escape, escape. Which is why they would have a lesser known, more discreet entrance. Better to ferry people in and out, if necessary, and handy for launching a slight flanking counter attack by funneling forces out of the capital by other means than the main gate.”

      “So, we try and breach whatever other entrance they have?” Eliza asked.

      “No,” I said, with a smile.

      “Why are you smiling?” Callie asked. “That answer was the opposite of helpful.”

      “They would be expecting that, too,” I said. “What we need is an entrance or exit that they wouldn’t normally be guarding, as people wouldn’t normally consider it as an option.”

      “How would you go about that?” Eliza asked.

      “We are planning that this is the end of our mission, correct?” I said, to which the girls hesitantly nodded. “We are also hoping for me to take the throne once we’re done with these sadists, correct? My suggestion is that we take whatever supplies we need and ditch the horses. Allow them to roam free, and then I carry you both up the outer wall during the night.”

      Both Callie and Eliza looked confused at my suggestion, then mildly surprised, and then gradually broke out into muted laughter.

      “Do you really think you’re going to scale a wall of that size?” Callie asked.

      “Even for you,” Eliza said, “that would be a truly impressive feat.”

      “Are you both quite done,” I said, with an unamused tone, upon a patient smirk.

      “Sure, go ahead,” Callie said, finishing up with her giggles, as Eliza continued to chuckle quietly behind me.

      “I have super strength and super speed,” I explained. “With both of those and my powerful limbs, I should be able to punch in hand and foot holes as we climb. I’d simply need to be quiet, or we need to take out anyone nearby, on the off-chance they hear the attempt.”

      “That would be loud,” Callie said.

      “But it could also be quick,” Eliza countered. “We won’t have the horses to continue to stress about, too.”

      “I need to bring those horses back home after this,” Callie said.

      “We can get more horses,” Eliza said, “but we can’t get another opportunity like this, nor can we get another you.”

      “Thank you,” Callie said after a moment’s silence, taken aback by Eliza’s sudden sincerity.

      “Is there a reason you’re additionally apprehensive about this mission, Callie?” I asked.

      “It’s nothing serious,” Callie shrugged, “it’s just all the weight of the quest. It’s coming down to this. Everything we’ve been through.”

      “This is only the culmination of the first quest,” I smiled, “who knows what adventures we’ll get into in the future. Nobody can know, so there’s no need to worry. Just control what you can control and I’m sure we’ll all end up fine and healthy by the end of this.”

      “Are you sure?” Callie asked, and I could feel Eliza watching and waiting for my response here, too.

      “Not entirely,” I admitted, not wanting to lie to my companions, “but I am confident in the skills of my allies. We’ll get each other through this because we need to and because we want to. We fight with our hearts; those forces fight in spite of theirs. We will always have the upper hand.”

      “It would still be reassuring if we had more allies than just us three,” Callie said quietly.

      “I know,” I said, “but having a small number helps us get past their defenses. Maybe there will be more of us in the future?”

      “Maybe,” Callie nodded.

      We continued to ride closer to the capital as the dark, gray day shifted to night. By the time we were satisfied with how close we were, it was a wonder that nobody had spotted us. We had to pick the right time. If we were too close to any guard patrol, we could alert the entire city.

      If possible, it would have been good to be able to just chip away at the walls, to create handholds quietly, but we didn’t have the time.

      Callie and I had salvaged what we could of our supplies from the horses and let them free. Perhaps they would make for a good distraction if they were loud enough while running off.

      “Can I just voice my concern with this plan again?” Callie asked, but Eliza shook her head silently.

      Once we were close enough to actually get within touching distance of the outer wall, we were pleasantly surprised. For once, in as long as I could remember, luck was on our side.

      The walls were uneven enough that we might have been able to use them as handholds anyway, without loudly chipping into them for the whole city to hear.

      “Do you think you can scale this wall?” I whispered to Eliza, knowing that she had talents with climbing, which leaned into her new power of being speedy. “I can carry Callie up there without chipping into the walls, but I can’t carry two at the same time.”

      “I can do it,” Eliza said, nodding her head firmly.

      Before I could even ask if she was sure, or not, she had turned and was scaling the wall at a speed only I was fast enough to truly understand.

      “Callie,” I whispered, “let’s get going, before she gets herself in trouble.”

      Callie nodded and I turned so that she could wrap her arms over my shoulders and her legs around my torso, like a doggirl backpack.

      I was less certain about being able to climb a wall like this, but as long as I kept the girls safe on the ascent, I didn’t mind. I had to make sure I was slow and steady when climbing. I couldn’t rush through it like Eliza did as I didn’t have sharp claws, and a light frame, in order to make it easier to carry myself up there.

      “Hurry up, you two,” Eliza whispered, up at the top of the wall, confirming that she was alright. We could both hear her, but other people would need impressively good hearing in order to make out what she was saying. Still, I didn’t want her to begin recklessly raising her voice or anything of the sort.

      “We’re coming up,” I whispered back as I carried Callie to the wall and tentatively placed my hands upon the rough stone. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      I ignited my fists, so that I would cut my hands open if I slipped, but then I tried to control where the fire was coming from on my body, having felt it grow across my whole form. I didn’t want guards noticing the human shaped flame climbing their wall at night. So, there was a flicker of intense light, which quickly faded until the worst of the light was sandwiched between the capital wall, and my hands.

      Then, after all the preparation, I gripped onto the stone and began to climb.

      It was certainly a slow effort, but with my strength, speed and improved athleticism, Callie barely made any difference to how quickly I would have made it up there, apart from forcing me to be as safe as possible. If I was reckless by myself, I could likely take the hit of the ground. I wasn’t entirely sure Callie could, too, so I didn’t want to take the risk at all.

      It was an odd texture. The rough wall had clearly been a design feature, not a design flaw. I could tell that it was rough enough to be horrifically painful for someone to try and climb without superhuman abilities. Eliza had her claws and speed, while I had…everything. The wall itself would work in a similar way to a sand grinder, or a grater, had I slipped and fallen against it. Even if my hands could be hurt, it would act up against them.

      It was a wall designed to look appealing to try and climb, only to be a painful way to maim attackers. Shame for the dwellers of the capital and specifically one dweller in particular, that we were simply too powerful for such a feature to hurt us. Instead, we could use it towards our advantage, which was exactly what we were doing.

      I reached the top of the wall a short time later and climbed atop its battlements, so that I could sigh, relieved that I hadn’t hurt Callie in any way. I doused my hands as soon as we touched upon the safer floor of the battlements. Now we just had to make our way down, and into the city below, without being spotted or caught.

      “Have you seen any good way down?” I whispered to Eliza.

      “Not yet,” she replied, “but I wouldn’t be surprised if we just have to walk along until we find a staircase or something like that.”

      “I’d rather we didn’t alert any guards by walking over to them,” I said. “However, if there is only one way down, we just have to make sure no guards spill the beans on our endeavors.”

      “What do you mean by spilling beans?” Callie asked.

      “Snitch, tattle, rat out,” I said quickly. “Come on, let’s walk and talk. We have a capital to overthrow.”
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      Even with the cover of darkness, we felt exposed, up on the walls of the great city. We needed to get down to ground level and we needed to do it quickly. We could see taller structures dotted around on the wall, which led us to believe the way to go down would be secured within those structures. Unfortunately, it was a near certainty that there would also be guards placed in each and every one of those towers.

      Up on top of the wall, the winds that had plagued our journey across the plains were even more ferocious. Thankfully, there was no rain, otherwise it would have been hellish to try and scale the wall. With the wind, it was bad enough. It was bitterly cold and I was just glad to have a personal heater for whenever I needed it. I could spark a glow in my hands and cup my hands over it so that it made no visible warning, but the heat of the flame at least staved off the worst of the cold.

      We crept along the edge of the wall, keeping to the battlements to hopefully reduce our chance of being spotted. If we were caught too soon, it could become a bloodbath quickly. For all the soldiers close by, and then for all the innocents down in the city if the word got out about us.

      We all kept our flames off as we got closer and closer to the taller structure.

      “Eliza,” I whispered, barely making any sound at all, “I would like you to focus on crowd control. If you notice someone running to potentially raise the alarm, we need them taken care of and fast. Is that something you’re up for?”

      Eliza nodded, not wanting to make even as much sound as I had.

      It was an odd sight, looking down upon what I knew to be the city within these large walls. Most images of cities, and the view I’d seen of my own home, were lit up beacons of sociability. All hours were hours for working, partying, celebrating, experiencing life. Here, however, in the dead of night, the city was so dark I was almost unsure if there were any buildings down in the base of the defenses. It was unbelievably dark and there was little to provide light down in the city below. Infrequent torches lit lonely streets as the majority of the settlement slept through the dark.

      All the more reason to keep our flames off for as long as possible.

      “Are you ready?” I asked the girls now that we were close enough to begin sneaking into the structure. I could already see people on the lookout. There were more wolfmen. We had to either go silently through them, or avoid them altogether. If even one of them raised an alarm, we were done for.

      Both of the girls nodded and we counted how regular the guards were with their movements. We had noticed they didn’t really stray from the structures anyway, nor did they put too much effort into changing where they stood, unless one guard became bored and moved around while complaining.

      We counted two guards up on the roof of the structure and then another couple at our level. I motioned for Eliza to swiftly take out the guards on the roof and I would deal with the ones closest to us. We couldn’t allow them to make any sound so, for now, Callie was left to stand watch for any possible other guards that might notice our actions.

      “You’ll be alright, right?” I asked Callie, to which she nodded, before Eliza and I left to begin our silent assault upon the capital.

      I split off to the left, to deal with the guards out upon the wall, and Eliza expertly ran up the stairs towards the guards up top. I didn’t hear any commotion at all from Eliza or the guards, so I had to assume she had done a good job. I figured speed was what I needed for my attacks too. Neither guard wore a helmet, so it was easy enough to rush towards them, even while one was looking right at me, and punch them both squarely in the head.

      I caught their clothes at the collar before either guard fell and hit the floor loudly. With the ferocity of my punches, I doubted that the guards would wake up. To make certain they wouldn’t be found, I threw them over the battlements. I felt awful doing so, but I couldn’t respect the dead to the point of risking those still living within the city. Even listening well, I couldn’t hear their bodies hit the ground, we were so high up. That was more than a good sign to me.

      I reunited with Eliza and waved Callie over.

      “That went well,” Eliza whispered, “they won’t be making a peep again.”

      “Likewise on my end,” I said gravely. “Let’s get this over with.”

      We then looked towards the staircase, and began to descend further in.

      The environment was already noticeably warmer, even one floor down into the walls. Out of the direct assault of the wind upon our persons, I wasn’t sure if it really was warmer, or if it was just a trick my mind was playing on me. I hoped it was the former, but I didn’t care enough to figure it out. Thankfully, there were no guards in the room with the staircase, however we could already hear the gruff yet lively chatter of wolfmen from behind the first door into the main complex of rooms within the city walls.

      I just had to hope we could think our plan through quickly and execute them as swiftly as I knew we were capable. We couldn’t afford a loud confrontation, so we whispered through a quick plan and got into positions in order to fulfill it. I stood by the door, along with Callie. Eliza waited on the opposite side of the door frame.

      Slowly, Callie reached out and knocked on the door, causing the chatter to stop and the room beyond to fall silent with suspicion. The lack of sound was tense. I could hear the heavy footsteps of the wolfmen approach the door. There were words exchanged, but I couldn’t make out what they meant, though there was a smattering of chuckling that followed it. Perhaps, they thought it was another wolfman, pulling a prank on them. Oh, what a punchline this was going to be.

      The latch lifted on the wooden door and a large wolfman pushed it open, clearly looking for someone that he didn’t believe was a threat. As he pushed further into the room, Eliza darted in behind him and I swung up with my now flaming fist, to put the larger wolfman out for the count with one hit. By the time we were done, all the wolfmen in the room were dead and we still couldn’t hear anyone reacting to the deaths, which was a great sign- or a terrible one.

      “Anyone for a round of cards?” I asked as we stood waiting in the guardroom, listening out for any sign of people having heard the commotion. We were swift and quiet, but for once, we weren’t entirely silent. We would have to be more careful, although we were doing well so far. We had already made it much further in without a problem than I expected. It was, however, more difficult knowing that I couldn’t just wade in and dispatch with all of the guards by myself. If even one got away, I’d be dooming many, many people.

      It wasn’t a certainty, but I was working on the assumption that the demon would take hostages to try and delay my pursuit of him.

      “Funny,” Callie said flatly, though I noticed Eliza smile anyway and I also noticed Callie shoot Eliza a subtle wink.

      Our luck was even better than we could have hoped for, as when we opened the other door to the room now filled with dead bodies, there was a simple, stone spiral staircase that led down.

      “Remember to keep quiet, okay?” I whispered, just to remind the girls. They nodded just to confirm that we were all on the same page with the mission. We were so close to making it to the ground level. Then we could infiltrate the rest of the capital and make our way to the demon to sort him out before he could carry out his own ruling ceremony.

      The stone staircase spiraled all the way down to the ground. We didn’t meet anyone along our path, thankfully, so hopefully we would be able to get the jump on the demon without the alarm being raised for a little while longer. We didn’t know when the next shift change was, however, so we needed to keep moving.

      Now that we were approaching the wooden doorway at the base of the staircase, we had to think carefully once again. We had no way of knowing how many guards had a line of sight on the doorway.

      “Do you think it would be best if we just walked through, like we were meant to be up there?” I asked the other two.

      “What do you mean by that?” Callie asked.

      “If we act confident enough, they might not question it,” I said, “we might be able to blag our way as part of that demon’s troupe?”

      “As far as ideas go,” Callie said, “that has to be one of our worst so far.”

      “It was pretty bad,” Eliza said, agreeing with Callie.

      “Tell me this, then,” I said, keeping my voice down now that we were closer to the guards at the base level. “Do either of you have any better ideas?”

      The lack of a response told me all I needed to know.

      “Eliza, you’re on clean up, remember?” I said, inching closer to the door. “If this goes south, you need to contain the runners. Callie, you are on protection. If any innocents are in the area, keep the violence away from them. I’ll deal with anyone that sees us. Are we ready?”

      The girls hesitantly nodded, but didn’t give a verbal confirmation.

      “Then let’s go put on a show,” I said, smiling. I thought it would be better if I could convince them that I wasn’t panicking at all. In reality, I had little to no faith in my plan to succeed, but we had few other options, beyond going in guns blazing.

      I took hold of the latch to the door and swung it open. All of our hoods were up and the girls kept pace with me as I strode out into the street, acting as if I owned the place.

      The main portion of the city within the outer walls was dark and depressing. I could see from the architecture that it had the promise of a city that looked pleasant and comfortable to live within, but the lingering sense of dread brought along by the demon kept every building looking as if they wanted to crumble in on themselves. That was the sense that awaited the rest of the kingdom if we were to fail.

      The streets were made of cobblestone and the houses were clearly better built than those in some of the villages I had ridden through on the way here. The walls were imposing, crushing in on the city, but I could see how they would be viewed as secure and safe, when there wasn’t a tyrant attempting to take over.

      “Hey!”

      A guard’s voice called out at us. It was bound to happen. I took a couple more steps and then stopped. Turning on my heel and walking right back up to the wolfman. There were only two that I could see.

      “What is it, mutt?” I snapped, trying to put myself in the mind of one of those that worked for the demon.

      “That area is off limits,” the wolfman barked back.

      “Not to me,” I hissed in reply. “Do you know who I am? Who my compatriots are?”

      “Well…no?” The wolfman was taken aback by my manner. He looked hesitantly to the other one guarding the entrance with him.

      “Let me give you one clue,” I said, eyeing the girls as I did. “Watch upon these flames and wonder if it is a wise decision to question me again.”

      I snapped my fingers and the girls both did the same, so that we all ignited a small part of our flames at the same time.

      “Oh,” the wolfman stammered, “I’m sorry, my lord. We were asked to watch out for—”

      “For intruders. For those who don’t belong,” I said, my eyes still aflame. “Do you belong? Or shall I go to our dear leader to see what his response for such transgressions would be?”

      “N-no, sir,” the wolfman said fearfully, “forget I said anything. If you wish, my lord.”

      “That’s better,” I said, sneering at the wolfman. I then shot a glance to the other, silent wolfman on duty, and he took a step back nervously, too. I let out what I hoped was a menacing chuckle and turned to continue striding on my way.

      We walked until we were out of earshot, ducking into an alleyway to talk things through.

      “Remind me to catch you another deer, next time we go hunting,” Callie said breathlessly.

      “I’m sorry I doubted you,” Eliza grinned. “That was amazing.”

      “That’s alright, don’t worry,” I laughed quietly. “It was truly a crazy idea, but it worked and that’s what matters. Now, what next? We need to get to the palace. I’m assuming that’s where the demon is, right?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Callie said, shrugging.

      “How about we—”

      Eliza’s words were cut off as a piercing scream split through the night. Someone, innocent sounding, was crying out for help. I shared a look with the other two girls and, as if we had discussed it out loud, we all ran in the direction of trouble to see how we could help.
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      It was likely a reckless decision to go running towards the sound of danger. We had to keep our presence unknown, for our safety and for others, but we couldn’t just ignore those in need either. The entire reason we were trying to defeat this monster was to help the people of this kingdom. That included whoever was screaming.

      We darted from alleyway to alleyway, trying our best to keep out of sight on our way to the noise. With how quiet the city was, I got the sense that there was some sort of curfew in place, to keep the streets empty of pedestrians. Why then, was there someone crying out for help? Why were they walking these dark streets, so late at night?

      I took care to not slip on the slick cobbled streets. While it wasn’t raining right at that moment, it clearly had rained recently, and looked likely to rain again soon.

      We rounded the corner on one final alleyway, right in the center of the city, and found two wolfmen cornering a smaller lady, she looked to be a doggirl, like Callie, but with an appearance closer to that of an Alsatian, not a Husky. She was the one that had been calling out for help. I wasn’t sure why she was outside, let alone trapped in an alleyway with two wolfmen. I didn’t wait any longer to work things out for myself, however. Drawing on the flames within me, I sprinted towards the wolfmen and put my fists through both of them, before they had a chance to react.

      I turned to look at the doggirl, to figure out if she was okay, but it was the strangest thing. She was grinning. In the darkness, I had assumed she was pulling a face out of fear, but now that we were close enough to truly see one another, I could see that this was not who I had expected.

      “So predictable,” the doggirl said, as she pulled back her hood and revealed herself to be someone entirely different to the doggirl. “Lord Hellsing will reward me greatly for your capture.”

      I now recognized her as one of the hooded people that had been following the demon man on the battlefield that day. This was a trap and we had fallen right into it.

      So, I thought, the demon being is called Hellsing.

      I took a swipe towards the other person, but my flaming fist passed through thin air. Her form spun away like mist in the morning. The last thing I noticed about her before she disappeared was how her eyes were filled with a deep blue flame.

      “She has powers,” I called out to the other two. “Watch your backs. She’s got some form of illusion magic, I think.”

      “We can’t really watch them, Greg,” Eliza said back. I looked towards them, to see what she was talking about.

      Both Callie and Eliza were being pushed back into the alleyway, too, by a large force of wolfmen. The second stage of the trap. She was the bait and we had bitten into it good and proper.

      “Remember the cave,” I said. “Their numbers mean nothing in a bottleneck.”

      “Think of the others though,” Callie replied, backing up further still. “The longer we are kept here, the more time that monster has to prepare. They could be collecting civilians for hostages as we speak.”

      “Then let’s deal with this trash right now,” Eliza said, darting forwards towards the wolfmen, who braced for impact. As Eliza ran in, before either Callie or I could call out to her to show restraint, she disappeared entirely. The army of wolfmen did, too.

      The next moment, we both heard a scream and, appearing out of nowhere, was Eliza. Eliza dropped to the floor, clutching her side. She was bleeding badly. The other magical person was nowhere to be seen, but we had to keep our guard up.

      I saw a twitch at a window in the alleyway and almost went to attack towards it, but it was just a couple timid, yet curious townspeople, watching what was unfolding.

      Right as Callie reached Eliza and started to attempt to tend to her wounds, I saw the air shimmer between us, as if we were suddenly in the middle of an intense heatwave. Through that shimmer, I could see both Callie and Eliza, but also the empty street that the illusionist wanted me to see. I was too quick, however, for her attempt at mind games.

      I charged in, towards the girls, before their forms became invisible to me, and tackled the woman with the exposed dagger. She was close to stabbing through and harming Callie, but I reached her before she could connect steel to skin once again. Clearly, her tactic was to distract and then attack. I was much less cowardly in my approach. I smacked the blade from her hands and held onto the woman with my burning hands scorching her skin as Callie spun around to see what was going on.

      We knew what the lady sounded like when she was calling out for help in a fake manner. Now we learned what she sounded like when she was genuinely in pain.

      “Go on,” I said, sneering at the lady. “Tell him we’re coming. Prepare all you like, you won’t be getting a chance to recover from this one. I’m coming to free this city and this kingdom. I am the revenge these people long for, the justice they need. Tell him that, for me, I’ll know if you don’t.”

      I then pushed the lady away, towards the mouth of the alleyway, but not before Callie got a good swipe of her claws into the lady’s leg.

      “Just in case you try to surprise us again,” Callie said, smirking, yet her eyes burned with fury. “Next time, it will be fatal.”

      The lady looked as if she wanted to say something smart, or intimidating, but eventually thought better of it and hobbled away down the street towards wherever Hellsing lay waiting.

      Both Callie and I then spun right back around to look at Eliza and tending to her wounds. We didn’t have the supplies to properly treat her, due to having to sneak into the city. I tore off a strip of my shirt to tie around her torso and attempt to stem the bleeding a little bit, but it wouldn’t provide much support for long. Eliza was losing too much blood, much too quickly.

      “In here.”

      A hushed whisper, barely audible, caused Callie to spin around and look at the window that I had seen earlier. The curious townspeople. They had cracked the window open slightly and were whispering so quietly that it was difficult for us to hear them.

      “Quickly now,” the man whispered again, causing us to spur into action. Callie hurried over to the window to push it open and I carried Eliza over to get her through the window without disturbing her wound too badly.

      I let Callie climb in next and then I hopped through and closed the window, after a quick glance down the alleyway.

      We stood quietly in the room, waiting and listening out for any sign of the city guard approaching. The room was a perfectly normal living room, for the time period, at least. There was a small table in the center of the room, along with four simple, wooden chairs. A bookcase in the corner, although it held very few books. There was a painting hung up on the wall, with a bird in a birdcage depicted within it.

      “We can’t stay here,” the man said. He looked to have sleek fur, and long floppy ears. He reminded me of a beagle. “You must follow me to our safehouse. It is a near certainty that they will be back with greater numbers, combing through the city.”

      “You sound awfully well prepared for this,” I said, regarding the man with suspicion. “What is your name, stranger?”

      “Is that how you treat a man in his own home?” he dogman said, trying to crack the tension with humor, but I wasn’t in a smiling mood. “I apologize, the name’s Herbert McDegan. Many of us within the city have been planning a revolt since before this Lord Hellsing claimed ownership of our great city. Considering what I saw in that alleyway, I’ll be right in assuming you’re the fabled Flame.”

      “He is,” Eliza said, weakly.

      “I hope I am,” I said, correcting Eliza politely. “I just want what is best for the people and this Hellsing guy, he’s very much not good for the people.”

      “I’m glad we agree on that front,” Herbert said, “but we really must be moving along. We have supplies to help your friend and maps of the city to better ambush Lord Hellsing when the time is right. It will be a great boost in morale if you were to show your face and your fire down in the safehouse.”

      “Down?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Herbert nodded. “The safehouse is deep underground, to avoid the wolfmen from hearing discussions going on within its walls.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “Now, please Mr McDegan, show us the way to your hideout.”

      The dogman walked through the room that we were standing in and opened a door into a pantry. Pushing one of the empty shelves within the barely stocked pantry, the back wall of it levered open, like another door. Behind the fake wall, was a long, dark, stairway going down, deep into the ground.

      “I understand that it doesn’t look the most flattering,” Herbert said, “but it is ideal for what we need.”

      Herbert turned to the other townsperson in the room and exchanged a few quick words. They hugged one another and Herbert began to descend the stairway. I held Eliza in my arms, hoping that the walk down to the safehouse wouldn’t take too long. Callie walked behind me and we both watched as the other dogperson waved farewell to us and closed the fake wall once more, plunging the corridor into darkness.

      “Not to worry,” Herbert said, brightly. “I have a torch. I just need to light it.”

      “Allow me,” I said, shifting Eliza’s weight so that I was carrying her in one arm. With my other hand, I lit up a flame so that we could all see what we were doing. Callie lit up her flames, too, to help with the visibility. Herbert passed a torch over in my direction and I lit it for him.

      With the dancing flames, the corridor couldn’t have been less creepy, but Eliza was my main focus and our lack of urgency to descend the stairs was starting to wear thin on my patience.

      “Can we please get going?” I asked, with the tension causing my voice to rise in volume a little, and echo down the stairway. “We have someone literally dying here.”

      “Yes, yes.” Herbert nodded. “I apologize. Please, follow me.”

      The steps were carved out of stone and the stairway was clearly much older than the apparently new revolting force implied. There was mold growing in the corners of the stairwell, and moisture made the steps slippery.

      “How old is this place?” Callie asked, as if her mind was lingering on the same thoughts I was having.

      “It goes down to what used to be the base of an old church,” Herbert said. I could tell from his tone that he was deliberately trying to make it sound more sinister than it really was. I didn’t think he was lying, only that the dogman was too quirky for his own good.

      “Why would a church be built so far underground?” I asked.

      “It was a church built for the Flame,” Herbert chuckled. “Where else is a guiding fire more useful, than in total darkness?” He waved his torch for emphasis.

      That did give me pause for thought. Was Hellsing creating a dark and desperate landscape deliberately to help his rise to power? Obviously, that was the case, but was there a deeper meaning behind it? With the sky and sun all but blotted out on our ride over to the capital, we could see the fear and desperation settling in with many of the villagers and townspeople that we had passed. In desperate times, they would follow strong leadership. Who better to lead than a giant, flaming warrior?

      Hopefully, me, I thought to myself. I had to stop putting Hellsing on a pedestal. I was more than up to the task of defeating him, I just needed to get close enough where his army wouldn’t be in my way. If these worshippers of the flame could help me, then I was all for following their principles. They were just people, trying to make the best out of a tough situation, same as I was. The only difference was that I had the power to change the situation for the better, for all of us. I couldn’t let these gifts go to waste.

      The steps continued descending for what felt like an eternity. Thankfully, I could feel Eliza’s heartbeat. She was still holding on, though I wasn’t sure for how much longer.

      The smell in the air was stale, distinctly of mold. I hoped we didn’t have to be this far underground for too much longer as it didn’t feel safe to even be breathing too much down here.

      Finally, after I was beginning to think it would never end, the staircase flattened out into a thin, narrow corridor. I had to shift how I was holding Eliza in order to continue walking normally down the corridor, it was so thin. The walls had decorations carved into them, however age had long since worn away at them, so anything useful that could’ve been gleaned from them was, unfortunately, impossible to procure.

      I did figure out one prominent part of the decorative carvings. It was a continuous, overlapping, flowing portrayal of a stream of flames. I shouldn’t have been surprised, considering we were approaching some church dedicated to…well, to me.

      The corridor was long and just as dark as the staircase. However, the corridor had one redeeming quality—there was a light at the end of the tunnel.

      “Please tell me I’m not dying,” I said, with a low chuckle.

      “I’m sorry?” Herbert asked.

      “He’s like that,” Callie explained, “it was likely a…reference, right?”

      “It was a saying,” I said. “I’m actually a little surprised you haven’t heard of this one. Then again, you don’t have trains, so maybe it isn’t as popular yet? Again, I’m not a history buff.”

      “You’ve become awfully talkative,” Herbert remarked. “No offense, of course.”

      “None taken,” I said. “I’m just concerned for my friend and would like to see her tended to very soon, if possible.”

      “Just at the end of this corridor,” Herbert said. “Don’t you worry, we’ll get her looked after.”

      “You’d better,” Callie grumbled, and I shared her sentiment. We had been traveling for what felt like ages. If this detour didn’t pay off, my irritation may hit a point of overflowing. Eliza needed seeing to and we needed to track down Hellsing. Every moment we had spent traipsing down the stairs, following an annoyingly slow dogman, was a moment wasted from our time sensitive mission.

      I found my irritation already beginning to overflow towards people that didn’t deserve it being thrust in their direction. I found myself questioning why Eliza had to go off running into the fray before thinking things through. It was an unfair sentiment to think, but she also had a tendency to act before thinking. She was fortunate that we were able to keep the illusionist away, but she could very well have died in that alleyway. She was still on death’s door even now. I had to relent, however, as there was no way she could have foreseen that kind of trickery being played against her; against us. I only hoped she would be able to wake up and be strong enough to argue with me once the night was through.

      The light coming from the room beyond the corridor was beginning to overpower the light from Herbert’s torch, and I could see glimpses of the area that we were walking into. I braced myself for a surprise, but it did nothing to stem my awe at the chamber we found ourselves in, after walking for so long in the damp darkness, with nothing but a flimsy torch to guide us.

      The chamber was circular and large, though the decorative stonework within made it feel far more oppressive. While the decorative pieces along the walls of the corridor had deteriorated beyond recognition with age, this chamber was incredibly well preserved. Carved, spiraling stalactites pierced down from the ceiling, some with intricately carved depictions of beings wielding flames—much like my allies and I did.

      There were seven other doorways leading into this room, each one as dark as the one we had just left.

      There was a central stone platform, circular, and reminded me of a stone version of the round table. The energy in this room gave me the feeling that this platform was just as important in this world as the fable of King Arthur was in my own. Was I the King Arthur of this kingdom? I didn’t want that sort of responsibility or praise, but I knew by now that it wasn’t about what I wanted, but about what needed to be done.

      I lay Eliza down on the platform and Herbert made a motion to stop me, before recoiling back ever so slightly, remembering who he was talking to. It did help, knowing that those who used this chamber were, in some ways, worshippers of me. They had to respect my wishes, to an extent, and those wishes revolved around getting Eliza back on her feet.

      “Can someone please help my friend, already?!” I shouted, hoping my voice carried down the corridors.

      I listened as my voice rang out and echoed down the various corridors, deep into the dark. I knew that there were people down here, as someone had to keep the numerous sconces lit. This room was a beacon of light, reaching out into the shadows of the corridors. Then I heard footsteps. Many pairs of footsteps, hurrying towards our position. People quickly began to flood into the chamber, filling it with bodies. I noticed that only two of the corridors did not have anyone come in through; the one we had arrived within, and then one on the opposite side of the chamber.

      All these people looked similarly disheveled and beaten down, though they stared at the three of us with a curiosity that was as close to hope as I figured these people could get nowadays. None of that took away from the fact that I was still waiting for someone to help Eliza.

      “I’m not going to keep asking,” I warned. “My friend is here dying. I was told we could find help down here. If you do not start helping, I will get very upset.”

      I didn’t want to keep threatening people and using my powers as a display of force, but I needed to shock these people into action before it was too late. I flared the flames within my eyes, so that they licked up towards my hairline.

      The proof of my abilities stunned half of the crowd and sent the other half into a mild frenzy, rushing around to try and collect supplies that could help Eliza. That was all that I wanted and I was shocked that it took so long and so much effort to get a collected group of people to go about healing one person. They were either severely incompetent, or just awestruck. I hoped it was the latter, as I was beginning to think I might need their help with more than just helping Eliza.

      I refused to leave Eliza’s side as she was getting tended to, but I also made it clear I wasn’t going to be speaking with anyone unless Eliza was healthy, or that person could prove their importance among the collective. I wasn’t here for some sort of celebrity tour. I had a mission and needed to know who the leaders were.

      After a little while of watching the apparently trained healers stitch up Eliza’s wound and keep it from becoming infected, Herbert returned, pushing through the gathered crowd, with someone in tow.

      “Greg,” Herbert said breathlessly, “here is one of the leaders of our movement. Derran Proust.”

      I looked over to see a tall man. He was slender. Derran’s ears didn’t give away what sort of person he was, but I could guess from his height alone. He was a giraffeman. I wondered what had caused him to want to live in such a cold climate.

      “So,” I said, putting my hand out to shake Derran Proust’s outstretched hand, “are the only two leaders yourself and Mr Proust?” I asked Herbert, who shook his head after a moment’s hesitation. “Who remains? We don’t have time to be dallying.”

      “It’s…complicated,” Herbert said, pausing to think through his words.

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Victor Cutter is a…proud man,” Herbert said slowly, “he…would prefer if you went to meet him, not the other way around.”

      “He sounds like a jerk,” Callie said and I nodded in agreement without taking my eyes off of Mr Proust and Herbert.

      “What is so urgent, anyhow?” Mr Proust asked, looking down at me.

      “Freedom,” I said, staring coolly back at him. “Blood, fire and freedom, Mr Proust.”
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      The third main leader of the so called Flame Revolt Organization, was a man by the name of Victor Cutter. A shrewd, yet proud foxman, he was getting into his elder years and was becoming less physically gifted than he had been in his younger days.

      I stood in his office, unwilling to get into some stupid, petty dispute due to his bruised ego. What was the point in naming your organization after a person, if you then refused to accept what that same person decided to do? It struck me as immature for a man of his age and experience to be so blinded by his own arrogance that he was willing to risk the whole operation because he didn’t want to leave his office.

      It wasn’t as if his office was particularly special or grandiose. I thought he just wanted to be there so that he could pretend to still have the authority over my trio. I had kept Callie with Eliza, so that they were at least together while I met with this prickly individual.

      His office was small, with old wooden furniture placed within it. Everything looked out of place from within the office, including this Victor Cutter.

      “So, you wanted to see me?” Victor said, drawing out his words.

      “Clearly,” I said, not bothering to hide my irritation, “otherwise, I wouldn’t be here right now, talking to you.”

      “Well, let’s not waste time with idle chit chat. What is it?”

      “First of all, you’re rude,” I said. “Secondly, you’re the one wasting time forcing me to repeat what I’ve already told the other leaders of this secret group. Finally, you’re going to cut this childish act this instant because I am beyond done with people thinking they can push me around. Got all of that?”

      “And why would I stop whatever it is you claim that I am doing?” Victor asked, leaning back in his chair and staring up at me, clearly unimpressed.

      “Because I won’t be repeating myself again,” I said with a tone even drier than his. I snapped my fingers and my fist glowed red with fire. “Would you like to test how hot this is?”

      

      “So, what’s the plan?” Herbert asked me as we stood in the central chamber once more. There was still a small crowd around us, but the initial novelty had worn off for some. There was a smaller collective around the central stone table, now. Eliza sat, perched on the stone table, awake and attempting to recover from her wounds. It turned out that her super speed helped with a slightly increased rate of healing.

      Between Eliza and myself, stood Callie. Also around the table were the three leaders of the Flame Revolt Organization. Victor, Herbert and Derran. As it turned out, Victor actually did want the refreshing one minute walk it took to get from his office, to the central chamber. All he needed was a little persuading.

      “We aim to take on this Hellsing figure,” I said, clearly and loud enough for the whole chamber to hear. “We will need help in doing this, however. If there is any chance you and your people can convince your allies to rise up throughout the city and just cause as much mayhem and revolt as possible—exactly what your organization appears to be made for—then we can use that distraction to slip Hellsing’s defenses and finish the tyrant off before he rises to consolidate his power. How does that sound?”

      “Like a lot of work,” Victor grumbled, before quickly clarifying what he meant. “That’s quite a bit to ask of us at short notice, don’t you think? Plans like these need time for preparation, training, tactics, organization.”

      “You do realize we have no more time to spare?” I asked him, still projecting my voice for the rest of the crowd. “He knows there is resistance within the capital and it won’t take him till morning to attempt to eradicate it. Does anyone here know how he eradicates things he dislikes?”

      I waited for a response but, moreover, to let the question sink in.

      Slowly, a murmur rose up among the crowd until everyone in the room, but Victor, looked either terrified, or ready to fight.

      “I think the collective are making an executive decision for you, Victor,” I said, with a thinly veiled smirk. I could see the hatred almost begging to burst out from under Victor’s skin.

      “By your orders then, Flame,” Victor retorted, with a near sarcastic bowing of his head.

      “Here is the plan,” I said, “if you locate three main areas to split the city forces and draw the attention away from the palace, we can use that as a way to almost make them believe we—my companions and I—are the ones beginning the assault. You know the city best, so you choose which areas are going to be the most efficient for your efforts. I will then slip into the palace and hopefully finish all of this before it ever truly begins.”

      “We,” Callie said.

      “Sorry?”

      “We,” she repeated. “We will slip into the palace.”

      “You should probably take care of Eliza, no?” I said.

      “Who’s to say I’m not coming?” Eliza argued.

      “The great cut in your abdomen?” I said.

      “It’s barely a scratch anymore.” Eliza shrugged. “By the time that we get to the fighting, it’ll be completely healed.”

      “I really don’t know about this,” I tried to argue, but, of course, Victor had to pipe up.

      “If this truly is trying to finish this war before it truly begins,” he said, “don’t you think any able-bodied fighter is worth putting on the front lines? Or are your personal friends more important than us commoners?”

      “That’s not fair,” I said, “and you know what sort of condition she is in.”

      “Was in,” Eliza said, “and rapidly healing.”

      “Fine,” I said, throwing my hands up. “Fine. Just…please be careful.”

      “Let’s make our preparations and reconvene here, within the hour,” Herbert said.

      “Too long,” I countered. “We need to be launching this as soon as possible, as we don’t know how many people Hellsing is going to use to try and stop us. Hostages, human shields, whatever he can, he will.”

      “Ten minutes?” Mr. Proust said, looking for my approval. I gave the nod and the other three men disbanded; each striding down different corridors as fast as they could. The preparations for the final battle were underway.

      I turned to Callie and Eliza, knowing that there were still people watching us, though the numbers were rapidly decreasing now that people were being called away to prepare for what might possibly be the last night of their lives- in many of their cases.

      “Ten minutes,” I said, “ten minutes is all we have.”

      “Better not waste it then,” Eliza smirked.

      “We’ll have more than that,” Callie said, giving me a positive nudge on the shoulder.

      “I know, I know,” I said, “I can’t help but wonder though.”

      “No need,” Callie said, shaking her head and making sure we locked eyes on one another. “You nearly bested him last time. You’re even stronger now. You’re prepared for him. You can do this. We’ll be there to help. Whether that is by distracting him, or keeping his goons off of you, so that you can finish this for good.”

      “Let’s just make the most of this moment,” I said, “we will get another like this, but just in case, let’s just be grateful for the time we got to spend with each other so far.”

      “I’ll always be grateful,” Eliza said. “I spent my life learning about this mythical being and then managed to meet and travel alongside the real-life version. You by far exceeded the storybooks.”

      “I wouldn’t be alive without you,” Callie said simply, “I’ll follow you, always.”

      “You both have helped guide me through the most confusing transition in my life,” I said, “teaching me the ways of an entire new culture and planet to my own. I couldn’t have done any of this without the both of you.”

      “And now we take one final step,” Eliza smiled.

      “Now we finish the race,” I nodded, opening up my arms for both of the girls to move in closer for a hug.

      I wasn’t the most emotional of people, but the prospect that either of them could be hurt any worse than Eliza had already been, definitely brought a worry to mind. I would have to put it aside and trust them and their skills if we were to get through this.

      We stood there a little while longer, just feeling the warmth of our bodies and making the most of what little contact we had. A promise for once we succeeded in our mission.

      “Are you three ready to commence the plans?” Herbert asked.

      “It’s just through here, right?” I asked, pointing down one of the corridors. The one that had no onlookers come down. Herbert nodded.

      “That will take you right up to the palace grounds,” Herbert said. “As soon as you start heading down that direction we will begin our revolt. By the time you reach the surface-”

      “-Our timing will be spot on,” I finished, smiling and holding my hand out to Herbert. “I’ll see you when this is over. Thank you for your efforts this far. It will be more than worth it in the end.

      Eliza hopped off the stone table and the three of us; Eliza, Callie and I, all made our way to that specific corridor, igniting our respective flames to light the way. I gave a lingering look back to Herbert and left him with a supportive nod of the head before running back down the corridor after the girls who were already on their way. I heard the faint sound of cheering coming from the chamber we had just left. I only hoped they were cheering for the right man.
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      The corridor and the stairway up to the surface were unsurprisingly similar to the one that had come from the house Herbert had helped us through. We took our time climbing the steps, as we knew that the others were basing their timings on us traveling at the same pace they normally would when climbing back up to the surface.

      While I appreciated the sentiment of the worshippers of the flame having a church deep down in the dark; descending down to it and climbing back out were painstaking processes that felt very unnecessary.

      I didn’t mind though, as we now had allies across the city that were willing to work with us, as well as Eliza being healed at an impressive rate.

      “Can you believe these stairs?” Callie said, with a huff.

      “I was thinking just the same,” I replied. “We’ve just got to keep pushing on upwards and we’ll be there in no time.”

      “There’s no point in speeding up them either,” Eliza said. “I’d get just as tired climbing them at either speed.”

      “You need to take it easy,” I warned. “Whatever you say, you did still take a knife wound. We don’t want any complications before we’re needed to truly extend ourselves and our powers.”

      “I’m going to get that silly wizard girl,” Eliza grumbled, though I didn’t blame her for wanting at least a little revenge. I have been gearing up for a rematch with Hellsing ever since we fought last time—and there was no clear winner of that fight, so I saved face. Eliza had been left lying in a puddle of her own blood, so I could understand if she was eager to get her own back.

      “How many Flames have there been?” I asked, trying to think of something, anything, to talk about as we pushed ourselves up the flight of stairs.

      “None, until now,” Callie said. “It’s a prophecy, remember? There have been those that were similarly gifted, but until someone fulfills the prophecy they don’t truly count as the Flame.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” I said, “but how do you know the prophecy is ever going to come true?”

      “It’s coming true as we speak,” Eliza said, grinning back towards me. “The prophecy spoke of someone that may destroy the kingdom or save it. Hellsing is the one to destroy it and you’re the one to save it. Whoever wins fulfills the prophecy and decides the fate of our land. Hopefully, that would be you, of course.”

      “Hopefully, indeed,” I said with a small chuckle, if only to reassure myself.

      “You’ll be fine,” Callie said brightly. “We all will.”

      “You’ve changed your tune from earlier,” I said. “I thought you really didn’t like how we were going about this?”

      “I was a little pessimistic, I will admit, but it isn’t going to solve anything if I keep resisting what the plans are this far into it. We’ve survived this far, who’s to say we won’t all survive yet again? This is just one more jerk than needs a lesson.”

      “Yes, yes he is,” I said, agreeing with her as we got close to reaching the top of the staircase.

      From the distance we were standing, we couldn’t risk talking too loudly, if at all, until we were certain there was nobody around to blow our cover.

      We could see the end of the staircase, although it was covered over. Herbert told us where on the palace grounds we would be emerging and, from that point, it was on us to find and stop Hellsing.

      “Can one of you listen out for the sounds of anyone coming by, or perhaps any commotions?” I said, knowing that my human ears were still worse than either Eliza or Callie’s enhanced hearing. “Good luck, to both of you. We’ll get through this.”

      There was a long, silent pause as both of the girls listened for any passing footsteps or nearby conversations, but it seemed like we were all clear. The uprising would have been starting at any moment, so we needed to get moving, so that we could make the most of the distraction.

      We needed to get going, but it wasn’t entirely clear where we even were. We knew, if Herbert was right, then we were somewhere on the grounds—but we also didn’t know what the immediate situation was for where we would emerge. Would it be right up close to the palace, or far out in the palace grounds?

      The obstacle before us was seemingly just an innocent door, but we knew it couldn’t be that easy. If it was just a doorway, someone would have found this area a long time ago. Judging from the high quality of the stonework downstairs, it hadn’t been found by anyone except those who already knew of its location, in a respectful way.

      There was no sound that indicated we would be spotted if we tried to leave the stairway, so I pushed on the wooden door and it swung open…to reveal a stone slab. Just a plain stone wall right behind the door.

      “What do we do now?” Eliza asked.

      “Well, there must be some sort of lever to move the stone,” I said.

      “How do you know that?” Callie said.

      “My guess is that, if they really, deliberately tried to block this area off, they wouldn’t have left the door to be opened, nor would the rest of the pathways still be active too. I think this is just something to hide it.”

      “It’s worth a look around, but we don’t have long,” Callie said, right before there was a gust of wind in the tunnel.

      It wasn’t that there was really a gust of wind, just that Eliza ran around, search every corner of the little stone alcove that she could until—

      Click.

      She stopped, triumphantly, pressing in a small stone button, carved in the shape of a flame. The stone wall before us shifted, raining dust down on top of us, and slowly lowered into the ground, to reveal where we had ended up.

      I stepped out first, on the off-chance we were going to be ambushed, I didn’t want either of the girls being attacked straight away. There was nobody in sight. No guard patrols or anything. I could see the palace a short distance away, but we were definitely on the palace grounds.

      I could also see exactly which part of the palace grounds we were on and why a stone structure had neither stuck out, nor been interfered with for as long as the church had been present underground.

      We had just come out of a fake grave’s statue. We were standing where the royal families were buried, in their own personal graveyard. I couldn’t help but feel a little sick, knowing that we had been underground beside all of these dead bodies. Did it count as being disrespectful of the dead if we didn’t know about it beforehand?

      I had to shake off those thoughts. I would usually indulge my mind, but we had a job to do and, currently, we had nobody in sight to stop us from heading straight for the palace to get that job done swiftly. It was so close to being over, to being done. The bloodshed only needed to continue for one final hour and then we could go back to peace and relaxation, woodland rides and pleasant conversations. Then, I remembered I was still standing in a graveyard and gave the signal for the girls to come out of the stone structure, too.

      The three of us kept low and moved quickly, running towards the edge of the graveyard and hurdling the fence that kept it sectioned off. There was only open, green grass between us and the palace now. It was an impressive building, making the walls of the city make much more sense as to what it was they were protecting. If the walls were a bank safe and all the other buildings in the city were pennies, then the palace alone would be the collection of gold bars in the center of the safe.

      “There is likely to be either heavy resistance,” I whispered as we ran across the lawn, “or suspiciously low resistance and a trap, waiting for us in that building. If I’m dealing with Hellsing, I’m trusting you both to work on crowd control, or figuring out and dealing with whatever the trap might be. Right?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Eliza said as Callie nodded in agreement.

      The palace appeared to be comprised of three main levels. An expansive base that had few routes of getting from the ground up onto it. It was like it had built its own pedestal before building the rest of the palace on top of it. From our angle, we could see a set of steps carved into the platform, likely for the royals to have easier access to their own grounds.

      Then, the bulk of the palace was built out in a manner that reminded me of something resembling the houses of Versailles, if a little less modern and a little closer to ancient roman architecture. There were long, reaching pillars built into the walls of the many windowed structure, both as a support for the impressive building, and a design feature.

      The final section was a smaller, domed structure built above the lower sections, likely an observatory of some kind—or that’s how it appeared from the angle we were viewing it at as we ran closer to the palace.

      We rushed as fast as we could towards the main base of the palace. I could see intermittent guards placed on the base, looking out over the city. We were lucky that the distraction was working, as they all appeared occupied with watching something that was unfolding in the main part of the city, just down the hill from the palace.

      I pointed out a specific cluster of guards to Eliza and Callie. They were our first targets, our first victims in this assault on the palace. We ran ahead, I picked up Callie and both Eliza and I closed the distance on the rest of the palace with ease. Eliza took care of the guards, who were clearly more elite than the wolfmen as they weren’t wolfmen. It seemed strange that Hellsing would only now surround himself in warriors different from the rest of his forces, but perhaps he saw the weaknesses in them, too.

      We continued to rush towards the palace, running until we met resistance, which we handily cut down each time. With the majority of his forces out in the city, Hellsing’s palace was almost defenseless—which meant a trap of some sort was likely to take place. I couldn’t get arrogant, otherwise I would lose. I needed to keep that in mind at all times.

      We pushed in through the main doors of the palace, figuring that our cover had likely been blown by this point, but there still weren't as many guards on duty as I expected. Perhaps Hellsing had sent out far more than he should have? These guards were also even easier to defeat than the wolfmen, which was odd. Had we become too powerful to be stopped by normal people?

      We pushed on, with me putting these thoughts to the back of my mind and focusing on the task at hand. The interior of the palace was as I had expected, considering the audaciousness of the exterior.

      There were large windows lining great hallways. Marble floors covered in long thin rugs. It appeared to me that the royals had a taste for the color red and I wondered if Hellsing had really had time, or even cared, for redecorating this soon after taking the city.

      Then we reached the throne room and realized what a grave mistake we had made.

      Pushing open the huge, towering wooden doors as if they were as light as a doll house’s, I strode into the throne room, ready to face Hellsing and put an end to this conflict for good. Eliza and Callie flanked my sides, looking around for any sign of an ambush, or illusionist trickery, or anything of the sort.

      There was none. Instead, at the end of the heavily decorated and long hall, sat a man on a throne. He wore a crown, held in place by his curled horns. This man, however, was not Hellsing. He just looked like a normal goatman. It was the king we had come to see. We had automatically given up hope of his survival when we realized Hellsing had taken over the city, but this meant that he hadn’t yet crowned himself, or fully taken over the capital.

      But where was he?

      “You do not tower above the common man,” the king called out from his throne with an amused, mocking tone. “Where are your fearsome horns, your burnt red skin? I find myself disappointed just looking at you.”

      “You’re not very demon-esque, yourself, your highness,” I replied, deciding to not bother keeping up the usual pleasantries you might expect with a king. This man was meant to be dead, after all, I needed to understand why he wasn’t. “Where is Hellsing?”

      “You mean to say you are not him?” The king laughed. “Nor do you pretend to be him?”

      “No, I am not,” I said firmly, “but we need to find him right now, or many of your people are in a graver danger than I originally thought.”

      “Let them scurry around and squabble,” the king said dismissively, “the people always survive. Kill one rat, the rest take up their place.”

      “Seriously?” I said, resisting the urge to run up and punch the vile man. “You would leave your people to their deaths, just to make life easier on yourself?”

      “They are not worth the same as their king,” he retorted, “they are there to serve. You should do well to remember that.”

      “What are you going to do?” I scoffed. “We’ve dispatched most of your men anyway. I’m feeling better about it by the second.”

      “You should remember your place, peasant,” the king said, his voice shaking in barely disguised anger.

      “I’m not even one of your people, jerk,” I laughed back, deliberately trying to antagonize the arrogant man.

      “How dare you!” The king cried out, rising to his feet and pointing a finger towards me, but his shout of rage died in his throat as the king’s red robes appeared to begin blossoming out of his neck.

      A dagger, one that I recognized, was withdrawn from the king’s throat, as he dropped to his knees and then collapsed altogether, dead. Standing behind the now dead king, grinning, was the lady from earlier—Hellsing’s henchwoman.

      “Thank you for doing so much of the work for me,” she said, the smug grin ever present on her face.

      “Can I?” Eliza muttered, positively shaking to get after her.

      “Be careful,” I said. “She’s clearly trying to goad you into attacking.”

      I scanned my eyes around the throne room, looking for any more of the shimmering air that I had seen before. I’m glad I did, as I noticed the air shimmer behind us, right as another one of Hellsing’s core henchmen swung a battle-ax down at my back.

      I pushed the girls out of the way, to make sure that they weren’t immediately stabbed by any other ambushers, and caught the battle-ax in a flaming fist. With the ax in one hand, I slammed my fist into the henchman’s chest, sending the man flying back across the throne room floor, skidding to halt, dead.

      I threw the battle-ax as fast as I could towards the illusionist but, predictably, she just vanished before it impacted where she used to be. It blew right through the large wooden throne and embedded itself into the stone wall behind it.

      “Where is he?” I demanded of the henchmen in the room, unwilling to waste even more time with what was clearly just a method of stalling.

      My frustration with the situation made me almost feel as though my powers were increasing yet again. I knew that couldn’t truly be the case, but my anger almost enriched my power, pulsing strength and speed through my veins.

      I looked around the room but could find no sign of the illusionist, until Callie cried out. I looked towards Callie and realized she wasn’t shouting for herself, but for Eliza.

      The illusionist had crept up on her and was midway through attempting to attack her again, just like last time. I wasn’t close enough to stop the blade, but even as all four of us were flaming, I watched Eliza’s flames twist in color, to temporarily match Callie’s, as the dagger pushed towards Eliza’s neck and was deflected.

      I didn’t hesitate, tackling the illusionist to the floor and ripping the blade from her hands. In one hand I crushed the dagger, making it worthless. With the other hand, I held her to the floor as Eliza and Callie closed in.

      “I let you live last time,” I said quietly, “I gave you a second chance and yet you tried the exact same tricks as before. It’s a shame really, as it isn’t my place to torment you, but my companion’s. I can’t promise that she’ll leave you unharmed, but I can promise a swifter punishment if you tell us where your master is right this second.”

      “Nobody claimed that he had taken over,” the henchwoman said, choking slightly beneath my grasp, “but we didn’t need any petty throne fit for a false king. What we needed was something you led us right to. In fact, you gave us all eight points of entry, spread throughout the city. All king’s must be charged through their church, must they not?”

      “He’s in the church of the Flame,” I muttered, before looking at the girls. “You’ve got this handled right?”

      They both nodded, glaring down at the henchwoman.

      “Make sure to keep an eye out for more tricks,” I said as I began backing away from the throne room. “I’ll see you once this is done.”

      Then, with one last, painful look at the two girls I held so dear, I ran as fast as I could in the direction of the church of the flame.

      We had not only given the location away to Hellsing, but sent any and all protectors of the church out to fight a useless and dangerous battle, leaving the pathway clear for him to just walk down and take what he wanted. I was unsure what he needed to do down there, but if it had anything to do with him becoming the ruler of this land, I needed to get there before him.

      I didn’t bother to take the minor detour to take the stairs down from the large base of the palace. Instead, I leaped from the edge of the base, continuing to run once I hit the ground. I didn’t even try to roll, the impact as I hit the ground was so far in the back of my mind at this point.

      Once again, I was one step behind, one second too slow, always chasing my enemies and never catching them. It was time to put a stop to my countless shortcomings. I had one mission and I wouldn’t fail it right before the finishing line. I had failed the members of the church, that much was already clear to me. I just hoped Herbert wasn’t going to be among the dead once this fight was through.

      I trusted the girls to handle business, as they always did, but this fight below the city—this was where I could only rely on myself. I had to be better than I was before, much better.

      I reached the graveyard and the stone statue, but I didn’t have time to figure out how to open it. I lowered my head and rammed right through the stone wall, slamming a hole through it on my path to the church.

      I took to the stairway at lightning speed, rushing down them as fast as I could propel myself. I wasn’t trying to land cleanly on every other step, but was instead levering my feet on the edges of the steps to propel myself downwards, almost falling at an angle, instead of running downstairs. What had taken what felt like hours to descend previously, took under a minute for me to rush down now. Urgency and fury were all that was driving me. I refused to fail again. I could see the light of the church chamber now, at the end of the corridor. The light went out, plunging the underground space into darkness. I flared my own flames, and ran towards my fate.
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      The corridor was dark. Everything was dark. The only light came from my flickering form. I had done what I could to boost my strength. I could only hope it was enough to face down this Hellsing before it was too late.

      It was strange. They used to say, on Earth, that your life flashed before your eyes when you died. I wasn’t dead yet, nor was I dying, yet as I closed in on that chamber—flickering to light with the flames of a shade I recognized from the field of the dead, days ago—I watched my new life pass by.

      I remembered my confusion and fear that first day I arrived. How I felt when I spotted Callie, hurt and fearing for her life. Fighting the wolfmen out of desperation and winning. Protecting her hometown and then choosing to go on a quest with her.

      All of the events and feats that we had performed and participated in since I had arrived in this world…it made Earth, and my old life, feel so foreign to me now that I looked back on it.

      If I died here, what was lying in wait for me next? Another world with another prophecy? Or was my second chance also my final chance? Was this darkness a sign of what awaited me, my flame being all that stood between me and my final resting place?

      Whatever the answers were, I sure as hell was going to put up a fight to avoid finding them out today.

      My flames lit up the decorative carvings on the walls and I realized now, now that I was rushing in, that they were not worn down with age. Instead, they were carved in such a way as to throw shadows along the walls as I ran.

      The shadows were nondescript, but they resembled flames themselves, dancing across the walls, reaching out towards the dark chamber before me. Hellsing’s light was growing within the chamber, but it was nothing in comparison to the numerous sconces of light that had clearly been snuffed out moments prior.

      I finally reached the chamber, after what felt like an eternity, but was truly only the amount of time spent between two instants of a moment. I was faster than I had ever been before, stronger, my flames brighter, my fury relentless.

      I charged into the chamber and tackled Hellsing, feeling my shoulder almost dislocate with the strength of the blow and the power of the resistance to it. He crashed into the far side wall and out of sight behind dust and debris for a moment. He had been standing on the stone table in the middle of the chamber. I was unsure what for, but I lingered, allowing him to pull himself free from the rubble first.

      “My, my.” Hellsing chuckled. “You’ve done some growing up.”

      “You’re about to find out how much,” I snapped back.

      “Come now, don’t you want to know about my destiny? If you somehow best me, it’ll become your own.”

      Hellsing’s voice was joined once again by the rest of his body as he finally stepped back out of the rubble and into view. The only light in the chamber was coming from our flaming bodies, so the decorative stone carvings threw all sorts of shadows in all directions as our moving bodies flickered away with ferocious firelight.

      “I’m going to rule this festering swamp of a land,” Hellsing growled. “If you defeat me and try to instead, your worries shall only grow. Your concerns will be met with consequences beyond the likes of which you have ever dared to dream. Your nightmares shall come for you in the dead of night and snuff out your little candle’s worth of power.”

      “A candle?” I said with my own chuckle. “You’ll see soon enough.”

      “So be it.”

      We charged towards each other, leaping over the stone table and clashing in mid-air. Back and forth we traded blows. My strength and speed had increased to match his own, so now it felt like more than a fair fight. A fair fight was still a fight I could lose, however.

      Hellsing reached up and grabbed a stalactite and snapped it off the ceiling, hoping to stab it into my back as I tackled him once again, but the stone crumbled as it impacted me, my flames deflecting any potential damage.

      I shoved him backwards, through one of the pillars in the room, and followed it up with a kick to send him stumbling back into the wall. I tried to not give him an opportunity to react, moving in to unleash a flurry of punches, but he swung out wildly, momentarily blinded by the dust, and sent me hurtling into another pillar. I ricocheted off the pillar and landed on my stomach on the floor, rolling to avoid the kick that he slammed into the ground where I had landed.

      Our fight felt as if it was taking ages, both of us trading blows that could otherwise topple buildings, but shrugging those same blows off with ease. The speed at which we were fighting, however, meant that it was likely taking barely any time at all. A matter of moments to decide the fate of a kingdom.

      One of these moments, finally, a mistake was made. Unfortunately, I was the one to make it. I slipped on some of the debris and lost my footing, which Hellsing took advantage of immediately, grabbing me by my throat and holding me aloft. He had the reach, so I couldn’t do much but pummel his arm in hopes of forcing him to let go.

      “You fought well,” he said with a smirk, “for a nobody.”

      I felt his large fist begin to crush down on my throat, our flames fighting against each other, mine beginning to flicker.

      I saw Callie again. She was smiling across from me as we sat by the riverside, enjoying our dried meat rations. I saw Eliza, ambushing me, but her eyes still filled with hope that I might be the person she had been looking up to all her life. I saw the villagers we had saved, throwing a celebration in our name. These people were relying on me to win. I had to win this one last fight. That was all. Just once. I had to be better. I had to be stronger. That didn’t deter me, though, it just meant I had to fight through the pain. It wasn’t over. I was still alive and that meant it would never be over until I won.

      I saw confusion in Hellsing’s eyes. I also saw the room light up slightly, despite the dark spots in my eyes due to my choking out. I swung my legs up and threw my weight behind myself trying to get the larger man off balance.

      He didn’t stumble but did have to release his grip on my throat in order to avoid breaking his wrist. Due to where he had been holding me, I landed on my back, on the stone table. I scrambled to my feet, ready to continue fighting, trying to shake off the effects off the stranglehold.

      As I rose to my feet and recovered my senses, I realized that it wasn’t just my imagination, I could definitely see the rest of the chamber more clearly. My flames were burning brighter still than they had ever before.

      “You’re done,” I said, pointing at Hellsing, though we now stood eye to eye, with me on the table. As I pointed, however, a tendril of flame extended beyond my right hand and then flashed brightly enough to cause us both to wince for a moment. In my hand, a moment later, was a flaming sword made of pure fire. “Well, isn’t this a surprise.” I grinned, knowing that I now had the upper hand and could see Hellsing knew it too.

      I gave the sword a twirl and then brought it crashing down towards his head. Hellsing tried to instinctively deflect it with one of his hands, but the sword cut right through his flames and left a deep gash on his forearm. I saw fear in his eyes now.

      I continued to press the advantage, swinging my sword back and forth as fast as I could, always aiming for the head. I wasn’t trained with a sword. If I was, the fight may have been over a lot sooner, but Hellsing was now desperate, trying to avoid any and all strikes against him and unable to land any at me as I would swing the sword in his direction. He had become accustomed to his power, comfortable in being impervious to damage. He was at a loss with how to face me now that I had unlocked a further power in our line of strengths that even he hadn’t experienced.

      I feigned right and then spun around and swung for his left side, where he had lunged to avoid the initial strike. The sword struck true and plunged straight through Hellsing’s chest.

      The larger man fell to his knees before me, his mouth open in shock.

      “They’ll never stop coming for you,” he said, his last words falling out of his mouth in a pained gasp.

      I had no parting words to give him. No words of comfort or victory. He didn’t deserve my praise. I allowed the sword to fizzle out in my hand and then went about, lighting the sconces to fill the room, so that I could stop my own flames. I needed the rest. I leaned back against the stone table for some support, just as I began to hear footsteps rushing in. Eliza, carrying Callie, ran into the chamber. I watched them both assess the situation and see Hellsing lying dead at my feet.

      “It’s over,” I said wearily and then, with a pained chuckle, “Get over here.”

      Both of the girls quickly closed the distance between where they stood, and where I was leaning. I noticed, as they came in for a well-deserved hug, that their hands were bloodied. I could only hope that the deaths metered out that day wouldn’t weigh on them. They were both still young. I wanted to help protect them, even from themselves, if I had to.

      “What was he doing down here, anyway?” Callie asked.

      “It is the church of the Flame,” Eliza said, but still shrugged.

      I groaned as I pulled back away from the hug, if slightly reluctantly, and looked over the stone table.

      “He was standing on this, for some reason,” I said. “Herbert, earlier, was almost annoyed that we placed you upon it.”

      “So, what’s it for?” Eliza asked.

      “Last time I stood on it, I gained additional powers,” I said, taking a deep breath to ignite my flames once more to show the girls my sword. “See? I also feel stronger and faster than before, yet again.”

      “The sword isn’t the only thing that’s new,” Callie commented, her eyes fixed on my forehead.

      “What is it?” I said, going to grab at my head. My free hand closed around something sticking up, out of my head. I gripped onto it and plucked it off to have a better look at it. My sword disappeared as I held onto the item in shock. The prophecy was true.

      In my hands, I held my crown of fire.
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      After all the darkness, all the misery, the death and destruction, the following week went by like a blur of happiness.

      With the old king dead by Hellsing’s henchwoman’s blade, and Hellsing dead by mine, the city unanimously cheered for me to become the next king, in line with the old prophecies.

      The damage that the city and palace had sustained was fixed up over the following days, with funerals taking place for the numerous dead on a consistent basis. We held memorial services to remember the dead and took stock of who and what remained within the capital.

      I knew that we had much to do when it came to rebuilding what had been broken across the kingdom as Hellsing had marched towards the capital to stake his claim on the throne, but I was advised that it would do well for the morale of the people if my kingly celebrations were to take place as soon as possible. I was told they would provide a reason for parties and happiness. A way to honor the dead and help the people move on to the new age of our kingdom.

      Of my kingdom.

      Eliza and Callie spent as much time as they could with me in between the various formal meetings I was now required to attend as the king. While I wasn’t officially king until the ceremony, everyone was already treating me as such.

      It was an odd feeling. For someone that had never been treated with that much respect, only the passing kind of respect you give to someone that captures a small audience of friends to discuss a popular topic. My new audience was by far and away the largest I had ever spoken to. I was expected to provide a speech to the people following my ceremony, but I had no training of being a royal, so what could I possibly talk about? I wasn’t even born in this world, so how could I provide an adequate speech that the people could use to rally behind and bring the kingdom back from its bowed state.

      The palace was a rush of servants and palace staff, redecorating it for my own tastes, instead of keeping to the old king’s fashion. I wanted to take as much of the red out of the palace as possible as it felt aggressive and reminded me of the previous king, a sort of king I wanted to have nothing in common with. I chose blues, ice blues, to decorate the palace with; though, they took a couple extra days to be crafted by the city’s leading tapestry specialists and textile workers.

      While all the busyness was in its own way exciting, it wasn’t what I had been looking forward to over the previous couple days. My happiness lay in the moments between my responsibilities, when I could take my time to spend it with those I loved—Callie and Eliza. Callie had sent a message back to her village, to ask if her friends and family could attend the celebrations, and to let them know that we were okay.

      Eliza had begun to orchestrate the repairs of the church of the flame, as well as to expand upon its designs, so that it was easier to reach and larger, too. Now that the flame had completed the prophecy, there were far more worshippers of the church and Eliza was doing what she could to organize them.

      In the few moments we all found to spend together, however, nothing could compare to that sort of blissful happiness. Every opportunity I had to hold one or both of them close and lay a comforting kiss on their forehead and know that we were safe, was an opportunity I cherished. Having come to terms with my death many times over, this second chance was something I couldn’t thank anyone for as I still had no idea why it had occurred. I was not unhappy that it did, however.

      The day of the celebration came around and I had so many different traditions that I had to keep track of and memorize that I was almost concerned someone was pulling a prank on me. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t just walk over to the throne, have a crown placed on my head and be done with it.

      Instead, I had to greet various visiting powers as they congratulated me on my coming to power. I had to travel around the city to various major points and greet the local district leaders. There was a specific set of clothing that I had to wear, far too regal and fanciful for my liking, but it was only for one day—I hoped.

      There was a specific way in which I had to hold the royal artifacts when being crowned king. It was all far too over the top for me to take entirely seriously and I’m certain I cracked a smile or two to Eliza and Callie as the day went on.

      The throne room looked like it was an entirely different room at the moment I was being crowned, sitting in a new throne, with carvings depicting my flaming sword and crown. The last time I had been in the throne room, it had been almost empty, decorated with far too much red and had one monstrous king sitting in the throne shouting at me. It had been depressingly miserable.

      The throne room, as I took the throne, was packed full of people. Every single one was cheering and grinning with happiness. My eyes passed along the crowd, trying to share at least a fleeting moment with everyone at least once. My blue banners hung up, providing a calmer atmosphere. There was nothing but joy and optimism in the room. I had provided these people with the hope of a fresh start with a kind ruler.

      I was going to do everything I could to help these people achieve wonders they had never dreamed of. I would use my knowledge of the modern world on Earth to try and aid the leading thinkers of this new world to push our kingdom into a golden age of prosperity. Finally, I would provide the security these people needed in order to live out their lives free of worrying about other invading tyrants, like Hellsing. I would be the king they needed and the king they wanted.

      The feast following the crowning ceremony was held outside on the overly large base of the palace. I had requested we have it there and have our celebration running down the steps of the palace and into the city, so that everyone could fill the streets and join in with their own versions of a feast. If this was a celebration to help everyone recover, it had to include everyone.

      While the spices and flavors of the professionally cooked meats and vegetables were incredible, none of them could beat the taste of the campfire barbeques I had shared with the girls. Objectively, they were better, but the campfire barbeques would always hold a special place for me, in my memories.

      My favorite part of the celebrations, however, was when I was finally done for the day and could retire to my quarters to rest. Eliza and Callie joined me in my room and we all donned our new, freshly tailored, nightwear and got into bed—a large four-poster bed.

      “I have to say,” Callie said while cuddled up to me with my left arm holding her close, “this is much more comfortable than sleeping outside on the ground.”

      “I will agree to that,” Eliza smirked, as she was held close by my other arm.

      “There is a little magic lost, by not being able to view the stars so easily,” I said. “This is definitely worth it, though. I have missed comfortable beds.”

      “We won’t have to be picking bugs out of our hair any time soon, either,” Eliza laughed as we all chuckled along to the different things we had grown accustomed to on our travels that would not be considered as respectful as they felt at the time. We had to make do and now we were being gifted our reward for our efforts. And what a reward it was.

      One of the less appealing parts of my new kingly duties was having to deal with my collection of advisors. I was expected to attend monthly meetings to discuss the affairs of the realm. As mine was a new rule, the meetings were initially more frequent.

      Thankfully, I was allowed to pick my own advisors, so I automatically had both Eliza and Callie in the group. Herbert had managed to stay alive, so I kept him on, as well as Derran Proust. Finally, I had chosen a couple more people, experts within their respective areas; Lord Fargold Kint, a well-decorated tactician to help with my study of war, and Trersham Yolire, one of the leading members of the capital’s merchant guild.

      I had met with both of them on the day of my crowning and believed them both capable of teaching me and instructing me in the ways of leading that I didn’t yet know.

      Herbert and Derran were brought in to be the voices of the people, leaders that had risen up in their time of need. I didn’t bring in Victor too, simply because I didn’t like him and I knew that his attitude towards those with more authority than him would fracture our meetings like a stone through glass.

      One of our first meetings, I received the news that I was dreading to hear the most.

      “It isn’t over,” Lord Klint said through his thick, white beard. “Now that you’ve taken power here, there will be more coming to take it from you.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked. “Was Hellsing not the last of our troubles?”

      “Not by any means, your grace,” Lord Klint said. “There are always others seeking the power that you possess. On my travels, in the battalions I have led, I’ve seen them devastate entire armies on their own. We’d best be prepared.”

      “Thank you for the warning,” I said, trying to not let my concern reach my face, though it was a futile effort. “Mr. Yolire, how best would you say we finance the rebuilding of the crown’s military forces?”

      I took in the resulting information I was being told, but my mind lay stapled onto the thought that I wasn’t the last flame. That my taking power in this kingdom had only put a larger target on my back. I needed to get stronger, to become a more formidable fighter, in order to protect those that I held dear.

      I dismissed the group not too long after and returned to my quarters to get some rest before I was scheduled to ride out and begin inspecting the damage done to the towns. It wasn’t a task I had to do, but I didn’t want anyone lying to me in order to save the crown money on the repairs. It was our duty to protect the kingdom and that included the people that had been failed by the previous king, outside of the walls he hid behind.

      My quarters were substantial, dwarfing my home back on Earth. It was funny to me, that I had gone from believing myself impressive, to losing everything and then to becoming a king of an entire kingdom. There was little that was impressive about my past life. It wasn’t that it was unimpressive, it just wasn’t…this.

      As if to emphasize my thoughts, the doors to my quarters opened and Callie walked in, grinning as she saw me standing in the middle of the main room.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Reminiscing,” I said, smiling back at her and pulling her into a quick hug as she approached.

      “About what?”

      “A past life,” I said, with a slightly sad tone woven into my words. It wasn’t a negative sort of sadness, but it was the last dredges of my feelings that I had held onto for the entire trip, being let go. Over the course of my journey, I had been given the chance to mourn what I had lost, while being given a new opportunity to appreciate what I had.

      I took Callie by the hand and we both walked out onto the large balcony, overlooking the city and with a good view of the sea. The city walls didn’t stretch out across the bay area, so there was a large chunk of the city that was bathed in light whenever the sun aligned with the area that the walls didn’t protect. The palace, I had noticed, was placed directly in the path, as if to remind the population when they looked up to the sun, that they had the royals to thank for that.

      There were many parts of the previous royal family that I wished to change, the main one being their relationship to the people of the city and the country. I had seen enough movies of leaders claiming that they ‘served the people, not the other way around,’ for me to do anything but help those around me.

      “How are you feeling?” Callie asked as we stood, admiring each other on the balcony, barely half a foot from one another.

      “I’m happy, why?” I said, searching her eyes for a deeper meaning.

      “No,” Callie smiled, “how are you feeling about all of this? Being a king, all this responsibility, not being weighed down by Hellsing anymore?”

      “In all honesty?” I said, “I’m still weighed down. Being the king is fine and all. The responsibilities that come with it were to be expected. Hellsing being gone is a good thing, but it isn’t over.”

      “You’re dwelling on what Lord Klint was saying, aren’t you?”

      “No,” I said, but Callie clearly didn’t believe me. “Okay, yes, but I wouldn’t say dwelling. It’s a concern, that’s all.”

      “That’s understandable,” Callie nodded, “but don’t forget to enjoy yourself. Don’t jump right back into the battle until there’s a battle to be had. If you keep searching out fights, you’ll keep finding them. We don’t know if any others are coming, so there’s no need to worry just yet.”

      “Just because we don’t know, doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be prepared.”

      “Absolutely,” Callie said, “but why do you think you have advisors? Let them do the worrying.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” I said with a slight smile. Callie returned the smile and moved in a little closer.

      “I had to try though,” she said. “Now, come on, let’s go and check what’s up in that dome thing you keep eyeing.”

      “You sure we have time?” I said, cocking my eyebrow.

      “You’re the king. They’ll shift their plans around you, not the other way around.”

      “I guess I can indulge in my title this one time.” I grinned. I nodded back towards the entrance to my quarters and we both started walking back, to see if we could find the elusive staircase that would take us up to that final portion of the palace.

      After a good half an hour of searching, we finally found a staircase that led upwards. The door was slightly jammed shut, as if it had been entirely forgotten about for some time. The staircase was in the same state as the door. Dusty and disused. I lit my finger to provide a slight light for us to explore by, the light keeping us almost intimately close.

      Callie and I held hands and started to climb the stairs up, the old, forgotten wood creaking under our footsteps. Callie giggled a little as if we weren’t meant to be doing it. The fact the staircase was barely used made it feel like it was somewhat off-limits, but I was the king now, so I didn’t see any reason why I should have a whole portion of the palace kept secret from me.

      We reached the top of the staircase and found a small ladder, leading up to a hatch that was locked shut.

      “Mind yourself,” I warned, as I swiped at the lock to break it off.

      I pushed the hatch up and climbed up the ladder, not looking around the room, so that we could experience the surprise together.

      Helping Callie up too, we both lit up our hands to improve the lighting in the area. Callie’s face lit up with joy as she realized what the dome was before I did.

      “It’s a greenhouse!” She said happily. She ran over to the side of the dome, where the dark panels kept the sun out, and wiped her hand on the side- revealing clear glass beneath the grime.

      “I wonder why it was abandoned like this?” I asked out loud.

      “The last king didn’t exactly seem like the plant-nurturing type, did he?” Callie asked wryly.

      “He was nurturing alright. Nurtured my dislike of him within seconds,” I chuckled. “This would be perfect.”

      “For what?” Callie asked.

      “For nights beneath the stars,” I said. “Like we discussed the other night. It’s protected from the weather, with a great view of the sky, the sea and the kingdom. We can plant all sorts of greenery in here and make it the perfect place to escape all of that nonsense down in the lower floors.”

      “That sounds perfect,” Callie said, walking back slowly to my side.

      By the light of fire in my hand, she pressed in close, and we shared a kiss in the dark, on top of the world.
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