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Chapter One








Maximus Drago (Max to his friends) had to learn the hard way that everything in his life didn’t come easily, he had to work hard to earn anything that he wanted.  Always being small in stature when measured to the other kids, he had to work harder to accomplish his goals, but has always been intelligent.  He is quick and agile for his age and always outwits the bullies.  In the village of BlackCrest, it is run by Mayor Theodore Brooks, also the owner of the town's dry goods store.   He works with numerous merchants that reside in town and those who come from afar, getting the best product possible.  Theodore is highly respected and has visitors from all over the kingdom that come through for supplies.  The merchants in their village are second to none, at least that’s what Max thinks.  His mother Fira is the local herbalist in their village and has her own products that she sells.  She also trades with people that doesn’t have any money for payment.  Max is learning to help his mother with the mixes, potions, and the specific plants for healing and antidotes for poisons.  He spends half the day with his mom and the other half with his dad the local blacksmith. 

It was dawn and everyone was getting ready for the day, I was out the door in a hurry and met up with my mother at the shop to start the day.  I was sorting out the mixes and potions on the shelves when my friends Wade and Olivia stopped by.  Wade is the son of a tanner and Olivia is the baker's daughter. 

"Hey, what’s that smell in here?"  Wade asked. 

Olivia punched him in the arm and laughed.  "Do you have to ask that every time we come into the shop?" 

"Yes, because one of these days I’m going to get the answer to it," Wade responded as he stepped up to the counter.

"What’s up guys?" I asked.

"We just stopped by to see if you wanted to go out and explore some in the forest," Wade said.

"I don’t know, I’ll have to ask my mom," I shouted from the back of the shop.

Advising them to wait a few minutes so I could go get permission to go, they stayed at the counter.  Mom was waiting in the garden outside the shop, she grows most of her ingredients, but still has to go journeying in the woods for some specific herbs.

"Mom?"

"Hello Maximus.  Have you sorted the potions for the day?"

"Yes, mother. Wade is out front and wants to know if I can go out to the woods and explore," I stated while helping mother with her basket of herbs.

"Hmmmm.  I suppose but not without being armed," Mom replied sternly.

"Thank you, mother.  I will go get my equipment and set off then," I happily answered.

"Oh, Max, can you get some Cnidium and Coltsfoot while you’re out?" Mom asked as she put away some sage.

"I will," replying as I hurried to the front of the store.

"Let’s go guys, we’re wasting daylight," I bellowed to the others and ran towards my house to get my gear.




***




While we were setting out for our exploration, the discussion for the day was about the kingdom and war rumors.  The three of us discussed the pros and cons for both sides, none of us really knew anything at our age.  Wade and I are 14 and Olivia (Liv, to me) is 13.  I like to shorten names, makes it easier to remember.  Coming from a small village, even if we are in the middle of the kingdom, when wars start then everyone is in an uproar due to the men and women leaving to serve their kingdom.  We discussed what our decisions would be if we had to make that decision.

"I would gladly join the army and go to fight against the orcs," Wade stated proudly.

"What about you, Liv?" I asked.

"I’m not sure what to think.  I don’t want either of you to go out and fight any wars," Liv stated as she was messing with her dress.  "I don’t know what I would do if you both left without me."

"Well, it won’t happen anytime soon anyway," I said as we walked further into the woods.  "Hopefully the people giving advice on our strategy can talk some since to the leadership we have and ask for peace." 

"Not sure there will ever be peace with that side of the world," Wade responded to my statement.

I’m not sure either, I thought.  We walked a good two hours before stopping for a break.  I grabbed some dried meat and cheese out of my backpack, Liv got some bread out of hers, and Wade some berries out of his.  We passed around our shared meal and ate in silence thinking over the sullen conversation we had.  After our break, we set off exploring again trying to find the herbs my mother wanted.  Suddenly my chest and stomach started hurting, I haven’t had this particular sensation for a long time; it was when I was younger, around ten or so.  I have always had that problem but couldn’t ever decipher what causes it, even my wonderful mother hasn’t found a remedy.  I thought I was over it since it’s been years since I’ve had this issue.

"Hold up guys, my chest and stomach are having spasms," I gasped as I sat down.

I stayed in that spot for some time, raised my head up to look around, and spotted the Coltsfoot.  It’s a spreading plant, the spread was in numerous batches by some trees.  Getting up I went over and picked some that weren't withered, then put them in my pack. 

One down and one to go.  I remembered that if you can find one then the other wasn’t too far away.  We set off again and finally found the Cnidium, loaded some up and stored them in my pack.  My chest was still hurting as we made our way through the woods.  Our group came to a clearing and that’s when we heard the growls and roars.  We paused and looked at each other.

"What was that?" Wade whispered.

"Sounded like it came from over there," Liv said as we made our way silently to the spot where we heard the strange noises.

Coming up behind some trees, we looked around and found the culprits.  There was a siba mother protecting her cub.  The siba are the largest cats in the known world, they were also rare. No one has seen any around for centuries, if you go by the stories.  What makes them rare are known by many charateristics: the ferocity and cunning of the predators, their stealth and brutality, and some were known to have been bonded to mages.  It was said the felines could talk telepathically with the mage and anyone the bonded would allow.  The males are usually up to 10 feet long including the tail and weighing up to 650 lbs.  The females are smaller at around 8 feet long, weighing up to 500 lbs.  

The female before us was surrounded by some fearsome timber wolves.  She was big but against five timber wolves, that was a tall order and looking over her body, she has numerous cuts and slashes.  The wolves were growling, circling the siba to make sure the feline and the cub that was behind her from going anywhere.  

"What are we going to do?" Liv whispered.

"I’m going to see if I can help," I replied in a low voice.

"What?!!" They both gasped.

"Would you rather just sit here and watch?" I asked, knowing I wasn’t.

"There is no way you can do win against five wolves," Liv hissed.

"There is, and I have a plan.  Wade has his bow and I have my blades.  My father has been teaching me to defend myself, so I believe we can help support the siba," I replied looking straight at the mother defending her cub.

"What if your plan fails?  What is your plan B?" Wade asked looking at the angry girl beside us.

"I don’t know.  I’ll think of something," I answered them in a confident voice, even though confidence was not what I was feeling at the moment.

"Look over at the alpha, something is wrong with it," Liv stated firmly. 

We looked over and noticed the hair was matted, green ooze was flowing out of the cuts on its body.  Blood and red foam were coming out of its mouth.  Not sure what that all implies but it doesn't look good.  Hopefully we wouldn't find out.

"Okay, not going to lie.  It looks like the alpha has had a hard week," I smiled, and tried to convey that I would be alright.  "I'll try to stay away as much as possible."

Wade shook his head, but didn't reply.  Liv didn't back down, "That wolf is cursed, almost like its dying already, and it looks like puss coming out of it.  I would say it was poisoned by someone or some kind of spell has taken it over.  Don't go over there, you could end up poisoned as well."

Not really having the time to argue, I tried to again convince Liv it would be alright, but she didn't want to hear it and took long, deep breaths to calm herself down.  We had her get up into a tree to hide during the altercation as we hurried to our spots for the upcoming fight. 

I looked at Wade and gave him the signal.  He had an arrow ready and pulled back on the bow, then let it fly, hitting the wolf closest to me.  It yelped then went down, not to move ever again.  I unsheathed my dagger and sprinted to the next wolf and cut it down after slashing through its neck and throat.  Blood gushed out instantly, spewing on my clothes.  The other wolves became aware that two of their pack were down, spotted me and rushed towards my location.  As I was focused on the wolves sprinting my way,  an arrow flew over my head and into the shoulder blade of the lead wolf, the leg crumbled and it crashed to the ground, whimpering.  Wade, giving no chances to the wolf, shot another arrow through eye of the same wolf, killing it.  Three down and two to go.  Slashing with my dagger, I nicked the first one and sliced into the second one, dodging to the right to get out of the way, but the alpha of the pack raked his claws on my side and back.  Screaming out in pain, I fell down. 

Liv screamed as Wade let loose another arrow surging through the air and into the skull of the injured wolf, killing it.  That left the alpha, it was getting ready to pounce on me while I was down, and at that point, I knew I was done for.  The wolf jumped and pinned me down with its claws, burrowing in my shoulders; the cursed wolf growled down at me and  the bloody foam leaked out onto my face, ending up in my mouth.  Desperately trying to spit it out, I didn't get out much before the huge wolf put more pressure on my shoulders, making me scream out.  

I could feel blood dripping down off my body, my mind screamed at me to get up somehow, but heard a noise and growl from my right side.  I looked over to see the siba mother as she launched herself onto the wolf, knocking him back.  She evidently had lost a lot of blood, because the feline was barely blocking any of the alpha’s swipes.  The two predators were biting and clawing each other, neither really getting an advantage.  But after a few minutes the siba was tiring from the blood loss, the wolf seeing it had the upper hand and knocked the siba to the ground.  My mind knew it was about to kill the big cat, I got up as fast as I could and stumbled over to their position.  As the wolf lunged to finish the cat, I jumped in its way, our bodies colliding with each other in mid-air.  Falliing down, I thrust my dagger at the wolf, sinking it through the wolf’s brain and killing it instantly.  My body hit the ground first and the cursed wolf landed on top of me, pinning me down again.  Lying there in the alpha's pool of blood, I couldn't move, knowing whatever was wrong with the wolf was contaminating my body and injuries.  It felt like forever until I felt someone trying pull me away.

"Max!!  Max?!!" Liv hurried over to me as Wade was pulling me off the pile.

"Talk to me Max.  You are bleeding out and I need you to tell me what to do to fix this!!" Wade yelled as he was trying to get me to talk.

My eyelids were having trouble opening, I was getting nauseous and dizzy from the blood loss.  Get up Max, I said to myself, then groaned, trying to get myself together to concentrate.

"Is it over?" I gasped out.

"Yes, but I need you to tell me how to fix you up until we can get back to the village, or your mom is going to kill us," Wade answered as he was trying to calm himself with deep breaths.

"Please Max, concentrate and tell us what to do," Liz pleaded.

I focused my thoughts to healing and advised my friends on how to start.  They looked through my bag, grabbed the herbs, and got me to eat them slowly.  They also got the poultices out and applied them to my injuries, then bandaged me up.  Blood was everywhere and both were freaking out.  I finally was able to move, albeit slowly.  Turning my head to look around, I found the mother and wolf not moving.  I was about to ask but Wade caught my questioning look and shook his head letting me know that the mother was gone too.  My ears picked up some whimpering and saw the cub by the mom, it was trying to get her up.  After a few moments of that it started whining, I couldn’t take it so I crawled over to the cub slowly.  It looked up warily at me, took a couple of sniffs, and then started licking my hand.  Staring at the cub, I picked it up trying not to scare it too much, looking it over to find the gender to be a male, and after a couple moment he curled up in my arms.  It gave a couple of whimpers but settled down as I caught myself dozing off.  Either that or passing out, I couldn’t tell which. 

"Max, we need to get you out of here and to your mother," Liv pleaded.

"Okay, but I’ll have to go slow," I gasped, getting my body up to leave.  "My whole body hurts."

Grabbing the backpacks, they put them onto their shoulders.  Wade had mine as well, then hurried to me for support.  It took us way longer to get through the woods back to the village.  Every couple hundred yards I had to stop for breaths and rest. 

"Max, we need to go faster, your injuries will get infected if we don’t.  Give the cub to Liv so I can carry your weight better," Wade demanded.  So handing Liv the cub even though it whimpered, I didn’t much care at the moment because of the pain I was in.  We hurried as fast as we could and got to the village right at sunset, people were giving us long looks and I heard a few shouts up ahead.  Mother and father came running up to us.

"What happened?" Mother calmly demanded.

"We were in the forest locating the herbs you sent us after.  After we located them we heard some strange noises," Wade informed them as my father was helping me get to the house and into my bed.  As I lay there, Wade started telling the tale of our day.

"There was a siba mother surrounded by five timber wolves," Liv started sobbing then after taking a deep breath, "Max wasn’t going to let her get mauled, so he and Wade helped her."

"Max got hurt from the alpha.  It was cursed somehow or diseased, and the siba saved him while I was shooting with my bow to take the last wolf out.  I couldn’t get there fast enough," Wade stated with tears flowing down his cheeks.

"Max ended up killing the alpha while it was distracted," Liv stated while my mother was staring at the cub in her arms.

"I’m assuming you have the cub because the mother was dead?" Mother asked.

"Yes ma’am," they both said in unison.

The cub was whimpering as soon as he saw Max, so Liv put him down on the bed.  He curled up to Max and started purring, while Max was going in and out of consciousness.  His mother looked over at the scene and smiled a little.

"I’m assuming Max advised how to bandage him up, so I’ll take a look at what we have here," Mom stated.

Fira started pulling off the bandages and everyone gasped as the wounds were open again and bleeding.  The area was driven with infection. The anxious mother advised everyone out so she could get to work. 

Son, what have you done?  She thought to herself and looked over his whole body and got to work.




Chapter Two








I heard voices while going in and out of consciousness.

"Why isn’t he waking up?"

"I don’t know. The areas were badly infected but I got it out."

"He should be awake!"

"Give him time to heal."

Then I heard some whimpering and felt something wet across my face. That was weird. Who would be licking my face? Maybe it’s the cub, then again I am so out of it I couldn’t specify where it was coming from. Dozing off again, I woke up in the middle of the night to a fire and someone holding my hand. I looked down and found my mom laying her head down, asleep on the side of the bed.  Still feeling nauseous and dizzy, I went back to sleep. 

 The daylight coming through the windows woke me out of my slumber, as did my mom when wiped my face with a cloth.

"UHHHH," I groaned. Mother looked at me and I could tell she had been crying. Worried. She had unshed tears in her eyes as she leaned down and kissed my forehead.

"Welcome back son," she whispered.

"Mom. What’s going on?"

"Hold on and let me get your father," Mom stated as she went the front of the house.

"Hey bud! I’m so glad you’re awake,"  Dad stated as he patted my arm.  "You gave us quite the scare."

"What’s the last thing you remember?" Mom asked.

"Wade was helping me back to the village after our outing in the woods."

"Well, that was 4 days ago," Mom said as she held my hand.

"What?!!" I gasped.

"Your wounds got infected from the alpha, it evidently was either poisoned or infected with some kind of disease.  You developed blood poisoning or scepticemia. From what we gathered from Wade and Olivia you were lying in its blood when you killed it, so with the blood going straight into your wounds and orifices, it sped up the process and I had a tough time getting it out," Mom stated with tears in her eyes. "We almost lost you because your fever was so high."

Lying flat on the bed I tried maneuvering myself to get comfortable but couldn’t because of my injuries.

"Lay still. The sutures are still in and your wounds aren’t healed yet," Mom calmly said while making sure I wasn’t moving.

"How long?" I asked not wanting to just lay there.

"Until they are healed," Mom said while she was staring at me with that look that said I better not disobey her.

"Okay mom," I replied defeated.

I looked down and found the cub was snuggled up against me, purring as I started petting him. He woke up and licked my hand.

"He has been by your side the whole time and wouldn’t let anybody take him away," Mom stated

I chuckled at that statement and kept snuggling with the cub.

"What are you going to name him?" Dad asked while grinning.

"Reaper," I replied and both chuckled as they left my room.

I watched and observed the cub as he played with the blanket around me. I never would have dreamed that one of the rare cats would somehow be in my life, and at that moment wondered how much my life would change. 

Reaching out to pick up the cub, being careful of my injured body, I looked him over for any injuries or cuts but didn’t find any. I looked up to find him looking straight in my eyes and something mysterious happened, a strange twinge went through my head for a second and it went away just as quick. I shook my head a couple of times trying to get the sudden ache to go away. Reaper wanted down off the bed, so I carefully put him on the ground, and he went straight for my sandals, growling. Then all of a sudden I started to hear something in my mind, a noise that sounded like a child talking.

"….mine now!!!"

"Grrrrrr!" Reaper picked up a boot and slung it to the other side of the room. He jumped and pounced on it. My mouth gaped open trying to figure out what was going on. I just laid there dumbstruck when my mom came in to check my bandages and offer me some food.

"Mom?"

"Yes?" Mom asked with a brow raised.

"Umm… nothing," I replied not wanting to sound crazy about asking her about hearing Reaper’s voice.

"Here is some breakfast for you," mom said as she handed me the plate of food. I saw Reaper perk up when he smelled the food.

"Mmmmm… Hungry!" Reaper growled as he ran and jumped on the bed. Mom laughed as he started sniffing at my food. She pet him and told him she would go get him something. I started eating while looking at the cub in front of me.

"Hey buddy, can you understand me?"

"Yeah," he said

"How is that possible?"

He moved his shoulder in a way that looked like he shrugged and went back to waiting for his food. Soon mom came back and put it on the ground for him. He jumped down and started munching on his food like he was starving. After thinking about it, I assumed he probably hasn’t eaten well since the incident with his mother. I somehow felt his emotions too and was at the moment content and full, but also upset and agitated.  I would also be distraught if my mom was gone.

"Yummy…"

I laughed and went back to feeding my empty stomach when I heard some noise out front.

"Max, you have some visitors," mom yelled out from the front of the house.

"Send them back," I said as Wade and Liv came into view with relief on their faces.

"Man it’s good to see you awake!!" Wade said as he came up to the bed.

"How are you feeling?" Liv said

"Umm… very sore."

"Hmmm… and you look like crap," Wade laughed.

"Thanks," I stated flatly.

"I’m just kidding," Wade said as he looked at Reaper eating. "Are you going to keep him?"

"I was thinking about it."

"He is so cute. Can I pet him?" Liv asked excitedly.

"Sure," I chuckled as she walked over where Reaper was and crouched, asking him if she could pet him. He looked up at me like he was asking if she was safe or not. I nodded as he walked to Liv and started purring when she gushed over him. Looking up I saw Wade staring at me in an odd manner.

"What?" I asked

"Nothing," he said while still giving me a confused look.

"So, how long are you out?" Wade asked.

"Until General Fira lets me out," I stated with a huff and roll of the eyes.

He laughed and stated it was in my best interest to obey that order. I looked at Liv laughing and playing with Reaper, they were in there own little world at the moment when Wade cleared his throat.

"Please don’t do anything foolish like that again," he whispered as I looked at his concerned eyes and nodded.

"What are you guys doing today?" 

"We were just out to see if you were up yet. Then checking in with Liv’s dad to see if he needed some help. I’m caught up at the shop with my chores," he stated.

"Okay. I’m going to be fidgety for a while since I can’t move around much. I’ll probably be studying with my mom, if you guys need me." 

"Sure. We better get going Liv," Wade suggested watching the pair still playing together.

She came over and spoke out as she patted my arm, "Ok. Take care of yourself and your new roommate." I laughed and nodded as they left.




As weeks went by I healed and got stronger, Reaper was growing too. I learned many things from my mother through those months, she was a very good teacher. When getting to the point that I could run without wincing, my father took it upon himself to resume teaching me with blades.

"Why are you going to teach me on the blades that I don’t use?"

"It’s always better to know how to handle yourself with any kind of weapon that you can handle," he stated with emphasis. "What do you think the outcome would have been in your altercation if you had throwing knives? Mace or an axe? A long bow or even a crossbow?"

"I’m not sure,"  I replied to him while sulking.  "Probably better than the outcome I had."

"Exactly. So today and until the near future, you will train with weapons that you can handle and use efficiently," he responded cheerfully.

"Yes sir," I saluted.

"This is not a joke, son. There will come a day when you set out on your own or find yourself in a bad situation. You will know what to do when that time comes," he firmly admonished and continued sternly, "Now, it’s time to start building strength and character. I want you to start working with me at the shop. You will learn to repair armor and equipment. It may be something as ordinary as a horseshoe but you will be able to repair them efficiently.




Chapter Three








My days in the shop at first were boring and hot, but as the time went by it became a challenge. My dad ingrained in my brain to be the first one there to fire up the forge and keep it hot, no matter the situation. My thoughts about that were good and bad, but decided to keep those opinions to myself. I learned how to repair small items in the beginning, from horse shoes to shovels and pick axes. We had customers come in and state what they wanted and one in particular bellowed they needed the work done the same day. Of course my dad advised we would do our best to accomplish the task. The peacock dressed looking man didn’t like that statement.

"Do you not know who I am?" The nobleman sneered.

"No sir, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me," my dad responded flatly.

"I am Barric Caldwell, son of Lord Alston Caldwell," he bellowed, spittle coming out of his mouth and some even landed on my father.

I smiled to myself wondering what dad was going to do in this situation. I didn’t recall a Lord Caldwell in the kingdom, but then again I never cared to delve into the politics of the kingdom since I was a commoner. For some reason the nobles turn their noses up on us and think we are gutter trash.

"Okay Lord Barric, just because you are a nobleman I can’t just put you in the front of the line," Dad said wiping spit off his tunic.

"I can make you live in poverty for the rest of your life," Barric snarled.

"Look around you sir and tell me what you see," dad stated in a calm manner.  "I am a blacksmith in my village. I’m not saying that it makes me wealthy to your standards, but I am an honest man that does honest work." 

"Does it look like I care what you do in this dump of a village?"  Barric replied angrily, throwing his arms up in frustration.  "I am from Swangrove and you are a dime a dozen." 

"My apologies Lord Barric, that our village doesn’t live up to your expectations. If we are a dime a dozen then you can go back to Swangrove and get your repairs done. Good day to you," Dad stated evenly as he walked back into the forge, but the nobleman was frantic and worried.

"I can’t go back to Swangrove. I am supposed to meet with Lord Blakely by nightfall!!" Barric hurriedly responded.

"What exactly are you needing repaired sir?" I asked, wanting to get this idiot out of my sight.

"I need the shoes on my horse repaired. He is riding with a limp," he responded, gritting his teeth.

"Let’s have a look to see how badly the situation is," Dad suggested as we walked out to look at the horse. We came upon the creature and noticed right off that it was worse than the moron advised. "It definitely needs some work, you’re lucky the horse didn’t break something. Look, the leg is starting to swell," dad stated, pointing out that the animal was in pain.

"I told you I need some repairs!!" Barric bellowed at my father again angrily.

"No, you demanded service to be done right now," Dad steadily replied to the nobleman.

"Please, I need to be going, swiftly," he pleaded with the annoying blacksmith. He was a noble, who did this commoner think he is?

"What do you think son?" Dad asked me, which surprised both of us.

"What are you asking him for?" Barric sneered.

"He is going to make the decision to help you or not," Dad replied in a monotone.

"What?" He gasped not wanting to wait.

I thought about the issue and situation for some time. A nobleman in our shop can be construed as good or bad, so we need to get this altercation handled quickly.

"Let’s do it so he can be on his way," I said looking at Lord Barric.

Dad chuckled and went to get his tools. We got the work done but not as quickly as we hoped.

"Thank you," Lord Barric stated to my dad like it was a foreign phrase to him, handing him payment.

"Don’t thank me. Thank my son. He made the decision to help you."

"Thank you lad. If you are ever in Swangrove let me know," Barric said.

I nodded at the Lord as he was riding away, thinking about the situation we were just in, and was confused with dad letting me make the decision.

"You’re growing up son," dad smiled and patted me on the shoulder.  "You will be making decisions like this for the rest of your life. I was letting you know what is expected to be honorable. I’m proud of you son, helping the horse was the right decision."

"Umm… I was just trying to get him out of the shop," I stated sheepishly.

"That’s okay. It was still the right decision," he chuckled.

For the rest of the day it was quiet and we got numerous projects done. I was finishing the day and asked the question that has been bothering me all day.

"Are all nobles so demeaning and obnoxious?

"Not all but most. Some are friendly and have proper etiquette," he stated.

"Let’s hope the next one that comes by is a little friendlier."

We closed up shop for the day and walked home. I saw Reaper in the yard by the house playing with mom, he perked up when they noticed us coming down the road, and after a few moments he sprinted to us and jumped in my arms. The couple of months that I had taken to heal, Reaper took it upon himself to be mom’s helper. He was growing up fast, already at least 3 ft. long and weighs about 30 pounds. His orange body was covered in black stripes, his yellow eyes were glowing with intelligence, and his paws were almost as big as my hands. Siba’s are full grown after 3 years of age. That means he is going to be huge.

"Hey buddy, helping mom with the garden?" I asked while scratching his head. Our bond was growing but he wasn’t talking much, just sending emotions to me. I still haven’t told anyone of our bond and really needed to talk to mom about that, but haven’t felt right discussing it. I didn’t want to be labeled crazy or a loon. Dropping him, we ran up to the house for dinner since mom had it ready for us. Our family ate and talked about our day and when dad brought up the noble, we had a good laugh, but mom didn’t think it was funny though, she was worried about the horse’s health.

During those days it was great fun and adventurous, Reaper and I would go out into the woods exploring and to collect the herbs mom needed. We would run around and chase each other, sometimes Wade and Liv would join us though mom was strict to a certain distance from the village. She was still concerned for us even though it’s been months since the incident. One of those times that Reap and I were out, my dad showed up to discuss hunting.

"Max, you and Reap need to start hunting together. His instincts will start showing sooner or later. Better to be prepared and proficient in hunting and gathering when the time comes that you set out on your own."

"How do you know I will leave the village?"

"You forget Max that I know your dreams and ambitions. We all have them, but yours will take you away from here." He stated cryptically.

"What makes you think that will happen?"

"It’s just a gut feeling that I have. Once you are ready; we will have a discussion about this so don’t ask more about it."

"Okay Dad, I’ll trust you," I reacted, confused about the last statement.

"Tomorrow we will start training with the bow and then daggers," he advised with no hint of joking. "When you get proficient then we will move to swords and staffs," 

"Why now? Why are you wanting to train me?"

"Because I want you to be ready for anything when the time comes."




Chapter Four








The next day started out normally, Reap and I went to the forge and started getting ready for the day. When the work was done we went to the back of the shop, Dad was there with a bow and quiver. He had setup some targets at different locations and lengths.

"Alright son, we will start out with the short bow and eventually you will use the long bow. Here take it and get familiar with it," he said handing me the bow.

I took it and started pulling back on the string to see it wasn’t easy. My strength still hasn’t come back from my injuries. Dad saw this and stated, "We will need to build up your strength and agility."

Yeah, no kidding, I thought still confused why dad is in this mind set. So I practiced with the bow for the rest of the day. It was slow going from the start, missing the entire target or barely hitting it, but dad had me practice every day. He then had Wade come in and practice with me. After what felt like forever, in reality was a couple weeks, I could hit the center of the target. Dad came by and saw the progress and told me good job. Then he handed me a long bow and walked off. Three weeks later, I was able to hit targets at a fair distance away. The next day dad took the bow away gave me a dagger that he made, it was very light and sharp.

"It’s time to learn the dagger. The most important thing to remember is that daggers are made for close combat. We will go over all the techniques that I know."

"When did you learn all this?" I asked, hoping to find out why he was doing this.

He smiled and shrugged like that was all the answer I needed. There is evidently parts of my family’s lives that I knew nothing about. We went over the techniques and started with light sparring. A couple weeks went by before finally I was able to score a hit on dad. Of course we were using practice sticks. Didn’t want to end up with scars over our bodies, actually it was just for my benefit.

"Good, Max, but one hit won’t win the fight unless you score a fatal one. Now, let’s go again."

Another couple of weeks went by and I was beginning to get numerous hits in and winning the bouts. One morning while coming back from getting some herbs for mom, I saw dad talking to someone I’ve never seen. He was dressed in brown trousers and a green tunic, the stranger had some light armor on, and a bow on his back.

"Ah, Max there you are. Come over here, I want you to meet someone," Dad said.

We walked over and shook hands with the gentleman. "Max, this is Will, he is a ranger in the king’s army and also a good friend of mine."

"Nice to meet you, sir."

"Very nice to meet you, Max," replied the ranger as he shook my hand.

"Max, Will is going to take up your training for a few weeks. He’s in town on some other business but has agreed to help you."

"Umm… why?"

"He is going to teach you the right way to hunt and how to survive on your own," Dad calmly stated.

"Okay… Can Reaper come with us?" I asked.

"Who’s Reaper?"

"He’s Max’s siba," Dad said.

"What? He has a siba?!" Will gasped out, startled with this information.

"Ha, that he does," Dad chuckled.

"Why… Who… How can that be?" Will stammered.

"That story will have to wait, but let’s go meet him."

We left the shop and headed home to get my gear, and as we came up the road Reaper saw us. He ran down the road toward us and leaped, knocking me over while licking and purring. I laughed and started chasing him around the garden.

"How is this possible? They are rare, and very territorial, not to mention hostile," Will stated, shaking his head.

"It’s a very long story," Mom said as she came walking up to them.

"Well, I would very much like to hear it," Will replied in a low voice.

Mom and Dad started telling the story of how Reaper came to live with us. They didn’t leave out any details. The ranger was impressed and couldn’t believe that we faced down timber wolves. We went in the house and ate dinner while Dad and Will started telling stories of their adventures, listening to every detail because my mind knew we haven’t heard these stories before and when I asked about that they acted like they didn’t hear me.




***




After eating, I gathered my gear and headed out with the ranger. Reap walked along and kept a keen eye out for trouble.

"How does he act towards strangers?" the ranger asked warily.

"He is tame unless he senses danger from you."

"It’s still amazing to me that he is still with you," he replied.

"Well, he does what he wants, when he wants. I’m not going to get in his way unless I have to. He is very protective of our family though."

"Thanks for the heads up," Will chuckled.

We went far out into the woods, exploring and looking for game. Will started showing me how to track. It wasn’t difficult to start with but he would start asking me questions about our journey till now and asked how many different tracks have we seen. I couldn’t answer because I didn’t pay attention.

Will calmly reprimanded, "Always be aware of your surroundings; you don’t want anything getting the advantage over you."

As the day went by we stopped for the night to eat, and was informed tomorrow I would provide the meals from now on. I would need to track and kill for survival. My first try was horrendous and the rabbits got away, but got a couple by the end of the day. As the weeks went by I got much better, also Reaper was still growing rapidly during this time and it came time for the ranger to get back to his station.

"Will, what’s it like to be a ranger for the king?"

"Well, it’s not always glorious if that’s what you’re asking. I am content at the moment. Although with the rumors of war coming about, then I’ll have to move around some."

"Are they true?"

"Not sure, but I’ll need to be ready just in case," Will said cautiously.

"I’m not familiar with how big the kingdom is, but someday I’ll find out what all the fuss is about," I stated while thinking about the future.

"Yes, I can tell you are an adventurous lad," he chuckled.

"Ah, don’t let my parents hear you say that. They don’t want to hear things like that or anything about leaving anytime soon."

"HAHA, yes I can see how your parents would react," Will snickered while shaking his head.

We went on for some time after that but finally went to our bed rolls for some sleep. Reaper came and laid down by me and went to sleep. I was awakened by a growl beside me and was startled by what I saw at the edge of our camp. There a figure was standing and staring at us for some reason, so I jumped up, got my bow, and was ready to shoot.

"Take it easy Max, he’s with me," Will advised calmly.

I lowered my bow and sat back down with Reap still growling. I advised him that he wasn’t a threat but Reap didn’t care. He kept alert and ready to pounce if needed.

"Will, is it okay to come to the camp?" the other ranger asked.

"Yes, but don’t make any sudden moves. Our local protection may not like it," he chuckled.

"Local protection?" The other ranger asked while walking into the camp, but gasped out as he saw the big cat, "Woah, what is a siba doing here?"

"That would be Reaper. Fitting name, don’t you think John?" Will asked while trying not to smile.

"Umm… why is it in your camp?" John asked carefully, not knowing what to do in this situation.

"That would be because of Max," Will pointed at me, "and the story about it is fascinating."

John looked at me warily and advised that he wasn’t alone. Will told him to call out for them come to the fire slowly. I saw a figure come out of the woods then and noticed a female walking up to the camp. She was about 5’ 6" with a lithe figure but looked like she could handle herself if needed.

"Greetings Will, is it safe?" the woman asked in a low voice.

"Yes Alma it is. Come on over and tell me why you’re here."

"We are having some issues south of here that need to be taken care of. We were told by Master Ranger Frank to come find you and meet them there." She stated in a hurried manner.

"What are the issues?" Will asked not wanting to presume anything.

"Is it okay to discuss things openly?" He nodded and she went on saying, "Orcs have been seen coming down the pass."

Wow, an orc, I’ve never seen an orc before. Orcs are dangerous and strong creatures. They aren’t that intelligent from what I have heard, but can overwhelm when there horde attacks. I wonder why they are coming down the pass. Whatever they are looking for, it can’t be good for the kingdom.

"Do we know why they are here?" Will asked

"We aren’t sure. We can speculate but until we talk to Master Frank we can’t be certain," Alma replied without hesitation.

"John, Alma, this is Max. Oh, and his siba Reaper." He laughed.

The shocked looks and mouths agape were amusing while they looked across the fire at Reap then at me. Their mouths kept opening and closing trying to come up with something to say. I helped them out by introducing myself and Reaper, then advised them he wasn’t hostile, at least at this moment.

"Good evening Max, Reaper," They said as they sat across from us at the fire.

"Good evening." I said chuckling while Reap looked at them for any danger. When he was satisfied there wasn’t, he laid back down beside me.

I laid back down but couldn’t go back to sleep, the conversation they had was disturbing. If orcs were coming down from the pass then what’s stopping the goblins, lamia, or undead. They are some of the dark creatures that are in the kingdom, although I’ve never seen them. Everyone says the creatures of the dark are evil. I’m not sure though, since I’ve never met one. The night slowly went by before finally falling back into the darkness. The next morning we broke camp and started back to town, on the journey I conversed with Alma and John. They were very courteous with polite conversations and waved to them as they left me at the outskirts of town. Reap and I walked back home deep in thought when I heard my father’s voice.

"Max, how was your adventure?"

"It was very intriguing. I learned numerous hunting and tracking skills."

"That’s great son. Where’s Will?"

"Some rangers found us and advised him of some issues somewhere south of here."

"Hmmm… did he say what kind of issues?"

"Yes sir. They were discussing orcs coming down from the pass and they needed him to come with them quickly."

"What?!" he gasped. "Did you say orcs?

"Yes sir."

"How are they coming down the pass? Something must have happened." He said to himself.

"Umm…are we in danger father? I asked concerned.

"Not sure son, but it’s nothing for you to worry about right now," he replied unconvincingly.

We went into the house and met up with mom. She rushed over and hugged me tight, gushing over me while I discussed my adventures. The next few months went by quickly as I trained and hunted. Reaper and I went out on our own most of the time, dad went out a few times but he had the forge to run. Mom had me learning and drilling me about herbs and healing, she often went out with us to locate special herbs, pointing them out, and asked what they are used for. To my dismay, we even had to help with the garden, she made me learn how to start and maintain a garden as well. A slave laborer, I know, but loved her all the same and my brain was hurting after a few weeks of this nonstop routine. After the training sessions, Reap and I would walk around and explore the woods, lost to the ambience of nature. At the end of our days, our favorite time was when we sat and watched the natural habitat around us. It was beautiful to see.




Chapter Five








Years went by and my main goals were training and learning about survival. My hunting and tracking were proficient enough that I would travel miles out from the village to hone my skills. I had grown to a little over six feet and Reaper was full grown by now. He was about 10’ long from head to tail, and about 600 lbs. of pure muscle. He was huge, his head came up to my chest, but still awesome with tracking and stealth. A dangerously beautiful creature. While out on our excursions we would come across travelers that would give us a wide area for us to move around as they were gawking at Reap and thought it was mildly amusing. 

Numerous things changed in our village during this time, the major change was that it kept growing, and started having numerous nobles come and go. The village actually turned into a town, our mayor was promoted to Baron and the area celebrated. I didn’t care about politics one bit so we stayed away from that headache every time a carriage came to town and someone wearing a peacock looking costume got out. You could say that I was a bit childish but didn’t like the obnoxious attitudes they had. They thought they were actually better than us just because our family line isn’t of noble blood, and it always irritated me when those around my age called us commoners. 

One such person came to our town during the celebration. His name was Blake, and the son of Duke Jerald Ackley. The Ackley’s govern the town of Oakenshore and the family is high in the kingdom’s hierarchy, a pretty boy if I ever saw one. Dark blonde hair, blue eyes, and somewhat muscular. His outfit probably cost what I made in a year, but really didn’t care about that. It was his attitude that got me riled up and didn’t know any of this at the time but he was supposed to be an elite swordsman. 

People were lining up to watch him spar with anyone that would dare get in the circle. I was at the shop when Wade and Liv came by to meet up and go to the celebration. We walked through town and passed by booths of everything you can think of. Our little group stopped and talked with numerous people that we knew but all the conversations were about the talented noble swordsman. We just nodded and went about our business until we heard the sounds of metal hitting metal in the air. The three of us looked at each other, shrugged, went towards the sound and found two men in a sparring match. Blake Ackley and Willard Smiley, both nobles, were hacking away at each other but you could tell who the better of the two were. He obviously knew too because he let everyone else know it.

"Just give up and surrender, you can’t win against me. Nobody in this town can," Blake chuckled.

"What a jerk," Liv said. Wade nodded and grunted.

"Yeah, but he’s really good. Needs a little lesson in humility though," I commented off handedly.

"Really? And you are the one going to give it to me?" Blake sneered. I looked around and realized the session was over but didn’t say anything to the obnoxious noble. He narrowed his eyes at me and gestured to the ring, "Care to teach me?"

"Max, you don’t need to prove anything," Wade said, trying to get me to stay out of trouble.

"No, it’s ok. I’ll accept his challenge," I said while walking over to the weapons rack and picked up a wooden practice sword.

"Look everyone, the commoner thinks he’s a swordsman," Blake cackled and his group of cronies laughed.

I stepped into the circle and swung the sword around to get the feel of it. I stopped and asked the rules.

"Are we dueling or go until one submits?"

"Submits," he replied. One of his cronies was arguing with him about his decision, but I just shrugged and got in my stance. Now, realize that I’m a blacksmith’s son and was trained by my dad. I wasn’t the best by any means but I knew my weapons. 

The judge yelled go and we met in the middle. He swung at my left leg and I jumped back to parry his strike. My strategy was just playing defense at the beginning, locating his weaknesses. There weren’t many but I saw them. He swung at my head and I ducked under to strike at his leg and connected. He yelped and backed away from me. After a few seconds he yelled and ran at me jabbing and lunging in quick strikes. I parried every one and side stepped one of them to hit across his wrists. He gasped and let go of the wooden sword, it fell to the ground with a thump.

"Impossible!! There is no way a commoner should be able to best me," he growled.

I shrugged at his comment and waited for him to make his move. It didn’t take long and he was rushing back in for another try at me. His anger got the best of him as I parried every strike and lunge that came my way, but this time I went on the attack and used the techniques that my dad taught me. Not sure where it came from but it helped in this situation. He was quick with his jab but I was quicker and parried, then swung my sword around to hit him in the leg. He fell on his knees at the moment I hit his chest. He yelled out as my sword finally stopped right before I hit his neck. The crowd gasped waiting for my next move.

"You lost, submit."

"I will never submit to a commoner," he sneered with disdain.

"Okay, this will hurt… a lot," I chuckled.

"Wait!!!" yelled a voice behind me. I looked and found the guy that argued with Ackley before the bout coming towards us.

"Just hold on and let’s settle this another way," he said.

"Who might you be?"

"I’m Gordon Ackley; his brother," he said as he pointed at Blake.

"What do you want?"

"To finish this without further embarrassment," he said.

"And what are you suggesting?"

"Archery," he stated without hesitation.

"Archery?"

"Yes, contestants get three arrows to shoot at 100 yards, most points win," he answered.

"I will agree as long as he doesn’t do anything stupid."

Blake looked at me with contempt but nodded. The pages setup the targets at 100 yards. I took out my bow and nodded for him to go first. He stepped up and let loose his arrow and it hit the center ring by the head of the arrow. His second arrow just missed the center and the third hit right in the middle. He walked back over to me with a smug look.

"Beat that!" he stated.

I walked up and unslung my bow and put three arrows in the ground. I took my first arrow and then let loose. It hit dead center, took the second and did the same. I grabbed my last arrow, took a deep breath, and let it loose. The crowd gasped as the arrow sank into the center. The Ackley’s stood there dumbfounded with their mouths agape. I shrugged like it was no big deal but inside I was smiling.

"Where did you learn how to shoot and use a sword like that?" Gordon asked.

I shrugged my shoulders indifferently and said, "Here and there. Nowhere in particular."

I wasn’t going to tell them anything, especially where I learned those skills and didn’t want anyone to know who taught me those skills either.

"You don’t just go anywhere to learn those skills," He replied thoughtfully.  "You were taught by a knight and ranger. I would know those skills anywhere." 

"You are a commoner and it’s very rare that you would have someone teach you those skills. I’ll repeat his question. Who taught you?" Blake demanded.

"First, this commoner, beat you at your own game, so STOP CALLING ME THAT!! Second, I don’t have to tell you anything."

"Why you little---Gah!!!!" Blake started at me then yelped when a low growl came suddenly. Reap came into the crowd with my sis in tow. He walked up and started nuzzling me with his head.

"What the….?" Gordon gasped, but continued. "What is a siba doing in town?"

"This is Reaper and he is very protective of Max." Julie said.

"Where did you find it?" He demanded.

I stared at him and said nothing, instead rubbed Reaper’s head and played with him while the brothers were staring in awe at the magnificent creature.

"Can I get a closer look at him?" Gordon asked.

I nodded and whispered to Reap to let him be. Gordon came closer and examined him.

"Magnificent!! I have never seen one up close. How did you tame one?"

"Long story, but not really in the mood to tell it right now." I replied cautiously.

He looked at me and his brother was red with anger because I wouldn’t tell them.

"Now you listen to me you little freak…" he sneered at me but yelped when Reap started growling again.

"That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t have to listen to you or anyone here." I stated calmly as I started to walk away with Reap. Wade, Liv, and Julie followed us but after a few yards away Gordon ran up beside them.

"Is there a way I can come with your group for a while?" He asked.

"Why?" Wade asked.

"I am just so intrigued about your friend there," He said as he pointed at me.

"And why is that?" Jules asked.

"It’s not every day you see a mythical creature walking down the street. On top of that, your friend there just beat my brother in swords and archery. He is the reigning tournament champion in our kingdom five years in a row." Gordon stated.

"Okay, you can come with us, but no funny business or we’ll sick Reaper on you." Liv said while Wade and Jules snickered.

"I’ll agree to that." He said quickly not wanting any hostility from the siba.

"Not to get personal, but how old are you Gordon?" Wade asked.

"It’s okay, I’m 21 and my brother is 23. Can I ask the same?"

"I’m 19, Liv is 18, Jules there is 15 and Max is 19." Will stated.

"Ha! My brother will be so agitated when I tell him a teen beat him." 

He laughed at that and then the rest with him started laughing with him as we walked through the town to mom’s shop. Walking up Reap saw mom, looked at me, I nodded and he took off. I chuckled and shook my head knowing he’s about to get in trouble. Mom was in her garden getting supplies when Reaper barreled through it to get to her. Mom yelped when Reap stopped in front of her and knocked her plants to the ground. She looked at him and gave him a red stern face. "Look at what you did to my garden young fellow. How many times do I have to tell you to stay out of my garden?" she asked but Reaper just nuzzled against her. She laughed and started scratching behind his ears and we could hear him purring as we came up to greet her.

"Hey mom!"

"Hello, son. Have fun at the celebration?"

"Actually, I did. Got to spar for a little while and some archery practice too." I replied smiling.

"What?" she asked as she looked at our faces for some clue to what happened.

"Yeah, he went against a noble," Wade laughed.

"He did?" Mom asked while she narrowed her eyes at me and gave me the look. You know, the look that says you better tell me what happened right now. I shrugged.

"Yes ma’am. He clobbered the guy without breaking a sweat. Sorry Gordon." Wade said.’

"No problem. He had it coming to him." He stated.

"And who are you?" Mom asked.

"Sorry, this is Gordon Ackley. He came with us from the celebration," Wade said quickly.

"Ackley, the Duke’s son?" Mom said as her eyebrows rose high on her head.

"Yes ma’am. I’m the second son. Blake is the heir, which Max here sparred against." He laughed.

"You… not only did you spar against the Duke’s son; you went against the heir?" Mom growled.

"Umm…yes. To be clear though I didn’t know who he was until now." I stammered.

Mom went off a little at that statement saying I should have known who he was and not to be sparring with nobles in the first place. 

What difference does it make? I thought to myself. She was acting like it was a sin to get in the circle against a noble. I was about to ask her about that until Gordon spoke up.

"To be fair Max didn’t challenge him. He just didn’t back down, but I have to ask again. Who trained you? You have to tell me. It was a magnificent display of talent and skills."

I looked at him and narrowed my eyes to see if he was joking or not. I couldn’t see if he was being untruthful or not. I just shrugged my shoulders and stated, "Look I don’t know you all that well so I’m not going to say anything regarding that question. I will tell you that I have been training every day for the last five years."

He looked at me and shook his head knowing I wasn’t going to tell him anything else on that subject. Wade and Liv told mom the showdown I had with the noblemen. The further in the story they went the more irritated she got.

"I’m proud of you son, but I would rather you not get the nobles agitated. They are finicky as it is. No offense intended," she stated to Gordon.

"No offense taken, ma’am."

"We are about to have supper. Would you like to join us?" Mom asked.

"That would be splendid." Gordon said.

"Good, then you can explain to us why you’re here." Mom stated.

We walked into the house and got everything ready for the evening meal. The girls set the table while the guys washed up. Dad came in at that time and waved at us as he cleaned up. We sat down and talked about our day and introduced him to Gordon.

"I heard a tale today about a noble crossing swords. You wouldn’t know anything about that would you Max?" Dad asked carelessly.

"Umm…yes sir," I said quietly.

"It wasn’t Max’s fault really," Gordon said.  "My brother was being a jerk and he called him on it." 

Dad’s eyebrows rose at that and asked for someone to tell him the tale from the beginning. So Wade began the tale and Liv finished it with Jules putting her thoughts in too. Dad shook his head and probably thinking I was stupid or something. He finally put his thoughts together and asked, "Was anyone hurt?"

"No sir," I said carefully, "but some minor bruising maybe," chuckling nervously.  I looked at dad and noticed he was looking at the others gathered around.

"Let me ask you a question son. What would happen if you injured him?"

"I don’t know, sir," I said not knowing what he was saying.

"Let me enlighten you. If you would have injured or hindered him in anyway, he could have you flogged or even imprisoned. Worse than that maybe even killed."

I looked at dad just to see if he was joking, but the redness of his face told me he wasn’t. I chose my words very carefully.

"I didn’t know any of that dad. All I was trying to do was have some fun. I know that’s not what you want to hear and I’m sorry."

He took a deep breath and sighed. "I know you don’t know the politics of the land son, but you need to be careful when it comes to nobles. I think it’s about time you learned about the world we know."

"Yes sir—," but was interrupted by another voice.

"I would be happy to teach him politics of the kingdoms," Gordon volunteered.

Dad narrowed his eyes at Gordon. "Why are you here Gordon or would you prefer Lord?"

"Either works for me," he stated calmly.

"Okay milord, I have some questions. Are you here because you want some kind of retaliation? Where is your protection?"

"No sir. I’m in town for a while and was intrigued by Max so I asked to come along to see if I could get to know him. I can take care of myself, also I’m not an heir so no need for extra protection unless I ask," Gordon stated.

"He sounds genuine on the offer dear," mom put her thoughts into our conversation.

"Hmmm… I’ll think about it. We have tried to keep our kids from the affairs of the kingdom as much as possible. I don’t want some idiotic ideas put in his head. I know you come from a completely different childhood, so if you are going to teach him then you teach him correctly. Do I make myself clear, milord?"

"Crystal. Thank you, sir. I only want to offer some wisdom and instruct him if he needs it. I can come here for the lessons," Gordon said.

"That would be best since you are a noble,"  dad responded with a nod.  "Most won’t let Max anywhere near your palace or abodes, Lord."

"Well, I’m not like that sir. I would like to befriend him and show him things that he wouldn’t normally get to see," Gordon stated with a curious glance. "Also, I wouldn’t mind if he showed me some techniques with the sword if it would be alright with you, sir."

Dad thought about it for a few minutes as we ate. Everyone was waiting for him to speak. He finally nodded and said "That will be fine. Max, you need to help your mother in the garden. You seem to be trying to get out of that stage of your learning."

I groaned and promised to help her. Gordon looked at us with bewilderment and asked why I would be doing that. I told him mom was an herbalist and that I was learning the arts of healing, and also learning how to grow, maintain a garden not just for healing, but for survival too. He looked at us with surprise and stated he would like to learn also. So mom said we could start tomorrow. The conversation after that was calm and after some laughter the guests said good night and went home.

For the next several weeks we learned from each other. At first I was bored with learning the politics of our kingdom and hierarchy of the nobility. We have a king, queen, prince and two princesses as I already knew. He gave me scenarios if something happened to the royal family then it would be his family that takes the throne and so on after who would be on the throne. I also learned about proper etiquette when it came to nobles. Gordon never cared about stuff like that when he was around us, but we showed him the respect he deserves. After that I learned about the other kingdoms. The different races and who is at odds with who. Evidently, there were many races: elves, dwarves, vampires, dragons, orcs, weres, goblins, gnomes, mages, giants, and other hybrid creatures. I was intrigued to learn who was considered the good and the evil. I thought about what it would be like to meet some of them, wondering if they would be friendly, and also learned of the different factions of the elves: wood, high, and dark as well as many factions of weres. I thought my head was going to burst with all the knowledge that was instilled in my head and ended up teaching Gordon the ways of gardening and herbalism. When we weren’t stressing about learning, we hung out with the rest of my crew and became great friends.

Two months of learning and misery; no I’m just kidding, Gordon was having to leave and go back to his city. I was sad but knew he had other priorities. We said farewell, but he made me promise we would visit Oakenshore when the first chance came upon us. After a few days, things went back to some kind of normalcy, Reap would join me to hunt and gather supplies. My life at this point was ever changing and I was about to find out how much.




Chapter Six








Corisande looked out the window of the carriage she was in. It was a beautiful day outside and all she wanted to do was get on a horse and ride. Instead she was stuck going to some stupid celebration in Oakenshore. She sighed loudly, the other passengers looked at her in amusement.

"Cori, it isn’t that bad. You should be excited about this trip, it’s a celebration, and it gets you out of the palace," her older sister Estelle chuckled.

"I know, but it’s just boring waiting in the carriage," Cori whined.  "Why can’t we ride like the guards do?" 

Estelle scoffed and said, "You would rather be dirty and grimy? The carriage is for our protection."

The handmaidens nodded. "Are you getting antsy, Cori?" the mage Shea asked.

"I guess so. We haven’t been able to go out of the palace and I just wanted to go riding," Cori responded.

"Well, we are half way there and we can go sightseeing around the city," Shea suggested.  "Will that cheer you up?" 

Cori perked up at that statement. She would rather do that than listen to some egotistical nobleman that tried to get her attention. Even though Cori is eighteen, she is at the age of marrying. She just didn’t have time for that nonsense, she chuckled to herself. Just the thought of being some arm candy for some noble just put her in a somber mood. She shook her head and put those thoughts out of her mind.

"Miladies, do you need to stop for anything? Nathan the knight asked.

"No, Sir Nathan, we were just having a lovely conversation about the beautiful weather," Estelle replied.

"It is definitely a beautiful day," he stated, then bowed to the ladies.  "Let us know if you ladies need anything."

The knight trotted off on his horse to the front to talk with the other soldiers. Dad always sends more than enough, although I guess if you are the daughter of the king then he has the right to do so. Being a princess has its ups and downs. Having thirty royal guards and twenty knights of the kingdom as an escort, people stop and stare to see who the carriage is holding. At least they were almost there.

"At least Blake will be there and we'll have some good company while we're at the castle. What do you think about Blake, isn't he handsome?" Estelle asked while looking around the carriage. Her handmaidens sat with a dreamy look. Cori’s first thought was to gag when someone brings his name up. She couldn’t believe her sister is enchanted by him. 

"If you like a pompous jerk, then he's okay," Shea replied.

Cori laughed and said, "Yeah, he spends more time primping himself than you Estelle. Why don't you talk to Gordon? He seems more down to earth and sweet."

She scoffed said, "He isn't my type. His personality isn't compatible with me." 

"Is it because he isn't first in line for the duchy?" Shea calmly asked. 

"Yes, of course it is, silly. Why not? The territory they have is enormous. Just think about it, nonstop shopping and dancing," Estelle stated with a wistful look.

Shea and Cori glanced at each other with raised eyebrows. "You do realize that it's not always fun and games, right? You will have to be arm candy to a noble that flirts with other women brazenly. He might be one that has mistresses." Cori advised warily, waiting for her response. She just shrugged and looked at the window again. They shook their heads and chuckled. 

"Did you hear a commoner out dueled him with swords?"  Shea asked.  "And then beat him in an archery match?"

Cori looked at her, thinking about the conversation they had with other ladies at court about that rumor. Nobody could vouch for the truth that it happened. She laughed for a good few minutes with some of the others. It wasn't until they heard it brought up by some of the guards talking to Gordon Ackley about it. He just laughed and said it was true and tried to go on with another topic of conversation. They all gaped at him and said he couldn't say that, then try to move on. He looked uncomfortable at the situation. Finally he relented and told them of a lad strolling into the barracks with his friends and watched Blake spar with some other men. Blake popped off saying nobody was good enough in this backwater town to take him on in a real duel. 

He grinned and said the lad told one of his friends that someone needed to teach this guy a lesson in humility. They were all in shock at that statement, knowing that Blake Ackley was a repeat tournament champion of the kingdom. Gordon laughed and said he was stunned too. They listened intently when he started up again. He told them how Max, that's the lads name, went into the circle, waited with no fear, got in his stance, and let Blake come to him. Gordon advised that it only took him less than a few minutes and had Blake on the ground asking him to call out for mercy. At this point the group was stunned, and then he dropped another bomb on them. Gordon stated that he ran into the circle calling for a halt, wanting a chance to let Max calm down before he did something he would regret. So Gordon suggested that they finish the competition with archery instead of continuing with swords. He advised them that he thought Blake could save face and win against the commoner due to his ability in archery. Blake went first and got two in the center. When Max stepped up, took his three arrows out, and pushed them into the ground. He knew that this lad was special. Gordon gave a shot by shot commentary stopping when the third shot split the other arrows dead center of the target. He looked out in the distance like he was remembering something but came to and finished saying he got to know the lad and became his friend over that period of time. The group just stood there in awe at the story that was just told. Cori was brought back to the present when her sister responded.

Estelle looked at Shea and asked, "Where did you hear that nonsense from? That isn't true."

"I heard from Harold, an Earth mage. He said he was there and actually saw it. Stated that this person was uncanny in his exhibition of talent," Shea said. 

"So, it's true then. What difference does it make?" Estelle asked haughtily.

 Shea smirked and said, "Well, one, he's a commoner and two, he won against the reigning champion."

 "Yes, it's true." Estelle and Shea looked over at Cori. "I heard the story from Gordon Ackley himself. That must have been awesome to see if he took him out in a few minutes."

Shea thought about it and chuckled out, "I also found out that the lad is 19 and his name is Max. Can you imagine the embarrassment Blake felt when he found out? Man, I would have loved to have been there to see his face."

Cori thought about that for a moment and wondered who this person was that could be better than the five time reigning champion. That thought was cutoff when a loud shout was heard and the caravan abruptly stopped. All that was heard in the carriage was growls and roars, no one moved within the carriage.  All of them gasped and went wide eyed. 

"Report private," said Sir Nathan

"Orcs and wolves, sir. About eighty in total."

"Thank you, private. Get back to your post," Nathan commanded and watched as the soldier saluted and ran off to his post.

He walked over to the carriage and advised the situation to the ladies. 

"What do you need for us to do, Sir Nathan?" Shea asked, stunned to see the brutes before them.

"Support milady," Nathan suggested.  "Not sure what's going to happen, but we are in our defensive positions."

"Okay, I will stay and defend the carriage," Shea said firmly, knowing she had to keep the princesses safe. 

The guards and knights circled around the carriage and waited. Cori looked out and saw that the orcs and wolves had them surrounded. They were huge green monsters and their pet wolves were just as scary. This isn't good she thought to myself, they were in deep trouble. 




***




Reaper and I were out hunting in the woods when we heard howls and roars. I wonder what that could be, and ran towards the noises. It took a little while to get there but when approaching, we found an alarming situation. It looked like orcs and wolves were trying to get to the carriage in the middle of some guards. Screams and howls could be heard from all over the meadow, dead lying all over the place.  It was a gruesome scene to witness.  An air mage was guarding the carriage, she was good, but was still coming up short. Unslinging my bow, I grabbed some arrows out of my quiver and pushed them into the ground. Reaper was beside himself pacing and growling, remembering this kind of wolf. These were the kind that took his mother. 

Knocking an arrow, I took a deep breath, aimed, and then let it fly. One after the other I sent arrows down into the fray, aiming at the wolves first since that were more agile. Some were lodged in the necks, but most went ended up in the head area. Howls of pain and death could be heard from all over the meadow as one dark one after another went down. The orcs and wolves looked desperately to try and find where the fledglings were coming from. Finally they found where their enemy was; some broke off and started towards me and Reap tensed waiting for my sign so he could pounce. He was like a 600lb cage of muscle and rage, I wouldn't want to mess with him at the moment. They were getting closer, but we waited for the right moment. I unsheathed my sword, looked at him and nodded. He roared and I swore the whole battlefield stopped to see what threat was nearby. Chuckling we ran towards our foes. 




***




The group inside the carriage heard the sounds of metal against metal and animal grunts. None of them wanted to look out and check to see what was going on. 

"What is happening out there?" Cori yelled. 

"I don't know, but it doesn't sound good," Estelle said. 

Cori went to look and found herself gagging at the site of mangled orcs and mutilated wolves, as well as dead guards and knights. This is crazy. She looked around the area and found they were losing. Shea was beside the carriage flinging spell after spell and looked exhausted. Sir Nathan had blood and gore over his armor, and also looked injured. The situation was bad.  All of a sudden they heard a whistling noise in the air. Cori thought it was Shea since she was an air mage, but it wasn't coming from her. She heard a yelp and howl to her left and roar to the right. Looking around she found arrows sticking out of wolves and orcs. That was odd, they didn't have anyone that had a bow. Everyone looked around to see where they were coming from. 

"Where the hell are those coming from?" Shea yelled while fending off her attackers. 

Nobody answered but kept looking around. More and more fell from either sword or arrow. Whoever it was, they were an awesome shot. Then a roar Cori has never heard before filled the air and the whole battlefield just stopped. You could hear a pin drop, it was that quiet. Some movement up on the hill caught everyone's attention and saw a man running down the hill towards their foes. He was about 6 feet tall, dark hair, and tan complexion with a muscular physique. He looked like a man with a mission, killing one creature after another, but he wasn't the one these orcs feared. The one next to him was, and a magnificent creature to look upon. It was a siba!! A creature of legend in the flesh. Cori couldn't believe what she was seeing, but if the legends are true then this fierce animal is one. You could see the muscles it had while the siba ran, decimating the orcs and wolves. These two were a well-oiled killing machine. It came to a point that the orcs realized they had lost, so they bellowed to each other and fled. Out of sixty there was only ten left, the three wolves that were still around took off through the woods as fast as they could. After making sure that it was over, the entire caravan was standing there in awe of the raw power that the duo showed. 

"I can't believe what I just saw," Shea whispered reverently as she bowed her head for a moment. 

"What kind of creature is that?" Estelle asked in fear and her handmaidens shook their head not knowing. 

"Are you kidding?"  Cori asked in disbelief.  "You don't know what that magnificent animal is?"

"It's ok Cori, many people don't remember or know of them anymore," Shea said with a wistful look. "It's a siba. One of the creatures of legend come to life,"

"Pardon me, Your Highnesses. Is everyone okay?" Sir Nathan asked with a pained and tired expression.

"Yes, Sir Nathan," Cori replied to the gore covered knight.  "We are stressed and exhausted, but okay."

"I was afraid everything was lost until those two showed up. I'm glad everyone's okay your highness. This is a day I'll never forget, a siba came to our rescue," he said watching the huge beast. "What do you make of it, Lady Shea?"

"I'm not sure, Sir Nathan," Shea stated with some concern.  "I'm still trying to wrap my head around this whole situation. Starting with why orcs were here with those wolves, and where that gentleman came from that has a siba with him."

"It doesn't matter where he came from. He saved us," Cori argued.

 "I know Cori, but how could he have a siba with him? Unless it's bonded to him," the air mage responded.

 Cori was stunned and asked, "Is that even a possibility?"

"I'm not sure," the air mage carefully replied.  "Like I said, mages haven't seen or heard from these creatures in centuries. They are very agile and cunning. You just saw how it can be in a fight. Look how massive it is."

"We need to tell King William and High Mage Edward about this," Sir Nathan suggested. 

"Yes, but not until we know the whole story," Cori advised, shaking her head. 

Shea looked at the princess and her eyebrows rose, asking a question in her stare. 

"Your Highness, this isn't a matter that should be kept from them," he advised with an uncomfortable stance. He didn't want to keep any information from his king. 

"We will discuss it amongst ourselves, sir knight. In the meantime, what is the head count for us?" Shea asked not wanting to know. 

"Thirty dead and ten injured," he said shaking his head. "We need a healer, milady." 

"I can help some but not with fatal injuries. I'm sorry," she stated with remorse. 

He hung his head and said, "Without help they won't last the night. ... Our two rescuers are coming over here; what shall I say to them?" 

"Bring them over to us," she commanded and Sir Nathan walked to meet with the stranger. The women just stood there watching and waiting for the newcomers to join their group. When the stranger and his beast started walking over, the guards gave them a wide berth not wanting to agitate the huge animal. 

"Milady, this is Maximus and Reaper," Sir Nathan stated as he introduced man and beast. 

They all smirked at the name Reaper. That name was well given. 

"Hello, I am Lady Shea," Shea chuckled.  "That's an appropriate name for a siba." 

Maximus smiled and said, "Nice to meet you, Lady Shea." 

He lit up the area when he smiled and Cori’s heart skipped a beat. Woah, where did that come from? 

"I'm happy that you got involved, but I have to ask where you came from." She said as Cori shot her a dirty look. 

"I was in the woods a little ways back, hunting and looking for supplies when I heard the screams," he replied. 

"Hmmm... I have lots of questions, but we need to find a healer for our guards," she said quickly. 

"I have some supplies. How bad off are they?" The young man asked. 

"We have them setup over there in a group," Sir Nathan said as he pointed over to the group. 

"Okay, I’ll go get my pack and be right back," Max responded as he walked back up the hill with his siba in tow. 

"My goodness, did you see that mammoth animal?"  Estelle asked in a stunned manner.  "My heart is still pounding."  

"Yes, but that boy can't be no more than twenty and he says he can heal those men. Anybody else not find that peculiar?" Shea asked with disbelief. The ladies around also thought he was young to be a healer, but guessed they will find out in a few minutes. 

"I don't care how old he is. If he can heal our men then by all means, do it," the knight said with emphasis. 

They all glanced at each other as Maximus came back with his pack and headed over to the people that were injured. The group followed behind and watched as he set out his supplies on a makeshift table made of wood. He organized what he thought was needed into rows and started looking at the injured men. They were again dumbfounded that this guy literally came out of nowhere and was helping them. Maximus looked around and shook his head at the injuries. Most were still gushing blood out of the cuts and slashes from the orc weapons. In the mix were broken bones, some actually sticking out of the skin. 

"Okay, I'm going to need some help," he advised looking at them. 

"I'll help," Shea volunteered. 

"I'll help too," Cori said as Shea looked at her with a raised eyebrow. Shrugging, he looked around at the ladies and his brow furrowed. The other ladies volunteered too. 

"I'm sorry, I didn't get your names," he said politely. 

They all looked at each other and Lady Shea stated, "This is Lady Corisande and Lady Estelle," pointing at Cori and her sister. She narrowed her eyes at Shea and the air mage gave her a subtle shake of her head that said not now. Cori followed her lead at that notion. 

He watched intently as a dubious look came across his face. This guy is intelligent. They wouldn't be able to get away with anything around him, she thought. "Well, if you want to help then you will need to change your clothes. It's about to get messy," Max suggested as he pointed at their dresses. 

 "Give us a few moments and we'll be right back," Shea told him and we walked back to the carriage. "Don't tell him who you are for right now. I know he saved us, but I still don't trust him."

Cori’s jaw dropped and asked, "Are you serious? Did you not witness what he did for us?" Her sister agreed and looked at Shea in disbelief. 

"Just until we find out some answers, okay? I know he's done a lot for us but for your protection we do this for right now." 

"Fine, but if he asks me about it I'm not going to lie. If he was going to do something harmful, do you think he would have helped us?" Cori replied with a huff.

She nodded and the group changed into some other clothes in the carriage. They walked back to the gathered injured and saw that Maximus already started without them. The other guards were trying to follow directions to set bones and close gashes and cuts. Maximus was mixing some ingredients in a bowl. He saw them walk up and asked for them to come and watch over the guards carefully to make sure none are still in shock or unconscious. They watched him put a poultice mixture on a guards arm and had him drink something else. 

The young healer looked at his supplies and was running low on calendula and lion’s mane mushrooms. He will need to go find some. 

"Gentlemen and ladies, I have run out of some ingredients and will need to go locate them in the woods. I will be back with haste when I locate some," he stated calmly. 

"Do you need some help?" Shea asked. 

"No milady, I will be back shortly. Come on Reap, I'll need your help," he yelled over his shoulder and walked off to locate some medicinal herbs. The siba took off in a sprint and it felt like the ground shook after he left. 

"Does anybody else know what he's doing with these mixtures?" Sir Nathan asked. 

"I can only tell what he's told us when we asked questions. We really don't know because we didn't want to bother him at the time. I would suspect those are healing poultices and he's got some drinking potions too. I can't believe that lad knows as much as he does. He must have someone close by that teaches him," Shea said hoarsely shaking her head, not knowing what to say about the uncanny talents that this lad possesses. 

Looking around at the clothes of others with blood and gore hanging off of them. It was the first time Cori and her sister have been in this situation. 

"Is this not normal, Shea?"  Estelle asked.  "I don't know much about this, but he seems to have a grasp on this healing thing."  

Shea laughed softly and said, "This whole day just keeps me in shock as the time passes. Ladies, I haven't seen anything like this since I was in training with the healing mages and herbalists. He doesn't use magic with his services, but I suspect if he did then he would be one of the most powerful healers there is."

The group listened to her statement and couldn't begin to know what was in this extraordinary lads mind. "Well, I know for a fact this is the first time I've ever done anything like this. It's weird though. I don't think I would have volunteered if this happened somewhere else," Cori told them. 

"I was thinking the same thing," Estelle said and the other ladies nodded. It was strange having this conversation and Cori smiled to herself. She thought this situation brought them closer together. They waited and their little group kept to themselves thinking of how much the day changed dramatically. It wasn't long before he came back and started mixing again. A couple hours later he finished putting the last bandage on and checked his work. Maximus was methodical with his work ethic and Cori was captivated by him for some reason. 

"Does anyone else need some attention?" Maximus asked and heard some giggling from the ladies. Cori kept her comments to herself, but inside she was raising her hand saying she needed some.




Chapter Seven








I stretched out after I was done with my work and found Reap laying down beside me.  I don't think he left my side the whole day.  Hmmm... Maybe he wanted to make sure the orcs didn't come back I thought to myself and scratched behind his ears.  I'm sure the whole camp could hear his purring and laughed softly at the notion.  We were probably the last thing these people were expecting to see today.  Thinking about what transpired, I could only come up with that it must have been a kidnapping or assassination attempt.  These ladies were someone important and must want to keep a low profile, I'll play the game and keep myself that way as well.  

They had made some make shift beds for the guards to get some rest and recuperate, I shook the my thoughts of what would have happened if we weren't nearby out of my head.  The ladies themselves were a surprise, and wouldn't have thought they would get their hands dirty, let alone their clothes.  Everyone helped out though, and I needed it.  The guards were even polite and didn't ask questions when telling them what needed to be done.  I looked out among the survivors and found some were still in shock over the day’s events and knew it will take them some time to get back to normal, hopefully.   Even though I was exhausted by the day’s events, my mind was moving in different directions; I petted Reap a few more times, then went to see if I could help with anything.  Reap got up and followed me to the knight that I thought was in charge. 

"Pardon me sir knight, can I ask for your name again?  I have forgotten it and apologize." 

He chuckled and said, "Don't worry about it lad.  It's Nathan LeBlanc."  He stuck out his arm and I grasped it. 

"I'm Maximus," I said and let go of his arm. 

He laughed for a few moments and stopped.  Then with a serious look he said, "I will always remember your name lad.  Not just because you have a siba either.  I have never seen anything like what you did for us.  First, the fighting for our safety, then offering your assistance.  Lastly, what you did for my men.   Not just my knights, but the royal guards too.  They will never forget either."

"I only did what I thought would help.   I didn't do anything special," I stated starting to get confused. 

He shook his head and asked, "You really have no idea what you did today, do you?"

"No sir.  I helped some people that were in battle and needed help.  When it was over I helped some injured ones. My job wasn't over until I could do no more for them," my reply came with emphasis. 

"One day in the near future, you will find out just how much your presence meant today!!"  He laughed and patted me on the shoulder.  I raised my left eyebrow trying to get him to tell me.  He shook his head and told me I would have to figure it out myself, stating it was part of growing up or something.  Really?  He couldn't just tell me? 

"Is there anything I can do to help your situation?" 

"No, but go ask Lady Shea.  She may be in need of something," Sir Nathan said and bowed, then took his leave.  I walked over to the group of ladies noticing they were in deep conversation, so I tried to make myself known by making some noise. 

Bowing to the ladies and asked, "Lady Shea, I came over to see if you need some assistance with anything?" She blushed at my comment, not sure what was embarrassing. 

"Umm...I'm not sure Maximus," she stammered with her answer.  The other ladies giggled at her predicament and she gave them a dirty look.  Corisande, Cori for short, looked around at the other ladies and said, "Our supplies are scattered at the moment.  Can you locate them and see if we can salvage anything?"

"Yes milady, I will do that.  If you don't mind me asking, where are you headed?  I need to see if you have enough for the rest of the trip."  

"We don't mind, Maximus.  We are headed to Oakenshore for a celebration," Lady Shea said. 

I chuckled at that last statement and they looked at me with strange looks.  "I'm not laughing at you for going to Oakenshore.  I didn't realize how close we were to them," I said quickly. 

"Are you from around here, Maximus?"  Lady Cori asked and for some reason the others perked up wanting to know too.  Thinking about what to tell them, I replied very carefully, "No milady, I am not."  Trying to deflect myself from that conversation but that lasted only a few moments. 

"Can you tell us where you’re from or live?   Maybe tell us a bit about yourself?"  Lady Cori asked with hope in her voice.  I thought that was weird coming from a noblewoman wanting to know where a commoner was from.  "Umm...I'm not sure you would want to know where I'm from milady," I said carefully but she looked confused by that statement. 

"Why wouldn't I want to know where you come from Maximus?" 

"Because... after tomorrow, you ladies may never see me again."  They looked shocked at my statement so I left them to think on that for a while.




***




Cori was stunned at that last statement and voiced her concern.  "What does he mean he won't be here tomorrow?"  She asked Shea but the air mage looked shocked too.

Shea finally found her voice to answer the question, "I don't know what to say to that question Cori.  He doesn't have to answer to any of us.  Especially with that big cat that dotes on him like he's his big brother.  I am at a loss in this.  I can't make him stay if he doesn't want to."

Cori looked at her and threw up her hands wanting to demand he stay and answer some questions, but caught herself and knew she didn't like it when others demand things from her.  "I don't want you to demand he stay.  I'm just curious and want to know him a little better," she replied blushing after the words came out of her mouth.  They laughed at that but Cori didn't care. She is fascinated by this guy that they only met today.   He is an enigma, a puzzle that she wanted to be able to solve. 

"Uh-oh!!  I know that look.  You are infatuated by that lad aren't you?" Estelle accused and giggled at look she displayed.

Cori froze and could feel her face heat up, knowing that her face was crimson after that question. "No!!" She replied, trying to deny it but they didn't believe her. 

"Your Highness, I'm not sure this is the time to be thinking about stuff like that," Shea calmly stated.

"Besides, what about your suitors?  What would they think about you trying to talk with another one?" Estelle asked with a smirk on her face. 

"I don't care what any of those twerps think.  I will talk to anyone I want!!" She yelled and they started laughing again.  Cori’s face had to be as red as a tomato but she didn't care.  She just wanted to talk to Maximus and get to know him. Is that so bad?

"Princess Cori, he is an unknown.  Your father would have a fit if he knew what you were thinking.  I'm not saying we can't trust him, but be wary.  It's like he says, he may not be here tomorrow," Shea said sternly. 

"I'm not asking to marry him," Cori retorted.  "You won't even let him know who we are.  He comes out of nowhere and saves us, then starts healing people for no compensation or anyone asking him to.   How many people would do that?  I can't think of any nobles that would or any healers, can you?"

Shea stepped back at her comments and thought for a few moments.  "I can't think of anyone either.  I'm sorry Cori, I didn't mean any offense," Shea whispered.

Cory looked over at Maximus while he was busy going through their supplies and sighed loudly. 

"Look, he even went over to make sure we have enough food for the rest of the journey," and they turned their heads, looking at him too.  "I just want to know if he even had a life growing up. I mean, how can someone so young do all the things he can?"  They all nodded and agreed with her after those arguments. 




***




Looking over the remains of the supplies that weren't scattered during the battle, I stacked them into categories, then took inventory.  They didn't have enough to make it, and was contemplating what to do or even if I should help them.  Overhearing the ladies arguing, not the actual conversation, but the heated body language didn’t make my decision any clearer.

I looked over at Reaper and sighed.  They would need to see if they can even fend for themselves, doubtful since none of them have bows.  Groaning, I got up and looked at the knights, trying to find Sir Nathan, then walked towards him when finding his location.  Reap got up and followed me but at a distance.  He knew he was making them uncomfortable, so I hurried over and let the knight know what's going on. 

Bowing to him and said, "Sir, I checked with Lady Shea to see what we could do to help.  They had me locate and inventory supplies for the rest of your trip and found it to be short. Do you have anyone who can hunt or catch some food?" 

 He sighed and nodded at my assessment.  "I thought that was going to be the case.  To answer your question, no, we don't have any way to trap any food or hunt unless we do it with daggers and swords."

Thinking about their situation, I nodded and came up with an answer to my own question. 

 "Alright, I'll be back shortly.  Have a fire ready with a spit when I get back."

"Where are you going?" He asked. 

I smiled and replied, "Hunting," and walked away with Reap in tow headed to the forest. 

As Max walked away the ladies came up to the knight and asked what was going on. He told them what they had discussed and then he went hunting.   The knight laughed and went to get started on the fire.  Cori looked around the group and found confused looks.   She shook her head in disbelief that he would go out on his own to hunt.  She guessed when you have a siba following you around it doesn't matter. 

They went to help clean and organize the camp, everyone started putting their tents up and getting their bedrolls out.  The ladies were gathered around the fire talking amongst themselves when they heard some shouts outside of the camp.  Everyone looked up at the direction it was coming from and found a figure carrying something on their shoulders.  It was Maximus and he had a stag lying across his shoulders.  Reaper was walking right next to him with a bag wrapped around his torso.  He dropped the stag by a tree, got some rope out, and strung it up.   Some of the ladies and men went over to see what was being done. 

"Do any of you know how to clean rabbit?" I asked while getting the rabbits out that were caught. 

A couple of the guards came over and handed the game over to them.  I looked at the stag and rabbits, "Not bad," thinking to myself and started on the stag.  A few ladies came over and stood watching. 

"Can we watch?" Lady Shea asked.  I nodded to them, but wasn't sure if they were curious to learn or just didn't have anything to do. 

"This is fascinating," Cori gushed and asked, "How did you learn how to do this?" 

I thought about it for a few moments, "The hard way actually.  My father taught me the basics.  When I could go out on my own, I went with some friends and taught myself other techniques.  I learned to hunt and survive proficiently from a friend of my dad.  He was awesome and learned to basically make myself invisible in the woods.  He taught me to track movements and figure out what I was following.  I also learned to cover my own tracks to make sure nobody was able to follow me if I didn't want them to." 

My eyes could see that the gears in her brain were moving rapidly, trying to figure if I would be forthcoming in my answers to her questions.    Instead of getting into anything that wasn’t meant to I asked, "Do you want to learn how to field dress?"  She surprised me by nodding and coming over to watch over my shoulder with Lady Shea in tow. 

"Can you teach me too?" Shea asked. 

Nodding to her, I started going into my sequence and the reasons why I did it this way.  They watched and asked questions while I was explaining, then had them cut out the pieces that weren’t needed.  They were quick learners and praised them for their efforts, they beamed with pride.  We got the stag cleaned and cut up the portions to be cooked, then went over to the spit and started cooking the meat.  Grabbing a pot out of my pack, I walked toward the stream I found nearby to fill it with water, then cut up some veggies and herbs for some tasty stew, adding a slurry of flour to put some thickness to it.  I found the two ladies watch me like a hawk with everything I did, smiling over at them I walked through what I was doing.  After we were done with the prep, I had them put the pot over the fire to start cooking. 

"It'll be a little while before it's done.  Would you ladies and gentleman mind watching this?  I'm going over to sit down and shut my eyes for a little while," I stated. 

They nodded and I walked over to the nearest tree to sit down for some rest. Reap came over, plopped down, and laid his head in my lap.  I absently ran my hands through his fur thinking about the day’s events.  It has been a long day, I said to myself, and shut my eyes.




Chapter Eight








Shea was a whirlwind of emotions as she sat at the camp fire. She scanned the crowd around the fire and saw Sir Nathan and some of the other knights glancing over in Max's direction. She could see the same emotions on their faces that she has. Cori and Estelle kept to themselves while watching the stew. 

"What's the matter, sir knight?" Shea asked in a low voice, watching him closely. 

Sir Nathan shook his head mumbling to himself. Then said quietly, "Nothing, except that lad over there," points over at Max, "comes out of nowhere, saves us, heals our wounded, and now provides food. I... it's hard to wrap my head around the events that we had today." 

"The way he handles a blade, it looks like someone has taught that lad our ways. Does anyone know where he comes from?" One of the other knights asked. 

"No one knows. We've asked, but he hasn't told us," Shea replied with a sigh. 

"Lady Shea, I think the king needs to know about him right away," Sir Nathan suggested. 

Shea thought about it and said, "I agree and the High Mage as well." Cori tensed after that statement but didn't say anything. "I suggest we keep the siba out of the conversation for now. I don't want everyone in the whole kingdom trying to locate the creature. It would go very bad if they tried," she recommended.  Everyone nodded at that statement. ".....besides, we don't even know if he will be here tomorrow." The knights looked at her with confusion. So she explained what was said in an earlier discussion. 

Shea turned to the ladies and remembered how they helped with guards. She smiled and said, "Well, one thing is for sure. He knows how to show a lady a good time."

All the females giggled and started talking all at once about their experiences. 

 "It was amazing!! I learned how to set broken bones."

 "We learned about mixing potions."

 "...and mixing poultices!!"

 "...he showed us what herbs to use for healing."

"I learned how to field dress a stag!!" Lady Cori said. 

Shea looked over and smirked, "So did I. It's something I won't forget." They both laughed at the looks the group were giving. 

"Me neither. I'll never look at venison the same way again," Cori giggled. 

Estelle looked at her sister in bemusement. She can't remember ever seeing her sister this way. "Are you okay? You've been acting weird all day."

Cori looked down at the ground and softly said, "Of course dear sister, it has been a horrific day. I've never seen anyone I know get killed and I'm still in some shock because of that. When Maximus wanted to bestow knowledge on to us with healing and survival; I wanted to learn it all. I may never get the chance to show what I've learned, but at least next time I'll be prepared to help." She got up, looked at herself and stated, "It looks like the meat is done. I'm going to go clean up and finish the stew."

The other ladies didn't know what to say, so they just nodded and followed her to the stream to wash up. The knights got the meat off the spit and started cutting the meat in portions. They took the meat that was going to be left over, salted it, and stowed it away for another day. The rabbit would keep for a few days salted and could be used for another meal. When the ladies were done washing up they all chipped in with the men who knew how to cook and finished the stew. 




***




Waking up groggily, at first I didn't know where I was, but then my eyes took in my surroundings and remembered. I groaned and got up to stretch my tired muscles, then looked down to see Reap already up from the smell I suppose. Rubbing behind his ears he purred, I laughed and started my way over to the fire. Scanning the camp as I was walking, it seemed to be already in a flow, sentries posted and guards were around the ladies. I thought that was interesting, but let it go, not really caring about politics and nobles. We’re just going to finish what was started and make our way back home. I came to the fire slowly so they would hear me and Reap coming. 

"Good evening ladies," I called out and bowed to them then turned to the men and nodded, "sir knights," I said and then sat on a log. Reap came up beside me and sat down sniffing the air. I smiled and whispered, "I'll go get you some, just be patient." I got up to get us some food but was surprised that Cori was on her way over with a bowl and a cooked stag leg. She handed me the bowl and threw the leg to Reap. He snatched it out of the air and laid down to gnaw on it. He growled his appreciation. 

I laughed and said, "Is that all it takes for you to like someone?" Lady Cori giggled so I went on with my playful rant. "Throw you some meat and bone then suddenly you’re their friend? I thought I taught you better than that." He grunted and growled back at me. The group saw our banter and laughed. I thanked Lady Cori for the meal for me and Reap then ate two bowls not realizing how hungry and exhausted I was till then. 

 Lady Shea glanced at me and asked, "Are you okay?"

"Yes, milady, just a little tired," I answered with a full stomach. 

 She smiled then stated, "Well, I can understand that."

"How are the others?" I asked the knight. 

"Better, thanks to your instructions," Sir Nathan responded. 

"We'll have to change their bandages before they go to sleep." 

"Okay, we'll handle that, you just take it easy," Cori said while looking around at the other ladies. They nodded and smiled. 

 I smirked and said, "Are you ladies looking out for my wellbeing?"

They blushed and giggled. I shook my head knowing that I will never understand females. 

"No Maximus, it's just because you've done so much for us. Take a break so we can chat," Shea calmly said. 

So, they want to see what information they can get from me. This ought to be fun. "What do want to chat about?"

She thought about it for a few moments then carefully asked, "I know your guarded and don't want to tell us much, but will you answer some questions we have?"

I narrowed my eyes at her, "I will, but that doesn't mean you'll like my answers." Everyone leaned in waiting. 

She nodded, took a deep breath and said, "How old are you and where are you from?"

"I'm nineteen, but not going to tell you where I'm from at this time." I held up my hand to stop the interruption. "Why is it important where I come from?" 

"Maximus, you have to understand, our kingdom is on the verge of war. You may not know this but the orc raids are getting worse and there are rumors that other evil factions are allying together," Sir Nathan said. 

"What's that got to do with me?" I asked, looking around to the others trying to figure out what they want. 

"Something big is happening Maximus. This hasn't happened in centuries since the Dark Warlock had the world in chaos with war. He tried to eradicate those who opposed him and almost succeeded. The other kingdoms rallied and was led by a battle mage by the name of Stewart Ackley. They won the war due to the sacrifice that Ackley made. The Ackley's were given a duchy from King Philip in his honor named Oakenshore. That is where we are going now, to a celebration and the official announcement of their heir Blake Ackley," Shea replied in an explanation of her concerns. 

I tried my best to look attentive to her story but I was shocked to hear of a war and the Ackley's heir apparent. I guess it's a good thing I didn't hurt him, I thought to myself. 

"You didn't answer my question, Lady Shea," I countered. 

Sir Nathan answered, "Maximus, it can't be a coincidence that you show up here in our hour of need with a siba. We will have to tell the King and High Mage that you were involved due to other circumstances. We will try to leave Reaper out of it but I don't think they will let us."

"He's right Maximus, King William will want to know what happened here and the circumstances involved. They will want to know how we got out of this situation and who healed his men. Reaper will be the topic of discussion from the High Mage. He will want to know the story of how this legendary creature shows up with a teenager. No one has seen one of his kind in centuries. You have no idea how shocked we were to see one, not to mention one that is domesticated. Now you know our dilemma, will you tell us how you found Reaper?" Shea asked with some concern in her voice. 

This is not how I wanted the discussion to go. I thought long and hard then said, "Before I answer that question, let me ask you one. Which one of you are of royal blood, or is it all three of you?" They were stunned for some reason. 

"How do you know that?" Shea asked. 

"It's not hard to deduce. You have royal guards and knights with you," I stated the obvious. 

 Cori giggled and said, "I told you he was going to figure it out."

"Yes, you did," Shea shrugged.  "I'm sorry for the misdirection but I had to be sure they weren't in any danger." 

"I can understand that, but right now I need to meditate and think over what you've advised.  After that, I will go to sleep," I held up my hand to stop any more questions. "I will tell you some answers to your questions but not tonight. I will help you get to Oakenshore but will leave when you get there." I looked at Sir Nathan and asked, "Do you have enough for guard duty?" He nodded so I left to go get my pack and headed out to the woods to meditate and get some sleep afterwards. Reaper followed and the horrible day was over. I felt their eyes on me as I left but didn't care. They weren't being truthful, so I wasn't going to divulge any information I didn't have to. My main concern was to keep my family safe and out of harm’s way for as long as I could.  Meditation took some time because of the adrenaline still in my body, but finally calmed myself.  Not long after finishing, the sweet darkness came as soon as my head hit the bedroll.




Chapter Nine








My mind woke to the sounds coming from the camp the next morning, groaning as my body picked itself up and got prepared as I packed my stuff. Striding over to the camp, I recognized they were almost ready to go; guessing they were ready to get out of this reminder. My eyes noticed they buried their fellow guards and knights last night and realized that must have been hard to do. 

They gave me a horse to ride on that came from one of the deceased, it had been a while since I rode on a horse since Reaper could literally eat one. As we rode I kept myself at the back of the caravan, minding my own business due to the reason of being bombarded with questions. Reap walked beside me checking for any danger, we made good time even though some till had injuries.  The caravan stopped only for the minimum time getting horses water and breaking for the night. The ladies and I put on fresh bandages and poultices, some still had potions so they handed them out. I checked my supplies and found they were running low and would have to resupply on my way home. 

I didn't talk much the first two days, even when the ladies tried to get me in a discussion.  I politely declined having too much to think about. They were to arrive at Oakenshore tomorrow afternoon so we stopped for the last night and I decided to go hunt to bring back some fresh meat as I traveled home. So Reap and I left them and found a trail to go down. There were tracks everywhere, so we followed some fresh ones up over the next hill and stopped when we saw a herd of deer. I took out my bow and lined up an arrow, took a deep breath, and released. The stag dropped flat as the herd dispersed, so I walked slowly down to retrieve my kill. Suddenly, we heard a roar and shouts a little ways further in the woods. I looked Reaper in the eyes and he knew that I wanted to investigate. Nodding to him we were off, forgetting the stag, for now. 

After skirting through the woods as carefully and quietly as possible, we came to the location of the roars and shouts, and were stunned at what we saw. There was a huge brown bear staring down about ten orcs with boars next to them. It had to be kodiak. Standing on its hind legs, it looked around eight feet tall and at least 800lbs. The bear was definitely outnumbered, and I shook myself out of my stupor to look at this scene a little closer.  The big guy was protecting something.  I would figure what that was about later. 

Patting Reap on the head, he roared and pounced. The skirmish stopped for a few seconds to look for the beast that roared and that's all we needed. I crouched, put down my pack, took out my bow and started releasing arrows as fast as I could, dropping orcs and boars one by one. Reap and the kodiak were killing anything dumb enough to come after them. I dropped my bow and unsheathed my sword when two orcs came at me. They were bellowing with anger and that cost them their lives. Taking them down quickly, I made sure they weren't breathing as their heads were separated from the bodies. Reap and the kodiak took care of the stragglers, no one escaped. I very slowly went up to look at the scene before me, there were at least twenty corpses in the area. Reap went and sat down beside the bear, I guess he didn't care that a fellow predator was close by, but I wasn't going to take that approach, so skirted by it and stood by Reap. They were looking at something hidden by some trees, so I took it upon myself to go in for a closer look and saw it was a female.  Her clothes were ripped and torn and assumed she was escaping those orcs. Hmm... What the hell is going on? I was checking her over for any injuries when her eyes fluttered open. She jumped up and backed away from me, screaming. Her clothes were falling off and showed lots of skin, but I made myself look away as she got out of her shock.

"Who are you?" She demanded.  "And where am I?" 

I put up my hands in an effort to let her know I meant no harm and could hear the two huge creatures behind me grunting. They were no help. "You are a few miles outside of Oakenshore and my name is Maximus. May I ask your name?"

She narrowed her eyes at me. Her eyes were the bluest I have ever seen and it looked like they had lightning running through them. That was weird looking. "Cassandra, but I go by Cassie.  How did you find me? I was caught by some orcs and held in a cage and escaped but the last thing I remember was being chased." She looked around at the scene with wide eyes. "W-what happened here?"

I looked around at the gory scene and shrugged, "Reap and I heard some roars and shouts over here while we were hunting. We came and found that big kodiak behind me protecting you for some reason. The three of us took care of them. Are you okay? Any injuries or ailments?"

She looked over herself and blushed, then covered herself up as best she could. Deciding to take it easy on her, I grabbed the the tunic in my pack and handed it to her, she could wear that for now. Taking it from me, she went behind some trees to get dressed. While she did that, I went around to pick up my arrows out of the corpses.  I thought to myself that I was going to run out if this keeps up. Glancing over to the kodiak I asked, "Is the bear yours?" 

She shook her head and hollered out no. Interesting, he must have heard the shouting and come to investigate. "Are you a mage? I have heard some can send out a signal to others when they are in danger. Maybe you did it without knowing?"

She was finished dressing and came out to meet me, the woman definitely had curves in all the right places. Cassie was tall, about 6'4", her hair was long and came down to the middle of her back.  It looked to be platinum blonde, practically white if you asked me, and the woman was downright gorgeous. 

"I am a mage, but I don't remember doing that. You must be quite powerful to take on these brutes by yourself."

I shrugged and replied, "I wasn't alone. I had Reap there and the big teddy bear helped too." She stopped in her tracks mouth agape and looking over to notice she was staring at Reaper. 

"Where did you find that siba? I have been searching for him for a long time."

Narrowing my eyes at her I stated, "Beg your pardon? What do you mean you were searching for him?"

"It came to me in a vision. I was to seek out the one that was bonded to a siba. They were chosen for a special purpose in the coming darkness."

"Umm... what?" Stupidly asking, thinking she must have hit her head or something. 

"Yes, I was trying to find you. That siba over there is the only one known in existence. It wouldn't be here if you weren't bonded. Does he speak to you?" 

"How did you know we bonded? I've never told anyone that."

She raised her eyebrow, "Anyone with extensive knowledge of a siba would know that."

"He did when he was younger. I felt the bond but I have this pain in my chest when he needs me. It feels like I'm nauseated when it happens."

"Hmm... Sounds like the bond is being blocked. Is your magic working correctly? Any problems with that?" Cassie asked. 

"I don't have any magic."

"I can see you have magic. Your aura is a bit strange though." She responded, confused. 

"I would know if I had magic." 

"I can see auras. It's one of my talents and looking at yours, it's massive," Cassie retorted.

I thought about what she said for a few moments, but shook my head, this woman is crazy. That’s the second thing that she's said that was nonsense. I thought about saying that but instead, "Well, I can't think about that right now, need to get back to my camp. You... it was nice meeting you." 

Not wanting a reply, my feet took me over to the boar corpses and checked to see if they could be salvaged. Pork sounds good right now, feeling a presence, my head raised up to see the bear staring at me. Hmmm... he must be hungry. "Hey big guy, can you help me out?" It walked over to me and I looked into its eyes and my feeble brain told me that his eyes were overflowing with intelligence. "Bet you’re hungry, huh? I'll make you a deal, we’ll load up a few of these boars on your back for you and Reaper, then if you follow me back to get my stag I killed, we will get one of them cooked up for you, okay?" The bear nodded its big head. I smiled and tossed three boars on its back and tied them off. Checking to make sure they would stay on, we started to walk back towards my kill when the lady yelled, "Wait!!!" Stopping, we waited for her to catch up. 

"Need something?" 

"I'm coming with you!" She answered almost shouting. 

"And why would you do that? Listen, I'm not some special person you need to find, just a blacksmith's son from a small town about 25 miles south of here and my mom is an herbalist. Why do you need to follow me?"

"You don't know what you just did, do you? The siba you have follows and watches over you. Do you not know how astounding that is? Not only that, you walk up to a kodiak and ask him to come with you and it follows. Do you not find that odd?" I looked over to the bear next to me and thought it might be odd. "Look, I'm meant to follow you and guide you. There will be many of us. You will need all the support you can get because of what's coming."

I stood there for a minute waiting to see if she was kidding. When she didn't laugh or explain further I just nodded and started back towards the stag I left. Mmmmm...going to eat good tonight. 




***




After Maximus left to go hunt, the camp was going about their own business anticipating their arrival to Oakenshore. They were ready for this dreadful trip to be over, some were getting their tents ready while others were helping the injured, and a couple of the guards were getting the fire and spit ready for whatever was brought back from the hunt. The ladies have been in distress for the last few days, having had multiple whispered discussions about how to proceed with Maximus. Cori was concerned the most, she didn't want their journey to end with him just walking away. 

"What's going to happen to him?" Cori asked.

"I'm not sure, Cori," Shea replied.  "Even when he leaves, he will be tracked down. Your father will want to meet him and he will send mages to find him." 

"I know he will. His life is about to change drastically," Cori stated with concern. 

Shea nodded as she looked in the distance, thinking about the teenager that brought an enormous amount of change in just a few days. She wanted to just tie him up and demand he answer their questions, but knew she couldn't go through with it. What would she tell the king? What could she say? She was deep in those thoughts when activity was coming from up the road. Sir Nathan had sent riders to Oakenshore and let them know what happened. She got up to see what the commotion was to see a group of riders that had the colors of Oakenshore come into camp. The mage and the princesses walked over to join the discussion with Sir Nathan and the newcomer. 

"Your Highnesses, Lady Shea, it is without a doubt a most glorious day to see you ladies. I'm so glad to see you unharmed," John said while bowing. 

"It's good to see you again, Sir John," Shea replied and the princesses nodded. Shea couldn't believe their luck. They get ambushed by orcs and now they have to deal with this arrogant jerk. 

"Sir Nathan, we heard that you were ambushed by orcs and that you had some that were injured. We are here to escort you safely into Oakenshore," the knight said. 

"Yes, Sir John, we were ambushed and took significant losses," Nathan stated there situation. 

"I'll have my men take guard duty and let yours rest," he turned and barked out an order to another knight to take care of it. He turned back to Sir Nathan again, "What about the injured? I brought a couple of healers with me to take care of them." Nathan pointed them out and the two healers walked off in that direction. "We brought provisions with us for tonight if you need them, your knights said that you were running low." The knights walked to the fire and sat down with the ladies in tow. 

"Thank you, Sir John. We may need them, depending on if our hunter comes back empty handed," Nathan chuckled. 

John's eyebrows rose at that statement. "Ah, the young lad I was told about. Can he really bring enough back for the whole camp?" John asked. 

"It wouldn't surprise me if he brought more than enough. He has been a tremendous amount of help." Nathan said. 

"Yes, so I've heard. We had an emergency meeting with Sir Ackley. We all heard the tall tales of the lad, from him saving you single handedly to healing the lame and injured. Let's just give him the job of saving the kingdom," John arrogantly laughed. His other knights laughed with him, stating Sir Ackley laughed too. That made their blood boil. 

"Are you saying my knights are liars, Sir John?" Nathan grit his teeth. 

"No, Sir Nathan, I didn't say that. It's just a farfetched story, we’re just skeptical," John said wiping tears from his eyes 

Cori spoke through her teeth, "Sir John, those tall tales as you call them are true."

"Maybe you were under stress and thought you saw it. And what's this I hear about you ladies helping with the bandaging and cooking?" John scoffed, "those things are beneath your station. How dare he make you do those things! I will have a nice conversation with him and let him know who his betters are!!!

The Whitehurst group started laughing loudly, some were bending over cackling. The Oakenshore knights didn't think his statements were funny. 

Shea was the first to get her voice back and said, "He didn't make us do anything, we volunteered. Obviously you weren't listening if you think he cares who his betters are. Don't get me wrong, he's very courteous and polite in conversation. When he sees imminent conflict, that's a whole other matter. He has uncanny abilities."

"I would also hesitate to do anything when his companion is nearby," Sir Nathan snickered. 

"Are you saying the lad thinks he is better than us? I would love to meet him in a circle. Then you would see how outmatched your ‘hunter’ is," John sneered. The conversation stopped when two distinct roars were heard in the woods. 

"What the hell was that?" John bellowed. 

"I'm not sure, but I know who's at that exact location," Sir Nathan said as he glanced at Shea and Cori. They were worried now. 

"What do you mean you know who's out there?" John demanded. "Whoever is out there is about to be dead. If that's where your hunter is, then he's dead for sure. Knights, armor up, and stay alert. Be ready for an ambush, we won't be taken by surprise," he bellowed. 

The camp was on high alert. They hadn't heard anything coming from the direction the roars came from in the past hour or so. The Whitehurst group was getting very concerned since Maximus hasn't made it back yet. It was right at sunset and everyone was starting to calm down when they heard shouts from the guards at the perimeter, sounding panicked. Sir Nathan, Shea and the others were searching for what was making the knights frantic as Sir John came over and talked with the group. 

"Our scouts spotted a group moving our way. Something big is with them. Lady Shea take the princesses back into the tent and wait for the all clear," Sir John ordered. Shea looked at him like he grew horns and looked at Sir Nathan. He shrugged and advised it would be best, and did what was commanded. After a few minutes of boredom, they heard numerous swords unsheathed ready for battle. Shea peeked out to see what was going on. 

"Can you see anything?" Cori asked. 

"Nothing yet. Maybe they'll pass us by," Shea calmly said. 

"I hope Maximus is okay." Shea could hear the sadness in her voice and replied, "I wouldn't worry about him. He can take care of himself."

"I know, but I still worry and now we have that pompous fool John to deal with. I hope Reaper comes back and eats him," Cori said. 

Estelle laughed and responded, "I agree but we can't allow that to happen, Maximus would be sentenced to death. We need to keep them apart if possible."

"Agreed, although it won't matter if he doesn't show back up," Shea commented. 

Cori was about to respond to that statement but was cut off by frantic shouts. They got wide eyed and went outside. At that moment they saw something walking up to the camp, four distinct shadows. Two of them were just massive and the other two were human looking. 

"Halt! Stay where you are!"




Chapter Ten








As it was getting dark, we came upon the area where I killed the stag and looked around; something had better not taken my kill. I finally checked at the bottom of a hill and saw our meal for the night.  I walked hurriedly and was ecstatic when we came up to the downed animal, my mouth was watering for some venison. Reap came over so I could put the stag on him, I tied it down so it wouldn't fall off and nodded to the group before starting back to our camp. We stayed on the trail back to the camp, slowly getting closer.  The kodiak was on my left, Reaper on the right, and Cassie was on the other side of the big bear. 

Watching the huge bear, I thought maybe we should give him a name instead of calling him "big guy" all the time. Stopping the group and looking the kodiak in the eye, "I’m going to call you Hercules instead of saying big guy."

The brown bear huffed and nodded. I laughed and Cassie shook her head stating that was a suitable name. After a few minutes, she wanted to discuss the mission again as she calls it, but I didn't want to hear it and just stayed silent. She sighed loudly at my silence. 

"Why are you acting like that?"  Cassie barked.  "We have to get you prepared for what's coming."

"Right now I'm going to go to my fire then clean and cook our kills. I promised Hercules over there I would make it nice and hot." Hercules looked over and grunted. I chuckled and kept walking, she followed and threw up her arms in surrender. As we came upon our destination we slowed down to hopefully not scare everyone, but it didn't matter what I did though, they were going to freak out. Seeing movement and hearing shouts, we were curious to see what was going on, at least until we heard the unmistakable sounds of metal as swords were unsheathed. My mind picked up different soldiers mixed in with the Whitehurst group that I was traveling with. I could see Hercules and Reaper tense, and felt the air crackle around Cassie. Putting my bow and quiver down, I unsheathed my sword thinking this ought to be good. 

"Halt! Stay where you are!!" A knight bellowed. Our group stopped about fifty feet from the knight.

"Don't come any closer!"  He commanded.  "By order of the Duke of Oakenshore, you will drop your weapons and surrender!" 

Cassie looked at me with a raised eyebrow, saying I thought this was your camp. Shrugging, my eyes stared at the knight standing there quietly, waiting for this idiot to realize he didn't order me around. All he had to do was look at my group and know he was outmatched. 

"Stand your mage down, you have ten seconds," he ordered. Turning my head to try and find Shea or Sir Nathan, I couldn't see them. So I guess it was going to be me to have to deal with him then. 

"Who are you and why are you yelling?" I calmly asked. 

"You don't get to ask questions, brigand! This is your last chance, I order you in the name of Duke Ackley to surrender!"

I stared at him and laughed, his face going red with anger by the second. Both groups tensed, waiting for the first move. When getting myself back under control, I confidently retorted to the moron, "If you think you're man enough, then by all means put the cuffs on. I will try to persuade you to not come any closer though. See, the big guy to my left is named Hercules. Say hello, Hercules," he stood up on his hind legs and roared. I swear the front guards went pale. "If that doesn't make you want to rethink your order, then this might." I looked at Reaper and said, "Say hello, Reaper." He stepped forward and let out a roar so loud that the area around us went still. The guards dropped their weapons and fled toward the back of the camp. 

"Wh-who are you?" He asked and his fear was palpable. At that point, I heard familiar voices from behind the obnoxious knight. 

"Get away from them!!"

"...wait, he's a friend"

"Stop!!"

"Oakenshore, stand down!!"

I looked over and found Sir Nathan, Ladies Shea, Cori, and Estelle running over. They came up past the knight and stopped in shock at what they were looking at. They all started talking at the same time. 

"Maximus, what the hell is that?"

"Where have you been?"

"Are you okay?"

The last to speak was Sir Nathan, "Maximus, please calm down.  They are here to help. They don't know you, so please don't confront them." I stared at Sir Nathan thinking about my next move. 

"Please Maximus," Cori pleaded.  "Just calm down and come with us back to the fire."  

Glancing over at my group, I saw tension, but knew they were ready for battle.   Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and nodded to the Whitehurst group. The relief in their eyes was evident. 

"Cassie, Herc, Reap, stand down." 

After a few moments they relaxed and the tension from both sides cleared. The ladies came over, then surprisingly, they gave me hugs and a kiss on the cheek. Nathan just slapped me on the back and grunted, I smiled at his demeanor. We walked with the group into the camp with a wide berth from the Oakenshore guards. I chuckled at that and kept to myself. 

Knowing by the looks on their faces and the barrage of questions they were about to ask, I held my hand up and stated, "I'm going to need to clean these kills. You can join me if you want, but I promised Hercules there would be a cooked meal." 

I winked at them and walked over to the tree line and got our meals off my two furry friends. Hmm...That’s kind of weird to think about, but shrugged and got to work. Hercules and Reap stayed by me staring out in the woods for any danger, Cassie came over and took a knife out that I didn't know she had, and started on one of the boars. Wonder where she hid that? I shook my head getting those thoughts out of my mind. Someone cleared their throat after a few minutes of work and I looked up to a group of people staring down at me. 

"What?" 

"What? That's the first thing out of your mouth?" Shea barked her reply.  "How about you tell us what went down this afternoon?"  

"Calm down Shea, he'll tell us when he's ready," Nathan advised, trying to sooth the tension again. 

"Really? He still hasn't told us about his siba. Why would he tell us what happened today?" She asked the knight with a hand on her hip. 

I looked over at Shea and she narrowed her eyes at me daring me to contradict her, then glanced around at the group to find concerned faces. Sighing, I responded to her remark, "I told you before you made it to Oakenshore I would answer your questions about that. Before we get to that, where is Sir Yells a lot?" They snickered at that and said he was on the other side of camp.

"What's his problem?" 

"Well, first, he was an obnoxious jerk before arriving," Nathan answered my question calmly.  "Now he may be worse since you stood up to him."  

"He'll be worse," Shea sighed and shook her head.  "Since he is one of the commanders of Ackley's army, he thinks his word is law." 

"I could care less at the moment and didn't do anything wrong," stating as I finished cleaning the stag. Cutting up some portions and handing them to a guard to set on the fire, I picked up one of the boars and noticed Cassie was almost done with hers. Damn, she's good. I turned back to the group and started cutting. 

"He won't see it like that," Nathan said. "He sees you as a threat against him and Oakenshore." 

My mind shrugged that off and let them keep on discussing that situation. Whatever, I'm out of here tomorrow anyway,  I continued on for a few minutes and was in a good mood until I heard that bastard's voice coming our way.  Reap and Herc looked in his direction and growled, he stopped cold on the outskirts of our little group. I chuckled and waited for the overbearing knight to begin his rant. 

"What is the meaning of this?"  He barked.  "Why is there not any guards on him? He and his beasts should be watched at all times!!"

Standing up with blood all over me, I walked over to him and sized him up. The group tensed up and his guards immediately had their hands on the hilts of the weapons they carried. Looking him over, he had that pretty boy look, about my height, blonde hair, blue eyes, and pale complexion. I didn't see any hardness or experience of being in the army. He probably got that position because of his blood line.

I smiled and put my hand out for him to grasp knowing he wouldn't touch it. He looked at my hands and attire with disgust. "Hello sir knight, what brings you to my side of the camp?" Trying for some light commentary. He looked at me with such contempt it was almost funny. 

"You think because you are an associate of the Whitehurst caravan that I would lower myself to your level?" He sneered.  "I don't socialize with commoners."  

"How is it that you know I'm a commoner?" Struggling to stay calm, but he was about to be pummeled. 

The  scoffed, "By the look of your clothing, I can tell you've no noble blood. I also haven't seen you before in court. So, you are a commoner."

"That's okay. You can think what you want. I don't have to listen to you, so by all means, tell us why you're here." 

"Not that's any of your business." He bowed and looked toward the women, "Lady Shea, Princess Corisande, Princess Estelle, I humbly invite you to my fire for dinner. We can discuss what is happening in Oakenshore for the celebration."  "...Sir Nathan, you are welcome as well." He said as an afterthought. They looked at each other for a moment and it was Estelle who answered. 

"Sir John, thank you for the invitation, but we have to respectfully decline." The others nodded. He was shocked for a moment but got it under control, then he cleared his throat and asked, "Is there anything you ladies need? I would like to discuss the upcoming festivities in our lovely city." They groaned and I put them out of their misery. 

"Let me give you something to discuss, Your Lordship." Walking away to look in a sack I put by Reap to make sure it was the right one, I grabbed the bag, walked over to Sir John and dropped it at his feet. He picked it up warily and looked in it.  It didn't take long before he screamed like a girl, and dropped it on the ground. The sack opened and the orc head I cut off for show and tell rolled on the ground, coming to a stop near Sir Nathan's feet. I smiled as everyone tensed and said, "Now that I have everyone's attention. I would like to know how orcs are this close to your lovely city."

"Wh-where did you get that? John stammered. 

"Well, we commoners were out hunting for food and came to a clearing where the lovely Lady Cassie over there was unconscious. The rest of the story is on a need to know basis and you at the moment, don't need to know." I swear his face went from pale to red in a couple of seconds. It was glorious!!

"You will tell me what I want to know right now!!" He bellowed in anger.

I looked at him trying to keep a straight face but couldn’t. Smiling, I walked away calling out over my shoulder, "Sorry Sir Yells a Lot, I don’t have to tell you anything." Everyone around snickered at my comment, and he just got angrier.

"Halt in the name of Duke Ackley!!! You will tell me this instant or I will place you in custody for your insolence," he spat out, spittle going everywhere.

Stopping and slowly turning back around to face the cretin, I coldly responded, "I want to make it very clear that you will not touch me, sir knight. I don’t know what your problem is with me, but I don’t answer to you and haven’t done anything wrong.  Although, I did clear out orcs in your territory that your men are responsible for. Here’s an idea, instead of discussing topics like celebrations in your lovely city, you should be discussing the orc problem you have."  I took a few breaths trying to calm down and advised the group, "I’ll make it easy for you though, I’m out."  I walked to where Reaper, Hercules, and Cassie were. We started gathering up our stuff to go.

"Wait Maximus, where are you going?" Cori asked hurriedly.

"Away from here; obviously I’m invading someone’s space."

"Maximus, hold just a moment," Sir Nathan gestured for me to stop, then turned to the Oakenshore Commander and stated with an uncompromising voice, "Sir John, you have no authority in this camp. Please refrain your threats so we can find out what happened." 

"Sir Nathan, I apologize for my outbursts. The insolence of this commoner has brought out my anger," John sneered.

"Let me stop you right there, it was you who started this whole debacle. Now stand down and listen. You may not have been here, but if it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t be here. If you so much as look at him wrongly, I will tell Duke Ackley and King William myself what has transpired here. Do I make myself clear?" Shea stated with authority. Hmm…she must have some pull with the king then, I thought to myself. At this point I didn’t care. I just wanted to go home.

"At this point Sir John, it would be best if you went to your own camp for the time being until we get this sorted out," Sir Nathan suggested. John nodded and walked away, his guards in tow.

I went back to finish my work and to get it on the fire; hoping I would be left alone, but they wouldn’t leave me be. "Tell us what happened while you were out in the woods." I looked around to who said that and saw it was Cori. They were all sternly looking at me for some reason, raising my brow at that demand.

"What would you like to know, milady?"

"Don’t give us that crap; head in bag," Shea points at the head on the ground, "explain, now!"

"Let me clean up first."

I was done with the boars and handed the meat to one of the guards to start cooking them for our local beasts. He took it to the fire while I went to the stream to clean up. After cleaning up as best I could, we gathered around the fire for my explanation on the head I brought back.

"Before we start, let me introduce you to Lady Cassie," I started explaining. They went around the fire and made their introductions. "It all started when I came upon a herd of deer…….." I told them everything that happened except the crazy stuff that Cassie said to me. After the recollection of my day, they sat in silence, then asked Cassie questions. We finished our discussion at about the time the food was done. I got up and took the two boars off of the spit, went over and tossed them to Reaper and Hercules. They growled out there enthusiasm. As they were eating there meal, I went back to grab mine and found they were still discussing my scuffle today. Chowing down on my meal Nathan said, "We have to tell Sir John what Maximus found out about in the woods. There may be more people being taken." I had to agree with that assumption, but why were they being taken? I’ll let them figure it out as I ate in silence.

"We will tell the Duke personally. I don’t want anything to get messed up in transit," Shea commanded.  "I am going to send a message to the High Mage when we get to Oakenshore. Maybe he will have some insight to what we may be dealing with." 

"Good idea, and I will send a message to the King as well," Sir Nathan replied.

"Now that we got that out of the way, Maximus, tell us about your new friends," Shea stated calmly.

I looked at her for a moment with confusion. "Hercules and Cassie?" She nodded and I said, "Well, he was protecting the lady as I said and we helped end the skirmish. Cassie woke up and all of us came here. Don’t know about friends though, I offered him food and he came, simple as that. Cassie is a mage, so she goes where she wants."

"Umm…you do know he wouldn’t follow you without being tied to you?" Cassie whispered to me, but scowling at that statement stopped her. The others around waited patiently for an explanation, so I took a deep breath.

"I suppose it’s time to tell you about how I met Reaper." They all nodded and waited patiently. "It was six years ago, my friends and I went out to hunt and get some supplies for my mom. We were out there for a little while basking in freedom when we first heard the howls. Deciding to investigate, we headed that direction and came upon some timber wolves that had a siba cornered. It turned out to be a mother protecting her cub, I don’t know what came over me but I ended up in the fight. There were five of those huge wolves and three of us. My buddy had a bow and I had a dagger," the others were leaning in listening intently waiting for the outcome. "We took them on and defeated them, but I ended up bed ridden for a couple weeks and it took me a couple months to regain my strength. The mother siba died of her wounds and Reap ended up with us. He didn’t leave my side after that, been with me ever since."

"That’s when you bonded with him, wasn’t it?" Cassie asked.

I turned to her and nodded. Gasps were heard around the fire, but I didn’t pay attention and looked into the distant sky thinking about that day.  A few moments later, I ended up saying, "Yeah, I was in my bed, Reap jumped up, and that’s when it happened." I looked around and saw stunned faces.

"Now, that ladies and gentlemen is how Reaper came into my life," I said while looking at Reap and Herc finishing off their meals, grinning and wondering where the big guy was going to go from here. The big bear must’ve felt me watching because he looked up at me and huffed. 

"Thank you for allowing us to know your story. I'm amazed you took that risk at such a young age and survived," she glanced at me and sighed. "What will you do now?"  

I looked back at her not sure of the question and said, "I'm not sure what you mean."

"Well, let's review what's happened in the past few days," Cori indicated by using her fingers counting the events.  "We were ambushed, you saved us, help feed us, and stayed with us the rest of the journey. Today, you rescued Lady Cassie from a group of orcs."  

Shea calmly mentioned, "Also, you have bonded with a siba.  We don't know what the ramifications will be with that. I'm not sure what's going to happen, but it can't be a coincidence. Oh, and to top that, you probably bonded with the kodiak behind you." 

I shook my head and said, "Hercules is his own and chooses where to go, not me."

"Yes, and he chose you. I can see it even though you can't. He has bonded to you," Cassie stated and she went over to scratch Hercules behind the ears. 

"What do you mean you can see it?" Shea asked confused. 

"That's one of my unique talents. I can see auras," Cassie shrugged.  "Hercules has attached his to Maximus here." 

"Wow, I haven't come across any mages that can do that. If that's so, what color am I then?" Shea asked and we looked at Cassie for an explanation. 

"It’s white, you're an air mage," she nonchalantly replied back to Shea. 

Shea narrowed her eyes at that remark and retorted back, "Okay, what about Lady Cori here?" Shea pointed to the lovely young woman. Cori looked uncomfortable. 

"Blue, she's a water mage, and before you ask, the other one is white like you," as Cassie pointed to Estelle, "they aren't trained though. Their auras are weak. I'm assuming someone doesn't want them in combat."

Shea was at a loss for words. I was stunned, but when I thought about it, anytime when water was needed it was found easily. Everyone looked nervous, I guess it wasn't common knowledge that the princesses were mages. Hmmm... That means that either the king or queen is a mage. Maybe both and shrugged that thought off. It's not like I'm going to meet them. 

"You are correct, Lady Cassie. Where are you from again?" Shea responded with an edge to it.

"I never said," Cassie said staring at Shea, "and before the question is asked, you've no need to know what kind of mage I am at this time." I tensed as the air around us went cold. Their eyes changed color immediately, one white, the other had lightning crackling through hers. I jumped up, got between them, and yelled out, "Woah, stand down!" They both stared at each other for a few moments and then calmed down. Relieved but at the same time perturbed, I let them know it. "What are you two thinking? Aren't we on the same team?" 

"I'm sorry, Maximus. I got carried away," Cassie said with her head down. I nodded and looked at Shea. 

"I'm sorry too. I'm just on edge," Shea apologized. 

"Okay, let's take a deep breath and get back to our earlier conversation. Sir Nathan, ladies, anything else you need from me?" 

"What are your plans going forward?" Sir Nathan asked. 

I thought about it for a few minutes and sighed. "My immediate plans are to go home to see my family and let them know what has happened. After that, I'll just take it day by day." They looked disappointed for some reason and wondered what that's about. 

"Is there any way you can come with us?"  Sir Nathan questioned without hesitation.  "The duke may want to have an audience with you. I know when the king hears what happened here, he'll want to talk to you as well." 

"I'm going to have to decline. How long will you be in Oakenshore?" 

He replied, "A few weeks, there are some details to work on about territory disputes, and then it’s back to Whitehurst. The annual tournament is coming up. People from all over will compete for the title champion." I nodded thinking about my trip back home and looked over at Shea, she had conflicting emotions showing. 

"I wish you would just come with us for a couple of days to get settled in before you leave. I would like to talk more about the bonds you have," Shea said almost pleading. 

Cori let her opinion known, "Please Maximus, would you come with us? It would be wonderful if you would accompany us to the castle. You could meet the heir apparent and his brother Gordon." Shea raised her eyebrow wondering what she was doing. Princess Cori ignored her though. 

I smiled and carefully answered, "Princess Cori, it would be a great honor to escort you to the castle, but I need to know if my family's safe. If I can make it back before your timeline is up I will." She deflated at that comment and I was confused at her demeanor. She's a princess, why would she want to be around me? 

"When will you be leaving?" Sir Nathan asked while glancing at the air mage. 

"Tomorrow, when I see you make it through the city gates. At that time I will make my way back to my home." I looked at Cassie and asked, "Lady Cassie, are you staying with the caravan or do I need to escort you someplace else?"

"I already told you I'm going with you," she said. Cori was about to ask why but Shea stopped her with stern look. 

I got up, stretched, and yawned out, "Alright, I'm beat, so I'm going to bed."

They watched as Maximus strolled over to his spot by a tree.  Cassie was about to go too but, "Lady Cassie, would you mind staying and chatting with us? I have a few questions," Shea asked. 

Cassie took a deep breath and sighed loudly, "What is it you need, Lady Shea?"

"Why are you traveling back with Maximus? Is he in danger?" Sir Nathan and Princess Cori perked up at the questions. 

She stared in Shea's eyes and made sure she was listening, "There is darkness coming. I don't know what or who, but very soon every being, clan, and kingdom will be picking sides in a coming war that this world hasn't seen before. It will make the war with the Dark Warlock look like child’s play." She looked over in Max's direction, concerned, "He's the key and will be the one to unite the kingdoms in the coming war."

The group was stunned by this revelation. Everyone started questioning at once. 

 "How do you know this?" Shea demanded

"What makes you think any of what you said is true?" Nathan asked. 

Cori yelled, "Why are you telling us this?"

Others were asking questions but she didn't hear them, instead focusing on Maximus. He has a hard road ahead. She turned her head back the group and calmly said, "I have seen it in my visions. The reason why I am telling you, is because your destiny is now intertwined."

"Are you saying that you're clairvoyant?" Shea asked with wide eyes. 

Cassie took a deep breath settling her nerves. She didn't want to say anything but he has to start getting support from the kingdoms. "I sometimes have these visions that come to me, but I'm not an oracle or seer. I'm trusting you with this not to panic, but to warn you and your people. You will need to start preparing. Max will become the mage that the kingdoms will look to for leadership. He will need all the support we can give him."

"Who are you, really?" Shea asked, almost demanding for the mage to tell her. 

"I'm here to protect him, guide him. He will need instruction and support. I'll leave you on those thoughts. Goodnight all." Cassie got up and left. There was silence in the group for several minutes trying to make sense of what was said.

Shea got her thoughts together first, "No one speaks of this until we can talk to High Mage Edward. He may know who she is and why she has told us this astonishing news. I don’t want our kingdom in a panic."

"This was supposed to be a trip to relax and celebrate," Estelle moped.  "Now it’s turned into something else entirely." 

"I agree Lady Shea, we should let them discuss our next move," Nathan stated calmly.  "We just need to go about our business and for now act like nothing is happening. Focus on the announcement of the heir apparent and celebrations." 

"How are we supposed to do that after what was just said?" Cori asked reluctantly.  "She knows things that nobody outside of our circle should know. If this whole situation is true, how can we let Maximus leave tomorrow?" 

"There’s nothing we can do about that," Nathan chuckled.  "It’s not like we can make him do anything. His two massive beasts and his personal mage won’t let us." 

They decided to go to sleep and regroup tomorrow. None of the Whitehurst group got any sleep, but Maximus slept dreaming of his home.




Chapter Eleven








I woke up the next morning refreshed, just thinking about home got me in a better mood. Herc and Reap were still asleep. I wonder how I’m going to explain this to my parents. ‘Hey mom, guess what? I brought home someone else to live with us. He’s just a big teddy bear.’ Hmm…he will tear her garden up for sure. I’m in trouble, big trouble. 

Groaning, I got up to start getting my gear ready for the day and noticed there were group discussions to my left and right. The left was the Whitehurst group and the right was the Oakenshore group. Neither group looked especially cheery this morning. Sighing loudly, my feet took me towards my pack for some provisions to eat. I wasn’t going to get mixed up in that mess, so happily chewed on some jerky, cheese, and bread. Thinking about the two massive predators, I went and got some fresh meat for them and tossed it on the ground by their paws. They woke up from the smell and devoured there meal as usual. After a while, the group dispersed and Sir Yells a Lot bellowed a couple of orders to his men. Sir Nathan did the same for his, and so they started mounting their horses. I got to my mount to find Cassie had already loaded our stuff on him. Hmm…that’s weird. Why is she putting her stuff with mine? We started out slowly, but picked up speed once we got down the road a few miles. 

A few hours into the trip, we topped a hill and I looked upon Oakenshore for the first time. It was much bigger than my town, and I could see the castle from miles away, it seemed the caravan was at least two or three hours away. The knights brought our convoy to a stop by a stream and let the horses drink, after a few minutes we started out again to end the journey for the Whitehurst group. When just outside the gates the caravan stopped, Cassie and I got off the mounts and got our stuff. We put our packs on Herc and Reap for the trip home and handed the reins to our mounts to one of the soldiers, he took them inside the gates. Sir Yells a lot came over to us as the caravan went through the gates.

Sir John sneered, "I will wait for your return brigand; know you will meet me in the circle to settle this little matter."

"Can’t wait. I’ll be ready, Sir Yells a Lot." I smiled and tried to get a visual of me pummeling the asswipe.




***




The Whitehurst unit watched the diverse group led by Max walk off into the horizon. They had mixed emotions about him leaving: disappointment, fear, and impatience which was among the top.  As they moved through the city gates they tried to forget the discussion last night, at least for now. The group moved slowly toward the castle, Sir Nathan spotted the impetuous knight waiting for them and groaned at the thought of spending more time with this imbecile. 

Sir John bowed, "Ladies and sir knight, may I escort you to the castle?

Cori sighed loudly. Shea tried not to be irritated at the moron but her voice betrayed her, "Sir John, are you to take us straight there, or annoy us more?"

John was stunned and didn't know what to say at first. "Milady, I mean no offense. I was to escort you by the duke's orders. He wants to hear about your situation immediately."

"Okay, good, lead the way," Shea said. 

"Do you think we will see him again?" Cori asked with a sigh. 

"If you were to listen to Lady Cassie, then that's a certainty. I'm not sure about the visions she's seeing though," Shea told her as she kept walking towards the castle gates. 

"I know we've had a couple bad days. So let's just breathe the fresh air and maybe get some rest today," Estelle softly suggested. 

"I don't know if I can relax," Cori stated.  "Even if those statements that were told to us aren't true, it's hard to believe that meeting Maximus was a coincidence. The things he can do, are unusual." 

John chuckled out, "You think he's anything other than just a commoner? He hasn't shown me anything extraordinary. Those two beasts took care of those orcs for him and he just took the credit for it."

Princess Cori and the others stopped in the middle of traffic. She turned to the knight with anger on her face. Shea tried to stop her with a hand on her shoulder, but Cori shook her off and got right in his face. "What is wrong with you? That man saved us. You may think he's a boy, but you didn't see what he did to those orcs and wolves. He then with his animals took them on by himself in the woods to save Lady Cassie," she took a deep breath, "all I've seen you do is bark orders and wait for people to serve you. Have you even fought against orcs?"

John looked at her with embarrassment and stammered out, "Umm…no y-your highness. I haven't had the pleasure."

Cori looked at him with frustration and asked, "Then why is it you have taken to berating Maximus? He has been most understanding of your poppycock attitude over the last couple of days. I for one would have you put in the stocks."

"But Your Highness, he is but a lowly commoner. Unfit to be in your presence," Sir John smiled. 

"Sir John, that lowly commoner saved the princesses, me, and my men. In my book that puts him as my brother in arms, don't disrespect him again. Remember my words, when it comes to him titles don't matter," Sir Nathan stated and walked off with the others following.

They went to the castle and was escorted to the main hall. As the group walked through the castle, they noticed the eclectic art and beauty that the castle displayed. It was different than the palace, but still beautiful nonetheless.  The architecture was truly remarkable and someone spared no cost with the building. They were led to some double doors and were let in by the duke's guards. A throne was set up on a dais with a tall man presiding over court. 

Duke Ackley was older, mid-fifties, dark hair with a little grey mixed in, and a fare complexion. His two sons were up on the dais with him and looked like they were wrapping up when they came in. Duke Ackley and his sons saw them, they immediately came over and bowed to them. "Princess Estelle, Princess Corisande, Lady Shea, it's good to see you. We were worried when your riders came in to let us know you were attacked," he said quickly. 

"Duke Ackley, thank you for sending protection for us," Lady Shea curtsied. He nodded and looked over at the knight that was with them and reached out to welcome him. 

"Sir Nathan, it's great to see you again. I was hoping you made it out alive."

Sir Nathan grasped his arm in the greeting and nodded, "Thank you, Duke Ackley. We were in a pickle for sure."

The duke looked at his knight and asked, "I trust there wasn't any problems, Sir John?"

The knight's face flushed and fidgeted, "Nothing I couldn't handle my lord. We had some unexpected guests last night, but we got it under control."

Duke Ackley was surprised and asked, "Unexpected guests? Who was it?"

"Your Grace, we need to discuss in private the events that we were involved in," Lady Shea advised.

"Yes, of course, Lady Shea. Forgive me, let's go to the war room. I want a full debrief of your travels. The king and high mage have already been notified of the events of the ambush. I'll have refreshments brought. Your group must be starving." 

Duke Ackley called out to some servants as they walked down the corridor to bring sustenance for the weary group. When everyone was gathered inside, refreshments were on a table waiting for them. They each gathered some food and sat down eating in silence. As they ended their meal the doors were closed for their meeting. 

"Alright, I'm all ears ladies and want to know all the details. I've heard some wild stories coming out, but wanted to hear it from the source," Duke Ackley said.

Shea and the others looked around to see who would start. "Sir Nathan, would you start since you were on the scene first?" He nodded and started telling the events that had occurred the past week. He told them about being ambushed by orcs and wolves. The ladies breaking in at certain moments to tell their sides. He continued with how arrows started coming out of nowhere, to the roar that stopped the battle, then Maximus coming over the hill. He explained at the end of the battle where his men were given treatment which ultimately saved their lives, and Nathan talked about the lad helping them with food and supplies. 

"Who is this Maximus? Where does he come from?" The Duke asked. 

"We don't know, milord. He wouldn't tell us," Shea replied and sighed. 

"Why wouldn't he tell you?"  Duke Ackley wondered.  "It's odd that he would help, but wouldn't tell you anything about himself." 

"Yes, it was odd milord, but that wasn't why he was guarded," Lady Cori stated. 

The duke looked at her in confusion. Cori continued, "We mentioned the roar but not the creature it came from," she stopped and thought about her words then carefully said, "The roar was made by a siba, milord. That's why Maximus didn't want to tell us where he was from. It was because people would seek him out."

Duke Ackley stared at Cori to see if she was telling the truth. "Are you certain, Your Highness?" At that moment, Gordon Ackley bellowed out, "Whoa, whoa, whoa, you saw a siba?" He asked wide eyed and she nodded. Then he started describing how the siba looked, and the group looked shocked. Gordon chuckled out, "Holy Shit! You met Reaper, didn't you?" He laughed at the shocked looks which meant he knew who was there. "Ladies and Gentlemen, you met up with Max Drago. His siba, Reaper, that’s one massive cat. He hardly leaves Max's side." 

"How do you know this Gordon?" The duke asked. 

"Because I stayed with him for a few weeks. His father is a blacksmith and his mother is the town herbalist. They grow everything they need and if they don't have it, Max goes in the woods to find it." The group was stunned and looked at each other knowing that he described Maximus to the letter. "I've seen him and his mother heal some nasty injuries."

"Why haven't you told us any of this, son?" Duke Ackley's demanded, his voice filled with irritation. "That's vital information. He could be a danger to the kingdom!"  

"I didn't tell you because he's my friend, and everyone will want to seek him out to see the legendary creature. The kingdom isn't in danger from him. The only people who are in danger are the ones that cross his path unjustly," Gordon stated with emphasis. 

Lady Shea cleared her throat, "Sorry milord, but you know where he lives? The king and high mage will want to know. Also... we haven't told the whole story yet." The Ackley's stared at her confused that there was more to the story. "Yesterday, Max went out to hunt again. He was gone for a long time, that's when Sir John and his company found us. At that time we heard two distinct roars, one was Reaper, and the other was an unknown. After a few minutes it was quiet again, so we thought the worst for Max. It was about an hour later that we had unexpected guests come to our camp," she stopped and looked over at Sir John, who was blushing with embarrassment. Duke Ackley noticed the look she gave him and was going to ask about it. "The camp was prepared for an ambush, but it was Max returning to camp. He wasn't alone though, and we found out what the second roar was. It was a kodiak, sir, and he was following Max with Reaper by his side." The Ackley's were stunned. Not only did he have a siba but he has a huge bear too? She continued, "Max also had a mage with him. He came upon ten orcs with boars that were trying to apprehend an escapee. Max saved her with help from his creatures. She was unconscious at the time. We talked with her and found that she wasn't the only one captured. I'm not sure where they are keeping the captives, but you might want to have someone look into it. ......we also found out that he's bonded with both of them." This shocked the Ackley's the most. This was definitely unprecedented territory. 

"Who was this mage? Did you recognize her?" Duke Ackley asked quickly. 

"No, milord, but her name is Lady Cassie," Shea softly said. He didn't recognize the name but that didn't mean anything, mages were everywhere. He took a deep breath and asked if there was anything else. They looked at each other and said no. 

"Okay, before I inform His Majesty and the high mage of these events, what's the issue with you and Sir John?" The Duke asked. 

"Let's just say that your knight thought Max was beneath him and us," Princess Cori answered and the others nodded.  "He also degraded him in public and called him a brigand."  

 The duke and Gordon's face were red with anger and it was the silent brother that voiced his opinion. "Who cares, he's a commoner. They are a dime a dozen. Who cares if he has animals with him? They can be killed," Blake smugly said.

Duke Ackley was outraged. "So you two nitwits think it was a lucky coincidence that he showed up at the right times and got lucky saving these people?"

They nodded and it was Gordon who yelled out, "Do you idiots even know what a siba is?" They shook their head no. "Well, let me enlighten you. Those legendary creatures haven't been seen in centuries. They are very in tune with the environment and very cunning. They can kill instantly, not to mention the size that Reaper is. That's not all, this one is bonded to a commoner as you say, and he could have killed you with a snap of his fingers. Now, he has a kodiak, which will do the same if he asks. There is no one known that has ever been bonded to a siba. We are now in unknown territory, and have absolutely no idea the ramifications that will happen since Max is bonded to Reaper." Gordon then looked at his father with trepidation. "I didn't know he was bonded though. He never told me that father. I'm sorry, I would have told you if he'd had." The duke looked annoyed at his apology but didn't say anything. 

Duke Ackley looked at his knight and eldest child then advised, "You two from now on will show respect to everyone and I mean everyone. Don't let me hear otherwise or the consequences will not be to your liking. Do I make myself clear?" They nodded. "Sir John, when we see young Max again, you will apologize until you're blue in the face," he nodded and Duke Ackley continued, "the king and high mage will definitely want to know where Max is. As of right now, he is top priority."

"Where's Max, if he was with you?" Gordon asked concerned. 

"Why do you care brother?" Blake asked sarcastically. 

Gordon looked at his brother and smiled, "You’re still pissed that he beat you, aren't you?"

Blake looked irritated and bellowed, "He cheated!"

Gordon cackled loudly and then said, "He beat you honorably. I was there, remember?"

Sir John asked carefully, "Are you saying that Max is the one that bested you?" 

"He didn't just win. He annihilated him," Gordon chuckled while Blake was red faced with anger. Blake barked out, "If you hadn't interrupted us, I would've beat him!!"

Gordon shook his head, "And I suppose the archery match was fixed too?" Blake put his head down, but didn't say anything. The group collectively didn't know what to say, so the room was in silence for a few minutes. 

"First and foremost, where is Max now?" Duke Ackley asked. 

"He left after he escorted us to the city, Your Grace. We tried to get him to stay, but declined to go make sure his family is safe," Shea answered. 

"Okay, there's nothing we can do at this time. I'll let the king know what's going on. Lady Cassie, where is she?" The Duke wondered. 

"She went with Max, says she is protecting him," Cori spat. The Ackley's and Shea turned to look at the princess. She just shrugged and looked away. 

"Hmm... Is he in some sort of trouble? Although, not much can stop him if he wanted trouble," he chuckled. 

"No, she was just adamant about being his protector," Shea said looking at the others, making sure they didn't say anything about Cassie's visions.

"The celebration and ball is in two days, we should hear back from the king by then. Until then, I must make haste to deliver this astonishing news myself. Your Highnesses, your company must be tired, rest and we’ll meet at dinner," Duke Ackley proposed and the princesses nodded. He left the confines of the room while the others just sat thinking about their next move.

Silence ruled the room until Gordon spoke. "What was it like to see Reaper in action? Was it like the legends go?"

"I have never see the like," Shea softly replied. "The ferocity and savagery within the battle was hard to watch."

"The duo of Max and Reaper was unlike anyone we’ve ever seen," Sir Nathan reverently commented. "It was like they knew what each other was doing before it happened. I can only imagine what will happen now that the kodiak is involved," 

Gordon shook his head thinking how his courteous and polite friend could be a killer. They sat there reminiscing about other things for about an hour and then went off to bed.




 

***




It was a beautiful day, green fields, birds chirping, and it seemed that nobody was around for miles. Max was ecstatic to be going home for some needed rest.  His crew, if you called it that, was following him.  This is where he belonged, not in any city or town, only in the wilderness with the wind blowing fresh air in their faces. 

I took a deep breath and thought my parents were going to freak out when Herc was introduced and smiled, maybe it's time to go out on my own.  I know of a good place to put down my roots. Looking at my two furry friends I asked, "Hey guys, we're probably going to be kicked out of my house. I know a place we can probably fix up in the woods. Probably better for you guys anyway. Sound good?" 

They grunted and I assumed that meant yes, so I kept walking. It's been weird the last few days, a battle, meeting princesses, finding a kodiak, and meeting up with a mage that's been looking for me. Most people don't have that kind of excitement their whole lives. Knowing I should feel privileged to meet those people; I do actually, but if I never see them again, it will be too soon. They were a little intense, Sir John especially. I would have loved to give him a good lesson in humility, but shook my head from those thoughts and concentrated on our goal at the moment, deciding to make a detour to hopefully my new abode. 

"What are you thinking about, Max?" Cassie asked.  "You've been quiet today."  

"Nothing really, just trying to think about the future. It's about time I went out on my own anyway, so we're making a change in our plans. We're going to head in the direction of the house I was talking about. You're welcome to come with us if you want."

"That's very thoughtful of you, I would like that very much. Also, I can help with the house." 

"Are you certain that I have magic in me?"

She smiled and nodded. "Yes, you do. You have a massive mana pool. I don't know how long you can sustain spells, but they will be powerful." 

I pondered on that, but still couldn't grasp the concept that I had magic. "Will you help me, I have no idea how to make it work."

"Of course silly, I'm here for your protection and guidance. The more you learn to defend yourself then the better off you'll be," she said. I nodded and looked ahead in the meadow. 

"Tell me about yourself. I really don't know anything about you and know you were guarded when we were around the Whitehurst group, as was I. If we're going to spend some time together, then it's not too much to ask."

She stared at him for a few moments and agreed. They talked about her childhood and growing up in her village. She went on about how different it was back then. I was confused but didn't want to interrupt her story. She told me about her family and how she learned her magic. We talked for a couple of hours, when she stopped talking I asked about her confusing statement. 

"What did you mean about back then?" She looked at him brows furrowed, "Hmmm...I suppose it's time for you to know what I am."

"What does that mean?"

"I'm not what you think. Umm...I'm not completely human and way older than you think," she reluctantly told him. 

Hesitating I asked, "What are you then?"

"Some might call me a lightning mage," she took a deep breath and continued, "This is harder than I thought. ... I'm a hasradula or radula as some call me. It means bird of lightning and thunder." She looked at me nervously for some reason. I didn't get what she was saying, and by the look she was giving me, she knew it. 

Cassie sighed, "I guess I'm going to have to show you." 

I shrugged and she told me to stay where I was while she stepped back and undressed. She stared at me for a few moments, then her body started changing. My eyes widened as she was changing into what looked like feathers. I heard some bones snap and looked to see her arms started forming wings. Dumbstruck, my mouth opened and shut as her transformation finished. She was a beautiful pale blue, her feathers were long on her wings, and shorter ones all over her body. Her intelligent eyes were a deep ocean blue with lightning streaks going through them, the air started crackling while lightning was rolling over her body. It was awe inspiring, but also intimidating at the same time. 

She was about 15 ft long including her tail with a 10 ft wing span. Standing on her feet she stood over 10 ft. I inched forward with my hand, hesitantly laying on her head.  As she bent down, I scratched behind her ears and she chirped, evidently she liked it. Cassie backed up, crouched, and took off. She flew off high in the sky and circled around the area for a few minutes. She launched lightning at a pile of cut down trees and limbs, after the dust and smoke cleared there wasn't anything except ash left. Whoa! Damn, that was amazing! 

She flew around for a few minutes and came back to land where I was sitting against a tree watching her. It was an awesome sight to watch. Her body started changing again back to her human form and I got up to walked over to her, she looked nervous again. 

"That was magnificent! How did you do that?" I bellowed in awe. 

She blushed and said, "My magic lets me transform and can do spells when in human form. You're not repulsed by my other form?" She gathered up her clothes and got dressed again.

"No, why would I be? That's awesome that you can do that. Actually, I'm kind of envious."

She smiled and her face was red again. I guess she thought I was going to have a different reaction and began wondering what it would be like to change into another form. That could be awesome if I could change into Reap or Herc. It would definitely freak some people out. Having a power like that could come in handy if you're trying to scout. "Does that form give off a magical presence of some sort? Like a beacon?"

"If they are constantly scanning for it. Why?" She responded without hesitation.

"I was thinking about it being an advantage for scouting purposes."

"Hmmm...Yes, I can see that coming in handy."

They began walking again toward their destination, stopping only to eat and rest. Reap and Herc didn’t seem to mind being out here, although not much would bother them anyway. After two days of travel they came upon the cabin they were looking for. The group walked up to the outskirts and inspected around the area to make sure the lot was empty. When they were satisfied, Max and Cassie went inside to see how the shape of the cabin was. It wasn’t a five star inn, but it would accommodate them. Cassie looked around, checking the rooms for any stragglers. She walked back out waiting for his lead.

"I know it’s not extravagant, but I believe we can make it livable. What do you think?"

"It needs repairs, but it will do. Do you know how long it’s been empty?"

"Five years, my grandfather used to live here before he passed."

She responded with, "I’m sorry, but I have to say, it appears to be in a location that is defendable. We will need to make sure since the elves, amazons, and the dwarves aren’t far away. I hope you considered this before you made your decision."

I nodded and advised, "We will have to make sure we don’t go on their lands and will have to get a garden started soon for the fall harvest. I would like to put some herbs in the ground too. If we need to come up with some healing potions or poultices, we can make our own."

This made her curious, "Why would you want to do that?"

"We’re going to investigate those kidnappings you told me about. The quicker we can find them the better."

"What? Why would you put yourself in that position? It’s not your responsibility."

"At this point, I’m not sure who will do anything about them. We may be the only people concerned about this matter," I responded and she nodded slowly.

"Okay, but we're going to need to work on your magic. I need to see what’s blocking it," Cassie explained. I nodded and told her to get some rest so we can leave at first light.




Chapter Twelve








Ladies Cori, Estelle, and Shea were out on the balcony on the top floor of the castle. The rooms that were allocated to them were overlooking the gardens and barracks. Knights, guards, and archers were out training, while some were issuing out challenges and duels. The ladies were intrigued and intently watched. Blake Ackley was sparring with others, and they noticed he was winning most of their mock duels. Cori sighed and said, "Does he always have to be a jerk?"

 Shea grunted, "Always, it seems. You would think he is untouchable by the way he acts."

 Cori scoffed, "Why are we watching this anyway? This is boring, and I would rather be somewhere else right now."

 Shea didn’t respond immediately; she was too busy in her own thoughts to worry about watching some sweaty men. The past couple of days were demanding and hectic. Meeting after meeting was getting tiring and tedious. The discussions were fifty percent disputes or complaints and fifty percent about upcoming celebrations. She was looking forward to some rest and relaxation.

"Where would you rather be at the moment?" Shea asked.

"Well, let’s see. Riding my horse, walking around the town, or shopping. I’m having issues with cabin fever and need some outside time," Cori itemized with her dainty fingers.

"Duke Ackley doesn’t want us to go out alone. Besides, he is supposed to come talk to us today about what transpired in his discussions with the king," Shea advised them as she went and sat in a chair.

"Are we telling the Ackley’s about her visions?" Cori whispered her question in her ear.

Shea didn’t know what to believe. If Cassie was right then the whole kingdom needs to know, and quickly. She carefully considered her answer, "I think we need to wait and tell the king first. We don’t want to have panic in the kingdom, especially if it’s not true. We will have to be wary about who to trust as well." Cori nodded and at that moment a knock at the door was heard. They opened the door and found a servant on the other side.

"Ladies, Duke Ackley requests your presence in the Main Hall," he stated and left. They glanced at each other and followed him. The ladies were led to some double doors and were let in immediately. Inside the room was Duke Ackley, Sir Nathan, and Gordon. They looked uneasy, but put a strained smile on. They all bowed at the ladies entrance.

Duke Ackley cleared his throat then spoke, "Your Highnesses, and lady, thank you for coming. Please have a seat, we have news to share with you. First, how are you ladies coping with the living arrangements? I hope to your satisfaction."

"It has, Your Grace. They are splendid. We are excited to be part of your celebration," Estelle stated while the others nodded.

"Splendid, I am looking forward to the festivities myself. I called you in here to relay some information from the king. He was relieved and happy to hear of your arrival here, at least until I told him what happened. King William was outraged to hear of the ambush and the deaths of his men. I continued telling the events as it occurred, but when it was asked who saved you, he wanted to know who it was. I advised his name, but didn’t tell him where he was from. He wanted to know all the details of the ambush and how he saved the caravan. When the subject of the creature that was involved came up, I told him of the siba. He didn’t talk for at least five minutes. I thought something happened to the connection, but he just told me he needed to get High Mage Edward involved. He dropped the connection and we are waiting for him to contact us again. I don’t know what will be decided upon, but I assume we will have to repeat our earlier discussion.

"Your Grace, do you need anything from us?" Shea asked pondering what the King will do going forward.

The Duke thought about it for a moment and shook his head. "No milady, just anxious to hear what the king decides to do. He may not do anything at the moment, but I’m waiting for his orders."

The group was silent for a few minutes in their own thoughts when a guard knocked on the door and came in. "Your Grace, the king requests your presence on the mage relay." Duke Ackley nodded and left immediately followed by Gordon. The ladies were nervous, although there isn’t anything that can be done at the moment.

"We just need to take a deep breath, and concentrate on the upcoming celebration," Estelle wistfully stated.  "The other nobles should be arriving shortly. It’s going to be great!" 

Shea and Cori glanced at her, shook their heads and chuckled. She was right, they needed to calm down. "Who cares about that? Just thinking about talking and dancing with those peacocks makes my blood boil," Cori seethed.

Shea smiled and chuckled, "Calm down Cori. You just have to grin and bear it. We have to make an appearance for Duke Ackley and Blake."

Cori groaned and stuck a finger in her mouth to make herself look like she was gagging. Sir Nathan laughed and looked out the window at the beautiful gardens. He couldn’t wait to get back to Whitehurst, and maybe back to a normal routine. The celebration was tomorrow, and hopefully they could be on their way the next couple of days. It all depended upon what the king commanded. Duke Ackley didn’t come back, so they left and went to get something to eat then relax on the balcony that connected their rooms. After lunch, the group went to the market to shop for trinkets. They were gone for quite some time, dinner was ready when they arrived back in their rooms around sunset. The ladies and knight were summoned to meet the hosts in the Great Hall where the Ackley’s were already seated when the group showed, and offered greetings to each other. The servants brought out the courses of the meal and conversation was sparse during this time. The meal consisted of two types of meat: fish and pork, vegetables of all kinds, fresh fruit, bread, wine, and ale. When the meal was done, the discussions started up.

Gordon sipped at his ale and chatted about the upcoming festivities. "Are you ladies excited about the ball tomorrow night? I’m hearing some of the rambunctious noblemen can’t wait to dance with you three," he chuckled.

"Gordon Ackley, you will behave yourself young man!" Lady Ackley chastised him. She looked at the three beautiful young ladies around the table. "Pardon my less than respectful son everyone. His tongue has a mind of its own."

The ladies giggled and said it wasn’t anything disrespectful. "We are looking forward to the induction of the heir apparent and the festivities, Lady Ackley," Shea snickered as Cori grumbled at her opinion.

"Princess Corisande, what is your outlook? Are you looking forward to the merriments?" Blake asked while smiling. Everyone looked at her, waiting for an answer. She wanted to tell them this was a waste of time, but held her tongue and nodded.

Estelle spoke up hastily, "I’m looking forward to them, Sir Blake. It will be a magnificent event!" She looked at him waiting for his response. "It most certainly will be, Princess Estelle. Everyone will know of my status!!" Blake bellowed.

"No doubt because of your benevolence and love for the people of our kingdom. I can’t wait to hear of your plans to better defend and protect our people," Gordon sarcastically stated as he furrowed his brow at his brother. "The generosity that you’ve shown in the past is breathtaking brother." Cori snickered and Blake flushed with anger at his brother’s comments.

"You know nothing about running a duchy brother. It takes someone with strong mental discipline. Someone with a firm grasp over his people," Blake ground out with clenched fists. Lord and Lady Ackley glanced at their son concerned with his statements.

"Ah, so we are to bow down to you, is that it brother?" Gordon asked with everyone waiting for his answer. The Ackley’s were especially interested.

"No-No I didn’t mean it that way. I only meant that we have to make sure that the duchy is taken care of," he quickly stammered out his reply. Gordon smirked at his answer, but didn’t respond.

"Can we discuss something else, please?" Lady Ackley requested.

"Has anyone heard anything from Max?" Cori asked innocently.

That set off Blake’s anger again. "Who cares about where he is?"

Gordon’s brows rose as he observed his brother, "Obviously, you don’t with that comment," he gazed at Cori then softly replied, "No Your Highness, I’ve had our guards looking out for any sign of him. As of right now, no information has been brought to my attention." Cori slumped in her chair at his answer.

"I’ve only heard of his name in passing. Who is this Max, I keep hearing about?" Lady Ackley requested as she glanced around the table. No one wanted to speak up at first, but Duke Ackley calmly retorted, "At this point my dear, not much can be said due to events he was involved in. What would you like to know?"

"Well, where does he come from? Why is it that every time his name comes up, you can’t say due to some secret?" Lady Ackley questioned.

He thought about his response and carefully advised, "My dear, I can’t say because the king forbade any discussions about him outside the circle that already knows of his status. I can tell you that he is the one that rescued the Whitehurst caravan when it was ambushed." Lady Ackley folded her arms across her chest letting him know she wasn’t accepting his answer. He sighed and took a deep breath before he spoke, "I was going to wait till after the festivities before I brought up this discussion." He scanned the group and leaned forward placing his hands on top of the table.

"No one inside this room will speak of anything that is discussed. Are we clear?" The duke emphasized. They nodded and he continued, "I have been in conferences with the king and high mage several times today. It was brought to my attention that raids and infiltrations have gotten worse all over the kingdom. Not just orcs, but ghouls, vamps, goblins, harpies, and even the undead have been spotted," he noticed the shocked faces, but kept going, "High Mage Edward adamantly states that a darkness is coming, not one seen in centuries. The king is about to call the dukes and barons to the palace. We are to have open discussions about defense and resistance against the factions that are rising up against the kingdom." The table was silent, each other in their own thoughts until Lady Ackley spoke up.

"Milord, that is disturbing news, and I am upset at those attacks. I am confused though, what does this have to do with the young lad Max?"

He exhaled noisily and continued, "Evidently there is a prophecy that has been passed down from kings to their heirs, the high mages know as well. It is stated that a being will be known to the world when darkness comes to the horizon. They will have power that hasn’t been seen in many millennia. Creatures will come out of hiding that have been in self-imposed seclusion and link themselves with this powerful being. Races will pick sides in the upcoming wars, and kingdoms will fall. The darkness will bring death and slavery to our world and only this mage can unite the kingdoms to defeat this darkness. High Mage Edward states the darkness will be ten times worse than when Battle Mage Stewart Ackley defeated the Dark Warlock," he stopped gathering his next words carefully; observing the pale faces of the Whitehurst group, and noticing the traumatized looks of his family. He stood nervously pacing for a few minutes, then stated as confidently as he could, "The high mage seems to think that this being is walking among us now." He sat back down at the table waiting for the onslaught of comments after this revelation. The table was silent, not a single movement, only breathing could be heard for a few moments.

"Father, are you saying that Max is this being; that he will be the one to face this darkness?" Gordon hesitantly asked while looking around the table hoping to find some agreement.

He blinked and nodded, "Yes, son, that is their belief. Since Max has a siba, and now a kodiak with him, they seem to think this is just the beginning. That it suggests he will end up with a gathering of creatures and people linked to him. They don’t know the ramifications that will come, if it is him. At this point though, I don’t know what to believe."

Gordon spoke up, "What are we to do to prepare for this? It says death and slavery is coming. From what the Whitehurst group says, they have run into this." He looked at the gathered group from Whitehurst and they nodded.

"That is correct, or at least Max has dealt with this. Lady Cassie was captured and escaped. Cassie advised there was other prisoners where she escaped from," Cori responded.

Duke Ackley emphasized, "Is there anything that hasn’t been discussed? Any information that is related that I conferred would be invaluable."

Shea and the others looked hesitant, but she decided the info they had needed to be said, "Your Grace, we learned a bit of information when Cassie was traveling with us. The last night Max was with us, he went to bed early after some discussion. We asked Lady Cassie to stay with us to talk, she indicated that she was protecting Max, so we asked if Max was in any danger. We kept this part from being known until we could talk to the high mage and didn’t want to instill panic when it didn’t need to be. ... Lady Cassie expressed to us that she sometimes has visions, one of her visions were to set out to find the one with a siba, and that she has been looking for them for quite some time. She articulated to us that her vision was that darkness was coming, when Max saved her and she saw Reaper, she knew he was the one in her visions. The mage indicated that Max was the key to uniting the kingdoms together to combat the evil."

Duke Ackley stared and nodded, "Lady Shea, how am I to use this information? Do I tell His Majesty or wait? I will ask your counsel on this, please."

Shea looked at her group for support and they nodded. She stated cautiously, "Your Grace, I’m not sure the validity of Lady Cassie’s statements. I can attest to the veracity of the events that we were involved directly and can strongly recommend that Max is definitely one of the most intelligent and fierce fighters I have ever seen. At this point, I will lean on the judgment of the king and high mage. I would let them know of the events that led Lady Cassie to find Max."

The Duke nodded, "Okay, I will let them know. King William will undoubtedly want to meet Max. Gordon, where is Max living?" Gordon looked hesitant to answer.

"His parents are located in BlackCrest, father. It is due south from here," Gordon answered.

"I will inform His Majesty of this new information. Does anyone else have any input or questions?" Duke Ackley asked, but no one said anything. He drank the rest of his ale and stated, "Well, this situation is certainly different. I would like everyone to rest and think on what was discussed today."

"Your Grace, what do you think will happen to Max, if he is the one that is prophesized?" Cori asked.

He shook his head and said, "I’m not sure Your Highness. I can only hope that someday I will meet this extraordinary young man. Even if he isn’t the one, the king will want him to go to the palace for saving you ladies. I will leave you on those thoughts and go notify him of these events." The duke left the group alone in their thoughts.

"I'm going to go check to see if Max has been seen and if not I'm going to go find him," Gordon said as he got up to leave. 

Lady Ackley bellowed, "No you are not, young man," but then she calmly stated, "I know you are concerned about your friend Gordon, but I'm not so sure that is the right move. Not to mention, we need you here for the official announcement of our heir apparent, your brother."

"Mother, at the moment I am not in the mood for any celebration. No offense brother. I need to make sure he's alright," Gordon calmly answered. 

"Milord, your mother is right," Lady Shea stated. "We can't do anything about him at the moment. We have to wait until your father comes back with word from the king." 

Gordon glanced around the table and grumbled. "Fine, I will not do anything rash for the moment. I will wait for a few days."

Lady Ackley sighed heavily, "Gordon, if what your father says is true, then he will undoubtedly be sought after by the king. He will have to answer a summons."

He laughed and boldly told his mother, "Mother, you don't know Max, he likes his freedom. He will do what he wants and only if it doesn't put his family in any danger. I wouldn't want to be the one who tries to bring him in."

"Are you saying he may not come if asked?" Gordon nodded and she continued, "The king will send knights to get him then."

"Yes, but who is man enough to take him on with the backup he has," he chuckled. 

Nobody responded to his question. They already know the answer and it wouldn't be a pretty site. Everyone said goodnight and went back to their rooms for rest.




***




Duke Ackley was disturbed about the information he obtained from the Whitehurst group. If he didn’t want to believe that some kind of evil was threatening the kingdom after the conversations before, then he is having a hard time disproving the facts now. He arrived at the Mage Guild and was let in to the room where a relay is setup for connecting other locations around the kingdom for real time data and information. He input his code and the instruments came alive then waited for an acceptance to allow communication. He heard the tone for the hologram conference, and saw a female mage on the other end.

"Lord Ackley, how may I be of service?" The female mage asked.

"I need to talk to His Majesty or High Mage Edward, promptly."

"Yes, milord, I will try to contact them and see where they are, hold please."

"Thank you," Duke Ackley said as he waited for some reply to his summons. It was a few minutes before she came back to let him know that the king will be there soon. Ten minutes went by, then he heard a deep baritone voice come across.

King William inquired, "Jerald, what can I do for you? I was about to have a meeting with my commander."

"Your Majesty, I have some new information brought to me from your caravan that wasn’t communicated until now. Lady Shea wanted to discuss this with you and Lord Edward first, but under the circumstances, she chose to release the information. We discussed before about a mage that showed up at their camp with Max. Lady Cassie answered some questions the group asked. It was discovered Lady Cassie sometimes has visions, she had one about a being with a siba that was the key to uniting the kingdoms to combat the coming darkness. Lady Cassie went to look for them, and of course you know the rest.

King William just stared and said told him to wait for a few minutes. Duke Ackley waited as the king left, he kept thinking about this young man. How would he cope with the strain of the whole world on his shoulders? It would be a massive shock to his life and family. It was at that point the king came back with the high mage in tow. 

"Jerald, I have told Edward of your findings. Edward, tell him what we’ve discussed."

High Mage Edward calmly smiled and said, "Lord Ackley, what you have found is encouraging, but at the same time disturbing. If Lady Cassie's visions are about young Max, then we need to get him here swiftly. It not only tells me that we were right in our assumption, but it also tells us others will begin to notice him. Do you happen to know his location?" 

Duke Ackley nodded, "Yes, Lord Edward, Gordon knows where he is headed. Max is going back home to BlackCrest. It's about 25 miles due south."

The king and high mage gave curious looks back at him. King William asked, "Jerald, how would Gordon know where he is? Has he met him?"

"Your Majesty, I didn't know, but when Gordon and Blake were making their rounds to the outlying towns they ended up in BlackCrest. While he was there, Blake was sparring with some men in the town. Somehow Max ended up in the barracks and heard Blake make some remarks he shouldn't have. Max took it upon himself to call him out, saying he needs a lesson in humility." The king and high mage were intrigued by this, knowing that Blake is the five time reigning champion. The Duke continued, "Blake didn't like that comment and told him to come teach him the lesson then. So, Max took it upon himself to do just that. From Gordon's recollection of the duel, Max showed no fear even though Blake is a few years older than him. Gordon advised that it only took a few minutes and Max had Blake on the ground telling him to submit," the Duke stopped to let the moment sink in, noticing the shocked faces on the other two men. He waited a few moments and then resumed, "At that moment, Gordon jumped in to stop anything getting out of hand and advised they needed to keep their heads cool. Blake was outraged and wanted to continue, but Gordon suggested another solution for Blake to save face, so they ended up in archery. Now, everyone knows how well Blake can shoot. He thought the boy didn't have a chance, but neither did Gordon. After three shots, Blake had 2 bullseyes and 1 right outside the inner ring. Max then took his three shots. Two hit dead center, and then he shot his third. It split one of the other arrows right down the middle. The whole arena was stunned, and Gordon decided to find out who this amazing individual was and asked to join him to if he could. He ended up staying with Max and his family for a few weeks. Evidently, Gordon befriended Max and his family." After that monologue, the king and high mage were deep in thought before they responded. 

The king cleared his throat, "Sorry Jerald, I'm still trying to wrap my head around your discovery. At this moment he is our top priority. I want that young man brought here immediately. I want to meet him. Edward do you have anything to add?"

"Your Majesty, I am very interested in meeting him as well and have numerous questions for him. My colleagues and I want to spend some time with him if that's okay."

"Hmmm...I will think on it. In the meantime, I'll send a score of knights to get him. I don't want any distractions or incidents," the king announced. 

"Your Majesty, I'm hesitant to send a score of knights to summon him. From what I gather, he will see that as some kind of power play and won't come. Not to mention, his siba and kodiak won't let you get near him," Duke Ackley advised. 

The king pondered on that thought and calmly asked, "What would you suggest then, Jerald?"

The Duke requested, "I will send someone he knows to bring him, Your Majesty."

The king and high mage looked at each other and both nodded. "As you wish Jerald, but let me make this clear. If they are unable to bring him, then I will send my men to get him. It is the utmost importance we get him here. If he is who we think, then we have to start preparing him for the difficult trials ahead. After your ceremony, I would like you to start trying to locate him. Thank you for your diligence Lord Ackley." He nodded and the conference closed. Duke Ackley was stressed even before this command and pondered what he was going to tell his family and the Whitehurst group. He sighed loudly, and left the Mage Guild heading back to the castle. It will wait until after the ceremony, he decided. 




Chapter Thirteen








The next day Cori, Shea, and Estelle went to breakfast, noticing all the decor for the upcoming celebration. The ball was that night, so the castle staff was all in a frenzy making sure nothing was out of place. Everyone was smiling, laughing, and enjoying the day; except the ladies from Whitehurst. They weren’t in a joyful mood after the conversations they had with the Ackley family. Learning that some kind of evil is coming; they can't help to think this will be a waste of time. They needed to get back home to find out what's going on. 

Shea broke the silence between them. "Okay, I know we are all in shock to hear what's going on around us, but we need to get through this day and find out what the king commands of us."

Cori grunted and said, "I know but I can't help worrying about this. I want to check on Max and see if he’s okay. Is that too much to ask?" Shea and Estelle glanced at each other for a moment before Estelle spoke out. 

"Cori, I’ve never seen you act this way. Is there something you need to tell us?" Estelle smirked while Shea was laughing softly.

Cori blushed a deep crimson and stammered out. "I-It's not what you think."

"Really? It sounds like you have a serious crush on our friend Max," Shea confidently stated. Cori didn't know how to answer, so she just shook her head. The others laughed at her predicament. 

Estelle kept on, "What will you tell the peacocks as you call them, tonight? They will be heartbroken, they might even try to woo you away from him."

Shea chuckled and added her assumption, "Yep, I feel sorry for them. Poor boys won't know how to deal with the rejection."

"I don't care what those obnoxious twerps think! They aren't even in the same league as Max. He is ten times the man they are!" Cori yelled at them. They cackled at her response. Cori was embarrassed to let them know she had feelings for Max. 

"Cori, Max is great, but I have to remind you about his situation. If he is the one to unite the kingdoms, then he will be surrounded my men and women that are somehow linked to him. He will be encircled by strong and fierce women that will compete for his attention," Shea advised hesitantly.

Cori slumped down in the chair, "I know, but I can't help what my heart feels. I don't know how to react to this revelation, but as of right now I want to be by his side. He makes me want to better myself," she took a deep breath and softly added, "I want to train to be a better mage too. I know what daddy will say, but I'm not taking no for an answer." Shea and Estelle didn't answer right away and finally nodded. 

"Okay, we'll talk about this later, but you will have to put on your best smile for tonight then. You'll have to keep up appearances until we get back to Whitehurst. At that point, the king will need to be aware of your decisions. He won't like either of them, I'm sure; but since you aren't exactly a normal acting princess, he will probably understand," Shea requested and the princesses agreed.

The day flew by as light turned to the lovely orange-red from a sunset. The courtyard was fully decorated with floral and plant arrangements. The lighting was just right, and the fountain flowing like a beautiful waterfall. The guests were being seated as the musicians were playing harmonious tunes. The nobles were dressed to impress in their fancy clothing. When it was time for the festivities to start, the princesses with Lady Shea were escorted to their seats. Every noblemen had their eyes on them, waiting for their chance to woo them. The last to come in were the Ackley’s; the Duke and Lady in front, followed by the heir apparent Blake, then ending with Gordon. They were escorted to the dais, awaiting the chamberlain to officially start the ceremony. The ceremony lasted about thirty minutes, and everyone was invited to enjoy some refreshments. Afterwards, the nobility was summoned to the great hall for entertainment. The Whitehurst group and the Ackley’s went around greeting everyone. The Whitehurst ladies were off to the side watching the gathering of nobles. Blake was as arrogant as ever, and the ladies swooned at his new status.

"Does Blake think he’s the king now?" Estelle huffed.

Cori snickered, "What’s the matter Estelle?  I would think you would be over in that group."

Shea laughed out, "You would need some thick waterproof boots though; the B.S. is getting thick."

Estelle looked at the group surrounding the heir apparent, she was appalled at the behavior of those ladies. She made her mind up to not talk with him at all. At that moment, Gordon came to join them.

"How’s it going ladies? I hope you’re having a wonderful time," he said sipping his wine.

"Yes, milord, we are enjoying ourselves," Shea responded and Cori grunted.

While they were talking, noblemen came over to ask the ladies to dance, but they politely declined. Cori was especially annoyed, and Gordon couldn’t help but smile.

"Princess Cori, do I detect a hint of irritation in your stature? You look a little annoyed," he asked.

Cori grumbled, "These twerps are getting on my nerves. I can’t wait till this is over with."

Gordon laughed, "I thought this would be something to look forward to. Maybe get to know someone that may be able to court you?" If looks could kill, then Gordon would be lifeless on the floor.

"Lord Gordon, she has her mind on someone else. He isn’t here, so she isn’t interested either. When Cori makes up her mind on something, she won’t be swayed," Shea stated while nodding to people passing by.

Gordon thought about her answer, "And who might this gentleman be? Do I know him?"

Cori blushed crimson, and Estelle laughed softly, "Yes, milord, you know him very well. Oh, how should put this? He isn’t someone to trifle with, but at the same time, the best person to know. I hope that answers your questions."

He thought about that response and could only come up with one answer. His eyes widened at that conclusion. He tried to speak, but no sound came out.

"I see you have figured out who the mystery person is. Please, don’t speak of it, I haven’t spoken to father yet. As his friend, I would hope you wouldn’t spread any gossip either," Cori spoke firmly.

Gordon nodded, "Your Highness, I won’t speak of anything regarding that. Does he know?"

She shook her head, "We haven’t had any time to speak of it. I wished he would have stayed with us, but I understand his reasons."

He reluctantly asked, "I know you heard the same events that my father laid out. He will have a strong entourage of men and women. There will be fierce women around him. Can you handle that, Your Highness?"

Cori contemplated his question, "Yes, Lord Gordon, I have come to the same deduction. I will need to get stronger, but I will be by his side when he needs me."

Gordon smiled at that promise, "Your Highness, there isn’t a better man in our kingdom. I hope everything will go well when the time comes to make that decision known. Now, Princess Estelle wou--." He stopped talking when he looked over their shoulders and saw Sir John headed their way. The ladies looked to see what stopped his conversation. They all groaned at his appearance.

"Princess Corisande, may I have this dance?" Sir John asked as he bowed. The others around snickered at her, but Shea made the decision for her. "Yes, Sir John, she would." Cori stared at her menacingly and grumbled out a yes. They headed to the dance floor while the others looked on.

Gordon chuckled out, "Let’s make a wager, ladies," Estelle and Shea nodded and he continued, "Name your price and argument how the dance ends. I’ll go first."

He said, "Ten silver, she leaves him on the dance floor while the music is playing, red faced embarrassed."

Shea spoke her answer, "Ten silver, she slaps him."

Estelle laughed softly, "Ten silver, she knees him, he falls to the floor, and she berates him about speaking ill of Max."

They looked at her and Gordon smiled, "Wow, that’s specific."

They watched them dance waiting for a reaction from the duo, and it wasn’t two minutes later that a commotion could be heard. At that point, people were giving them room, so the scene could be watched from where the bet was made. They were wide eyed at the sight before them. Cori yelling, she knees the knight, and he falls to his knees. She then punched him in the face and he fell to the floor with a loud thump. The three ran over to check on the duo, but could only hear the last of the conversation. "……Don’t ever speak about him like that again, or I will continue what I just started!" Cori bellowed. Duke Ackley and Sir Nathan came over to see what the commotion was about. When they saw Princess Corisande leaning over Sir John berating him, they barely kept the smiles off their faces. A puddle of blood on the floor meant that she broke Sir John’s nose.

"What is going on over here?" Duke Ackley demanded.

"It is okay milord, we were just having a conversation that got out of hand," the knight slurred.

"It looks like she broke your nose. Why would she do that, Sir John?" The duke wondered.

"I was just trying to get to know her, maybe at some point, court her if her father allowed it. We were speaking about the past week and that’s when she hit me.

"When someone insults someone I’m fond of, I will defend them. I told him to not talk about certain things, but he wouldn’t listen," Cori took a deep breath and growled out, "If we were in Whitehurst, you would be in the stocks, Sir John." Shea stepped up and asked if she was okay. Cori nodded and they walked away with Estelle in tow.

Sir Nathan looked upon the knight with pity, "The way she was reacting, I can only deduct that you were insulting Max. Max isn’t here to defend himself, so she took it upon herself to do it," he took a moment to calm down, but still had anger in his voice when he resumed the conversation, "Evidently, you have forgotten our conversation when we walked into the gates of Oakenshore. I don’t know you that well, Sir John, but let me make something very clear. That young man has a spot in all our hearts, and if I hear you disrespect him in front of me, you will have more than a broken nose. Henceforth, Princess Corisande is off limits to you. She obviously doesn’t want any contact with you, so stay away from her." Sir Nathan walked away leaving Gordon and Duke Ackley staring at the young knight.

John finally was able to pull himself off the floor, and tried to get sympathy from the duke. "Lord Ackley, I didn’t think what I said was offensive. All I said was—." That was all he could get out before Gordon laid into him.

"Sir John, don’t speak another word. You were warned not to speak ill of my friend. You are lucky my father is here to take care of you, because you wouldn’t have liked my punishment. It’s funny, you are a so called knight; someone who is supposed to be an epitome of Oakenshore. A role model for our people, but right now you are like a virus, something that needs to be taken care of. Let me make it easy for you to comprehend, Max may not be of noble blood, but he is my brother. You are insulting my family, sir knight. Think about that the next time someone brings up his name. Oh, one other thing before I leave. You think Princess Corisande was fast to act, but Max doesn’t have patience. He will kill you in a blink of an eye." Gordon said and left in anger.

Duke Ackley calmly looked at the young knight, debating what he would do to him. "I don’t want to hear any excuses. I will not be embarrassed like that again. You are to report to the stables for a month as well as latrine duty. If I hear any complaining or slacking, you will be banished from Oakenshore. Do I make myself clear?" The young knight swallowed loudly and nodded. Duke Ackley left him and searched for his wife. He found her and they left to find Princess Corisande. They found the group waiting outside the in the courtyard talking amongst themselves.

"Your Highness, are you alright?" Lady Ackley asked, concerned. 

"Yes, Lady Ackley, I'm better since I've calmed down," Cori replied.  "I'm sorry about ruining your evening."  

"Nonsense Your Highness, we are sorry for the issues you've been through," Lady Ackley answered looking at her husband. 

"That is correct Princess Corisande, I'm not sure what all was said, but I assure you he will be dealt with accordingly," Duke Ackley emphasized and she nodded. 

"Have you heard from His Majesty, Lord Ackley?" Shea asked trying to change the subject. 

He nodded and sighed, "I was hoping we could wait till tomorrow, but it seems we will have that conversation tonight." Shea and Cori nodded wanting to know what was discussed. "Okay, let's change into some comfortable clothing, and meet up in the war room." They nodded and went back to their rooms. When everyone was dressed, they set out to meet in the war room. Refreshments were waiting for them, so they ate while silence engulfed the area. When everyone was done, Duke Ackley requested they start. 

"Yesterday, I had another discussion with King William and High Mage Edward. I gave them the info regarding Lady Cassie. I also discussed how you, Gordon met Max and ended up staying with him for a few weeks. After I finished, the king left no doubt, he wants Max in Whitehurst immediately. He stated that a score of knights were to bring him in." The Duke glanced around the table to find concerned faces looking back at him. 

"Lord Ackley, what does that mean?" Shea asked. 

"It means His Majesty isn't taking any chances. Max is the top priority at this time, and the high mage agrees. They want him behind the walls of Whitehurst, so others can't find him." Lord Ackley responded. 

Cori spoke up quickly, "Are you saying father is going to abduct him? What if he doesn't want to go?" The others worried about the Duke's comments and Gordon commented, "Father, you know if he sends them, Max won't go. Reaper and Hercules won't let them get anywhere near him. Also, with Lady Cassie there, and his friends, his knights won't stand a chance."

Duke Ackley sighed, "I have advised the king of the same scenario. We are to send someone he knows to convince him to come to the palace."

"If Max feels he is in danger, he will disappear. You won't see him again if he doesn't want you to. He knows how to survive and live off the land," Gordon responded. 

"Okay, Gordon, you will leave to go get him. Take whoever you fully trust for this mission. I want you supplied and gone within 3 days, the king wants this done quickly. I'm hoping he hasn't left to go anywhere," Duke Ackley ordered and Gordon nodded. 

"I'm going too!" Princess Cori bellowed. 

The Duke glanced at Shea and Sir Nathan. He didn’t answer right away so Shea responded, "Your Highness, I don't think that's a good idea. The king would have us in the dungeons when we came back without you. I know you are concerned about him, but you will have to be patient. You will see him again, just not right now."

Cori grumbled but she knew Shea was telling the truth. There wasn't anything she could do at the moment, so she took a deep calming breath, and nodded. Everyone was relieved she wasn't going. Duke Ackley bowed and left with his wife into their room leaving Gordon with the Whitehurst group.

"Well, things have definitely gotten exciting around here," Gordon chuckled. 

"Yeah, having Cori around is definitely entertaining," Shea giggled. 

"Yep, now it's time for you two to pay up. Tomorrow would be great, shopping sounds awesome," Estelle smirked when they groaned. 

"What bet? And where was I when it was made?" Sir Nathan asked 

Estelle smiled proudly, "I'm not sure where you were, but the bet was about Cori. We bet what would happen when the douchebag knight danced with her."

Princess Cori groaned, "What? Seriously?"

Gordon snickered, "Sorry Your Highness, couldn't pass that up. Although, I didn't know you could throw a punch like that." Cori blushed but grinned. 

"What's your plan regarding Max?" She asked. 

"Well, I'm going to try and locate him," Gordon answered.  "Hopefully he will still be in BlackCrest, if not then I'll have to track him down. I have no idea how to convince him to come with me though."  

"We should probably get some sleep, tomorrow we have to start preparing for our trip back," Nathan suggested. "Duke Ackley is sending us with a host of guards till we get back home." 

They each gave farewells for the evening. They all kept to themselves the rest of the way back to their rooms, thinking of the next steps in their lives. It's definitely appearing to be a wild ride.




***




 Dawn came for Cass and I, we left early with my duo in tow to get my belongings. Hopefully mom will have some seeds and plant starters. That would be ideal, but I wasn’t going to count on it. When daylight showed across the horizon, we were already on our way. I will need to leave Herc and Reap on the outskirts of the town so the town won’t panic. Although I doubt the two companions will listen to me. They seem to be attached to my hip for some reason. I assumed it was because they were protecting me, but I ended up talking to Cassie about it.

"They are doing it because they feel your emotions," Cassie clarified. "The bond is supposed to be that way, but you should be able to talk to them in your mind being bonded to Reaper. That is a skill you inherit from the siba, telepathy is what it’s called, and I’m still working on a solution on why you are somehow blocking them." 

Telepathy, that would be cool to be able to talk while others are silent, "Could I be able to talk to people this way?"

"I’m not sure, but I believe you will. Until your magic is released I won’t be able to confirm any of this," she stated reluctantly.

"Okay, after we get some stuff from my parent’s house, then I’ll try to learn some magic." 

She nodded and our journey for the next couple of days went by quietly and quickly. Our group came up to the outskirts of town and I stopped them. "Can you guys stay out here for a little while?" I asked the two huge creatures, and swore they looked at me like I was crazy. They both grunted and shook their heads no; I groaned, thinking about what was about to happen. "Fine, you both can come, but stay next to me. We will walk to my house and tell my parents about our little adventures." 

They both grunted and Cassie was laughing at me hysterically. Turning the first corner, we didn't even make it ten steps when someone screamed. That started a snowball effect flowing through the town as we walked through it. I guess looking at it from their point of view, I suppose it would be the same result. We kept walking towards my parent’s house, then I looked ahead and saw about twenty guards started coming our way, from the look of their attire it seemed they were from Oakenshore. I didn’t know they sent their guards down here, so something must have happened. I grumbled and waited till they stopped fifty feet from us. They looked nervous and they should be, they were no match for Reap and Herc. A crowd was forming around the town square; great just what I needed.

An older looking guard came out front and hollered, "Stay where you are!" The guards had their swords out and ready for action.

"Can I ask what the problem is?"

"Your group isn’t welcome here. Take those animals out of the town and nobody will get hurt."

It can’t have been that long since we left. "I live here good sir, I’ve been gone for some time. Can I ask why you are here, instead of the town guards?"

"We’ve had numerous skirmishes with orcs and other creatures outside of Oakenshore. After the incident with the princesses on the way to Oakenshore, Duke Ackley isn’t taking any chances. He sent scores of guards out to head off any incidents before they occur. What is your name lad?" The older guard detailed his orders.

"My name is Max, my parent’s house is just up the hill there. I don’t want any trouble, if you let me pass, we’ll be on our way."

He thought about it for a moment and asked, "Where have you been lad? You have with you two creatures that I haven’t seen before, it’s my duty to make sure these people are safe."

"I have been traveling up north and back around to Oakenshore, the big cat has been with me. I came across an orc retrieval team trying to get this young lady behind me. She was kidnapped and forced in a cage with others. The big bear behind me was there protecting her when we showed up. Needless to say we handled the situation. Now, can I get by, my parents have been waiting for me."

The townspeople finally agreed that I live here even though they were scared of the two predators. The guard finally agreed, but was going to escort me to them. I nodded and started walking. Cassie looked at me and whispered, "Nice welcome committee." She laughed softly while they led us. We traveled up the hill and saw my parents in the yard, waiting. Someone must’ve notified them I was coming. When we got close I noticed mom had tears in her eyes, wonder what that’s about. The older guard stopped close to my dad and stated, "Sir, this lad says he is your son, I needed to make sure he was telling the truth before we let him go."

"He is my son, good sir," dad replied a smile.

"Okay, good, those two mammoth creatures would be hard to put down with this lot. I’m glad I don’t have to try," the guard chuckled.

Dad nodded and the guard left us behind. At that point mom sprinted towards me and jumped into my arms, tears flowing down her cheeks. She just sobbed, so I held her until she was ready to talk. Dad came up and wrapped us in his arms not wanting to let me go. Finally letting me up, I asked softly, "Mom what has happened?"

"We heard about the raids just after you left, so we sent out Wade and a couple of others to try and locate you. They came back and said there wasn’t any sign of you, so we thought the worst. Then, the guards showed up and locked down the town," dad responded.

"Is everyone okay? Anybody hurt? Liv, Wade, Jules?"

"Yes son, they are just worried about you. Where have you been?" Dad asked looking around until he got to the Hercules, "I can’t wait to hear your explanation on how you came across a kodiak," he laughed out loud.

Smiling broadly I responded, "His name is Hercules, and this is Lady Cassie." They gave each other friendly handshakes and nods.

My mom took us in the house, leaving Herc and Reap laying on the ground outside. We sat down at the table and mom gave us some food and had dad go get Liv, Wade, and Jules. After a few minutes we heard loud noises coming from outside, then the front door flew open. The three of them were out of breath, smiles on their faces. I stood up and went to them. They ambushed me, wrapping me up in a group hug.  Tears were flowing, and the ladies demanding to know where I was. Holding up my hand halting them, I nodded to the table for them to sit down. All of them were anxious to hear of my adventures. "Okay, tell us what happened. I don’t want any detail left out," mom demanded.

Looking around the table at my family and friends wondering what I should tell them. "First, let me introduce you to two important individuals who have joined our family. This is Lady Cassie, she is a mage," they were stunned for a moment, so I went on, "the big brown fellow outside is Hercules. I call him Herc, and assuming by the look on your faces, you know it’s a kodiak." They nodded, still looking in awe. I guess just by appearances, Herc is intimidating. "Hercules is a big teddy bear though, unless you have unethical motives." They shook their heads at my situation.

"Max, how is it that you have one with you?" Wade asked.

Indicating to them to hold their questions, "I will get to that, but I have to start from the beginning for you to understand. It all started when Reap and I were gone north ………"

It was about two hours later when I finished my tales. The table was silent for minutes, no one knew what to say until dad spoke up in his deep voice, "I don’t know where to start," he thought about his next words carefully, "You saved the princesses from the orc ambush, then helped heal their guards and knights. In the same week, you helped save Lady Cassie. The kodiak was protecting Lady Cassie when you got there, then you dismantled more orcs. In the meantime, you bonded with a kodiak and a siba. Am I missing anything, son?

"Well, Reap and I bonded when I was hurt after the attack with his mother. I just never said anything about it," I said sheepishly.

Juls finally got her voice back, "Whoa, whoa, you met the princesses? That is so cool. What were they like?"

I laughed at her question, telling them that tale and the only thing she got out of it was meeting the princesses. I told her they were kind, very astute, especially Lady Corisande. We conversed about some events after I left, but had an important discussion with them.

"Mom, Dad, I’ve been thinking about having Reap and Herc with me will be a disaster if we stay here. We’re moving out and taking over grandpa’s cabin, if you’ll allow it," I said with butterflies in my stomach. Dad stared at me blankly, I guess he was thinking about issues with me leaving home. Mom had a sad look on her face.

"Son, I don’t see why not.  I can understand wanting to leave the nest. I just thought we had more time," dad sadly stated.

"You are bright and intelligent. I’m proud of the man you’ve become," mom said as she came over to hug me.

Liv and Wade were sad too. I wasn’t happy about it either but it was time for me to go. They came over and hugged me again, telling me to come by before I leave. I nodded as they left.

"Okay, I’m going to gather my stuff, can you spare some seeds and other items from your garden, mom?"

"Of course, honey. I will go get some prepared."

I turned around and Cassie came over to me. "Your family is nice," she whispered and I nodded. She followed me to my room and helped collect my things. I didn’t have much, but it was sentimental to me. Putting everything in burlap sacks, we went back to see my parents waiting for me in the kitchen. Mom came over and gave me what I asked for, she also had some food supplies for us on the trip back. Dad gave me some daggers and extra arrows. He told me to start back my training, and I heard his voice in my head from the numerous training sessions we had. ‘Trust your instincts and the blades will do the rest.’ The commotion outside brought me out of my daydream, so I went to check on what was going on and saw Wade with Liv outside waiting, carrying bags hanging off their shoulders.

"Here are some hides for the colder temps," Wade stated.

Liv handed me her bag and said, "I brought some fresh bread from the bakery. At least it will last a couple of days."

"Wow guys, thank you so much," I said, hugging both of them.

"We’re going to miss you, maybe we could come visit?" Liv asked.

"Definitely, give me a few weeks to get everything settled though," I requested. They nodded and left. Gathering all the supplies to divide out portions to put on Reap and Herc’s back, we said our goodbyes and left Black Crest.




Chapter Fourteen








We went the long way around so that if anyone was following us, we could lose them. The first couple of days were uneventful, but on the third day things got interesting. We were strolling through the woods when our group heard some shouting, the four of us tracked the sounds silently to an area not far from a brook. After a few minutes we came upon a camp full of individuals that were fully armored. I couldn’t tell what the insignia was and decided to get a closer look. My group edged our way over to them to get my first look at the colors and insignia, it looked like a black raven, with purple and white surrounding the symbol in the middle.

Lady Cassie saw and silently stated, "Shit, those are Lord Damian’s men. What are they doing out here." I didn’t know who this Damian was, but it looked like they had about fifteen soldiers in this group. Glancing around to check what kind of defense they had set up, I found sentries around the camp and also spotted where the shouting was coming from. It came from a female in the middle of the camp that had shackles on, and was filthy. She has long raven black hair with purple streaks throughout, caramel skin, and was around the same height as Cass. Her clothes were torn and cut up, showing lots of flesh; my rage started to build, but kept my cool for now.

"What do you suppose is going on? That one lady can’t be the only captive for this many people."

"Maybe, depending on what she is. I can’t get a good reading on her from here.  We need to figure out why she is being held captive, but if Damian’s men have her, it means slavery or something worse," Cassie whispered.

We listened to the discussions in the camp, but tried to figure out how we could get her out of this alive. I came up with a plan, but it was risky. Whispering my thoughts to Cassie, she left to get in her spot as I told Herc to follow and protect her. He grunted and took off in her direction. I smiled at my friend and said, "Well, Reap, how about we have a little fun, huh?" He grunted his answer that I took as yes, we watched the camp for a few minutes carefully looking for their leader. I found him next to a tent close to the prisoner, he was about my height, with dark hair and tan skin. I chuckled at his pointed nose, the thing was about four inches long, and crooked. He reminded me of a jester, all he needed was a hat that had bells on it.

"Come on guys, you know the entertainment doesn’t start until after we eat. Although, it looks like she could use some release and relaxation. So proud and fierce, we will have to break that spirit before we get her back to town. Lord Damian will want his slave back, but he didn’t say we couldn’t sample the product. Since she led us out this far away, we will take our time getting back," the leader cackled as he got up and started walking towards his captive. I watched as he slowly came to ogle her. "Reap, stay here until I give the signal." He grunted as I stepped out of my hiding spot to go pick a fight.

"Excuse me gentleman," I yelled, and for some reason the camp panicked, guess they didn’t usually have someone sneak in their camp. The leader immediately rushed my way with some guards in tow.

"Who are you? Why are you here?" The jester demanded while his colleagues stood there waiting for his command.

I smirked and loudly responded, "Ah, yes, names aren’t important right now. I was watching your camp for a few minutes and thought to myself; these guys are up to no good. Sure enough, I find you have a lady captive in your custody. I asked myself, why it would take fifteen men to capture one person, then it came to me; either you are incompetent and need someone to help you, or you can’t handle a woman like that by yourself. I’m going to go with the latter. Damn, she must be fierce in the sack or very dangerous." After finishing my rant, I found Jester was red faced with anger.

"How dare you say that to me, you disrespectful peasant! You have no idea who you’re messing with."

"I really don’t care who you are, but if we need names to go forward, then I shall call you Jester. So, Jester, what are you doing in my neck of the woods?" I calmly asked.

"My name isn’t Jester! I am Lord Samuel Tolleson, Count of Dirtfrost in the Kingdom of Mair, you will show the respect I deserve," he bellowed.

Where the hell is Mair? I didn’t have a clue, but wasn’t going to let this blowhard know. "That name is too long so I’ll just stick with Jester. I just wanted to know why you have her captive," trying hard to hide my snickering because he was getting really red now.

"That is none of your concern. You are interfering in Lord Damian’s business, so it would be best if you just leave. That way you will live another day," Jester sneered.

I smirked and commented back, "Well, since you are in the Kingdom of Augustia then I suppose it is my business. You are trespassing, so at this moment I could care less of your Lord Damian. All I want is for the release of your prisoner, and then you may leave alive."

"She isn’t what you think, she is an abomination and doesn’t deserve to live freely. I am taking Lord Damian’s pet back to him, if you catch my drift," he cackled and soon after the rest of his men laughed with him.

I looked at the woman in shackles and noticed her wrists had burn marks on them. Hmm… She glanced up at me with despair and defiance battling for the dominate emotion. The color of her eyes were a deep brown and were filled with intelligence.

"I don’t really care for your opinion, so I will ask one more time for you to let her go. We can do this the easy way or the hard way"

He laughed and said, "There are fifteen of us against you, I believe we will take our chances."

Smiling at his bravado, let’s see if he has it after a few minutes. "Okay, I warned you, so whatever happens is on you," his smile faltered, and my adrenaline was peaked so I hollered out "Cassie, Herc, come on out." They walked out of their hiding places on the other side of the camp towards our position. Herc roared and the faces on the guards went pale. They weren’t sure where to flee, but they had their swords out ready to defend themselves. Glancing to the woman on the ground to see how she was taking this, her eyes were wide, but wasn’t afraid. I stared at her for a moment, then turned back to Lord Pointed Nose. He was sweating profusely, almost pasty looking, so I decided to add to the terror.

"Reap, come on out, show these men the error of their ways." He stepped out of the woods in to the clearing and roared.  I will remember this day for as long as I’m alive. Lord Jester literally fainted and face planted on the ground. It was stupendous. Half of the others followed in his wake, fainting, but some fell to their knees and pleaded for mercy. Although not inspecting the unconscious assholes, the smell clearly told me something foul was in the air. The whole campsite smelled of urine and feces now; so reiterating, I didn’t go around checking, but can safely say they pissed and shit themselves. Groaning from the stench and holding my hand over my nose to block the smell, "Reap and Herc, I don’t think they will move, but stay here to just in case." I left them and walked over to Cassie with the woman fugitive and could tell she was nervous when watching me approach. Cassie was staring at her but not saying anything.

"Cassie, everything okay?" I asked staring into her eyes. She was fidgety for some reason, wanting to tell me something, but held back. Cassie nodded finally and we looked at the woman in front of us. I was going to have to be gentle with this one, she looked like she would bolt at any time.

"Hello, my name is Max," gazing into her brown eyes, but suddenly they changed into gold. What the hell was going on?

She started ranting in some language I had never heard before, but Cassie was intently listening to every word.

"She says we may as well kill her. She isn’t going back to being a pet slave for anybody," Cassie calmly said.

"You can understand her? What language is she speaking?

"It’s Sowa, most people don’t use it very often. I will try and communicate," she answered and I nodded my agreement. She started up the conversation and it lasted for a couple of minutes before Cassie turned back to me.

"Her name is Valencia Amcottes, and she lives in the Notholm Forest close to Mair. She was taken from her family about a year ago, and has been a slave to Lord Damian ever since. I told her we were in the area and came upon them when we heard the noises from the camp. She wants to know what you are going to do with her," Cassie repeated her conversation and I was at a loss. I wasn’t going to anything with her, except let her go, but noticed her wrists were red like the cuffs were burning her, and thought she didn’t show any pain. They looked silver, and my feeble brain tried to think of someone that silver hurts or suppresses. It hit me like a ton of bricks.

Thinking carefully for a few moments before advising the statement Cassie needed to ask, "Tell Valencia I didn’t do this for recompense and that she’s free to go. Before we get her out of those cuffs though, I need her to tell me what kind of were she is." Cassie gasped and looked at the shackles, realizing she had missed that and nodded to me. They went back to communicating, and the woman stepped back a few steps after a few sentences. I’m assuming she just asked what animal she was. They finished conversing and Cassie looked back to me.

"I take it was a surprise that you knew she was a were." I mentioned and she nodded.

"She was distraught, and wanted to know how we knew. I advised her it was the cuffs. She didn’t want to tell me at first, but she’s a lioness."

It only took a few seconds to make a decision, and took out one of my throwing knives. The lioness moved back a couple of steps, so I held it up and pointed to the cuffs. She was hesitant, but nodded. Taking the shackles in my hand wanting to get this done quickly, I picked the locks, threw the cuffs in the woods, and advised she was free to go. The lioness looked at me like I was crazy, but ignored her and walked back to the captured men. Pointed nose was still unconscious, so advised the pricks to listen to my commands then glanced over at Cassie to find the female were behind her. I nodded toward the other woman and Cassie just shrugged.

"Decision time, we can’t leave them out here. There is a town about ten miles to the north, Stathmore is the name, and we were going to pass by it anyways. I believe the town has a ranger station and garrison; we can leave them there, I have enough rope we can tie them up in a single file line." She deliberated in her mind for a few moments and finally nodded. I gestured to the lady behind her, "Why is she still here? Is she hurt or need medical attention?"

Cassie shook her head and answered back, "No, she has no one, and doesn’t want to be left alone. She wants to know if we will let her tag along for a while." I contemplated having another person in our entourage and nodded to both of them. "No problem, but explain to her what our plans are regarding the living area, it will need some work. Also, ask her if she can defend herself." Cassie again started talking in that language so I just tuned them out until they were done. "Valencia says she is fine with hard work, and says she knows how to defend herself. First time they captured her, she was caught off guard, and this time it was because she passed out from exhaustion. She knows how to use knives and daggers, but her weapon is herself."

"Okay, she can come with us, but she will begin training again. I assume she is out of practice, so all of us will begin training when we get to our home." I commented and Cassie actually looked excited.

We gathered the prisoners up and tied them together. As they were slowly walking out of camp, I went around to all the tents and grabbed anything useful, ending up with numerous swords, daggers, knives, and rations. I found jerky, cheese, and hard bread for some rations, then we walked out of that camp on our journey together. The ten miles we traveled was uneventful, but as we were coming into town I stopped the group. "Reap, Herc, stay out here and hidden. We don’t want anybody frightened by your presence." They grunted and went off to the side and out of sight. I led the group to an overweight guard posted at the outer gates, and stopped when he bellowed something incoherent.

"Good sir, I caught these men hiding out in the wilderness and need to drop them off at the garrison." He looked at our group with disdain and let us though. They followed me down the main road until I heard someone shout my name. "Max!!" I turned around and was shocked to see Will coming down the street to meet us. We hugged and grasped arms in greeting.

"Max, what in tarnation is going on here? Why are these men tied together?"

I smiled and responded, "First let me introduce you to Cassie and Valencia." He bowed to them, and I introduced them to Will. After the greetings, we told him about the incident with Lord Damian’s men. "Well, we came upon these men out in the wilderness with a captive. So we took it upon ourselves to release the prisoner after we found out these are Lord Damian’s men." He gasped out something I didn’t understand so continued on, "We captured them and brought them here to the garrison or the rangers; whoever wants them." He nodded and advised me to stay put and he would be right back. About five minutes later, guards were coming towards us, so we waited for Will. Handing them over to the guards, we gladly let them have the burden. Will came over and wanted to know what really happened, so I told him. He was angry at the mention of slaves, and we mentioned Cassie was one too.

"It seems we need to have a sit down, so I can catch up on your new adventures." He said and I laughed but agreed to meet him at the tavern in twenty minutes.

"Cassie, Valencia, we need to tell Ranger Will about the slavery ring that’s evidently in our part of the kingdom." They agreed and so we hurried over to the pub for some ale. We waited for Will to meet us before any ale was brought to the table. He showed up with a bag in his hand and tossed it to me.

"Reward for catching slavers, especially, Lord Damian’s men. We will be able to get some intel from them," I opened the bag and my jaw dropped. It must have been fifty gold in the bag and it would go a long way to rebuilding the cabin. "Now, tell me what I’ve missed. It seems you have new members in your group, so don’t go sparing any details, I want to know everything." Will stated sternly.

"It started when ……," I gave him the story of what has happened in my life the past few months. Going out on my own, rescuing the princesses, the two ladies with me, and I have a kodiak. I grinned at his dumbstruck look, so I went in to detail of that skirmish with the orcs. After I was done, he sat back in the chair and didn’t say anything for few minutes. I smirked at his demeanor, he finally got his thoughts together and told us about some occurrences happening around this area. People were disappearing, and the rangers were trying to track them down. That was disturbing to know, I wonder how many were kidnapped, and for what purpose. We finished with the gloomy discussions, so we talked about the cabin and the work it’s going to take to fix it up. The conversation came to an end, so we packed up and left the town to meet up with Reap and Herc outside the range of the watch towers. 

Our group continued on the journey, and stopped when the sun went down. I started to set up camp and asked the ladies to gather some wood to make a fire. Getting a pot out of my pack, I went to the stream we found to gather water, and cleaned the pot the best I could. The ladies met me at the location where the fire would be, and dropped their loads. Placing the pot down on some rocks, we got the fire started. Cassie was cutting up some veggies to put in the pot and Valencia was helping set out the bed rolls. We ate our meal in silence, thinking about what lies ahead. The veggie stew was good, so I had seconds. After cleaning up dinner I laid up against a log, letting my eyes rest, when I heard someone talking in an accent. My eyes opened to see Valencia staring at me and it dawned on my inadequate brain that I could understand her. My ears picked the end of her sentence, "…would like to thank you, Max."

I answered still a little caught off guard, "What are you thanking me for? Cassie cooked the meal."

She nodded to Cassie and responded with, "I know it was your plan to save me. I’m sorry for the way I reacted at that time, I was angry at myself for getting captured a second time. If it wasn’t for your group, I would be on my way back to Lord Damian." She shuddered thinking about being back at his castle.

I smiled, "It was no big deal. We would have done it for anyone. Reap and Herc did all the heavy lifting anyway."

"You have a siba and a kodiak protecting you, it amazes me that they follow your commands. Don’t take this the wrong way, but are you mind controlling them?" Valencia questioned and Cassie put her two cents in.

"No, they are bonded to him," Valencia’s eye’s widened and Cassie kept speaking proudly, "He also has magic running through him and one of the most intelligent minds I’ve ever seen."

Valencia didn’t know how to proceed after her statements, so I asked her a question. "How come you’re just now talking in a language I can understand?"

She smile sadly, "I didn’t want to talk to a man at that time. I heard you talking to Cassie and at the time, wanted to keep to myself," I nodded, but she kept going, "Over the past couple of days I have gotten to know the man you are and have never known a man like you. I can see you will protect what’s yours and the people around you. You have a harsh demeanor when it comes to protecting or fighting, but has a gentle side to people who are in trouble. I also noticed the weapons you carry, the bow and sword I’m guessing aren’t for show." I shook my head and she nodded. "You could have also kept me as a prisoner, but let me follow you. I am grateful for your generosity and will try to make up for it and would like to stay with you at the cabin if it’s okay."

Looking at Cassie for her opinion, she slowly nodded. "Yes, you can come with us, but it won’t be all grins and giggles. My upcoming plans may change your mind. I wanted to talk to you two about going after the slavers and finding some of their hideouts." The ladies glanced at each other before they both replied.

"I would love to. Some of my people were still held captive in cages," Valencia said.

"Wherever you go, I follow. I would love to get some revenge if I can, while freeing other people," Cassie answered.

"Okay, we need to start planning, but first we need to get to the cabin and rest. I also want to unload our herbs and spices to get the garden started. We will need some healing ointments," I advised them and they agreed. When the discussion was over we went to our bed rolls to sleep. I evidently needed my rest, when my head hit the bed roll I was out.




Chapter Fifteen








The next morning we got an early start on the day, eager to get to our dwelling. The trip back was uneventful, but I guess if you’re traveling with a siba, kodiak, mage, and a lioness, people tend to stay out of your way. On our journey I took it upon myself to test their skills with the blades and bow. Even though they are dangerous in their own right, I wanted them deadly with any weapon I trained them in. Cassie took to the bow better, and Valencia the daggers. Each day we took some time out for some training and they got better as the days went by. I even had some time for Cassie to instruct me with magic, for some reason my magic was still blocked, and was frustrated to say the least. Don’t get me wrong, I will stick you with a blade or an arrow any time I want, but the idea of having long range magic of any kind would be a significant help in the trials to come. My mind grumbled just thinking of the many things I wanted to accomplish, but would have to just take it a day at a time. 

On our travels our group inevitably grew closer, we would laugh and pull pranks on each other trying to pass the long days of travel. Our conversations were everything from our previous lives to our hopes and goals. It was great getting to know these ladies better and felt we could accomplish anything. The journey finally came to an end when my woods came into sight and smiled knowing just a few miles we would be home. I suggested Reap and Herc go out to run and hunt, the predators went off in the distance and disappeared while we headed up to the cabin.

"Ladies, I know it’s not luxury, but with some hard work, we can have a life here. How does that sound? I want you to know that at any time you want to leave, just let me know. I will be sad, of course, since over our journey I have come to know you better."

Cassie answered, "Max, growing up in my village was hard, I didn’t have many friends or people that I was close to. What you are offering is a place where I don’t have to hide in fear of who I am. I am very grateful for this opportunity and you won’t have to worry about that with me, I’m not going anywhere without you."

Valencia nodded her agreement, "It is gratifying to know that I have found someone that doesn’t care what others think. You see me as a person and not a play thing or some kind of animal. You don’t care that I am not human, I am in your debt, and will never be able to pay that back. Just know that I will never betray you."

I nodded and felt pride at their statements, making me want to protect them more. We went into the house and they set down their items while I gathered the plants and herbs to put them in rows on the rickety table, hoping that it wouldn’t break apart. Satisfied with my work, I asked them to decide who would go hunting with me while the other could start the cook fire. Cassie stayed in the house and Valencia went with me. She demonstrated to me her expertise of stealth, and I showed her my techniques. We learned from each other working as a team, our excursion in the woods finally showed us some deer in the distance. They were by a stream, so we slowly came to stop on a hill about a hundred yards away as I carefully took my bow and handed it to her for a kill shot. She was tense, so I encouraged her.

"Alright, don’t be nervous, you’ve got this. Even if you miss there are others down the stream we can get. Take your time and relax." She pulled back, took a breath, and released. It flew straight and hit the deer in the chest, the animal took a step and then collapsed. "Good job Valencia! I knew you could do it." She nodded and blushed, and for some reason I thought it was cute. She looked at me strangely, like she wanted to say something, but kept it to herself. We picked up our dinner and went back to the cabin, Val was quiet on the way back, so I just shrugged it off as being tired; we were exhausted after the trip. Back at the cabin, Cassie had the fire going, I strung up our kill and started cleaning it, demonstrating the how to process with Val. She took it upon herself to finish and cut up portions of the deer in a short amount of time then put it on the spit to cook. Cassie had put a pot with some veggies on the fire as well, guess she wanted some stew. After the meat was cooked, I sliced it in little pieces, then added it to the stew pot. When the stew was done, she passed the meal out with some of the bread that was left over. The table and chairs weren’t in good shape, so we sat on the floor. As we were eating, I scanned the house figuring out what was needed.

Since my brain just wanted to hunt and kill, it knew the home needed a certain touch and since he wasn’t the person to know what all was required, "Ladies, I need to get this cabin suitable for us to live in. What are your thoughts besides the obvious, food and water?"

Valencia was first to speak, "Tools to make our own furniture. The nearest town is a half day away, so we would need to do it ourselves. We have enough lumber in these woods, it wouldn’t take all that long." I nodded and looked to Cassie.

She stated, "Yes, we need bed and kitchen supplies as well. I know the house is going to take some time to fix, but would like that welcome feeling when we come home, to be able to look upon something like this would be a dream come true." I smiled at her and she blushed. They were both doing that a lot lately.

"Okay, tomorrow we go into town, pick up supplies for the cabin and the forge in the back. I haven’t checked it out yet, but I don’t think it will be that difficult to get running. The money Will gave us should be plenty for the stuff we need." I yawned while saying this. 

They agreed as I got up to walk to the forge before it got completely dark. It hadn’t been used in years, some of the tools were in okay shape for me to get started though. The anvil was in good shape, but the hammer, tongs, and bellows would have to be replaced. I got my list together and went back into the cabin as the ladies were getting ready for bed and noticed out of the three bedrooms, only one was being used at the moment, and the bedrolls were close together. I didn’t know what was going on, so just shrugged it off and went to my bedroll to lay down. Cassie stoked the fire before she and Valencia came over to sleep, I closed my eyes and had a dreamless sleep. 

My mind roused me right before dawn, but found I couldn’t move, my limbs were pinned down by legs and bodies. Still groggy, my head finally decided to wake up and assess the situation. My eyes widened when figuring out that both women were on top of me, holding me like I would leave in the middle of the night. Not sure what to think of the situation, I was having a hard time concentrating due to the fact that my soldier was standing at attention. He didn’t care about who was nearby or the fact that these ladies were way out of my league. I had to figure out something quick, maybe concentrate on something horrendous to get him to calm down before embarrassing myself. I thought about gore on the battlefield, hunting with Reap and Herc, and some naked old people walking around. Finally after a few minutes my soldier calmed down, I didn’t want the ladies thinking I was some pervert, but to my defense, they were on me. I tried to go back to sleep, but the situation didn’t let me. My body laid there figuring out our next steps in my head, thinking what could be the reason for the recent outbreak in slavery. 

While in strategy mode, the ladies started groaning and moving their bodies against mine. Damn it! Hopefully junior will behave himself. The ladies yawned and glanced at each other, then looked at me. My brow rose up waiting for an explanation, but all I got from them was a shy smile and a kiss on the cheek. Giving them my best look that said ‘what’s going on’, but all they did was giggle and got up for the day, leaving me dumbstruck in my bedroll. Sighing loudly, knowing I will never figure women out.  I was thinking about it for a minute before letting myself just go with the flow, not caring if these beautiful creatures slept on me. Getting out of bed, I got dressed to head toward the woods to take a leak to find Reap and Herc in the woods still laying down, but were alert to their surroundings. I scratched behind their ears and petted them, laughing at the purring and groaning that could be heard through the woods.

After taking care of my business, I was walking back to the cabin when something caught my eye, it was a hand pump for water, and assumed it went to an underwater spring or well, so I walked over and stopped to check the mechanism. It looked a little rusty, it would need some lubricant or grease to loosen. I scanned the property thinking if we located any in the cabin, but ended up finding a barn behind me. Wondering what was in there, my brain told me to investigate. 

Coming up next to the building the hairs on my neck and arms tingled; the air was thick for some reason as I stopped by the double door. Reaching for the handle I felt a sensation on my hand for a moment that felt like an insect sting, but it stopped when stepping through the doors. Walking into the building, I carefully looked around the shed to see if it had any kind of lubricant. What I found was a building full of tools. Holy shit! I hit the mother lode. My feet took me around checking all the shelves and looking at the assortment of tools: saws, hammers, drills, tongs, axes, and hatchets. It also had boxes that held an assortment of steel and iron. Damn, I wonder why no one has taken any of this. My eyes caught on the floor a trap door off to the left, I would need to bring a lantern to check it out and reminded myself I needed to stay on task. 

Continuing on my scavenger hunt looking for some grease or oil to help loosen the hand pump, my search found flint, arrow heads, fletching’s, and string. Man, grandpa was a badass, I never knew this was here. One of the shelves had some grease in a jar, so I snatched it off the shelf and checked inside to see if it was usable. It looked somehow well preserved and not dried out, so grabbed a mallet then left the building at a jog. I stopped at the pump, took some grease out and spread it on the pump. Waiting a few minutes, I tapped the pump with the mallet to loosen the rust, and tried to pull the handle up. It was still a little difficult at first, but pushed it back down, then moved it up and down trying to siphon some water out of the underground cavern. Finally, after exhausting myself, spurts of brown water came out. Alright, now we’re getting somewhere.  I kept pumping the handle coaxing the water out, and was in a groove when was a voice startled me. "Hey handsome, what cha doing?" I was disturbed by the fact I didn’t hear someone behind me, though in my defense, I was in the zone. Stopping, I looked over my shoulder to see Cass and Val smiling at me.

"Hello ladies, I fixed our water problem. I found this and got it to start pumping out water."

Their eyes widened, but didn’t say anything for a couple of moments. Then both of them started jumping up and down, clapping. I stared at them, gawking at their fantastic bodies. The performance wasn’t anything sensual, but they needed to stop that shit. They knew what I was thinking by the broad smiles on their faces. Damn women, what the hell are they doing? I grumbled out words they couldn’t understand. They were actually giggling at my expense, so I ignored them, and kept pumping water out until it was clear.

"That’s awesome, we won’t have to get it all from the stream," Cassie giggled out.

Valencia wasn’t any better, she couldn’t contain her snickering either, "Max, thank you for thinking of us. We just like giving you a hard time," she indicated while looking at my junk, which brought out another session of chortling. 

I clicked my tongue staring at them, thinking of the best way to handle this spectacle, and ended up turning to leave them behind, still giggling. They called out to me, but ignored them while walking toward my cabin to get something to eat. I didn’t have time to deal with this shit, so my feet carried me into the kitchen to find some left over stew to eat. I sat down as they walked in, and began filling my throat with food. It was a little cool, but wasn’t going to worry about it. I’m assuming they already ate, so got up to get more. They sat there with concerned faces, but I ate in silence. I didn’t really care about the incident or their behavior over the last twenty four hours, just didn’t like a tease. I wasn’t going to bring it up until they did, so I took a moment to think about what needed to be done today. We don’t have to get any tools since I found the ones in the shed, but needed to get to work on some knives and daggers. We’ll need to pick up some scabbards while we are out too. Hmm….my mind made a mental list of what was needed to pick up. While I was in my own thoughts, the girls were getting worried by my demeanor, so they spoke out while my thoughts were still focused on my list and didn’t catch the first voice speaking out.

"…..okay?"

"We didn’t mean to make you mad, it was intended to be for fun. Please forgive us."

I turned my attention on them and grunted out, "Hmm? What?"

"We didn’t plan to make you angry. It was meant to be playful," Valencia softly casting her head down.

"I’m not mad, what makes you think that?"

The glanced at each other with confused looks and Cass responded, "You took off without saying anything, and when we called out to you, we didn’t get an answer."

Valencia nodded and took over, "We have been sitting here waiting for you to blow up in anger. I can’t take the silent treatment, I need for you to tell me how to fix this." Cassie nodded at her retort.

I took my bowl and cleaned it at the counter, thinking of how to reply. Turning to them, "I’m not mad, I was just making sure you were finished with whatever you were doing. I didn’t know what was so funny, so didn’t answer. Since coming in here, I have been thinking about the supplies that are needed," replying while taking a sip of water. They looked at me to make certain I wasn’t mad and smiled at them, noticing their relief. They got up and nervously came over to me. Each one hugged me, and gave me a tender kiss on the lips. I stammered out, "What’s going on with you two? I have no idea how to handle this, but will let you know I don’t like to be teased." They told me they weren’t teasing me and both gave me their explanations.

"Max, ever since we met, I have had this feeling in my chest. I didn’t know what it was from the beginning, but do now. The man that stands before me is what I want. I’m not sure how to say this, but I need you in my life," she hesitated, took a deep breath, and continued, "not just living in the same house, but with you, in your room." I didn’t know what to say to that, so Valencia told me her reason.

"Max, I have had distrust in men all my life. My pack was always on me to behave and submit to the alpha. I didn’t like that idea and knew he wasn’t for me. My parents were always on me to pick a mate, so that I would settle down, and have a family. At that time it wasn’t for me, so I rebelled, and the pack life I had was depressing, knowing someone was out there for me. When you rescued me from that scoundrel Lord Damian, I knew you were for me, but not wanting to admit to it. That’s why I gave you shit from the beginning. I am strong willed, but know you can tame me, my lioness and I can feel it," as she said this her eyes changed to a golden color. Her lioness was on the edge of showing herself. "I don’t know about your feelings, or how you are going to respond when I change, but she is dying for you touch her. As a lioness we look for the most lethal, powerful, and loyal person to submit to. Usually, it’s a lion, but in my case it’s you. We recognize you as our leader, so I am letting you know we submit to you and will be loyal to your pride. We are aware that Cass and I won’t be the only weres in your pride, and will consist of all different races. She and I have discussed the predicament that we find ourselves in. I know you don’t want to hear about the visions or prophecies, so I will stop by letting you know we will do everything to protect you." My brain was stunned by the situation I found myself in. These two beautiful creatures are letting me know their feelings, but didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth, but had to know for sure what their intentions were.

"I am humbled by your devotion and words ladies, but I have to ask, why me? I am just a guy with a siba and bear for companions. I don’t have much, so what can you possibly gain in being with me?"

They pondered my retort and each gave me the same answer; they don’t care about riches or what I have. They like the man I’ve become and just want a relationship with me. I brought up my next question, "How can both of you want to be with me? Won’t there be jealousy?"

Valencia answered, "No Max, we’ve already discussed this, and found we don’t have any jealousy between us. Females in a pride don’t anyway because our intended mate usually has multiple wives," my brow rose up wondering where she was going with this and she smiled broadly, "Yes, Max, you are our intended mate. I don’t know your beliefs or traditions for betrothed, but we can wait until you are ready for this."

I nodded and was shocked by this. Taking a deep breath and exhaled to calm myself down, they looked concerned and worried since I haven’t responded to them.

Deciding to put them out of their misery I replied to them, "I have to admit that I have developed feelings for the both of you. I just can’t believe you gorgeous girls still want me to be your mate, but will care for you and love you. It will take some getting used to though, so bear with me." They nodded and were ecstatic by my revelation, jumping on me to give me kisses all over my face. After that ritual, they calmed down to discuss something else with me.

Cassie brought up something I didn’t want to hear, "Max, as the days come and go, we will encounter people to join your following. Men we will have no problem with since you will decide who joins, but we will discuss what ladies will be joining. As first wives, Valencia and I will decide who will be in our immediate family."

"What are you talking about, immediate family?"

She grinned, "Why, you’re other wives of course. We will have a big family, lots of kids." They both giggled at my reaction so I decided to say something.

"What other wives? Why would I need other ones if I have you?"

"Oh Max, that is sweet, but you aren’t an ordinary person. You will unite the kingdoms, so you will have wives from different kingdoms. They will see this and join with your army to vanquish the darkness coming."

I rolled my eyes to that statement and still didn’t believe what she said was true, so just shrugged.

"Okay, let’s get back on track for today. I need to show you girls something I found in a building out back." Escorting them out to the shed I opened the door with the tingle on my hand and went in. Looking around I realized they didn’t come in, then walked out to them, "Hey what’s going on? Why are you still out here?"

Cassie replied, "Max, you don’t feel that? Someone put wards on this building. We can’t go in."

Valencia spoke up looking around, "Yeah, the air is crackling, I can feel them too."

"Yes, I can feel it, but I walked right in, why can’t you?"

Cassie calmly commented, "Maybe you are allowed to because of your lineage. This is your granddad’s land right?"

"Yes, it is." I wondered how and why he put wards on this building, then thought about how to get around this and came up with an idea. "Okay, let’s try this. Since you can’t go in by yourself, grab my hand, and I will lead you through." They each grabbed a hand then very carefully led them into the building. They gasped out loudly when they went through the wards and were wheezing by the time both of them came into the barn.

"Wow, look at all the collection of materials. It looks in great shape. The wards must have been made to preserve as well as keep others out," Cassie stated while looking around wide eyed.

"Holy Shit! It looks like your granddad was preparing for something. This is amazing, most of the stuff we were going to get is right here," Valencia bellowed.

"That is correct ladies, the tools and instruments needed for the forge too. The bellows, tongs, and hammer was going to have to be replaced, but it looks like he kept numerous replacements. I am thankful for that. We will still need to go for other supplies, food, herbs. It looks like the gardening equipment is in here too and would like to get started on that when we get back. I will pick up some of the stuff that we don’t have much of and can also check the forest for them too. There is also a trap door over to the left we need to explore." 

They agreed and we ended up going into the place below the barn through the trap door entrance. It was a tunnel that had racks of weapons and materials used for smithing. Also found some elven bows, recurve bows, and some long bows. The girls kept browsing the shelves up in the barn while I kept looking around the secret entrance, but ended up back with the ladies to see them find numerous things they wanted to take out for some projects. They put their hands on my shoulders and we left the barn. We put the stuff that was taken out of the barn in the house before we headed out to Silvershore, which was northeast from our location. Our journey was dull, but enjoyed each other’s company. The town wasn’t very big, but had what we needed to pick up. Letting the ladies go get what they needed, I headed to the where the farmers were located and picked up numerous items to plant, then bought some herbs that mom didn’t have on her, and left the stalls. Meeting up with the ladies after our purchases we left, on our journey home we took a detour through the woods so we could get familiar with the land. Since leaving, Herc and Reap at the house, I wanted to see where we can hunt and found different herbs, ingredients for poultices and potions. Just thinking about our own gardens got me excited to hurry back to get started, but it was late when we got back to the cabin, so we fixed dinner that consisted of fresh veggies, fruit, and bread. Once it was time for bed, I noticed the ladies got out the supplies for the bedrooms, and they looked awesome. The girls went off to their rooms for bed, I blew out the candles in the kitchen, went to my room, and got ready for bed. It had been a long day, and was about to doze off when I heard soft footsteps coming into my room. Looking up in the moonlight, I saw my beautiful blonde staring back at me.




Chapter Sixteen








"Cass, what’s wrong?"

"Nothing, I wanted to sleep with you if that’s okay."

I nodded and moved over for her to get in. She came and laid her head on my chest, and I ran my fingers through her hair. After a few minutes, I softly ran my hand down her back ending at her heart shaped ass, and finding she wasn’t wearing anything underneath her tunic. Massaging her delectable cheeks, soft moans were coming from Cass as she started breathing harder, grinding on my thigh. 

Cass gasped softly, "Max, please make love to me." 

I didn’t really know how to respond to that other than action. Pulling her onto me, we started kissing passionately, she then sat up and pulled her tunic off showing her gorgeous body, which took my breath away. Her breasts were mouthwatering, sporting C-cups with large areolas and pink nipples. Her beautiful pussy had a small tuft of blond hair, and from feeling the leaking fluid flowing down her thigh with my hands, she was ready to go. When she pulled my undershorts off, it was like we were starving for each other, Cass straddled me and brought her breasts to my mouth, and I gladly sucked on them. She moaned loudly as I switched my mouth back and forth on her magnificent breasts while she stroked my cock. We danced this way for a few minutes before I had to be in her, so quickly flipping her on her back, I lined up my rock hard meat stick and sunk in. She cried out in pleasure as we continued in our dance, moving her hips in rhythm with mine, and whimpered my name. I wanted it to last, but was extremely aroused, so it only lasted for a few minutes. Catching our breaths, we kissed tenderly, and waited for me to recharge while talking about nothing important. 

We made love most of the night and finally went to sleep early in the morning. I woke up with a feeling of ecstasy; opening my eyes it was to see Cass bobbing up and down on junior, staring at me the whole time. I couldn’t take very much from this intense state and let my man juice down her delicate throat. After she was done, she moved up and laid down next to me.

"Good morning, love," Cass whispered with adoring eyes.

I smiled and replied, "Good morning, gorgeous."

"You two, it’s time to get up, breakfast is about ready!" Val hollered from in the kitchen. 

I glanced at Cass, she smiled, kissed me on the cheek, and then got up out of bed. She was still naked, and I whistled at her magnificent body. Cass was at the door when she looked back over her shoulder to me and smiled. I got out of bed and got dressed to start the day, we met in the kitchen for breakfast, and made small talk then excused myself to go out and start some chores.

"So, I heard some noises last night; lots of screaming and moaning. I’m thinking our man took care of your needs, and then some?" Val smirked. Cass blushed and nodded.

"He certainly did. I have never been so satisfied, or filled completely. He may be young, but damn, he knows how to use his assets," she sighed pleasurably.

"Well, now you’ve got me all excited and can’t wait for my turn," Val smiled, "what is the plan for today?"

"I think he wants to begin planting his vegetable and herbal gardens. He wants to get that started so we can have a harvest before fall hits. Also, he wants his herbs for some healing ingredients," Cass commented.

Val nodded and replied, "That will definitely be necessary when we start investigating those kidnappings. No telling what we will run in to." Cass agreed and the girls cleaned up the dishes. They met Max outside to see what was needed for their garden. 

We planted all kinds of veggies, and herbs in our plots of land set aside for this project. This will take a couple of days to finish, but we put in a hard day’s work. I needed to figure out some way to provide irrigation to these crops. One thing at a time I suppose, but with an underground cavern of water, it shouldn’t be a big deal to do. We had a picnic in the woods, and ended up doing the same for dinner. It was a productive day, and spending time with my ladies made it that much better. When the day was ending, Cass and I spent time with each other again. I wasn’t that experienced with other women in my young life, and didn’t know if I was good in the sack, as some say. While holding her, my instincts took over that I knew had never been there before. It was like I could feel what made her body respond: emotions, reactions, and sensations. It was surreal to think about, but threw that thought out because I had my own lust and love to deal with. 

Throughout the night, I had her screaming like a banshee, and her orgasms were glorious. We were all sweaty when we got done, and ended up having to move to her room because of the mess we made. I chuckled to myself as we were walking naked to her room and fell into the bed, ending up wrapped together like a human pretzel. She was still breathing hard, flushed from her last orgasm, and had trouble speaking. She finally gasped out, "Max, you make me feel whole, like I’ve been missing a piece of my soul. I love you my mate, and will do everything I can to make you happy." 

She kissed my lips tenderly and laid her head on my chest. Smiling I replied, "I love you too, my sexy mage. You two ladies are special to me, and I will do my best to be the man you need me to be." She nodded and responded, "Thank you love, Val will want to have her turn soon. She may be somewhat cautious, but she wants you to take her too. Be gentle, but somewhat dominant, she is a lioness after all." Shaking my head thinking this was crazy, "How can you two be okay with this? Are you sure jealousy isn’t there?" She was quiet for a few moments but answered, "We have had numerous discussions about that and have come to the conclusion that we don’t have any jealous feelings. You are unique, and will have others join us soon. I know you don’t want to hear this, but soon we’ll have to start preparing for this." I nodded, but didn’t comment on that last part, instead advised her of my thoughts. "My thoughts are different on jealousy and may be living a double standard, but I don’t share. If you ladies want to be with me, then you’ll have to live with that." I kissed her forehead, and laid my head back down. Cass responded, "You’ll never have to worry about that. As our mate, we’ll never want another man, but we wouldn’t want anyone else anyway. We’ve been around males for a long time, and none have made our hearts feel like this. Val and I have been waiting for you to come in our lives, to take us away from our fears, and love us. I hope I’m not scaring you with this heavy conversation right after our lovemaking, but you need to know how we feel." She finished, and I wrapped my arms around her, then we fell asleep. It felt like I blinked when dawn came, and realized I was getting a morning blow again.

"That feels great Cass, mmmmm…." A muffled reply was heard, but didn’t even open my eyes. After a couple minutes, a voice rambled, something my brain didn’t comprehend, and realized that wasn’t Cass’s voice. I finally opened my eyes to see a gorgeous caramel skinned woman sporting raven black hair with purple streaks throughout covering her face while she was bobbing up and down on my prick. Oh man, her technique was stupendous, my eyes rolled up into my head, moaning loudly. Val knew how to definitely give head, and she relished it. Feeling the familiar sensation in my balls telling me I was about to let loose a stream of white cream down her throat, I warned her, "Val, that feels incredible, and you’re about to receive a gift of white gold." A few more moments and I let loose, it felt like a stream instead of shooting three or four wads, and she took it like a champ, swallowing every drop. Falling back onto the bed, breathing heavily, she came up to lay beside me to snuggle. I twirled my fingers through her hair, content to lay there for a few minutes in silence.

"Good morning, hon," Val whispered.

"It is, and thank you for that. I’ll have to return the favor, but don’t want you to get nervous or uneasy. I’ll be patient and take it slow if you want."

She shook her head, "No, after listening to Cass last night, I want to try, and would like it to be tonight if we could."

I grinned and replied, "Okay, if that’s what you want." We kissed passionately and got out of bed to start the day. Cass was in the kitchen eating breakfast, and looked up when we came in.

She smiled at us knowingly, so I went to the counter to get some food while Val went over to Cass, they whispered and giggled to each other. Shaking my head, I ate my food in silence. While they continued their discussion, my thoughts turned to what was needed to be done today, and tried to put together an itinerary. Finish planting, hunting, training with the girls, and practicing some magic. Having a gut feeling that something is about to happen, we need to be prepared, so I turned my attention to the girls and told them about my thoughts.

"Loves, the plan for today is more of the same as yesterday, but we need to go hunt, and start training again. I have a feeling something’s about to change, and we need to prepare. Blades and bows today, we’ll take Reap and Herc with us to hunt." 

They nodded and went to get ready, it took a couple of hours to finish planting, and when that was done we took the two furballs hunting. After some time not finding anything in particular, I sent the two killers out to hunt on their own, while I went over with the girls again the necessity to track and how to cover their own. They picked it up quickly as always, the girls were very perceptive, and drilled them till I felt they could do it blindfolded. It was later in the day when we began our lessons on blades, and spent the next couple of hours teaching them different forms to counter or attack their foes. We stopped when our bodies were out of breath and drenched in sweat, so I gave them a break while pondering my next lesson. I had picked up three bows with quivers full of arrows from the armory in my barn before we left, one for each of us, and planned to make sure by the end of my training they could hit the their target from at least a hundred yards away. I had set up some targets in the forest for their training, then made sure they knew the right ways to shoot, and showed them how to adjust their shots. After about an hour they were beat, they went to rest beside a tree, so I stopped and went to gather up the arrows to put back in their quivers. Returning from my task, I sat down beside them and popped some berries in my mouth that I found by the targets. They were tangy but good and shared them with the girls.

"Hon, where did you learn all this?" Val asked while eating the rest of her berries.

"I would like to know too. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re only twenty, and the things you have learned are shocking. Did you even have a child hood?" Cass snickered, but was also serious with her questions.

I took a deep breath and replied, "Yes, I had a child hood, but growing up with a blacksmith as a father and an herbalist as a mother, I was taught at a young age. I also had the opportunity to learn from my father’s friend Will that you met. He is a ranger and taught me how to track, different ways to hunt, stealth, and survival."

"That is amazing for one so young. You’re a very formidable foe, even without your bonds it would be difficult to beat you," Val gushed.

I shrugged and answered, "That’s why I want you two training with me, so you can use these methods too." 

They nodded and agreed. Ten minutes later we left to go hunt for our dinner, and had the girls use their bows for the kills. They ended getting some rabbits, and surprisingly two stags. Herc and Reap met back up with us, it seemed they were content which meant they found something to munch on, so had them carry the stags back home. I didn’t have to ask about them helping, both girls got to work cleaning the rabbits while I strung up the stags. We got all the meat that was wanted and threw the left overs to Herc and Reap, which didn’t mind a snack. Recognizing I didn’t have to ask the girls anything about cleaning or cooking, I chuckled at the thought that we were a well-oiled machine. Dinner was a mixture of venison and rabbit with veggies, and we salted the other meat so it would save for the next couple of days. Wrapping the meat to put up, we finished our conversations and could tell Val was tense during our talk, but I kept the conversation light and advised it had been a long day.

"Val, you still want to try what we discussed this morning? I’m not going to pressure you into anything?"

She nodded slowly, so I got up to leave, and kissed Cass tenderly on the lips then left to go to my room with Val in tow, and closed the door when she passed the threshold. She sat nervously on the bed and wouldn’t look at me. Going over to her, I raised her chin up to me so she would look in my eyes.

I whispered to her, "Val if this doesn’t feel right, you can leave if you want."

"No, I want it," she murmured.  "I’m just scared to be touched by a male. It reminds me of the years with my pride, and Damien." 

My thoughts turned to anger when realizing the significance of her statement. She had been forced into those situations. "Val, are you saying that they forced you to have sex with them?" She nodded and I was livid, "Val, where can I find those men? I vow to you I will end them."

She shook her head no with tears streaming down her face, "No Max, I don’t want to bring up those horrible memories, and they can stay in the past. I just want you to hold me, please!" I held her while she sobbed, stroking her silky purple/black hair and hauled her into the bed, pulled the covers over us, and wrapped her in my arms. She held on with a steel grip, almost crushing my ribs.

She continued to cry, "I’m sorry Max, this was supposed to be a night filled with pleasure, and I ruined it."

I kissed her tear stained face, "Sweetie, just holding you is special enough, and I feel privileged to have you in my life." That comment just made her sob more. She finally fell asleep while I pondered what she must have been through. I had to stop because I was getting angrier by the minute and went to sleep still fuming but couldn’t do anything at this time. I would bide my time, find those fuckin idiots, and end them for hurting my Val.

I awoke the next day alone in the bed, remembering the night before, but couldn’t do anything about the situation just yet. I got up to get dressed and went to get some breakfast to find Cass and Val at the table. They were silent when I came into the room, and neither would look at me for some reason. Picking up some fruit from the counter, I ate my share, and shuffled toward the exit, stopping by to kiss the top of both their heads as I walked out of the cabin. Taking a deep breath, I went to the forge to see if it could be it fixed and fired up. 

Figuring out what was needed, I went to the barn, and got the items necessary for the repairs. Hauling the objects back, I went to work fixing and replacing parts as needed. Two hours later, I looked around and found the repairs done, so decided to fire up the forge. Rubbing my hands together with glee, I was excited to get my hands working again to create some new blades, and repair the ones I’m carrying at the moment.  I got my butt in gear and hurried back to the barn to grab some steel and iron ingots.  While digging through the available material and moving the boxes of ingots around, I was shocked to see some zorichalcum. I had only seen this mineral once that was sitting in front of me, but I looked to see what other ores were stored. I moved the materials to a corner to see better, noticing different colors of minerals: yellow, purple, blue, green, and black colored bricks were the ones that stood out. Adamite, lepidolite, malachite, azurite, and obsidian were in a box. Not many bricks of each, but damn, how the hell did grandpa get his hands on obsidian. The rare material is hard to mine, not to mention harder to mold, but was sure as hell going to try to mix it with titanium and make a couple of daggers for myself. The others would be used on décor for the hilts I suppose, but had an idea that they could mix with iron or steel to make a style all its own.  My thoughts ran in all kinds of directions but shook my head from those thoughts, I needed to get back to start crafting, so I pulled an empty box off the floor, loaded up some bricks, and scurried out of the barn. 

Back at the forge, I set the material on the counter and separated them, but didn’t bring any of the rare ingots because I needed to get back used to getting the metal just like I wanted. It would take a little time, but after a few tries and failures, I should be able to repair or create anything I wanted. Melting the ores, I poured the hot material into the molds, and waited for the outcome. Taking the casts out, then hammered them to how my mind wanted the knives to look, and set them aside to form. When the forms were done, I sharpened them on both sides, and tested the edges. When that was done, set them on the counter, and got the dagger mold ready. Time seemed to fly by when I was in my own little world, and didn’t realize it was lunch time until noticing the girls standing in front of me.

Wiping the sweat off of my face I said, "Hey girls, what’s up?"

"Babe, we just wanted to make sure you were okay in here. We haven’t seen you come out, so both of us were concerned," Cass stated while Val had her head down.

"I was just making some equipment, and getting the feel back working in the forge." I glanced at Val, who had her head down still. "Val, is something wrong?"

She shook her head no and said in a low voice, "Nothing hon, I am sorry for everything that I’ve put you through." Tears falling down her face again, I sighed loudly, and walked over stand in front of her. Putting my fingers under her chin, I lifted and had her to look me in the eyes.

"Then, why are you crying again? I told you last night, I’m here for you, and if that need is a hug, then I would be happy to give one."

She sobbed out, "How can you be like this? I-I-I’ve never had someone not demand things from m-m-me." Val jumped to me and I caught her in mid-air. She put her head on my shoulder, still crying while I hugged her tightly. I knew that my attire was dirty, but Val evidently didn’t care because she held on to me like a vise grip. A few minutes later, Cass came over and joined in the group hug.

"Val, I would love to do this all day, but my hands are grimy, and need to finish my project. Are you going to be okay?" She nodded and wiped her tears since calming down.

"Thank you Max for being the man you are. I love you," Val replied with a salty kiss on the lips.

"I love both of you!" I responded, and then gave a tender kiss to Cass too which she enjoyed.

"What are you doing in here, Max?" Cass asked as she looked around the forge.

I shrugged and said, "Making some throwing knives, daggers, and some small repairs. Basically, just getting back in the groove of metalworking."

"Really, can we see?" Val asked while Cass nodded in agreement. I shrugged and led them to the finished knives and dagger that I had made.

"I haven’t polished them yet but here are the throwing knives," handing them over to Val. She tested the razor sharp edges and in a blink of the eye threw one across the barn to hit one of the targets I had set up. Walking over to see how deep it went, I found the blade sunk half way into the wood.

"Damn Val, helluva throw." She smiled and went to get the blade out of the target. Checking for any nicks or chips, she handed it back to me.

"Awesome blade you made there, hon. I don’t suppose you can make some for me and Cass?" Val questioned. I nodded and agreed to her request. Finishing up in the forge, I spent time with ladies the rest of the day, and loving them more and more.




Chapter Seventeen








Three weeks went by, the girls and I spent every moment we could together. We cleaned up the cabin and started replacing the items that had rotted: part of the roof, some window frames, siding, etc. Most of the time was taken up by training with weapons and hand to hand, gardening, hunting, and Cass helping me with magic. For some reason, I can't seem to work out how to get a spell to last more than a few seconds.  I would try to cast the basic spells of lightning, which is what Cass knew since she's a lightning mage, but the spell would fade out as fast as it formed.  It was highly frustrating, but strove ahead still working on my techniques and exercises that she set before me.  Cass did inform me that I may never be able to cast any lightning spells, but the exercises that she instilled in me is supposed to build up stamina when we find out what kind of mage I am.  Needless to say, I was bummed out for a little while.

When having some time to myself, I worked in the forge, and the girls let me have my time alone in there. Creating the molds for making their knives and daggers took longer than necessary, but I wanted them perfect, and the moment of truth will be seen today. While in the forge my ideas come to life, the creations that can be made are only hindered by my mind, and the design I have come up with for the loved ones in my life will be marvelous. The weapons are going to be forged in titanium mixed with different minerals to color them. I poured the titanium mixed with azurite in the mold for Cass’s throwing knives and dagger, because she is a blue avian. The design that I came up with for her is a sleek 6 inch long, 3 in. wide jagged edge arrow shaped blade. Hauling the casting out, I applied the art of jimping for an easier grasp, and followed up with edging then polishing the blade. If you didn’t know, jimping is putting notches down the spine of the blade for better grip, and since Cass has dainty hands, this will help her with accuracy. 

Testing the blade’s edge, I felt how sharp it is, and was happy with the result. The blue streaks within the blade made it look like streaks of lightning, which is awesome, since she’s a lightning mage. After inspecting my creation, I set the finished items aside to get working on Val’s. For the lioness, I was creating an 8 in. long, 4 in. wide jagged edge blade with blood grooves. Since she has purple/black hair, I added lepidolite with some obsidian that would surround the grooves. Pulling the casting out, I marveled at the darkness of the titanium with purple streaks, so I carefully sharpened the edges, and polished them. When the time came to make the daggers, I used the same minerals for the same effect. The daggers were 12 inches in length, 8 in. blade with blood grooves, and attached simple hilts on the blades. I had checked the inventory in the barn for sheathes for the different size blades and brought them to the forge. After a few minutes contemplating with myself, I decided to put the gifts up so no one could find them, until they were ready for them. I had made some basic armor for myself, they denied needing it because of them being weres so I didn’t worry about them for now.

At night, the ladies had a schedule of what nights each would spend with me. Cassie and I usually ended up fucking like rabbits most of our time. Val’s time typically had us just talking, kissing, and cuddling. She was opening up a little each time, but hasn’t taken the last step yet, which was fine and was adamant about her being able to control if or when anything happened. In the mornings, we would discuss what was needed to be accomplished, and mainly it was taking care of the gardens. Observing our work carefully, I figured that within a month’s time most of the veggies could be harvested, and we could sample the fruits of our labor. It’s a weird feeling being on my own, the need to provide for my family overrode any fears that I had, and ended up with a euphoric sense of accomplishment. The ladies would help without complaint and go beyond what was asked of them. Checking our inventory one day, I found we would run out of some essential items in a couple of days, we would need to travel to town to get supplies. When dinner came around we cleaned up and sat at the table to eat.

"Ladies, we are running low on provisions, and will need to travel to town to resupply."

"When will they run out?" Val asked.

"In a couple of days."

Cass spoke up, "Okay, we need to get some other supplies too. Could we get some new clothes? Ours are getting ratty."

Val put her two cents in, "What about getting some rides Max?"

I looked at her in confusion and asked a stupid question, "Horses?"

Cass responded quickly, "Yeah babe, walking is great exercise but we could get around faster if we had some good horses." Val smiled and nodded.

"Okay. I was under the impression that since you’re weres, you couldn’t ride any animals, horses being the first I would think of."

Both of the girls laughed for almost five minutes before they finally quit, rubbing tears out of their eyes. Val spoke first, "Just because that’s what we are, doesn’t mean we can’t hitch a ride on a horse."

"Yeah babe, what made you think that?" Cass asked trying to hide her smile

Max shrugged, "I don’t know, ever since Reap came into my life, he has spooked them, so I just figured it was the same for you guys. Even those we rode on from the Oakenshore group was skittish."

They nodded and thought about what was said. Val came over and snuggled up with me, "Well, since we got that out of the way and you know it doesn’t matter for us, it would make our trips more efficient."

I smiled and replied, "Sure loves, we have money left over, take what you need, but I will need at least twenty gold for those rides you wanted." They squealed in delight and started planning what they were going to buy. I had no idea what was involved with buying horses, except they were expensive and needed care. Dad showed me how when I was younger, but figured with Reap around that I would never need to know much. Now, I’ll have to try and remember those lessons. Shaking my head, I just went back to my food and thought about how to earn some cash. We had been living on hunting and fishing for most of our nourishment, but would eventually need to earn some coin. Hmm… maybe we could track down some slavers for payment or maybe some healing ointments and potions. Shaking off those thoughts, I cleaned up my spot at the table. The girls were still jabbering about their trip, so I kissed them on their foreheads, and went to my room. After getting undressed and taking care of my nightly ritual of getting my teeth clean, I got into bed and fell asleep.

The next day was lovely, our daily routines went by without a hitch, and enjoyed each other’s company. That night I decided to give the ladies what I made them since we were leaving our woods.

"Val, Cass, I have something for you," I stated and got up to give them their weapons. "I made these for you."

Both ladies gasped, and Cass was the first to get her voice back to speak, "Max, these are beautiful and deadly."

"I am at a loss for words hon, these look spectacular," Val whispered as she looked over her weapons. "I’ve never seen such a weapon. How did you come up with this?"

I shrugged and replied, "It just came to me and I needed to make sure you’re protected when I’m not here." The girls squealed in delight and went to test out their new toys. After a few minutes, they came back and told me they were lethal and complimented on how they felt when sparring with each other. We agreed to head out the next morning for our supplies. After getting a well-rested night of sleep, we set out early the next day.

"Alright, grab your gear ladies, and let’s set out." After getting dressed out in our gear, we met up outside. I had all my daggers and knives hidden in my outfit, fastened my scabbard and quiver to my back then made sure they were secure. Holding my bow, I walked towards the ladies, Valencia was amazed, "Damn Max, how many blades do you carry? You’re like a walking armory: sword, knives, daggers, and a bow. Doesn’t all that weigh you down?"

"No ma'am. I'm used to it," responding to her question and looking around for my duo of killers, who were standing and waiting. "Let's go!" Our group of five headed for the town of Silvershore, in no hurry at all. The girls made small talk while I looked around the scenery for any danger as was Reap and Herc. The trip ended up being peaceful, as we came into Silvershore the guards lazily scanned the crowd but not moving around which must mean nothing of importance today. We walked through the gates and the girls went straight to the clothier to get some new clothes for us, while I went to the livery stable. Walking into the front door and up to the counter that no one was manning, I waited for a few minutes before a female came from the back entrance.

"Good morning, sir. My name is Sheila, how may I help you?"

"Well met, my name is Max. I’m looking for some horses, can I take a look at your inventory?"

She smiled and responded, "If you would follow me out, I can show you our selection."

Following Sheila out to the corrals in the back, we walked around as she commented on the different breeds. "What exactly are you looking for Max?"

Thinking about my answer, I replied, "I need three in total, two of them need to be mares and the temperament is the most important factor. Strong, loyal, courageous, somewhat sassy, but affectionate. The last one needs to be strong, powerful, and swift."

She nodded thinking about my response. "Well, the mares are easy. Those two Morgans over there are what you need, the chestnut and palomino over by the gate." Sheila pointed them out and continued, "The last one is a choice. You’re looking for a Destrier, Courser, or Rouncey. The first is expensive and used by noble knights high up in the hierarchy and the latter is an all-purpose war horse. The Courser is what you want, swift and powerful. Let’s go and see them."

I nodded and followed the lady, watching all the happenings around us. Coming to their section, horses of all sizes were walking or running around in this particular corral. My eyes roamed around looking and came upon a big bastard. He was standing in the east corner watching us, or at least it seemed that way. Strolling that way, Sheila tried to stop me and point out another one, but my eyes were set on the all black stallion. He slowly walked over to the fence where I stopped and we had a staring contest. The big bastard huffed, somewhat sizing me up. His head was taller than me by at least a foot, the entire body was as black as night. I walked over to the huge beast and it stomped his front hoof, seeing if I was going to flee. Fuck that, this magnificent animal was going to be mine. I didn’t show any fear and the stallion wasn’t going to show any either. When I got near him, he watched me for a few moments and the intelligent creature actually nodded at me, then lowered his neck and head to me wanting to be petted. I laughed as the stallion nickered and tried to knock me aside as I was rubbing his neck.

"Wow, I’ve never seen him act like that to anyone. Amazing. You must be special, he has been here for two years and was about to be let out into the wild because of his attitude towards others. He wouldn’t let anyone around except to feed and groom him," Sheila breathed out in awe.

I didn’t comment and let go of the stallion to head back inside. We stopped at the counter and she started speaking, "Max, I’m going to give a discount on the Courser since he’s been here for a couple years. All three horses with full tack kits will be twenty gold."

That seemed steep, I came back with, "That’s too high. Twelve gold."

"Come on Max, you’re taking bread off my table," she countered.

So we went to haggling, thirty minutes and fifteen gold later I walked out of the livery to find the girls. We would have to wait an hour before everything was ready, so I headed to the tailor first, not knowing where the girls were. Not seeing them there, I decided to check out the general goods store. I spotted numerous people when walking through the door, talking at the counter and some walking the aisles in the store. Strolling down an aisle browsing the merchandise, my ears picked up conversation a couple lanes over in the coffee area where some tables were setup. Looking over, I saw the girls sitting down drinking something and talking with a group of ten people; six male and four female. Two of the males were closer to my ladies than should be, I laughed at the thought of them trying to do something inappropriate, knowing how that would end. Standing there taking a closer look, I observed the females around the table; they seemed to want to be somewhere else. Shaking my head, I wasn’t going to get involved unless necessary and decided to leave them be for now. I walked up to the counter trying to be discreet, hearing two gentleman converse over to my left.

"Did you hear that more people have gone missing? That’s ten instances this month."

"I know, people are starting to get scared and not leaving there homes."

"The damn rangers need to find out what the hell is going on. If not them, then the king needs to step in."

"Agreed. I’ve heard it’s happening all over the kingdom."

It would seem that areas of Augustia are having issues, that doesn’t bode well if the rangers can’t seem to locate the missing people. I need to talk to Will about this and went back listening to the two males.

"Yeah, last week a caravan was ambushed out by Pilot’s Point. The wagons were left, but were trashed, the supplies and people were gone."

"Wow, it’s getting worse then. The kidnappings started with one’s and two’s, now it’s a whole caravan."

I stopped listening after that and knew what my next move will be. Checking that story out. While going over the conversation in my mind making sure I didn’t miss anything, loud screeches and whimpering came from the other side of the store. My head turned quickly to the sounds and sauntered over to find a crowd in a semicircle, my ladies in the middle with the two ass wipes on the ground in fetal positions. Confidently walking up to the scene, I observed that a couple of their friends were about to jump in, but before they did anything I pulled my sword out and coldly stated, "Try it motherfuckers and you’ll be dead within seconds."

My voice startled them and the crowd moved away from me as I calmly came up to my girls. "Ladies, what the fuck is going on?"

Cass responded while I was watching the other males in the group. "We were having a civil conversation with those folks when these two on the ground thought they could cop a feel."

I looked over at Val and she nodded. Going over to the first culprit, I put my sword to his throat. "Well, who do I have the privilege to talk to? With the stupid ass clothes you have on, it would make you some kind of noble."

He snarled, "Bastard! Your bitches are going to be in the dungeons by the end of the day!"

Chuckling in a dark manner, I slowly slid the blade across his throat, barely touching the skin, but it had the desired effect as a cut here or a nick there showed up. "Don’t call my women names. It’s uncouth sir, but let me give you some advice. Any of you ever touch my women again and I will cut your fuckin bodies up and dump them piece by piece in the forests spread all over Augustia, no one would be able to find all of you."

They didn’t have anything to say to that and I stepped back to glance over to everyone. "Get your sorry asses up and leave my sight before I change my mind and just kill you right now." Nobody seemed to move, sheathing my sword, I grabbed my dagger and stated, "I changed my mind, who wants to be first?"

Everyone around us sprinted to get out of the store. Putting my dagger up, I smiled and asked, "Everything okay, ladies?"

They nodded and we grabbed the purchases before exiting the emporium. "Ladies, did you get some new clothes?"

Cass grinned and replied, "Yes hon, we were done and taking a break in there while waiting for you."

"Who were those idiots?"

She responded with venom in her voice, "Fuckin nobles. They were from Whitehurst, Lord Nelson and Lord Petry. The others with them were from towns across the kingdom, they met here to escort their friends to Whitehurst for some reason; we didn’t really pay attention."

I nodded as Val asked, "Did you get us some transportation?"

"Yes ma’am. Let’s go and get them. By the way, I picked up some interesting conversations about kidnappings around here."

Cass nodded, "Yeah, we heard the same. A whole caravan has gone missing. Are we going to investigate?"

I nodded responded, "Yep. It was over at Pilot’s Point, we’ll drop off our purchases at home and ride over to check it out. It’s about ten miles north of here."

We walked back to the livery to see if our rides were ready. My eyes saw the Morgans out front tied to the rail post, saddled with the panniers, but big boy wasn’t out yet. As we came upon them, I turned to the girls and smiled, "Ladies, say hello to your new friends."

They looked where I gestured and ran over to them, giggling. Dropping the packages to the ground, they petted and talked to the horses, the latter neighed at them. The girls laughed and looked over to me, Cass asked the obvious, "Where’s yours?"

Shrugging I replied, "Not sure, be right back."

They nodded, went back to their friends, and started putting their items in the panniers. Coming into the front I didn’t see Sheila at the counter, so I went outside to see if they were getting my horse ready. Stepping out a voice yelled out, "We can’t get him to stay still to put a saddle on him!"

"We have to, he was bought and they will be here at any moment," Sheila heatedly responded to two males that were having issues with the big stallion.

The big bastard was making it difficult for the crew to saddle him.  I almost busted out laughing, but held it in. Walking carefully towards them, the stallion’s head came up and neighed, then looked over in my direction. He pushed the two males out of the way and trotted over to stop right in front of me. Stepping up to big boy, I rubbed and pet his neck, saying some soft words to calm him down. Looking over to the three attendants, they were all gawking at me, so I just shrugged and smiled then waved them over.

"What’s up guys? Just bring over his kit and put it down. I’ll handle it."

They carefully set the saddle down and one of the males spoke out, "How the hell are you doing that? We couldn’t get near him unless he wanted something."

I laughed and responded, "Not sure, but I’ll take it from here. Thanks for your help."

They grunted and walked away. Sheila gaped at me, shaking her head as she went by. I patted him, told him it was alright now, and would be saddling him. He stood still and waited while I got him ready. The big bastard was almost too tall for me to get him equipped but after a few minutes it was done. Grabbing his reins, I led him out to the front where my women were, coming out I noticed them ready to go. Both ladies gasped, wide eyed at the sight of the black stallion.

"Holy shit! He is magnificent, Max!" Val gushed and Cass agreed.

Smiling I stated, "Yes he is. You girls look ready. Shall we?"

They nodded and I grabbed the saddle horn to pull myself up. "Ladies, all the purchases fit in your panniers?"

Cass responded, "Yes babe. We will follow your lead out of here."

I nodded and replied, "We will need names for our compadres. I will give big boy here the name Zeus." Petting him on the neck as he led us out at a slow walk, not wanting to run anyone over.

Val smiled and stated her choice, "I will call mine, Abby."

Cass responded as well, "I will use the name of my grandmother. Lilly."

Grinning to the girls, we were coming near the entrance of the town and needed to relay a warning. "We will need to have the horses get adjusted to our two big family members, girls."

They laughed and agreed. When we were out of the gates, I had Zeus at a slow trot, feeling like he wanted to run since he had his freedom now, but reined him in. A mile out, we slowed to a walk and I explained to the huge stallion what was about to happen.

"Zeus, we’re about to meet some of our companions. Both are predators, but are on our side and will protect all of us. Got that?" He neighed and kept going down the road, soon the killer duo walked out from the foliage and I stopped our little group a hundred feet out. Zeus stomped his hoof, letting them know he wasn’t going to back down and without me gesturing to him to go, he started towards them. The girls stayed back and waited, the duo just sat and waited for the stallion to come closer. Ten feet away Zeus stopped, I dismounted and strolled over to my acquaintances.

"Guys these are our newest additions to the family, protect them and try not to scare them too much." Zeus annoyed at that statement, snorted, then walked over and moved me out of the way. I shook my head and laughed at his arrogance. They sized each other up for a couple minutes before something strange happened, the bastards nodded to each other. What the fuck? I looked at each of them, observing. A few moments later, Zeus snorted and stomped trying to get my attention. Looking over he stared at me, waiting. I turned my head to the girls and saw them anticipating my signal that it was okay.

"Ladies, it seems they have come to an agreement of some sort." They snickered and started our way. Climbing back onto Zeus, we set out on our way back home. Ten miles later, our lands came into view, and had Zeus lead us over to the barn. We took the panniers and saddles off, then put them in their stalls, brushed them down, and fed them. Pulling the girl’s purchases out, I stored the panniers on a couple of shelves before carrying the goods inside our home. Cass and Val grabbed them from me then kissed me on the cheek as they went to put up what they bought. I called out to them that I would get dinner started. After a few minutes, both of them helped out which made it quicker. The stew we made was satisfying, as we finished our meal I advised them of what was our next step.

"We’re going to rest tonight and tomorrow we’ll set out to search and investigate Pilot’s Point to see if we can see anything out of the ordinary."

Cass nodded and replied, "Yes, we need to see what’s going on since it’s this close to us. Maybe we can find out where they’re holding these people."

"Yeah, I’m ready," Val agreed.

We stayed up talking about expanding the cabin and how to earn some coin. The girls agreed to start out with healing items that could be sold: potions, poultices, and salves. After some discussion we headed to bed, knowing tomorrow would be a long day.




Chapter Eighteen








Waking up early the next morning, we ate a dry meal of bread, jerky, and cheese as we armed ourselves, anxious to get to our location and hoping to see if we could find some answers to the kidnappings.  Our group went at a decent pace, passed the outskirts of Silvershore heading to our destination.  As we traveled, the girls tried to keep their minds off of what may happen with small talk, but when coming upon Pilot’s Point, we stopped to look at the scenery.  It was named for the mountain range surrounded by the forest, its main attraction was the peak of the mountain; its elevation measured almost a mile to the top.  At least that’s what I heard and by looking at the peak it would seem that the scholars were accurate.

Turning my mind and thoughts away from the range, I led them further down the path and brought up some heavy but important questions.  "Cass, I never brought up some things when we met and until now it wasn’t pertinent.  Can you explain some things to me?"

She looked at me with knowing eyes, "You want to know how I was captured since I’m a Were-Mage." 

I was looking at the ground looking for clues to anything out of the ordinary when she explained her capture.  "I was stupid and careless.  I was headed out to the forest to grab some herbs and practice some new spells.  Coming up to a scene in a meadow a couple miles outside of our town, my eyes picked up a group of orcs and gnolls totaling around fifty attacking a group of mixed weres, I believe their count was twenty.  Not really thinking about it, I jumped right into the fight not knowing the real reason for the attack." 

She stopped for a few moments, I turned to make sure she was alright only to find her looking off in the distance with a blank stare, and knew she was remembering the encounter.  Cass continued, "It turned out that the orcs were pushing them back to a certain spot within the meadow, I was the only mage within the group so I took point and used my magic to counter their attacks and killing some, but no one saw the five black hooded individuals hiding in the forest.  They ended up being warlocks and it was already too late when we figured out their plan.  It didn’t even matter that we were surprised, when they started using their spells the fight was over.  The warlocks overpowered us, then put these cuffs on us that suppressed my magic and any shapeshifting, we were powerless.  They rounded us up in these caged wagons and left the dead out in the open for the forest critters to take care of.  I worked and fought the cuffs, but couldn’t get them off.  The fuckers were taking us somewhere, not really caring where, I just knew it was bad and needed to escape." 

She took a couple breaths then continued, "After a week later, the warlocks left and the orcs and gnolls ended up being our sitters.  Thinking about our situation, there were ten of us in the caged wagon and all of us whispered our thoughts and ideas to get those cuffs off.  My bright idea was something that would hinder us at first, but we were running out of ideas and time, any idea was a good one when you’re a prisoner, even a crazy one.  The manacles were tight but found some space to work with and knew it wasn’t really a good idea.  I ended up breaking both my thumbs to get those dreadful contraptions off me.  I had to grit my teeth and suppress any sounds that anybody outside the cage would hear, it hurt tremendously, but knew when they were off that my healing would start to take effect.  Everyone within the cage saw what happened and decided to take their chances as well, within an hour all of us were free of the manacles.  We spread out when the next one of us would break theirs and the rest of us covered for them by whispering loudly.  Since it was night, the bastards didn’t know what was going on within our prison and our broken digits healed overnight.  We had discussed our escape and someone revealed our answers after ten minutes or so, the ten of us decided to make our escape the next morning, then rested for the night.  At dawn when they let us go relieve ourselves, the plan was about to take effect; we held the cuffs with our thumbs and hid them away from our chaperones.  Our strategy was that a couple of males would arrogantly goad on their captors to the point of a brawl, then when the fucks weren’t paying attention, we would take off in different directions.  I’m not sure how many escaped or were killed, but I didn’t care at that time.  The rest you already know."

Not really knowing how to respond to her monologue, especially the escaping part, I kept my thoughts to myself for a few moments.  Damn, that had to hurt, just thinking about breaking my own thumbs made me cringe.  Getting that mental picture out of my mind, I responded to her, "Shit Cass, I’m sorry you had to go through that.  I was just curious but didn’t mean to bring up any bad memories."

She shrugged it off, "It’s alright babe.  I will get my revenge one day, who knows, it might be today."

Val smirked at her reply but didn’t answer.  We kept going for some time before Herc and Reap picked up something and stopped, both had their heads moving around like they were looking for something.  After a few moments they started in a different direction, we two legged creatures glanced at each other and followed them into the woods to see why the two predators got off track. 

It wasn’t long before we saw something lying on the ground a hundred yards away, a body it seemed as Reap and Herc walked towards it.  Picking up the pace, we dismounted and tied our horses to some trees, then hurried over to investigate.  Coming to a stop, I saw a female with dark hair and tanned skin, wearing some green clothing; well ‘clothing’ wasn’t the right word.  She had what looked like a wrap around her hips that only covered down to her thighs and a binding over her breasts that only just concealed them.  I tried not to stare, but hey, I’m a red blooded male.

Cass and Val checked on her to make sure she was okay, by the way her chest was moving clearly meant the lady was alive.  I noticed other minor details about the individual, it didn’t take my feeble brain long to know what the pointed ears protruding out from her hair meant.  She was an elf.  Great.  I’m saying this in my mind in the most sarcastic way I can.  Elves aren’t known for their friendly temperament, hopefully this one isn’t like most of her kind.  After examining the elf, the cuts and bruises on her body tells me that she was injured recently. Groaning brought me out of my thoughts, glancing over I saw the elf moving to sit up.  When the elf detected others around, she shrieked and tried to move away.  Cass and Val were trying to calm the lady down,  Not knowing how to proceed, I let the girls handle this situation, and looked towards the furry duo.  They were plopped on the ground a few hundred feet away from us, watching the woods around for danger, so I walked around the forest to see if any two legged tracks were about, maybe the elf escaped her captors.  A voice called out and brought my mind and ears back to pick up a conversation between the females around me.

"Max?"

I turned to look at Cass, "Yeah?"

"This is Leena, a wood elf.  She states the group traveling with her was abducted by some slavers, gnolls and ogres.  Most of the family with them perished, but the ones that survived were corralled into a cage and taken away.  Leena’s father intervened when they tried to pull her into a cage, she escaped and ran away.  Her captors followed for a short time, but gave up and went back."

I turned my attention to the elf, "Any broken bones or injuries?"

She shook her head.  After she didn’t respond other than that, I continued trying to get her to speak, "Are you okay?"

Leena replied in a low voice, "Yes."

Nodding I kept going, "Good.  Now, what happened after they left your area?  Did you follow them?"

"I tried, but it took me some time to make my way back to the site we were ambushed," she sniffled as her words came out.  "After locating the direction they headed, it was dusk and I had to wait until the next morning.  The tracks led somewhere around here." 

"When did the encounter take place?"

She answered quickly, "At least a week ago.  I’m not a tracker, it took me some time to discover the path they were headed because they covered their tracks.  I need to find them, no telling what those disgusting creatures are doing to my mom and the others!"

Taking that information in, I started wondering if the elves were in the same place as the caravan.  I asked the tired, rundown elf, "Have you eaten anything, Leena?  You look famished."

She shook her head no and looked away.  "Val, give her some of our rations and let’s take a minute to digest what was said."  Val nodded and both of my girls brought the distraught elf over and sat down by a tree to rest.

I went over and sat down near Reap and Herc, closing my eyes I thought about what had transpired.  It would seem that these kidnappings are getting worse and it wasn’t just humans, other races were involved too.  Ten minutes went by and I glanced over to the girls, Cass was staring at me and nodded.  Getting up, I walked over to them, Herc and Reap followed and advised the girls we needed to get back to our original location.  We grabbed the horses and traveled back to the road, Leena sat behind Cass.  An intersection came into view and as we came upon it, I stopped and dismounted.

"Alright ladies, let’s tie the horses up and let them graze while we look for clues.  Since there were cages used, they would have to use a road or path, hopefully they came through here."

The others dismounted, we took the horses and secured them by some lush grass while we scanned the area for clues.  Herc and Reap went off to hunt and the four of us walked in different directions, investigating.  I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary and after thirty minutes later, went back to our original position.  When catching sight of Zeus, I scanned the area for my women, but they weren’t back yet it seemed.  Reap and Herc were back, licking their chops and paws.  I strode towards their location, but didn’t even get halfway when Cass called out as she came running in.  "Guys, I found some tracks!"

Val and Leena came into view when they heard the statement and we followed Cass to her find.  Coming up to her discovery minutes later, she explained, "Babe, I noticed some irregularities on the dirt road.  If you look at the crossroads, there’s wagon tracks leading from east to west and north to south.  Of course there are different tracks but the ones with heavier cargo ends a thousand feet going north.  While inspecting that area, I found a hidden path covered in makeshift foliage to the left side of the road."  Cass showed us the foliage in question, Herc and Reap followed along with us.

Observing that area, sure enough she was right.  The direction they were going led to the peak. "Well done Cass, it looks like we’re headed for the mountain range.  Let’s get our horses and see if we can follow the trail further."

They nodded and we hustled back to our rides, then set out down that hidden pathway.  The heavy tracks were easy to follow, twenty minutes of following the curvy path brought us to the bottom of the mountains and the tracks led east.  We had the horses walk carefully, hoping to not get into an ambush, but looking ahead, my eyes picked up a large hole in the side of the mountain, a cave.

Raising my hand up, "Hold up everyone.  There’s a cave two hundred yards of our location, not knowing what we’ll run into, let’s leave the horses tied off the road a couple hundred feet just in case.  Girls equip yourselves, make sure your blades are secure and ready."

They nodded and did what I asked. Taking my own advice, I made sure my hidden blades were at the ready, secured the scabbard on my right hip, strapped a quiver on my back, and slipped the bow over my shoulder.

When everyone was ready, we led our rides into the trees and tied them up where they could graze the plush green grass, then silently moved toward the cave.  Herc and Reap followed closely behind, we stopped a hundred feet out and studied the entrance.  No guards were seen, at least at this moment, but heard some voices inside the cave.  Crouching down, we traveled up to the entrance of the chamber and stopped before the opening, there was some laughing and talking coming from inside.  I took a chance and stretched my neck around to locate where the noise was coming from and found two guards sitting down, eating.  Good timing.  I turned back to the others and whispered to the girls.

"Two guards, gnolls, they’re eating at the moment.  We need to take them out now.  Val, you take the one on the left, and I’ll take the one on the right."

She nodded and took her throwing knives out, waiting for my signal.  Manuevering her in front of me, I took out my knives and tapped her on the shoulder, signaling her to proceed.  She popped up quickly and I stepped to the side, both of us throwing at the same time.  The blades whistled as they flew true to their destination, mine embedding itself into the right eye of my target.  Val’s hit between the eyes of her target, both guards made a squeaking noise as they fell over, not moving.  Hurrying over, we pulled their dead bodies behind the rock formation out of sight.  After looting the body, the only valuables were the gold coins we found.  Coming back over to the entrance, I signaled the others it was okay and they walked in. 

"Okay, we must be in the right place.  Those things wouldn’t be here unless something or someone was.  Let’s take it slowly in case some other guards are around.  Leena, can you shoot a bow or use a blade?"

She shook her head, "No Max.  I’m a healer, never needed to use them since my father and brother are the hunters of our family."

Staring at her for a moment, I didn’t even think to ask if she was a mage and wondered if Cass did.  Looking over to her, she knew what I wanted to know.  "No hon, I didn’t even think about it.  We will talk about this after we get out of here."

Nodding and taking her word for it, I advised Reap and Herc to stay and guard the entrance.  Getting used to the low light, we searched and scanned the area finding a tunnel leading further into the mountain.  Seeing flickering light in the distance, we continued down the tunnel towards the unknown.  Trying not to make a sound, we came upon a lit torch and kept going when locating other torches through the passageway.  We were passing the fifth torch when voices could be heard in the distance, the girls and I crouched down waiting to see if they were coming our way, but after a few moments the noise sounded like it was getting further away.  Waiting a few more minutes, we started moving again towards the area in question to check out those voices and eventually came upon them in a huge hollowed out chamber.  The voices were distinct now and were speaking some language unknown to me, leaning my head out to see who or what race they were, I was not surprised to see more gnolls.  What did surprise me was the cages that were lined around the chamber, filled with different races.  Elves, humans or mages, I couldn’t tell the difference at the moment.  Gnomes and dwarves were also here.  Scanning the surroundings for the total amount of enemies, I counted eight guarding the prisoners.

Turning to the girls I whispered, "We found the hideout, cages are in the next room.  Eight gnolls are guarding them.  You ready for some action?"

They grinned maliciously and got themselves ready to kick some ass, I continued, "Alright, I’m going to sneak around to the other side of the chamber, wait for my signal before attacking.  Leena, stay here until we’re done, okay?"  Leena nodded.

"What will be the signal?"  Val asked.

I smiled and replied, "You’ll know," and crouched, then silently made my way over behind some rock formations big enough to block their view.  The girls split up as well and got into position, waiting for me.

Two gnolls were moving around in my area, four were at a makeshift table eating and laughing, the last two were on the other end of the chamber.  Storing my quiver and bow in a nook, I pulled out my dagger.  Silently moving behind my first victim, I grabbed around his head to cover the assholes mouth with my left hand, and slitting the bastard’s throat open with my right.  He gurgled as I gently placed his twitching body down and went over to the other asshole.  Coming up behind the last one in my area, I put my arm around his throat and squeezing the air out, it couldn’t speak or shout, I slammed my dagger into its brain, killing him instantly.  Lying the body down quickly and silently, I made my way back to the middle, sheathed my dagger and pulled my quiver out of my hiding spot, then slung it over my shoulder.  Picking up my bow and nocking an arrow, I aimed for the nearest green colored ass wipe, took a deep breath and loosed, hitting my target in the back of the skull, killing it instantly.  My signal was given and chaos ensued for the remaining gnolls as they looked over to see their dead kin.  Screaming and grabbing their weapons trying to get to me, this lack of discipline gave all the time my women needed and they took over.  I saw arrows come out of nowhere: one, two, three, killing the captors at the table and Val threw her knives, slaying the other two that were running towards Cass with their swords. 

Instantly I called out, "Clear!"  Val and Cass walked over to loot their kills, as was I.  "Look for the keys to set these people free."  I scanned the cages, finding people with smiles, anxious to get out.  Strolling over where the four were at a table to check them over, one of the deceased had the keys, grabbing them up I tossed them over to Cass.  She in turn with Val and Leena went around opening the cages, who came in when the danger was taken care of.  As they were taking care of that, my eyes picked up the captives near me and most of them had metal collars around their necks.  What are those for?  Noticing that it wasn’t race oriented, I couldn’t figure out what they were used for.  Weird.  Shrugging that off, I went to investigate the surroundings for anything of value.  Nothing of interest was found on the table or their workspace, and was about to check out a back corner with a metal contraption when someone cleared their throat.  Turning around to see who was behind me, I saw a group of humans that were dressed in brown trousers and white tunics.  Rangers.  A male with blond hair and blue eyes was in front, he seemed to be the one that got my attention.

Raising my brow, he got the gesture for him to speak. 

"Pardon me sir, my name is Wayland. I’m the sergeant of the group of rangers you see behind me, we were sent to investigate for King William and got ourselves captured.  Thank you for freeing us."

I nodded and responded, "No problem, we were in Silvershore and heard about the kidnappings, we decided to investigate."

He looked around and stated, "It’s a good thing you did.  We overheard that someone called an overlord was coming to help ship us out to a fortress in a concealed location."

Overlord?  What the hell is that?  "Not sure who or what that is, can you tell me about those metal collars?"

A female answered my question.  "They suppress magic and are used on mages and weres."

My brows rose at her statement, it would seem they learned their lesson with the cuffs then.  Hmm… Good thing Cass escaped before they implemented them.  I wondered, "How do they come off then?"

She replied, "A special key is used to release the collar, the leader of that group had it on him and I believe he locked it in that safe behind you."

I looked back to the safe, to see it had a key lock on it.  Hmm… the girls had the keys, one of them probably opens that.  "Does Will know you were investigating this situation, Wayland?"

That made them curious.  He asked, "How do you know him?"

I laughed and said, "He’s a good friend of mine."

That didn’t really answer his question, but he didn’t pry.  Wayland advised, "Yes, but not sure if he realized we were captured, although we’ve been here for a couple of weeks.  When that caravan disappeared, we set out to find out the cause when they ambushed us.  Orcs and gnolls."

Taking a minute to digest his report, I responded with a smile, "Well, at least you can tell Will and His Majesty that the mystery is solved, although it would seem that something big is happening."

"Indeed.  Once again, thank you for finding us."  All the rangers murmured and nodded.

"Your welcome."

The female spoke up, "We will need to see if any are in need of assistance."  They walked away to handle that situation and I scanned for my girls, they were waiting to the side for our meeting to be done with.

Strolling over, they were with a group of mixed gender and race, collars around their necks.  "Everything okay ladies?"

They nodded and Cass gestured to the group, "Max, as you’re probably aware those collars prohibit any magic.  We don’t know how to get them off without some sort of key."

"Yes love, you’re correct.  Hand me those keys."  She did and I left to see if that safe could be opened.  Trying numerous keys, I finally found the right one and opened the strong box.   Numerous items were found inside:  parchment, a ledger, gold, silver, and a two pronged key.  Taking the key out and locking it back, I went back to the girls. 

I gestured to the closest person, a female wood elf, over to see if this key would work.  "Alright, let’s see if this fits."  The female elf stood still as I went in a circle observing the apparatus and after a few moments two holes an inch apart came into view.  Placing the pronged key inside till it stopped, then tried to turn left and right, but it wouldn’t budge.  The only thing left to do was push, as I did, a loud click was heard then a hiss came from the collar as it opened an inch in the back.  Grabbing the collar, I pulled it apart easily.  The elf gasped and smiled at me.

"Thank you!" 

I nodded and she walked off, glancing at the metal device I saw two needles poking out of the inside of the collar with blood dripping off.  Ouch!  It would seem that this gadget needs to be in contact with the captive’s blood.  Throwing the collar off to the side, I gestured to the next in line.  Thirty minutes later, a hundred collars were in a pile.

Val and Cass came over as the last person rubbed their neck and walked over to a group nearby.

Val asked, "How did you know where that key was at?"

Grinning I replied, "One of the rangers advised me.  Do you girls recognize any of these people?"

They looked around and said no.  "Val, do me a favor and go grab one of your saddle bags and bring it back here."  I handed her the keys on the chain and explained my plan, "When you get back, go to that safe in the back and open it, grab all the items inside.  Please."  She kissed me on the cheek and ran off.

"What’s in the safe, babe?"  Cass asked.

Smiling, "Oh nothing, just stuff."  

She smirked at me but didn’t pry and followed me down the tunnel to head outside.  When we came out the sun blinded us for a moment, as our sight came back we found a crowd out looking at something in the woods, murmuring in excited tones.  I walked over to see what caused the situation and almost started laughing when seeing Reap and Herc sitting by some trees.  Cass and I passed by the front of the crowd, some of them actually yelled out that it was dangerous, but we didn’t pay attention to them.  The duo saw us and strolled our way, then nuzzled with us when they caught up.  Gasps and shouts were heard all around, after a couple of minutes we heard footsteps behind us.

Wayland’s voice called out, "Is that what I think it is."

Cass giggled out, "Yep, a siba."

A male wood elf gushed out, "Wow!"

A male dwarf stated the obvious, "A kodiak as well.  Are they with you?"

"Yes.  Now, are there any earth mages with us?"

A couple raised their hands and I continued, "Alright, can I speak to you and Wayland for a moment?"

They nodded and we walked over to the side as the crowd watched my furry friends.

"Max, that is unbelievable.  Does Will know you have those creatures with you?"

I nodded and changed the subject, "I don’t want that cave to exist anymore.  Especially for a prison.  Can you two mages fill it in?"

They nodded but I continued, "Good.  Wait for my signal and then crush those cages inside."  We walked back over to the crowd, Val had the saddlebag around her shoulder so I went over to make sure she got the ledger and documents.  Oh and of course, the currency. 

After a couple minutes, I gave the signal for the mages to handle the cave in, it didn’t take long before cracks and loud noises were heard as the cave slowly went out of existence.  When they were done, nobody could tell that a cave was ever there.  I thanked the two mages, took the documents and ledgers out of the saddlebag, and went over to the rangers.

Handing the items over to Wayland, I explained, "These were found inside.  Not sure what info they will give, but might give you some clues to what is happening."

He shook my hand and thanked me.  "We will leave with the ones who want an escort and see them to their destinations," Wayland said and walked away.  The girls and I waved them off and turned to the people still there talking amongst themselves.  A group of six were arguing back and forth about something, we just walked towards our rides to head home, but it would seem our day wasn’t over.

The argumentative group hurried our way and stopped us.  Six wood elves, two male and four female.  Leena was with them.  All of them had caramel skin, toned bodies and dark hair.  The males were a few inches taller than six feet tall, wearing brown trousers and brown tunics.  All of the females had the same clothing as Leena did, and it was hard to look away.  Leena and another female came over while the others a few steps behind.

"Max, this is my mother Sasha," Leena stated with a bright smile.

"Good to meet you, Sasha."

She smiled and stated, "It is very nice to meet you as well Max.  Leena here has told me that you and your group helped her find us."

"Well, we were at the right spot at the right time."  Not wanting to reveal that Reap and Herc found them.

She continued, "Not sure what Leena has told you, but let me introduce the ones behind me.  Shalia, Lashane, Elwin, and Pelleus."  She pointed to each one in turn then turned back to us.  "We come from the Nokogar Grove, a forest outside the border of Ashona in Laohone."

I bowed my head and introduced my girls, then asked, "Is there something we can do for you?"

She was hesitant and after a few moments finally spoke her question.  "We were on our way to Silvershore to get supplies and to trade in goods.  My mate and the parents of the young ones behind me were killed when the slavers caught us.  We have discussed our predicament and don’t want to go back home, it holds too many memories, good and bad.  Do you know of anyone that has land with a forest in or around the borders that we could live in?  ."

Thinking about their dilemma for a minute with ideas rolling around in my head, I replied, "Well, we have lots of trees around our land.  If you guys want to see if that is what you’re looking for, then follow us."

Elwin spoke out then, "Are you sure, sir?  We don’t want to be a burden."  The others looked hopeful.

I shrugged and looked at the girls, they just smiled and waited for my decision.  Staring and scrutinizing them one by one, I couldn’t tell how old they were.  Hell, an elf that is considered middle-aged is anywhere between 750-1000 years old, but still looks the same as a thirty year old.  Wasn’t going to ask them anything about their ages though.

"Okay, probably stupid question, but can you guys hunt and cook, the normal survival skills?"

They smiled and nodded.  Sasha giggled.  "Yes Max, we can take care of ourselves."  Their group smiled at her statement.

"Do you need to go back and get any possessions, clothes?  What about coin?"

They looked down at that question, Sasha answered, "No.  Our coin was taken when we were captured and any possessions that we had aren’t worth going back for."

At least we found some elves with manners, usually you have to deal with the haughty ones that think their shit don’t stink.  Come to think of it, it’s the high elves that are the most arrogant.

With curiosity I asked, "Are you guys related?"

Lashane answered my question first, "Shaila is my sister, Pelleus is our cousin."

Sasha responded, "I am the mother of Elwin and of course, Leena.

"Alright, we only have three horses.  Sasha, Shaila, Leena, and Lashane, two of you will double up with Cass and Val, the other two will ride on Zeus.  Elwin and Pelleus will walk with me and my furry friends."

Sasha smiled broadly with poorly hidden enthusiasm, "Thank you so much!  We really appreciate this opportunity Max."

"Don’t mention it.  It’s not really anything to thank me for, let’s load up."

They followed us over to Zeus, Abby, and Lilly, loaded up and started off.  The females hit it off almost immediately, I was friendly to Elwin and Pelleus, but was trying to make sure no creature or brigand would get the jump on us.  Although, Herc and Reap were with us, nothing was going anywhere near our group. 

The elven girls discussed their back story and how they got captured.  My girls did the same and gave the tale of how we met, then moved in with me. Cass brought up magic at some point, I instantly started listening in. 

"Sasha, we saw each of you had collars on.  You have the talent for magic?"

She smiled and replied, "You are correct, Cassie.  Leena and I are healers, Elwin is an earth mage, like his father was."

Lashone also responded, "Shaila and I are beast mages, Pelleus is a water mage. 

Sasha answered, "They are young and just starting to get control of the magic that is within them.  They were pupils of the Taltaru College of Magic before this whole disaster.  Now, I will have to continue their tutelage even though we’re not of the same sphere of magic."

I nodded and asked, "Sphere of magic?"

Cass replied automatically, "Yeah, we haven’t gotten that far yet with our lessons, Max.  Magic is split up into different factions.  We went over the elemental spheres: fire, earth, air, water, which are the most common.  Other spheres are mind, light, dark, nature, and void.  The mind sphere is somewhat rare and includes illusion, telekinesis, and telepathy.  Light is the sphere that paladins use, an enchanted weapon or a spell that their god or goddess has bestowed on them.  Dark magic is necromancy, warlocks, and blood magic.  Nature includes beast, healing, life, and forest magic.  Last, but not least, void magic.  This is an extremely rare form of magic, it houses teleportation and shadow magic."

"What is shadow magic?"

The women thought about my question and didn’t really want to talk about it, at least that’s what I got from the silence.

After almost a minute, Sasha asked, "Cassie, may I answer that?"  She nodded and the wood elf took a deep breath.  "Shadow magic is when your body is basically in between two different realms, our realm and theoretically in the void or the alternate realm as some call it.  From what our scholars say, this mage can shift into pure shadow or an animal engulfed by shadow, also called a shadow-were.  They can move through shadows or shadow-walk as some say, and the mage can basically disappear.  Now this is all hearsay, no one alive can tell you how it really works.  There hasn’t been a known mage of this sphere in existence for at least ten millennia. 

I immediately asked, "How do I become one of them?"

Cass sighed and answered, "Sorry Max, that sphere is impossibly rare."

"Oh well, today I learned this world houses many different types of mages."

Sasha smiled and stated, "Yes, some of those like Cass said are rare, our clan was mostly made up of either elemental or nature magic."

We traveled a ways before anyone said a word, lost in our thoughts.  We didn’t get back to our lands until late that day, as we came upon the outskirts I spoke to my duo, "Guys, go hunt. I’ll see you in a bit."  They huffed and ran off, excited for the hunt, then explained to the elves where my lands started and ended.  A debate started off where they would seek shelter for the next couple of days, which Cass also added the boundaries of the three races that were near us. 

Sasha stated warily, "You’re that close to Laohone?  Any problems from them?"  The others around were worried as well.

"No, they haven’t been here or I would’ve known nor have they sought conversation."  The girls agreed with my assessment.

The wood elves visibly relaxed and Leena stated, "We're hoping not to put you into a bind if they see us over here.  Those haughty elves don’t like to mingle with humans, even going as far to tell other elven races to not associate with them."

I chuckled, "Let them say something.  I will have them talk to my furry duo or even Zeus if he’s near."  He snorted and nodded which set off giggles by everyone especially the beast mages.

"Thanks for letting us within your woods, Max.  We will keep out of sight and no one will be able to come near you unless you allow it," Elwin advised in a professional way.

I nodded to them as we continued on to our home, the women were still talking as it came into view.  Sasha gasped at our gardens, "You’re a farmer?"  The girls giggled, I just shrugged.

"It isn’t just a vegetable garden, it also contains herbs and plants for healing properties."

Leena responded quickly, "You know how to heal people, Max?"

I nodded and replied, "Yes, not by magic of course, but by herbs.  My mother is an herbalist in the town I grew up and taught me what I know."

Leena and Sasha glanced at each other, the mother stated hesitantly, "That’s good to know.  Would you be able to bestow some of your knowledge to us?  We know some of the basics and with our mana it isn’t needed very often, but if we needed something quick when our mana runs out, it could save someone or at least give us time for our magic to replenish."

"Yes ma’am, Cass and Val want to learn as well."

"Thank you.  If we can help with anything, just let us know," she said with a smile.

We stopped at the barn and everyone dismounted, the women took it upon themselves to lead the horses to their stalls.  Three of the females took their gear off and brushed them down, while the other three fed them.  Elwin and Pelleus got buckets and asked where the water came from, I pointed out the pump and they went to fill the troughs with clean water as I sat back and watched, deep in thought.  We’ve only had Zeus and the others for a couple days, it would seem that a corral was needed to be built.  Other thoughts ran through my mind as well, a few dairy cows and maybe some chickens.  Fresh eggs and milk sounded good.  I would need to build more stalls and a chicken pen, but it’s doable with the money we got from the hideout. 

A female voice called out, "Max?"

I turned to see the others watching me, Cass asked, "You okay?"

Nodding I responded, "Yep.  Just thinking about adding a few stalls for dairy cows and a pen for chickens. Fresh eggs and milk.  What do you think girls?"

Cass and Val smiled, then nodded.  Cass sighed, "We’ve just been so busy lately, not taking the time to actually think about those things, but since we have guests now, it would help out with essential nourishment."

"Yes, with the garden coming along, it would be great to have for breakfast or to mix in with meals.  Sounds great, Max," Val responded.

"Alright, also going to have to build a corral for Zeus and his women, then get some material for a chicken coop."

"We will help with those projects, sir.  It would give us something to do, the girls could help with the gardens as well," Pelleus suggested, the elves all nodded when I glanced over to them.

Smiling I replied, "That would be awesome, but don’t think you have to do that."

Sasha stated, "Yes we do Max.  We aren’t going to be here without earning our keep." 

Finally accepting their words, though Sasha gave me a raised brow and defiant look that said ‘Just agree, you won’t win this argument,’ nodded to them and went out to the water pump to clean up some before settling down for the night.  The girls took the females of our guests and went to the cabin, got some extra clothes for them and went to the creek to hopefully wash the last few weeks of dirt and grime off.  I took the guys with me to get the cook stove fired up, pulled some meat from the cool room and made a mental note to go hunting since we had others around.  Cutting up the venison into steaks, I tenderized them and rubbed some paprika, cumin, and salt on the steaks for some flavor.  Placing the steaks on the metal grate, I grabbed a pot, cut up some potatoes, celery, onions, and carrots, then threw the veggies into the pot with salt and poured in some water.  I was going to make soup or at least attempt to, seeing my mother do this many times I thought to try it out.  The guys watched the sizzling steaks and turned them when needed, I placed the pot on the grate and waited with them.  We made small talk until the girls came in, prattling on about something.  Cass and Val came over to kiss me on the cheek and got the table ready for dinner. 

After the steaks and soup were done, we placed the steaks on some plates and left the soup warming on the grate, after everyone got a helping.  Dinner turned out to be tasty and actually got compliments on the food.  During the meal, Cass blurted out that our guests could sleep in the cabin.  Thinking over her assumption, I didn’t say anything, just went on eating, they could figure that out.  That didn’t last long, the girls weren’t going to let me off that easy.

"Max?"  I looked up to see who said my name, the whole table was looking at me.

"Yeah?"  Still not knowing who disturbed my meal, Cass spoke, "Babe, can you grab some bedrolls out of the barn, Pelleus and Elwin are going to sleep in the loft after washing up in the creek.  The ladies will share the beds since we have three bedrooms."

Nodding to them, I got up to do what was asked.  Heading to my secret entrance, the one that will only let others in if they’re touching me, we left our bedrolls there because no one would be able to get to them.  I browsed the area, not remembering if it stored the material for the chicken coop, went around for a few minutes and found what was needed.  The wire and roofing was there, but would need to cut down some timber for the housing.  Thinking about the corral, I will need timber for that as well.  Shrugging those thoughts away, I went back to the cabin to find the two male elves waiting on the porch.

"Here you go guys, the loft should have some hay to sleep on."

"No problem Max, we were planning to sleep on the ground tonight anyway, this is better," Elwin advised as he took the bedrolls.  Pelleus nodded and they walked away.  Watching them for a few moments, my ears picked up noise from the east, I saw Herc and Reap lying in the grass watching the forest.  Nodding to them, my feet carried me back into the cabin to see if the girls needed help cleaning up.  The area in question had all the ladies cleaning up, guess they didn’t need my help after all.  Giggling and whispering was all that was heard from them, not wanting to know what was being said, I walked over to my room to clean my blades.  Pulling the small arsenal off my body, I grabbed some linseed oil and applied a thin layer over the blades, then set them on a linen rag upon the dresser.  When I was done cleaning my blades:  knives, daggers, and sword I put away my cleaning materials and turned around to head outside to check on things, but lots of females were blocking my way.

"All done, hon?"  Cass smiled as she asked her question.

Before my mouth could speak any words, the elves gaped at me.

"Damn Max, you got enough weapons?"  Sasha inquired while looking over at my collection on the dresser.

I smiled and responded, "You can never have too many."

Cass and Val snickered at the female elves.  Leena questioned in a low voice, "Are you expecting trouble here?"

"No ma’am, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.  You ladies will be gaining knowledge on how to use those in the coming weeks, I’m assuming your clan could use the bow, but will be able to use blades as well."

Wide-eyed the girls around only nodded.

"What’s up ladies?  Need anything?"

Cass replied, "No babe, just letting them know where everything is.  Everybody is exhausted and will head to bed shortly."

I nodded, kissed them on the cheek and walked outside.  Scanning the area, I tried to locate anything out of the ordinary, nothing was out tonight, so went back inside to let my girls know I was sleeping in the barn.  Things were quiet inside the cabin and stepped silently to my room knowing the girls should be in there.  Walking into the room, I saw the girls whispering to themselves on the bed.

"Ladies, I will see you in the morning.  I’m beat and need some rest."

I started turning when Val called out, "Where do you think you’re going?"

Turning back I replied, "I will head to the barn, with the others."

Cass and Val shook their heads.  Cass responded, "No you’re not sir.  Your butt will be in between us in this bed."

Looking at them for a minute, the looks they were giving told me I shouldn’t argue.  "Okay."  I stripped and got into bed, hoping for some rest.  The girls blew out the candles, got undressed, and climbed into bed too.  Closing my eyes, I was drifting off to la-la land when I felt hands on both my thighs.  Eyes popping open, I waited, the girls moved around trying to not make much noise.  Massaging my thighs, Cass started stroking my cock, Val nibbled on my ear and neck.

I smiled and whispered, "You girls need to stop or our guests will be woken up by noises they may not want to hear."

Val responded in a murmur, "That’s okay babe, I’m sure they know what can happen in someone’s home.  Especially since the females like what their male does to them."

Cass laughed softly, "Yep, although I don’t plan on not getting what I want, it’s been long enough.  My pussy aches to be filled."

The girls giggled and went back to work.  Val grabbed my face and kissed me, Cass went down on me.  A couple minutes of this, Val stopped and whispered in my ear, "It’s time love, I’m ready."

"Okay."

Cass stopped and waited, holding my cock up; Val pulled the covers back and shimmied down to straddle me.  Taking a deep breath, she lowered herself onto me.  Val stayed still for a few moments at the halfway point before shuddering as she bottomed out, having a mini orgasm.  I started to speak but got only a sound out before she cut me off.

"Don’t talk, just make love to me." I nodded and got to work, kneading her breasts and sucking on them tirelessly.  Breathing heavily, she worked herself up and down on my long swollen cock, her juices flowing profusely, and I was rewarded for my effort with cries of pleasure when I bit down on her nipple. Her pussy was tight, but she kept impaling herself at a fast pace and screamed out as her orgasm hit.  

Cass not wanting to be left out, straddled my head and lowered her wet pussy onto my mouth, I dove right in; kissing, licking, and nibbling. Minutes later, Cass cried out in pleasure when I was sucking on her clit, and she ended up spraying me with her fluids. Cleaning her up with my tongue, I kept going until she had two more orgasms.  Cass a little overstimulated, fell off to the side and watched Val work my cock, who was panting again at the brink of another orgasm.  A few minutes later, she wailed out in pleasure.  Her pussy shot out fluid all over my cock and thighs, which ended up onto the bed.  She fell onto my chest, and took deep breaths while coming down from her bliss.  Her eyes opened and smiled, then got off to lay beside me.  Cass spying my cock still hard, slinked over and devoured my cock with her mouth, cleaning our combined fluids.  I moaned, which made her go faster for a couple of minutes before she let my cleaned cock out of her mouth, she held onto my junk as she hopped up on me then slammed her pussy down onto my rod of steel.  Moaning loudly, probably waking up the forest around us, she went at a fast pace.  Sounds of skin on skin slapping against each other filled the room.  She kept her relentless pace up for a few minutes before screaming out her pleasure, this finally made me shoot out my white gold deep into her drooling pussy.  Cass fell on top of me, I could feel the juices flowing out of her, landing on me and the bed.   Falling over to the side, she was sweating profusely; I pulled her to me and wrapped my left arm around her.  Val came up on the other side, I wrapped my other arm around her.

"Thanks babe, I needed that," Cass giggled out.

Val snickered as well, "I second that.  It was awesome."

Chuckling I responded with a kiss on their heads, "Glad to be of service, ladies."

"Hope we didn’t keep our guests up," Val chuckled.

"Well, I guess we’ll find out tomorrow."

"Babe, what are your plans for the elves?"  Cass wondered as she traced a circle on my chest.

I thought about her question for a minute and answered, "I’m not sure, just knew they needed help.  Not sure if they’ll stay or not, but we’ll give them assistance if it’s needed."

She agreed, Val spoke in a low voice, "Yeah, they’ve had it rough.  Cass and I know what they’re going through.  At least they want to help with the farm."

"Yeah, speaking of, we need to get some rest.  That farm needs some attention tomorrow." 

The girls agree and snuggled up to me, kissed my cheeks, then we fell asleep.




Chapter Nineteen








The next morning, the girls wanted another round so being the generous person that I am, gave it to them. Hard, fast, and relentless. If the elves weren’t awake at that time, they were shortly after we started, Val and Cass were very vocal.

Lying in bed after our lovemaking, I asked Val a question, "No bad memories or visions during our coupling?"

She smirked and panted, "No, I was nervous at the beginning, but after that first orgasm it was bliss."

Smiling I replied, "Alright, let’s go get some breakfast and see if the others got any rest." They snickered. The girls and I walked into the kitchen to find the elven ladies sitting at the table sipping coffee, they all looked up as we came in and smiled.

Lanahe and Shaila were whispering and giggling to each other, Leena stated calmly with a blank face, "Valencia and Cassie, we brewed fresh coffee for you. After all that screaming and moaning you ladies were doing, hopefully it will sooth your throats."

Cass brazenly responded, "What can I say, our man knows how to fuck."

Silence was only thing heard after that statement for many moments then all the ladies started laughing, I just shrugged and went to get some sustenance.

Scanning the kitchen for any food, not seeing any that was cooked I went to the cold room for a couple slabs of bacon and cheese. Grabbing those two items, I headed out and placed the slabs on the counter, then went to start the fire on the cookstove. Grabbing a few pieces of beech, I threw them with some kindling into the compartment and started the fire. All the ladies were sitting and conversing at the table, I noticed Sasha discreetly glancing my way every so often, but didn’t think much of it. After placing the metal grate onto the stove, I went back to the counter to grab the cutting board. I started cutting up the bacon into sections, an onion was close by, so cut that up as well, then grasped the cheese to cut into thin slices. Putting the bacon and onions on a plate, I walked over to the cookstove, dumped the food onto the grate, and separated where it could cook evenly. Minutes later as the cured meat and onions were finished cooking, I took them off and placed onto a plate then went to get some bread. Cutting into half portions, I combined the bacon, onions, and cheese onto one side and placed the other half of the bread on top, making breakfast sandwiches for everyone. Taking the sandwiches, I placed them on the grate to melt the cheese and warm the bread, then deposited the finished product onto separate plates when they were ready.

Sasha came over at that time, "Wow, a man that cooks. Where have you been all my life?"

Looking over at her, she was smiling and I responded, "Well, you ladies were busy gossiping, so I figured it would make things faster if I did and to answer the last question, I was living in BlackCrest."

I saw something flash in her eyes, not sure what it was but after a moment it was gone. She came up into my space and asked, "Can I help with anything?"

Handing her a couple plates, she started placing them onto the table while I went back to the cold room. Grabbing some strawberries and blueberries, I went and washed them off, then placed them into a bowl on the table. Stretching my neck and back out, I sat down beside Val and Cass, who smiled brightly at me and kissed my cheeks. Someone had advised the elven males that breakfast was ready because they were sitting across from me. We thanked the gods for our provided food and dug in. Mmmmm’s and wows were going around the table, I didn’t really listen to them; my stomach demanded food so I devoured the sandwich and fruit on my plate in no time.

"Damn hon, that was awesome. Where did you learn to cook that?" Cass asked while licking her fingers.

"Yeah, that was outstanding," Elwin stated while finishing his fruit, everyone else agreed.

"Where else? My mom."

Everyone smiled, the ladies started cleaning up and the two males waited at the table.

"What is the plan for today, boss?" Pelleus asked.

"Boss?" I asked and they nodded. "Well, I found the wire and roofing for the coop. We’ll start chopping down some trees for that and the corral. We’ll put the corral on the east side and use the back of the barn for the fourth wall since it already has a door. The coop will be on the west side, we also need to build a few more stalls for the dairy cows."

They nodded and called out to the ladies to say we were heading out. The fellows and I went to the barn to get started; getting the axes and saws out, we headed towards the forest. The two elves passed by numerous trees before stopping, we were out several hundred yards from the cabin.

Elwin stated, "The forest is giving us the trees around this location, we had a conversation with the protectors last night to discuss what was needed for your projects.  The area here will be enough to finish them."

I didn’t know what to say to that, only nod and got to work. I would come back to that topic later though. Two hours later, we carried the timber back to the barn and started cutting into measured segments. The corral was going to be built first and the dimensions were going to be 20x20. Grabbing a post-hole digger, we dug out the holes, placed the timber in for our posts, and leveled them after pushing the dirt back into the holes. Elwin made sure the posts wouldn’t move when he hardened the dirt surrounding them. When getting the posts placed, we secured the measured out sections and finished one side before stopping for lunch. The girls fixed some rabbit and veggies, after eating and resting a little while, we got back to it. Late that afternoon the corral was finished, we let Zeus and his ladies out to check out their new area.

The girls came out to see the finished product and smiled as they pet and nuzzled with Ally and Lily. Smiling, I had the guys help me clean up our work area and put the tools into the barn. Cleaning ourselves up, we had dinner and conversation, then went to bed. The girls came in after saying good night to the other ladies.

Getting comfortable I asked, "What are the elves going to do for housing?"

"They will live with us until we can get them something built," Cass stated nonchalantly.

I stared at her for a moment and looked at Val, but she didn’t respond. "You girls don’t want your own rooms anymore?"

Val replied, "Why would we? You’re in here, so we will be in here anyway. Those rooms would just be for storage." Cass agreed and blew out the candles.

Lying there between them I thought about Val’s comment, then shrugged, and went to sleep not worrying about it if the girls weren’t.

The next few days were filled with hard work, the ladies worked the gardens and fed the animals while the guys started building the coop and stalls. It was tiring but needed to be done, we built five additional stalls for new additions, for the coop we created a wooden housing with a roof, and a fence that surrounded it. The posts were set by Elwin every three feet and secured the chicken wire to the poles, leaving room for a simple gate to let them roam around the barn if needed.

Pelleus helped the ladies water the gardens since he’s a water mage, I noticed Lashane and Shaila had numerous forest creatures come up to the beast mages and the two would talk to the critters. I thought that was an awesome power to have, you could have them scout or infiltrate for you. Shaking my head, I turned back to my job which was finishing up the last stall before dinner. It was a last minute change, I made it bigger so we could put a wagon inside, we would need it to load and haul those chickens here. The wagon would be useful regardless, transporting anything that was needed or carry our goods back and forth to town. It was just after dark when the project was finished, Elwin and Pelleus helped clean up then we went to the creek to wash up.

The ladies had dinner served and waiting for us when we came into the cabin, sitting down we ate and had small talk until Cass brought up the next project.

"When will we get the cows and chickens, Max?"

"Within the next couple of days."

She smiled and replied, "Good. While you are taking care of those particular tasks, our guests will accompany us to the clothier and get some much needed clothing."

I looked around the table and smiled at the surprised looks from the elves, I didn’t know what she was up to, but wouldn’t interfere with her ideas. All around the table, our guests looked down at their attire, but didn’t nod or say anything, just sat there in silence for a few moments.

Sasha was first to speak, "Guys, we don’t have any coin to purchase anything."

Val responded quickly, "You don’t need any, we’ll provide that."

Leena replied shaking her head, "No, we can’t let you do that. We’re guests in your house and lands, you also feed us. We will never be able to pay that debt, let alone what you’re proposing."

Cass shrugged, "We’re in the assisting business ladies, no need to worry or burden yourselves about debt payments. You’re our friends, we don’t expect to get anything in return."

The wood elves glanced around to the others in their group and then all at once turned to look at me. I held up my hands and stated, "Don’t look at me. I’m not going against what they’re saying."

The table laughed at my remark, I didn’t think it was funny, just a true statement. My mind brought up a couple phrases or sayings that was once told to me. ‘A happy cock depends on a pleased flock’ or is it ‘a delighted spouse means a relaxed house’, maybe ‘a happy wife means a joyful life’, not really sure if that’s right. Shrugging those thoughts off, I listened back to the discussion. The conversation turned to excitement, Cass and Val were jabbering about what they were going to get as well, the only thing in my mind was the diminishing of coin. After some more discussion, we called it a night and went to bed. The girls wanted a love session, we tried to keep the noise down, but when you have two passionate women it is difficult.

The next day we had decided to travel to town and purchase the items that were discussed. Waking early, I grabbed the coin pouch and took out what I thought was needed and put it back in its hiding place. Walking into the kitchen, the ladies were eating and chatting until they noticed me, the talking halted for a minute while everybody bid good morning. I grunted and got some water to drink for my parched throat and ate some fruit. The night before I went to our armory in the hidden part of the barn to grab a few bows to take with us. The women already had Zeus and his ladies saddled up and ready to go when we walked out, evidently they were ready to go. Taking the same positions as before, our small group left the cabin and headed towards Silvershore, Reap and Herc sauntered behind us.

When getting to town Reap and Herc stopped off in the forest to roam, I bid the others good day as my feet took me to the livery. Walking into the front door, I saw Sheila at the counter finishing with a client. After she finished with the other lady, she bid her goodbye and looked towards me.

Smiling she said, "Well, how’s it going lad? The stallion giving you trouble? No refunds on him."

Laughing I replied, "No, he’s great. I need a wagon and a couple draft horses. Can you help me out?"

Sheila nodded and bid me to follow her out to the corrals. She showed me some young colts, but advised her to show me the older geldings, not too old, just ones that had life still in them and were in good shape. Sheila led me over to a couple of ten year old Percherons and immediately knew these were what I needed.

"These are perfect for what I need. What about a cargo wagon? Is it a separate purchase or combined?"

"Those are next door, we’ll go talk to our wainright division," Sheila advised as we strolled out a gate to head to an adobe building with a fenced in area. I’m assuming that’s where they keep the finished products.

Sheila walked through the door, a bell rang out letting the help know someone came in, and a middle-aged male walked up and smiled at my salesperson.

"Ah, Sheila, good day to you. What can I do for you?"

"Don, I have a client here that needs a cargo wagon. Max is purchasing two Percherons to drive it. Can you take over for while I go and get his two horses fixed up?"

He nodded and she walked off. "Max, let’s see if we can find something to your liking."

I followed him out to see his wares. There were numerous of each kind: cargo, covered, different lengths as well. It took twenty minutes to browse, then advised the wainright that a medium sized wagon was needed, so he took me over to check them out. The dimensions were 5x8, thinking about what we could achieve with this, it was the right size for our needs.

"I’ll take one of these, sir."

"Alright, let’s go and speak to Sheila, she will get you a bill of sale. Then we’ll fit the horses to the wagon."

"Sounds good."

We walked back to the livery and they talked about what was being sold. I waited for them to finish, Don came over and shook my hand.

"It was nice to meet you, Max."

"Likewise."

He walked away and Sheila came over to discuss prices. "I’m assuming you’re needing full bridle kits and harnesses?"

I nodded and she spoke out a price. "The total will be fourteen gold."

Staring at her for a moment with a blank face, I replied, "Five."

"No, not going to happen."

And then the haggling started, twenty minutes and seven gold, five silvers later, I had a wagon and horses with their kits to pull it.

"Sheila, where can I buy dairy cows and chickens at?"

She thought about it and replied, "Go north on this road until you reach the crossroads, the cows will be on the Foster farm out of town a couple miles to the east and the chickens are on the Grandal farm a mile to the west."

"Awesome. Thanks for your help."

She nodded, "It will be about twenty minutes before we’re done hitching the horses up."

"Alright, I’ll be back in twenty." I walked out and went straight to the feed store and purchased fresh oats, grains, and feed for the chickens. Advising the clerk that I would be back with a wagon, I headed to the general store to purchase some things: flour, coffee, salt, tea, empty milk jars, egg baskets, cutlery, cups, bowls, and a couple more items. Thanking the clerk for bagging them up, I walked out to head back to the livery. It seemed my team and wagon was out front, so I placed the bags of goods in the back and walked in to see if everything was ready.

"Your team is set. Thanks again for your business, Max"

"Welcome. Thank you for your help, Sheila. Until next time." We shook hands and I walked back outside.  Making my way over to the team, I climbed up onto the seat and let the brake go, then grabbed the reins, and flicked them. The two Percherons moved on a slow pace to the feed store where I set the brake and grabbed my purchases. After strapping them in, I looked around for Zeus and found him standing at the rail post outside of the clothier. It seems that they’re still inside. I chuckled at the thought of those Elwin and Pelleus getting poked around and measured, then took the brake off to move the team over in front of the shop, and waited.




***




Val and Cass walked inside the store, advised the two males to look around for anything they would like and gestured to the female elves to browse as well. Cass and Val were somewhat familiar with the place since visiting before.

A middle aged woman came up and spoke, "Hello folks. My name is Margie. Looking for anything in particular?"

Cass and Val told the saleswoman they wanted to look for some short skirts, shorts, riding skirts, socks, boots, blouses, and underclothes.

The lady nodded and took them over to browse the racks while Sasha and her crew looked around for something that would catch their fancy. Margie showed Cass and Val numerous outfits that would show off their long legs and fantastic asses, the girls were ecstatic to show Max. When deciding on the essentials, she pulled them over to some new products that were going to enhance bedroom activities. Margie showed them nightdresses that were see through, camisoles that were barely there, but the main event was when she presented to the girls what she called panties. All sorts of shapes, sizes, and designs: lacy, mesh, transparent, some even had no back on them except for a little strip of fabric. Margie laughed at the stunned looks from Cass and Val, then advised them they were called thongs. The panties had numerous colors to choose from.

Cass and Val glanced at each other and naughty thoughts were bouncing around in their minds. They grabbed numerous designs of the panties and pulled their outfits they had already set aside, then had Margie put them behind the counter so they could pay when they were done. Cass and Val went back to check on the others, the two males were asked questions from another salesman. He got them some outfits suited to their specifications. Glancing over to Sasha, she and the other ladies were trying clothes on in the fitting rooms. They were giggling at each other and looked to be having a good time.

Cass and Val brought the girls over to the Undergarment Department. The elven ladies were stunned silent and stood their wide-eyed. Cass and Val grinned, then grabbed Sasha to have a quiet conversation.

"Hey Sasha, see anything you like?" Cass asked.

She blushed and glanced over at the selection, then smiled. "Yeah."

Val questioned in a low voice, "You think Max would like to see you in them?"

Sasha looked away, embarrassed, "W-why would you ask that?"

The girls giggled and Cass whispered, "We see you making eyes at him, and by the looks that you give."

Her shoulders slumped, "I’m sorry. I can’t help it. He… He makes me feel things that I haven’t felt in years. It is really confusing and embarrassing, I’m way too old for him. By the goddess, I am his mother’s age in human years."

Val went over and put her arms on Sasha’s shoulders and had her look up then said, "Sweetie, we are too. Who gives a shit what anybody thinks, love doesn’t care how old anyone is. Now, I’m not saying you’re in love with our sexy man, but you won’t know unless you try."

Cass nodded her agreement, Sasha responded after taking a deep breath, "I don’t want this or anything to come in between us and the other girls. We love living the way we are now and I don’t know if I would ever attempt to move on those emotions regarding Max."

Cass stated in a calm manner, "It’s totally up to you, but if it’s something you want to pursue then we don’t have a problem with it. Just let us know because he isn’t an ordinary man, his… umm… let’s just say that his life will be exciting, not plain nor simple."

Val spoke up, "We aren’t going to include you or the others until we know for sure that it’s what you want to be involved in. For now, we just keep living normally."

Sasha glanced back and forth between the two trying to figure out what that was about but couldn’t. She turned and picked out numerous styles of panties, not only because of Max but to feel sexy as well. Sasha pulled the other women over to make their selections as well, they should be able to feel better about themselves too. Cass and Val laughed, thinking Max would stay hard all the time if all the ladies wore these undergarments in front of him.

The ladies met Elwin and Pelleus at the counter, Leena asked, "Did you find anything guys?"

They both nodded and smiled, Elwin responded, "Yes Leena, it will be nice to have some new clothes."

Pelleus stated with a raised brow, "Yeah. Although, ours aren’t as short and revealing as some of yours."

Shaila snorted, "I don’t think you have the legs to pull that look off cousin." Pelleus turned red at her remark and the girls giggled.

Sasha smiled and shook her head. "Thank you again Cass and Val. We wouldn’t have been able to buy this kind of clothing in long time."

Val bowed her head at her and replied, "No problem Sasha. It’s what sisters do for each other."

Cass nodded and paid the clerk the money owed and stored the purchases in bags. The guys carried the merchandise out of the store as the ladies kept chattering with each other.




***




I was dozing off when I heard voices coming out of the door, the group came out with their purchases, saw the wagon and immediately dumped their bags onto the back of it. Elwin and Pelleus got up to secure them, then sat down in the back.

Cass and Val smiled, winked at me for some reason, then jumped up onto the step of the wagon and kissed me. Shaking my head, I advised we needed to head out of town towards the two farms for the cows and chickens. They mounted up and we started that way.

When we approached the Foster Farm, the farmhouse was quaint and reminded me of some houses around BlackCrest. The access road took us by their herd grazing out in the fields, and saw the different breeds they had as well. Stopping out front two males came out to greet us, one a teen and the other middle-aged.

I assumed the oldest was Mr. Foster. He spoke out as he glanced over our group, "Greetings. I’m Bryan Foster. Wha kin I do fir ya folks?"

The teen gawked at the females, his eyes bulging out at the attire of the elves. He looked to be around my age, maybe younger. I replied, "Well met, I'm Max. I would like to purchase some dairy cows. Sheila at the livery gave me your name."

Bryan nodded and responded, "Yes, sir. We can help you out with that. How many ya looking fir?"

"Depends. How much on average does your cows produce a day?"

He thought about it only for a moment before answering, "On average, six gallons a day. If milked twice a day."

I nodded to his answer, thinking about the same amount. "I will take two off your hands. The bridles and pails as well, please."

He nodded and replied with a smile, "One gold and five silver, sir."

"Mind if I get down?" He nodded and I stepped down off the wagon. Digging in my pouch, I handed him the coins, knowing he wasn’t trying to haggle, just making a living.

Bryan gestured for me to follow, Pelleus joined me. We walked to the barn where his cows were. He pulled the ones we agreed on out, fit the bridles on the two cows, and led them out of the barn. Pelleus grabbed the pails and followed us. The Foster teen was talking with the others and with him was another teen, a female, maybe his sister. They all were laughing and chatting with each other as we came up, I tied the bridle reins to the back of the wagon, and stepped up onto the seat.  Pelleus stepped up into the back then waited for the others to finish.

A couple of minutes later the group realized we were done and said there goodbyes. I waved at Bryan and thanked him, then set out for the next farm. Chickens. I didn't know much about chickens except they lay eggs and you can eat them, but I supposed it was going to be a learning experience.

In my own world, the draft horses were going at a slow speed because of the cows, I checked on them ever so often. I was silent the whole way to the other farm, since we left Herc and Reap at the outskirts of Silvershore, someone had to watch out for trouble. The ladies didn’t worry about that, talking about topics that I didn’t care to hear. Mostly about boys and how some could be so clueless about things. Needless to say, I didn’t listen in on that conversation. We traveled down the access road to the Grandal farm and detected something wrong. I stopped the group on the side of the road and scanned the area to see little humanoids about three feet tall, claws for hands and feet, pointed ears, yellow eyes, and grey bodies. It would seem that the farm is infested with goblins and they were trying to capture runaway chickens. If it wasn’t a serious situation, I would be laughing my ass off seeing the little fuckers chasing squawking chickens around the ranch. A scream sounded within the house kicking my mind back to the danger in front of me.

I strapped on my quiver and picked up my bow, the others were doing the same, but slower. I jumped down and nocked an arrow as I was running and let loose one after the other hitting the fuckers around me. The elves were involved in the fight as well, Cass shot lightning towards a group electrocuting their asses, and Val shot forth throwing her knives and killing with her dagger. Since they were handling the leftovers, I ran to the house and pulled the door open, almost pulling it off the hinges. Another scream rang out as I came into the kitchen, a group had made it into the house trying to get into a door that was closed and probably barricaded. Must be where the Grandal’s are.

Footsteps came up behind me.  Turning to see Leena with her bow, we let loose another barrage killing the goblins one by one. Turning to the female elf, I stated, "Leena, go over and let them know we’re here. I’m going back outside to check on the others." She nodded and I ran out to do what I said, but it was for naught, they had everything under control. Seeing me, Cass and Val came over.

"Status?"

Cass answered, "All clear. We went around to make sure, but all the bastards are taken care of."

I nodded and glanced around to find the others making sure no other threat was around. I heard a door open behind me and turned to see Leena walk out with a group of five others behind her. She brought them over to us and smiled, "Max, this is Bryce and Deedra Grandal, and their kids behind them."

Bowing my head to them, I said, "Nice to meet you."

Bryce stated with relief, "Thank you, Max. Leena here says you’re the leader of this group. We’re in your debt. If you hadn’t come, we probably wouldn’t be alive right now."

"No problem. We’re just glad everyone is okay."

They smiled and Deedra asked, "Why are you here though?"

"Well, we came to purchase some chickens. Would that be possible?"

They looked around for a minute and Bryce replied, "How many are you wanting? A cockerel too?"

I nodded, "Yes on the latter, probably thirty on the former. We’ll need cages as well for travel."

Bryce smiled and stated, "Alright. Since you saved us, I’ll give you fifteen and charge you five silver for the others and the cages. Is that okay?"

I turned to Cass and Val, they nodded. "Deal." I went over and shook his hand, then gave him the payment. He called out to his family, they gathered up our purchases into cages while Elwin brought the wagon over and even loaded them. After securing everything, we made sure they didn’t need anything before we left.




Chapter Twenty








Heading back towards town, our group was focused now since our little skirmish.   When we were a mile outside of Silvershore, our furry friends slid right into the group and we journeyed home. It took longer obviously, but when we got the animals into the barn, all of us joined together to take care of them. The wagon slid into its spot, Elwin and Pelleus stripped the gear off the Percherons and brushed them down as I put the dairy cows into their stalls and pulled the bridles off them. The women took care of the Morgans and Zeus, that fucker ate up the attention too. The beast mages, Shaila and Lashane, were all gushing over the huge bastard. He snorted and pranced into his stall, they in turn giggled and cooed. The others took Abby and Lilly, they loved all over them as well not wanting them to feel left out. I grabbed the feed and dispersed it to the barn full of four legged animals, except Herc and Reap, they stayed outside and did their own thing. Elwin and Pelleus picked up some buckets to get water for them, at that moment I got an idea to run over with the two mages. When they finished with their task, I pulled them to the side.

"Hey Elwin, I want to know if you can carve out a channel for water to run from the underground cavern to here in the barn."

Elwin smiled and stated "That’s a great idea, boss. I can, but we would have to plug it with valves to stop the flow."

"Not a problem, we’ll have to get some if I don’t have any in storage. Pelleus, I will need you to help with the piping I want installed. Elwin, I want to create a pipeline to come out of the ground and form a clay pipe that ends up right above the troughs and into the coop as well, then we’ll install a stop valve at each location. Can you help me out with that?"

Both boys nodded, or were they men? "Guys, I know it’s really none of my business, but how old are you?"

They shrugged and Elwin stated two hundred and ten cycles while Pelleus responded with two hundred and seven cycles.

"Alright, a cycle is a year in human terms, right?" They nodded and I continued, "Help me understand elven timelines. What age would that be in human years?"

They both thought about it and Elwin said, "Probably nineteen or twenty years old." Pelleus nodded his agreement.

Wow. "Okay, thanks for letting me know that. I know you guys can live over a millennia, but damn it’s still hard to take that thought in. Anyways, we need to get that job done and since we had that incident today, we will need to go farther out of our comfort zone to make sure no unwelcome guests are on these lands."

"Yes, boss. We will start on this project tomorrow and hopefully be done by the afternoon to explore the surrounding forest," Pelleus stated with a nod.

"We’ll also converse with some of the forest protectors to see if they have noticed anything," Elwin suggested.

"About that, who are the protectors you’re talking about?"

They both laughed and said, "The Leshies."

By the look I must’ve had on my face, Pelleus explained, "They are the guardians of this forest and the inhabitants within it."

I nodded and replied, "Oookay. Good to know. I hope we haven’t offended them in any way."

Elwin spoke, "No, they’ve been keeping an eye on you though. They know you’re a unique person, though it would be taken as a gesture of good will if you would leave a couple gallons of milk by the forest each night for the lumber they gave."

I didn’t know what that meant, but before I could say anything else, Sasha called out, "Guys, are we letting the chickens get situated in their home tonight?"

We turned and headed back over to help with that task. Grabbing the cages, we took them over and let the fowl walk into their new home. It took them a minute to look around, but eventually they strolled into the pen, the cockerel puffed out his chest and walked around the whole area before he entered the house. I chuckled at his attitude and shut the gate, then walked with the guys to the cabin. The ladies grabbed their lilac soap and towels to head towards the creek to bathe. I went straight to get some water and chugged a few glasses before sitting down at the table, waiting for the females to get done. A half hour later the ladies showed up with wet hair and clean bodies, Val handed me the regular soap and I sauntered my way down to the creek to wash off the dirt and grime off my body. Elwin and Pelleus came a little later, after scrubbing ourselves we continued our discussion from earlier.

"What does the milk have to do with anything?"

Elwin states in a serious tone, "Boss, it’s a gift that will be given to the forest, they will continue to let us know what is in the forest or if they can, persuade anything that doesn’t belong to leave."

Pelleus put his thoughts in as well, "Also it doesn’t have to be just milk, it can be eggs, or water. Something that lets the Leshies know that their efforts to help won’t go unappreciated." 

"What do the Leshies look like?"

Elwin answered, "It varies. Humanoid in shape, tall, over seven feet tall with a green body and brown arms that looks like bark from a tree, and horns on their heads. The eyes are black, oval shaped heads with brown leaves for hair, and they have a raspy voice."

Nodding, I thought about what was said and shrugged at those little things they wanted for payment. If that can help us have an advantage over others then so be it, I’ll give them more than they asked for. Good thing I bought two cows. "Will do, we will give them 3 gallons of milk and 6-8 eggs every day once we get a good routine down. That should make them happy."

Both nodded and smiled, we got out and dried off, then went back to the cabin. Cass and Val called out that dinner was ready and to hurry our asses up. I chuckled and gave them kisses when stepping up on the porch. The meal prepared was rabbit stew, mixed berries, and bread rolls. My mind was on the fresh milk and eggs tomorrow. Mmmmm. My brain wasn’t the only one thinking of them though.

Val asked, "Why did you get two cows, Max? Isn’t that a bit too much for us?"

"No, just enough. I want to be self-sufficient when it comes to some items. My thoughts on that matter were that we could make our own butter, cream, and cheese. Otherwise we would need to go to town every few days for those items if we wanted to keep a supply here. Also, I bought gallon bottles to store the milk in the cold room."

"That’s great thinking, Max," Sasha smiled as she then answered what I was about to ask, "I know how to make those items if you need my help." 

Cass nodded and responded, "Yeah, I do as well, though it’s been a few years. What other creative thoughts have you been having?"

"The guys and I talked about a water channel from the underground cavern to the troughs and coop, installing stop valves for them. That way anyone could feed and water our four legged friends at any time."

Shaila and Lashone squealed and clapped at that, wanting to make their charges comfortable as possible, the others agreed that was a good move

"This isn’t a creative thought but we need to take a group out to do a search of our lands to make sure no unwanted personnel is about. We’ve got the Leshies involved as well."

That last statement brought the ladies to silence and stared at me. Cass spoke in a low voice, "The Leshies came up to you in our forest and spoke?"

I nodded and Sasha demanded, "When did this happen?"

Glancing over to the elven males, Pelleus responded, "Elwin and I have spoken to them. At least the Leszachka (the wife) and their Leshonki (the offspring). The Leshy hasn’t made an appearance yet, but I’m sure he will."

The females all glanced wide-eyed to each other. I for one am confused on their reactions, not wanting to ask a stupid question yet, I let it play out.

Val spoke her concern, "The Leshies do not speak to just anyone unless they want something."

Leena broke in the conversation, "Yes, they don’t come out of hiding unless we’ve offended them or the residents of the forest, even then they do not make an appearance. The guardians send someone or something to fix the situation. Usually wolves or bears."

That made the whole table start arguing with each other, I let it go for a minute or so, everyone trying to get their knowledge involved. Finally having enough I yelled out, "HEY!", and slammed my hand on the table. That brought out silence, thank goodness.

"Okay, I know I’m not knowledgeable enough regarding these circumstances, but if we were in danger Reap and Herc would be riled up. Elwin, tell them what we discussed today."

He nodded and looked over to the others. "They are the ones that showed us where to get lumber for our projects. All they asked for was everyday items that we have on hand now. Milk, eggs, or water. Nothing big, maybe some oats as well. The main thing they discussed was the boss, they didn’t even care what we provided for them; it was like a trade-off. Most likely it was to make sure others didn’t see these protectors were doing things for free. They revealed themselves because of him, said he was special and needed awareness through their forest."

Shit. That word again, special. The entire table looked at me, I just shrugged it off and tried to steer them in a different direction, "I don’t know what they want or what that means to them. I know that if they want to have some beasts scout then by all means I’m all for it. The more we’re protected the better."

The elves didn’t think I was telling the truth over the special part, but I wasn’t going to let them know anything regarding the uniqueness of myself. None of them pried, but Sasha stared hard at Cass and Val for a few moments, they subtly shook their heads to leave it be for now, she huffed and I knew they would have a long conversation coming up.

Getting them back on track, "Alright, we have those items in question to give. Now, let’s talk about training. Today we came upon goblins, tomorrow you might face ogres or orcs. Everyone will be learning blades and hand to hand, bows as well. Even though some may use the bow frequently, everyone can be better by practicing more."

They nodded and we finished up with our discussions then went to bed. When getting comfortable, the girls were concerned about the Leshies incident but I advised them it would work out. They nodded and got some needed rest, not caring about showing Max their purchases yet.




***




Weeks earlier:

During those weeks that Max and the others were getting settled in and enjoying their daily routines, Gordon was ordered to find his friend to discuss many things with him. After the meeting with his father and the Whitehurst group, he was unsettled to say the least. Before they set out the next day, he had one last meeting with his father.

"Gordon, I’m sending you with ten guards for your security. Max is the priority, but if he isn’t there then come back and we’ll regroup. Get there quickly and safely son. I’m really not comfortable sending you with the raids getting worse. Your mother will kill me if something happens to you."

Gordon smirked and replied, "It will be fine, father. Hopefully, Max will not give me too hard a time and decide to come with me. I better get some rest. Goodnight, father."

"Goodnight, son," Duke Ackley replied with a smile.

Gordon went to bed early preparing himself mentally for his journey. His entourage set out early that morning after a hearty breakfast headed to BlackCrest.  Ten rode out wanting to get this over with, one couldn’t wait to see his friend.

The group stopped halfway to let the horses drink and rest to make sure they would be okay to ride back the same day. After resting, they set out again at a medium trot, BlackCrest was only a few more miles ahead when things went drastically wrong. 

Three orcs stepped out in the middle of the road, the party slowed down and finally stopped twenty feet from the green faced bandits. The lead guard was about to shout out a warning when both sides filled with other greenies and something really ghastly. Tall grey beings with their bones sticking out of their flesh, skin dropping, and had rotten teeth. Gordon didn’t know what was going on, but dread filled his mind.

Gordon finally shouted, "What do you want?"

The lead orc, a big brute chuckled, "You and your group. Put the collars on boys, we’re not taking any chances after the last debacle."

The evil group came over and fastened metal collars on the men and they felt a prick on their necks as something embedded itself. Grant, their mage gasped out and trembled after his was put on.

Gordon asked, "What’s the matter, Grant?"

He whimpered for a few moments, taking a deep breath he finally responded, "These infernal contraptions have taken away my magic."

The others around gasped and the evil bastards around them laughed at their predicament.

The lead orc shouted out, "Alright boys, let’s get these humans to the cages and get to the mine before dark." 

The surrounding group bellowed out something and pushed the captives through the woods towards their new destination. The orcs even took their horses with them. A few minutes later they were led into a caged wagon, which was pulled by four ogres. Hours later, they ended up in their new home, another cage that was three times bigger.

The group was really down after seeing what was in the abandoned mine, cages of all sizes were inside a cavern that held people of all races. Those ugly grey fuckers were keeping them in check and guarding the cages. 

As the weeks went by, people would try and escape, but would eventually get killed or be pushed back into the metal prisons. They were waiting for someone called an overlord to take them to their next destination. All hope of getting rescued was about out.




***




Will was out with his group of rangers trying to figure out how and why people were coming up missing. His team had just come to the town of Horatio when he ran into Wayland. They took an hour or so discussing his group’s trials, smiling when Max came in and saved them. Wayland went on and on about Reaper and Hercules and couldn’t believe no one has mentioned seeing those creatures around. Will had to stop Wayland and his team from spreading news about this discovery otherwise people would swarm Max, wondering about the legendary creature. After making sure he would take care of that, Wayland had given him a ledger that Max had found in a cave.

While studying it for a few days with some of his team members, they discovered another place where the evil ones were keeping captives. Brian had exposed a cryptic code the captors were using. After discussing the plans with the Master Rangers, they set out for this location thinking no one would see them since most of them could blend into the environment around them.

Wanting to do some recon of the area, the team of ten went separate ways into the forest and found virtually nothing of interest. No sign of any evil ones camping out in areas by the mine in question, so Will and team decided to go check out the location in question. As they were coming up to the entrance, movement was seen a hundred feet to the east and went to check it out. They saw a tall emaciated beast with its skin hanging off that turned when they came upon it.

It smiled maliciously and spoke, "Welcome travelers, to your new home."

Will shouted, "Halt in the name of King William! You’re trespassing and if you don’t stop and desist, we will apprehend and or kill you. What say you?"

The grey being laughed at the stupid human, "Why would I do that when I’m having too much fun?"

"Stop chattering and give me an answer beast,"  Will snarled.  "You’re kidnapping and imprisoning innocents. If you won’t comply then we will end you."

It just looked around at the ten humans and behind them, then tilted his head, "You can try but my friends may have something to say to that."

Will and the others looked behind them, three tall grey beasts were in combat stances and the rangers knew that they were in over their heads. Will cursed himself, knowing they had to have backup around, but didn’t plan accordingly.

The beasts rounded them up and took them into the mine, placing them into a cage with others. Will slumped his shoulders, wondering how they would get out of this one.




***




The Oakenshore court was in an uproar, they haven’t heard anything from the group led by Gordon Ackley in two weeks. The Ackleys were worried and concerned for their youngest son, but held out hope that he would be alright. The Duke of Oakenshore sent out men to see if they could locate or get information on the whereabouts of Lord Ackley.

After another week with no word, Duke Ackley got the king and the high mage involved. With some deliberation, the king sent out knights and guards in separate directions to see if they could find the lost lord.

Two months from the moment Gordon left, no one knew of his location and the duke and duchess were having a hard time accepting that he was gone.

"Jerald, where could he be?" Duchess Ackley asked her husband, tears flowing down her cheeks.

Duke Ackley hugged his wife and comforted her, "I don’t know dear. The king has people out looking for the entourage as well, but hasn’t turned up any new information than we already know. He never made it to BlackCrest, nor his guards. It’s like they just vanished. We even tried to find Max, but he hasn’t been located either, though not sure that they even knew where he would be anyway."

Duchess Ackley sniffled and replied, "I want him back here with us, Jerald.  I don’t care what or how long it takes."

"Yes, my love. I will do everything in my power to find and bring him home."

The couple turned and walked out of the court into the bedroom wing of the castle to turn in for the night.




***




*Not knowing any of these events happened in the past weeks, Max and his crew went on with their daily lives.*




As the sun rose, the girls got up and fixed breakfast with Sasha and Leena.  Our morning discussion consisted of what jobs were needing done and who would complete those tasks. The ladies decided to milk the cows, feed the animals, work the gardens, and gather the eggs. Elwin and Pelleus would start on the piping and channels for the watering canal. I was going to check the barn for the stop valves then if we had enough, go hunt and check the outskirts of my lands to make sure it was kosher.

When finishing the fulfilling meal, we started our tasks. Walking to the barn and entering the door, I turned left to my tool and equipment section. Glancing over the shelves for a few minutes, I found what I needed, but it seemed they were bigger than needed.  The guys would have to change their channel to this valve and fix the clay to harden around the ends. Shrugging, if it didn’t work then I would go get some from the merchant in town. Grabbing what was needed, I hurried back outside to the two elves.

Coming up to them they were discussing the project. "Guys, these are the only ones I could find. Hopefully it will work, if not we’ll have to get some from town."

Both looked over the valves and nodded. Elwin responded, "This will work fine. It’s a little more work but we can make it happen." Pelleus nodded.

"Cool. Well, I’m going to grab my gear and head out."

Pelleus replied, "Okay, boss. When we get done, we’ll deliver the gifts for the Leshies and find out if anything is happening around us."

"Good. Hopefully nothing is going on, but better to be prepared."

They agreed and I walked back to my room to gather my gear. After grabbing my weapons and gear, I strolled back outside to my furry duo that were soaking in the sun. Lazy bastards.

"Let’s go hunting guys!"

They perked up immediately and ran over to join me walking into the woods, headed towards the borders of Lahone (The Elven Kingdom), Dwarfendom (Dwarf Kingdom), and Amenoa (The Amazon Kingdom). 

Moving along we saw creatures of all sorts, but none who were evil. Foxes, rabbits, and some stag. While stalking through the woods, I managed to locate a couple of creeks and waterfalls, the girls would love that and mentally put those locations in my mind.  Two hours into the search, I picked something out in my peripheral, and went over to the area that had a sign posted.

KEEP OUT.

Of course that peeked my interest and meandered my way through the foliage into a clearing. A small mountain range was in this area, must be near Dwarfendom. Shaking my head at those thoughts, Reap and Herc were right behind me. We wandered around checking out the landscape and some outcrops. Scanning the area, my eyes picked up a pile of oxidized metal. Strolling towards it, I peered down and saw rusted iron, then looked left to find piles of oxidized copper and some other metal, maybe zinc or nickel. Thinking it was odd to see piles of metal, I glanced to the rocky slopes to see if there was a cave or something that these metals came from. Maybe even a mine shaft. That would be the logical idea, someone had to mine these piles.

It didn’t take long to locate where.  A couple hundred feet from those piles was an entrance within the rocky background, and it was boarded up. It also had another sign that said KEEP OUT.  Coming up to the blocked off hole in the slope, I noticed a big hole close to the ground. Someone or something, created a hole for them to get in. It wasn’t that big either, I could fit but Reap and Herc wouldn’t be able to. I thought about it for a few moments, then made my decision. If we could get some metal from this mine shaft, if that’s what it is, then we could make some coin.

Turning to my duo I said, "Wait here, fellas." 

They huffed and snorted, acting like they didn’t want me to go in alone. Taking off my pack, I made sure my flint and steel were available. I’m thinking that a torch is within reach, so I would light one for my path inside. Tying my pack back together, I crouched down and crawled through the hole. When reaching beyond the blocked entrance, I got up and looked around for the nearest torch. Spotting one, I walked over and grabbed it off the hook, then lit it. The torch took a few moments to catch, probably because it’s been some time since it was used. After making sure it would stay lit, I started my way down the tunnel.

I’m not gonna lie, it was damn spooky down in there. Cobwebs, rank smells; something definitely died in here. I kept going to see where and if some mining had been done. Coming out into the mine shaft, I saw a pretty sight, rails that led off into the cavern, and even an old mining car was left there. Hmmm. Walking over to the cart, I held the torch up to see what was left inside, it had some metal left in it.

Thinking nothing of it, I followed the rails to see where they would lead. I passed multiple carts with nothing worth of value in them, but kept on strolling along until reaching the bottom, or at least it looked like it. A huge cavern of darkness was in the view of my torch, but was able to see the end when I walked up to a huge wall of rock that impeded my way. Carts were everywhere, filled to the brim with metal that seemed similar to silver or at least that’s what it seemed. Damn,  I didn't know how many carts there were, but if they were filled with silver, that would amount to a lot of fuckin dough.

Shaking my head from those thoughts for now, I walked around the cavern to see the equipment that was left when the workers abandoned the mine. I wonder why they abandoned it, it would seem that someone would come back for the silver, but didn’t. Pick axes, shovels, hammers, and even chisels were strewn over the area, left on the ground. I investigated the area and came to a hole in the wall that measured about four feet wide and six feet tall, almost like a door was built into the rocks. 

Holding the torch up, I could see a hidden room about twenty feet long and ten feet wide. Glancing around the chamber, I noticed some scraps of metal scattered around a nest of steel and iron that had a couple of eggs in it, they were about six inches tall.  Fuck! Something was living here!  I eased my way back out not wanting to disturb the parent of those eggs. I made my way out into the cavern again and tried to be as silent as possible, but evidently not good enough. Several hisses rang out through the air, I looked all around to find what was making those noises, and then I saw them. Seven pairs of orange, reptilian eyes, stalked towards me from different directions.

When the creatures entered the lighted area from the torch, my eyes widened at the sight of the two foot long, four legged obsidian colored reptiles. They reminded me of salamanders, but were way bigger. That wasn’t what had me worried, it was the fuckin fire coming out of their mouths that had me concerned. Two of them walked towards the one closest to me and all of a sudden melted into it. Whoa, never seen that before. Suddenly, roars and sounds of wood breaking apart came from within the tunnel, as the one that sucked the other ones inside itself came back into view. The fucker was now six feet long, the other four stopped and strolled over behind the bigger reptile. Seconds later, their bodies started turning an orange red color and the whole area around me started heating up. Oh. Shit. I now knew what this creature is. An Ignis Squamata Multiplicamini, a damn fire elemental. The Ignis Squamata Multiplicamini is a reptile who can multiply itself and create fire, hence the word ignis. It was also very rare and reclusive, it would seem that I unknowingly found its lair.

Now I knew why the mine was abandoned. No one by themselves could handle one of these, let alone a miner. FUCK! I backed up till my back hit the wall, my damn weapons wouldn’t do anything to this bastard; I threw them on the ground a few feet away, hoping it would deter the bastard from killing me.

The roars and growling were getting closer as was the elemental. The fucker actually came up to me, stood up on its hind legs, and breathed out fire, missing me by inches. Flames were also coming out of its eyes, I didn’t know what it was up to, but since I couldn’t go or do anything, I stood still. The obsidian colored beast stood there for a minute, then shot at me faster than I could follow, and tackled me to the ground. I tried like crazy to heave the fucker off of me, but it was too strong. Reap and Herc came into the room roaring and ran towards our location. They didn’t make it far when the elemental pulled the other four together, grew to eight feet tall, and stomped over to them blocking their path.

I looked back into the eyes of the intelligent being and found a curious intent within them, like it was trying to decide something. It didn’t take long at all until it made its decision, the creature pulled its head back and hissed, fangs came out at that time and it bit into my right shoulder. I screamed out and felt something flowing from the elemental, filling my bloodstream. My veins were on fire and it felt like my body was burning from the inside, my screams were loud and long, and after some time I passed out from the pain.




***




The women were working out in the barn and the gardens while Elwin and Pelleus were concentrating on the pipeline.

Shaila giggled out as she and Lashane was cleaning Zeus and his ladies, "Lashane, are you having as much fun as I am?"

Lashane looked over to her sister and smiled, "Yes. Can’t say I’ve had this much in a long time."

"I agree. Since coming here, we’ve had numerous conversations with our four legged friends. Taking care of these charming animals makes me happy."

She nodded and responded, "Me too. Sasha seems to think we were led here for some reason, like this was meant to be."

Shaila thought about her statement, "I’m not sure, but Max and his ladies are great. Though the Leshies coming about makes me nervous."

Lashane replied quickly, "Yes. I agree, never heard of that before. It’s not something we can do about it though."

They both went back to their brushing as they heard Elwin and Pelleus arguing about something. The girls rolled their eyes and ignored them. Cass and the others were in the gardens talking about healing magic versus mundane poultices.

Sasha spoke out, "Yes. Healing magic is great, but getting to learn how to heal with these crops will help tremendously. Max is very intelligent it seems, we want to learn all we can Cass."

Cass nodded, "I agree, Sasha. Val and I want too as well. Having that kind of knowledge is essential for us in the future."

Leena and Sasha stopped picking out weeds. Leena asked, "Why would that be?"

Val glanced over to Cass, not sure if they wanted to tell them. Cass took a deep breath and answered her, "Ladies, our future is destined to go—."

Roars were heard from north of the cabin. Everyone came out from the barn to see what was going on. The ladies that were in the garden snapped their heads toward those sounds.

"What the hell was that!?" Leena shouted, concerned.

Cass and Val dropped their garden tools and took off to the cabin. Sasha and Leena ran after them.

Elwin and the others followed them with their eyes. Pelleus called out, "What’s going on!?"

Sasha responded, "Don’t know, but those two ran like they were being chased by wraiths. Something must be wrong."

They all ran to the cabin to see what was up. Sasha was the first there and spoke out, "Cass, what’s wrong?"

Cass and Val were gearing up with their weapons as fast as they could. Cass replied as she was securing her dagger, "Those roars were from Hercules and Reaper. That means Max is in trouble or danger. Not really caring at the moment, we’re going after them."

Leena responded quickly, "We’ll all go too!"

Sasha spoke out at that remark, "No. Shaila, you and Lashane will stay here. You won’t have any impact on this outcome, not until you master your magic."

"Yes ma’am." They both said in unison.

The others ran and grabbed their bows, then waited outside. Cass and Val ran out quickly into the woods. The wood elves were no strangers to the forest and kept up with the two weres, more roars came out as they veered towards them. It wasn’t minutes later when they heard spine chilling screams, it was Max. That made the group run faster and sometime later they came up to a clearing. Val and the others began looking for clues as to the location of those sounds and minutes later they came up to an entry point that looked to be broken into. An abandoned mine it would seem.

Cass took a couple of deep breaths to calm down. "Alright, whatever is happening, is down there. All of us have night vision, so we won’t need a torch. Let’s go slowly and find out what the fuck is going on."

They nodded and walked into the dark tunnels, easing their way down. Dozens of minutes later they came into the cavern and stopped short, gasping at the sight in front of them. Hercules and Reaper were sitting down waiting, but the creature in front of them is what was shocking. A tall, orange glowing reptile, and for some reason the room they came into was hot as hell.

Val whispered out, "What the fuck is that?"

Cass and the others studied the creature, it was Sasha who relayed her knowledge to the others.

"I believe that is an Ignis Squamata Multiplicamini."

The others gasped. Cass asked, "Are you sure? A fire elemental?"

She nodded and they all looked over at the sight. It wasn’t moments after that when Elwin spoke, "Guys look over there in the corner. It has Max."

"What!?" Cass and Val shrieked. All of them looked over and saw Max being held in the air, glowing orange. He was bare chested, his tunic nowhere to be seen. Another reptile was holding him up, it would seem he was unconscious.

Cass spoke warily, "Put your weapons up. We have nothing that can take it out, not to mention it would tear Max apart if we did anything."

They nodded and did as asked, then waited for the outcome of this bizarre circumstance.

Half an hour later, the room cooled and Max was put down on the ground. The reptile hovered and seemed to be looking him over. A couple of minutes later, it started to shrink and crawled up Max’s torso. The elemental started shaking and suddenly its body began melting into his skin and vanished with a bright white flash. The ladies cried out in horror at the sight.

"What the hell just happened?" Sasha asked, her voice trembling.

Cass responded in a low voice. "I don’t know."

The tall reptile huffed and hissed, then got on all fours and walked away to a hole in the wall. Everyone hurried to Max, gasping at the heat coming off of him. The healers looked him over with their powers and relayed the diagnosis to the others.

Sasha stated, "He’s okay. Just unconscious and very hot to the touch, but it’s not affecting him in any way. The elemental must be doing something to his body. Look at his chest on the right side."

Everybody looked at the glowing tattoo on his chest of the elemental.

"What the fuck is going on?"  Cass demanded as she ran her hand over the tattoo.  "I’ve never heard of this before." 

"I haven’t either. This is some scary shit," Sasha looked to Cass and Val, silently demanding answers.

Val and Cass glanced to each other for a moment before the former spoke. "We were about to tell you before this started. Max is definitely not a farmer or even an ordinary being, ... his destiny was written long ago. We’re not sure what it is entirely, but when it comes to pass, well, let’s just say that it will forever change the world that we know."

Sasha whispered, "How do you know this?"

Cass took a breath and responded, "Before meeting Max, I had visions and they told me to find the individual with a siba. I haven’t heard of any sibas that were in existence, they were thought to be extinct, but I began a journey anyway to find them. Of course, my ass was captured by a group of evil ones like you guys, but lo and behold, guess who saved me?"

Leena replied in a low voice, "Max."

Cass nodded and Val stated, "Yes, but not just her, he ended up saving all of us here."

Cass kept going in a calm voice, "The being in my visions was the key to the start of defending our world; an evil is coming that has never been seen before. Max will unite the kingdoms to fight this evil, it is said in an old prophecy that when an unnatural evil threatens the world of Giseria, a mage will come upon the world and will do things that seem impossible to combat this evil. Well, what we saw today is definitely odd, but we might be living that prophecy."

The group stayed silent, watching over the male still glowing orange, except his tattoo, it was white.

"Alright, what is our next step then?" Sasha asked firmly.

Cass responded shaking her head, "You’re family doesn’t need to be involved."

"Zeus shit! We’re in this together now," Leena blurted out.

They looked at her, then all of them started chuckling. Elwin asked, "Zeus shit? Don’t you mean horse shit?"

She shrugged and smiled. Sasha continued, "My vulgar daughter is right. We’re here because fate brought us together." The other elves nodded.

Val and Cass glanced to each other and nodded. Val spoke, "Okay, but know that it will be very dangerous."

Elwin and Pelleus spoke at the same time. "We’re in." The others nodded.

They stood there discussing their next steps, no one could get close to Max for about an hour. Afterwards, the group discovered that his body was different: taller, broader and more muscular. His chest still had a tattoo, but it was now the color of obsidian and shaped like the elemental. He was still unconscious, so when able they put him on the back of Hercules and the group left.




Chapter Twenty-One








My mind awoke in darkness to a presence I’ve never felt before. I groaned and tried to turn my head but to no avail. 

"Ah, the chosen one has finally awakened. Damn. It wasn’t that much of an ordeal."

"Who’s there? Show yourself!"

It cackled, "Dufus thinks he’s really awake. Your not really awake yet, only your mind.

"Who are you?"

My name can’t be used by your human tongue. It has fifteen syllables, but my name isn’t important right now. What is important is that you have been in a coma for almost two weeks."

"What!? What the hell happened? I ...remember going down a tunnel and ...shit. The fire elemental." 

"Ding Ding Ding. He got it in one, folks."

"Why are you acting like that?"

"Because you’ve been acting like a child, who can’t do anything about the world around you. The anointed one can’t get that in his head and expect to live more than two months."

"What do you mean anointed one?"

"Hell, if I’d known of how much of a dumbass you were, I wouldn’t have bonded to you. ...Okay, look, you sir, are the anointed one. The gods and goddesses have chosen you for their champion against the coming darkness. I can’t tell you what it is yet because you haven’t met your guardian, but know this, it’s bad."

Going through the whole conversation, two things set apart from the others. 

"Bonded? Does that mean you can teach me magic?"

It sighed like he was talking to a child. "Yes."

"Alright, How the hell are you talking to me in my mind?"

"Considering I’m apart of you now, then it would be pertinent that I could hold a conversation with you. Also, the siba is a telepath and bonded to you. Soon, you will be able to talk with him and the kodiak through that magic."

"Why not now?"

"Because you have all kinds of messed up things going on with you. The patterns in your pathways for mana to flow is all fucked up.  Your mana pool isn’t what it’s supposed to be because of constricting scar tissue, and your bone structure is off. I have conversed with Reaper and he stated that you were attacked by a corrupted wolf and was injured for months, so that explains the problems. We will just have to make do until your guardian comes. They will be able to fix this situation. Now, while I appreciate your work ethic with the blades and all, you have to start using magic."

"Great, that sounds like a plan. Show me how."

"Not yet young one. You will have to wake up for that. Now, on to the other items we need to discuss. You need to accept the wood elves as lovers or mates, whatever you want to call it. They are acceptable and highly sought after. Those two beast mages will help in the long run and the healers will be a great help as well. Also, I need to tell you something. Oh, what was it? Ah, umm… how do I put this? You’ve been used while being unconscious, well, your tool has."

"What do you mean by that?"

The fucker started cackling. "It’s going to be funny to see your reaction to what I’m about to show you." The fire elemental laughed again before a video started to play in my mind. It was me, lying in bed. The young wood elves were watching, staring actually, at my dick. Then the audio started playing. 

"Wow, have you seen one that big, Leena?" Lashane asked with awe in her voice. 

"No."

"It’s certainly bigger than Pelleus and Elwin," Shaila blurted out.

"And how do you know that?" Leena giggled. 

"Bathing," Shaila responded with a glare.

"I’m sorry, but they don’t do it for me. Now, this stud right here can have me when he wants, all of me," Lashane said while blushing. 

They all giggled. 

"Me too. Pelleus and Elwin are looking elsewhere. They don’t want beast mages," Shaila stated with a shrug.

They grunted and Lashane asked, "What about you, Leena?"

"Oh, I’ve had many dreams and fantasies about his cock in me. Then him breeding me, many, many times. We will have six kids in total."

They all glanced at each other and started giggling. The elven females were chatting away before Leena went over to my bed and pulled the sheet up to find me butt naked. She grabbed my cock and started stroking it. 

"You gonna be able to take that big stick?" Lashane asked with a smile.

"Not at first, but I’m about to practice," Leena firmly stated and got up onto my bed to straddle me. The other girls were stammering but she just told them straight up. "Look, I want him and need his dick in me. I’m very horny right now."

She helped herself to my cock and impaled herself slowly, moaning and whimpering the whole time. Before long, her ass hit my thighs and she groaned loudly. 

"My goddess, he feels like he’s in my stomach," Leena gasped as she started to grind and bounce up and down on my cock. The elven female moaned and started going faster, working herself on my rod, trying to get herself off. It wasn’t long till she let go of a good orgasm. She squealed out instead of screaming, probably because of my two women overhearing. I turned to my bonded. 

"What the hell? You let them do this?"

"Uh, yeah. Pussy is pussy. Though those sexy women can have you any time they please, I will see to it. Stop being a pansy ass. They want you to breed them, so fuck and breed them. It’s life, your mates have already told you to add more, these beautiful specimens need to be on the list. I mean look at those tits man. Glorious."

"I take it they all do this?"

"Oh yeah, numerous times to count. You see, your body temp is higher now because of my bonding with you. Well, the body isn’t the only thing warmer, your fluids are too. Your cum that’s basting their insides makes them feel euphoric, at least that’s what they say. With as much cum you’ve shot into their wombs, I wouldn’t be surprised if they weren’t bred." 

I grunted and he just laughed. "Again dumbass, these females already wanted and needed you to love them. They are family now."

Groaning loudly, I just let it go. It’s not like I could do anything right now except watch. Soon, it seemed my esteemed lovers were having conversations with the elven females and when the elves left, they mounted me too. What the hell? They were evidently liking it from the way there moans and screams portrayed. I wonder if Cass and Val put the younger elves up to it or if the elven women told them about their adventures. I got my answer the next day when Cass dropped by, she whispered something to me and then saw Leanna and Lashane come towards my bed. Cass got up and stepped back as Lashane straddled me, my wife is allowing this. She watched for a bit then smiled and left, the two elven ladies kept going until my dick was out of milk. They kissed me all over my body and left. 

The elemental was smiling throughout the showing.  I just shook my head, these ladies will be the death of me. I didn’t know if I was ready to be a father, hell I’m only twenty, but it would seem that my mates have chosen the answer for me. When I really thought about it, the situation didn’t bother me and if they wanted kids then so be it, as long as they were happy then it was okay with me. But they were getting a real ass chewing when I wake up, the bitches didn’t ask me first. 

"I’m assuming Sasha gets her turn as well?"

He looked at me and nodded, "Yes, but she was highly upset when finding out about the three young elves taking advantage of you. She went and apologized to your women profusely, but Valencia and Cassie just giggled about it. They weren’t upset, but let them know how you would react. Then Cassie told them she would take the fault, they were going to suggest you do that anyways, well, Sasha and Leena, but if the other two want to join in, that would be fine too. Evidently, the wood elves are all about family and since they left their clan, Sasha wants to build up one here. Not knowing how you would react to other elves coming here, Sasha just went with this idea to Cassie and Valencia to see if they would be in favor of it. The two women thought about how you would respond to it and for a couple of days they didn’t give Sasha an answer, but eventually gave the go ahead to start."

I grunted, knowing that would be the outcome when he started talking about it.

He continued, "Sasha did take her turns as well, you will have some strong, beautiful children."

"Sure."

The fire elemental turned the videos off and sighed, "Look, this is just a step in the right direction. War is coming, Max, and with it, death. If your women want happiness out of this whole situation, then so be it, give it to them and all who want it. Don’t get me wrong and go out to spread your seed to all of Giseria, listen to your women because they know who and what is best for you. In the days to come, you will be joined by many men and women, but will bond to strong women of different races. I don’t know what races are involved, but it will be inevitable, you might as well enjoy it and get some happiness too."

"I have accepted it. Can we speak about something else now?"

He chuckled, "Soon, you won’t care who sees you naked and what they say regarding nudity. Okay, let’s begin by talking about your future bonds with the spheres. You will need to find those who will agree to commit to your quest. Don’t set up a contract with the lesser elementals, they need to be a greater elemental. The strength and power will make a difference, trust me. I will make suggestions on the big three: earth, air, and water. The others will come along and we can compromise on who to make a contract with. You already have Reaper, he is a telepath which is in the mind sphere. We will get to that soon, the first sphere will need to be earth and she will be difficult to handle, but her strength and wisdom will be unparalleled. Air and then water. When you get yourself together and have somewhat control of your fire magic, then we will take a trip to the Kingdom of Mair. That is where your next magic sphere to collect will be. We also need to talk about your shifter magic, particularly the primal one."

"What does primal magic mean?"

"Being the anointed one, the gods have given you strong and unique shifter magic. The primal magic usually means what you shift into all the time, like wolves or lions and so forth. You don’t have that limitation. The magic within you has a template it will use, but will change upon your needs at that time. Your guardian will go into more detail about that, but we need to get you to shift and soon. Things are happening quickly and we need you to get ready."

"Okay, how do I do shift?"

"It is instinctual and territorial in nature, you might need to be in a fight or something close to it for this to happen. Not sure exactly, but we will work on it. First things first, meditate and rest. Soon you will awaken and we will get to it. I’ve already advised Reaper and Hercules of our itinerary, the Leshies are involved as well. Also, the Leshy wanted me to tell you that he and his family are at your disposal and to give thanks to your clan for the gifts given to them."

I grunted and replied, "I don’t know what to tell him. They are already scanning the forest for anything out of the ordinary."

"Yes, I also asked him to come and let us know if they find any quarries or mines like we found, we’re going to need them soon. When you get up, send the males back to the mine and grab all the silver in those rail cars. Money will be needed as well. ... Okay, that’s it for now, Max. Sleep tonight, because tomorrow will be the start of a new life for you. A hard, complex life, but fulfilling."

"Thanks." I had my mind relax and fell back asleep thinking about what my mentor said. Hmm. Fuckin smart ass is what it is. 




										***




The morning came and with it, Sasha and her charges were cooking in the kitchen. She was still wary of what would happen when young Max woke to find how they took advantage of him, but the pleasure and ecstasy she felt after being with him convinced her it was the right choice, especially if it helped her clan grow. Sasha sighed and went back to cooking breakfast.

Leena leaned over and smirked, "Thinking about having another turn, mom?"

She shuddered thinking about that, but replied to her naughty child. "Leena, you know it was wrong for you to start that, now I’m involved as well. Even though Cass said it was fine, he may think differently."

Leena sighed and looked down, "I know mom, but I wanted what Cass and Val had. Is it wrong to want that? Pleasure and love?"

Sasha looked at her youngest, "No Leena, but the way we went about it was wrong and we will need to ask forgiveness when he wakes."

"Maybe we will be able to start our clan here, mom. Even invite others to come if we can. This forest will keep us safe, especially since the Leshies are looking over us. I can feel it mom, this is the beginning for us."

Sasha smiled at her enthusiasm, "It would be great for that to happen. We’ll see."

The others came in and helped set the table, then sat down to eat. 

Elwin asked, "Any change with the boss?"

Val shook her head, "No, but my instincts say today or tomorrow."

Cass responded, "He will be busy understanding the bond with the elemental when he wakes. I think this will start a snowball effect and our lives are about to change real quick. Be ready to move at a moments notice if he sends us anywhere."

They nodded and finished the meal, then went out to complete their chores.




***




My eyes opened to daylight, I blinked a few times to try and wake up, but was still groggy. That fucking elemental, at least he could do was have them get some water for me. I moved around and put my legs on the ground to let them get some blood flowing down my legs. A minute later, I got up and started walking around.  It took me a minute to get my ass in gear before walking down the hall into the kitchen. Some leftovers were there, so I devoured them, then grabbed some cheese and bread. After that, I had a question for my peckerhead elemental, "What is the first step you want me to take to practice?"

He replied, "Well, first, go outside and tell your women that you're alive."

"I am, just focusing on what I need to do."

"When you get that done, then we will go over the basics."

Bastard. 

"I heard that. You do know, anything you say in your mind I can hear too?" The elemental asked.

I shook my head in defeat and went outside to the bright sunny afternoon. Cass and Val were in the gardens with Sasha. I didn’t see the others, they must be in the barn or corrals. Making my way over, they saw and ran to me.

Cass and Val hugged me tightly then baraged me with kisses.

"Love, how are you feeling?" Cass asked with concern. "Any side effects from the bonding?" 

"No, just getting used to the bastard."

Val and Cass giggled, Sasha asked, "That bad, huh?"

"Yes. How’s it been going since I’ve been down?"

Cass advised, "The gardens are coming along great, soon you will have to share your knowledge about those herbs. Other than that, everything is running smoothly for now."

Sasha looked at me and then down, "Max, we need to discuss something, it has to do with when you were unconscious."

I stopped her with raising my hand. "I already know."

The girls were concerned and were stammering out something. Val asked in a low voice, "How do you know, babe?"

"Let’s just say that my helper told me and leave it at that. Now, we will discuss this later in detail, ladies. I have come to the conclusion that you want our family to grow and I have no problem with that, but next time you better tell me. Understood?"

All three had their heads down and nodded. Sasha whispered, "Are you sure this is what you want Max?"

Glancing over to each one, I answered, "If this makes you ladies happy, then we will do it. This is one thing I can give before our world goes to shit. Make sure this is what you want ladies because we can’t go backwards."

They all nodded and kissed me on the cheek. I slapped their asses as they walked by, each woman yelped but grinned at me. Sighing, I went over to the edge of the woods and waited. My mind knew they were coming up behind me, they both sat down, one on each side. 

I looked at them and nodded, "Guys, I know you can hear me and that I can’t really communicate properly yet, but things are about to change. I’m going to need your help to get me where I need to be. Shifting is the first priority besides learning fire magic, at least that’s what the elemental says. I’m not sure how to go about it, but it would seem that we three will be together for the long run. Just be patient and know that I’ve got your backs because I know you’ve got mine."

I rubbed behind their ears, both of the huge beasts purred, I chuckled at that. The predators still want to be cuddly it would seem. Taking a deep breath, I walked out into the forest and scanned around the area for a good spot to practice. My duo followed me but stopped at the edge of a meadow. Some trees had fallen and the wood was already decaying. 

"Alright bonded, maybe now you will give me your name since I’m awake?"

He grunted and replied, "It’s Ignis."

I thought the bastard was playing. Ignis? "Seriously? Isn’t that part of the name of your breed? Can’t come up with something better than Ignis?"

He huffed and commanded, "Just say the fucking name."

"Ignis."

"Loudly, so everyone will know I am here."

I groaned, threw my arms up into the air and shouted with annoyance. "IGNIS!"

Suddenly, fire came out of the palms of my hands. It startled me for a moment and the fire went away.

The fuckin bastard was laughing at me now. I should’ve known he was playing a trick on me. "Alright you fucking asshole, stop doing shit like that. You said we don’t have a lot of time, so why the fuck are you acting like this!?"

He calmed down and apologized. "You’re right, I’m sorry. It was just a joke, okay? Don’t get your panties in a twist."

I grumbled and told the bastard his name was Al from now on. He continued like I didn’t say anything, "It was a good start, but we are going to need to build up your mana pool and stamina. Also, the fire that will come out of you will eventually be white. Extremely hot and fatal for others. Ignem Pugantem, means cleansing fire and the name we use to activate it. Let’s keep practicing. I want you to say the words of magic, but with enough practice, the fire and your mind will become one. No words needed. 

I nodded and replied, "What are the other words that fire mages use?

"Good, you know there are multiple sayings for fire magic. Here are the words we will practice with. Flamma, which is just a flame to light a candle or a campfire. Coruscare, a large, fiercely burning fire or a blaze. Calor, heats up your body to a temperature you fix in your mind and has a five foot radius as well. This is useful when you are caught in the cold or in a situation having to deal with the cold.

"That’s cool. Alright, let’s try this."

We practiced for hours, the only break I got was when my girls brought me food. It was exhausting and frustrating, but knew that this was the route I would need to go to in the future. My blades would always be there when I needed and it was easier to use, but from what the elemental says it would be useless on some of the creatures that I would have to fight. We finished at dusk, I turned and was about to head back to the cabin when my eyes caught some movement in the forest. Turning, I brought my hands up and had a magic word in my mind to use if needed. 

A tall creature came out from behind some trees, they walked in silence over to me. At that moment, Elwin’s voice popped into my head. ‘Humanoid in shape, tall, over seven feet with a green body and brown arms that looks like bark from a tree, and horns on their heads. The eyes are black, oval shaped heads with brown leaves for hair, and they have a raspy voice.’ It would seem that the Leshy has shown himself.

‘Yes Max, that is the Leshy,’ my fire elemental advised.

The Leshy walked over and stopped ten feet away.

‘Greetings, chosen. I would like to introduce myself and let you know that we have found something of interest to you,’ the Leshy said in his raspy voice.

I nodded and replied, "Thank you for everything you’ve done for me and mine. What have you found, forest protector?"

"We have found a quarry a mile east of our current position. It was abandoned, but still useful in your quests. Also, we have found a den of brownies or broonies, whichever you prefer. They will be useful to your home in the coming days. Would it be alright to let them know we have found a home for their family?"

I didn’t know what the hell those creatures were? Al, what do you think?

‘That’s not my name.’

‘Well, if you would fuckin tell me one, then I would call you it. Advice?’

‘Tell him yes. Having a den of brownies will help tremendously, Max. They will take care of your home without anyone being there.’

Okay. "Yes, forest protector. Tell them they can come to our home,"

He nodded and said, "Thank you, chosen. We will tell them immediately, inform your clan that they will be there tomorrow. Also, thank you for the gifts and we will continue to monitor the forest. If anything comes up, I will send someone to notify you."

I nodded and he left. Turning around, I went home as well with Reap and Herc following, they had stayed and watched over me while I practiced. When approaching the farm, Pelleus and Elwin met me at the corrals when they saw me come out of the forest.

"Boss, it’s good to see you up and about. How’s the bonding going?" Elwin asked.

"Hey, guys. It’s going to be something to get used to. Having a voice in your head telling you what to do and such is weird, but I’ll manage."

Pelleus advised, "We finished those projects you wanted. The valves work great and the girls seem happy to be able to water and clean the animals when needed."

I nodded and suggested them to do what Al wanted. "Guys, you were both at the mine, correct?" They nodded, I continued, "the fire elemental wants us to go back and grab all the silver we can. He said we would need it in the coming days. Soon we will make a trip up there to get started on that project, I also have some news to share with everyone at dinner."

Elwin nodded, "Okay, we’ll see you there then."

"By the way, the girls are all happy about your decision to expand our clan and don’t want you to think we have any hard feelings about this," Pelleus stated with a grin.  "Elwin and I decided some time ago that our future with this clan is to be with someone from other families or cultures. Both of us would like to ask a question about when we are out searching and uniting the kingdoms. ... Would you be okay with the possibility for others to join us if we come across any elven families that would be willing?" 

Thinking this is some crazy shit to end the day on, I nodded and said, "Okay, that would be fine. I’m still not sure when that will happen though."

They both nodded and walked away. I sighed, my life is a neverending drama and walked towards the house to get some soap and go clean up in the river. I quickly ran to the water and washed myself thoroughly, it has been weeks since my body was washed. Finished with that task, I headed back to my abode. When approaching the cabin, I realized that six ladies were waiting for me and snorted at the craziness that Cass and Val have brought upon me. Walking into the cabin, the table was set and the ladies were talking to each other until they saw me. 

The conversation dropped immediately, Cass came over and whispered in my ear. "Good evening, love. Don’t freak out, but Leena and Shaila want to serve you tonight. It’s part of their culture to serve their chosen mate, Sasha and Lashane will do this tomorrow night. These will also be the sleeping arrangements as well, Val and I will take the third night."

I raised my right brow, she grinned and kissed my cheek. "Just go with it, hon." After that she kissed me on the cheek again and winked, then went to her seat at the table. I walked over and was met by Leena who gave me a glass of water, then a kiss on the lips. Man, they don’t waste time at all. Grabbing my other hand, she led me to the table for us to sit down. Shaila was on the left and Leena on the right of me, conversation began after everyone was served. It wasn’t anything important, mostly about the gardens and Zeus with his ladies. I waited until a lull happened before telling them about my day.

"Alright, much happened today that I need to tell you. First, I will be indisposed at least a couple of hours every day to train with my fire magic. Next, my elemental advised me to take others with me back to the mine and grab as much silver as possible, said we will need it soon."

They all nodded and asked who would need to go, I advised whoever wanted to. Continuing I stated, "I met the Leshy today." That made everyone snap their heads at me.

"He came up to you while out in the forest?" Val asked with concern.

I nodded and Sasha spoke out, "What did he want?"

I smiled and advised, "He wanted to introduce himself and had some topics of interests to me."  

Cass demanded, "Well, tell us what he wanted then."

Laughing softly, "He told me of a quarry about a mile east that we need to check out and that they found a den of brownies in our forest, needing a home."

Everyone went quiet and their eyes widened. Lashane and Shaila asked at the same time, "What did you tell him?"

Scanning the table, I noticed the hidden excitement underneath their stares. "I advised him to send them here." The beast mages squealed in excitement and the others smiled.

Cass advised, "That is great.  When we have to leave, they will be able to take care of our home for us."

Sasha nodded and said, "I agree. They will be a boon to our home."

After that we finished and cleaned up, before heading to bed. The two elven females seemed nervous when they escorted me to my room. They got dressed in their night clothes and blew the candles out before getting into bed.

"Max, please forgive us for taking advantage of you. It was not right and we are very sorry," Leena said in a low voice. Shaila said something similar.

Thinking about it for a few moments, I decided not to dwell on it. "It is fine ladies. I’m not going to say it wasn't surprising that you would want to start a family with me, but have come to accept it if that is truly what you want. I will say this though, I don’t share. If that is something you want then I'm the wrong guy for the job."

"No, that isn’t what we want," Leena responded.  "You’re honorable and trustworthy, loyal and loving. That is what the women of your clan here want as our leader. When others join us, they will know that you’re worthy of this position." 

Shaila replied when she finished. "Thank you for allowing us to have this opportunity. It will be an honor to carry your child, Max."

I almost laughed at that comment, but held it in. Mom and dad are gonna freak when they hear this shit. Al gave his two cents with lewd comments within my mind. I responded in a calm voice, "Ladies, it is an honor to be with you."

At that moment, the women took it upon themselves to entice me with naked flesh when they disrobed. That night was a long one, it was filled with gasps, moans, and screams of pleasure. Not sure how long we went at it, but was definitely sated after our lovemaking. The next few nights were almost a replica of the one before, the ladies with me were insatiable and passionate. They were very vocal, all six of them and were gonna kill me with sex. Well, there are worse ways to go.

The next few months flew by, we went and got as much of the silver as we could. I stored the metal in the secret part of the barn for safe keeping. My magic wielding was going slow, but was reminded by Al about my mana problems. 

The women had a schedule with me now, they made it to be a single lady to be with me at night. That was fine, it gave me more one on one time to talk and love on them more. We welcomed the family of brownies to our home, it was interesting to see the little creatures. Two foot humanoid, green skin and seemed pleasant. The beast mages made the negotiations with them, showed them their area of the house that was there's and what they would accomplish. I just nodded and went with what they said, not really knowing or caring one way or the other. We were helping each other out. Our family checked out the quarry and was indeed abandoned, but from what Al suggested, it would be what we needed for our journey. 

During those months, we got some interesting news, all six of the women were pregnant. They were all ecstatic, evidently I have some special semen because Sasha was told by her clan doctor that she was no longer capable of getting pregnant. I smiled to myself, the bastard elemental said it was because of him. I didn’t give him the satisfaction with a remark, just kept silent. Plans started coming out of nowhere and some worries about the size of the cabin. I advised we would just hire a carpenter to expand our home and that calmed their concerns. Our time together was amazing, it wasn’t lost on me that evil was lurking in the world and something was eventually going to happen. It was when we were eating the midday meal, when Al alerted me that something was near. 

‘By the way, call me Sigmus. At least that is somewhat part of my name, Al is nowhere in it. We have company, the Leshies advised something is disturbing the surrounding woods. Grab everyone that can fight and head outside, Reaper and Hercules know to meet you already,’ Sigmus advised.

"Ladies and gents, we have a situation. Those of who you want to get their hands dirty, grab your gear and suit up, meet me outside. Something is in the woods around us." 

I ran to grab my gear and went outside to see Herc and Reap waiting. The others came out a minute later, armed with bows, quivers, and blades. 

"Lashane and Shaila aren’t going, Leena is staying to protect them," Cass stated when I looked around to see who was joining me. 

‘Alright.  What is the problem, Sigmus?’

‘We have multiple problems, Max. The most pressing is in the northwest section of the forest. We need to get there quickly, they are cutting down everything and using them on siege machines for future battles,’ he answered in a grim manner.

‘Who are they?’

‘Trolls, ogres, ghouls, and redcaps (a breed of goblin)’

‘Damn, are we going to need help?’

‘The Leshies already sent help,' Sigmus advised.  'They are meeting us there. Forest creatures.’ 

"Alright everyone, northwest is our destination. Plenty of evil ones, dangerous as well. We are being met by forest creatures sent by the Leshies, let’s head out at a moderate pace."

We left out and made our way to the northeast part of the forest. As we came upon the scene, it was already hectic. Wolves, bears, and all kinds of creatures were battling each other. 

"Everyone with a bow, kill those ogres and ghouls first. The trolls will be the hardest to kill, so go for the Redcaps at that time. I will take my duo and we will battle them. Cassie, use your magic and fry their asses, shift it need be Val. Go!"

They went off, I took out my bow and let loose my arrows one after the other as fast as I could, taking out evil ones. When I was empty, I threw my quiver and bow down to grab my sword. Running over to the trolls who were fighting the wolves, I hacked and cut everything that was in the way. Reap and Herc got into the fight as well, tearing apart the bastards, but there were too many of them. I got hit in the leg by an arrow, something hit my head and knocked me down. Loud noises were all around, Cass and Val were screaming at me, but I couldn’t understand them. I looked around to see two trolls coming my way. Touching the back of my head I felt something wet, and pulled back my hand to see blood.

‘Get the fuck up, Max! You need to shift! Now!’ Sigmus yelled at me in my mind.

I was still woozy and found the trolls were closer now. I was trying to concentrate and try to shift, but to no avail. The girls were all screaming still, trying to get over to me, but were cut off. Reap and Herc were in a battle with multiple trolls, they couldn’t help either. 

I felt a sharp pain in my legs, looking down I saw one of the trolls had stepped on them. He was smiling smugly and I knew my life was about to be over. My mind tried one more time to shift and at that moment something broke in me. My chest seized up to the point I could barely breathe, my body collapsed, and bones broke into a thousand pieces. My mind was hearing shouts and screams from all directions, but I could care less. I was hurting, my eyes felt like a million needles were poking them. 

When the pain stopped, I opened my eyes and all that was seen was the color red. My senses were multiplied somehow, and got up on my knees, trying to get myself off the ground. Finally getting up onto my knees, my eyes scanned the area trying to find where my people were, Val was was in her lioness form, but I saw terror in her eyes while staring at me. Glancing at myself to see what had changed, I found my body was covered in brownish orange fur. My legs were tree trunks, thick with muscles, and felt strength like I have never felt before. Somehow my body shifted into some kind of beast.  Taking a chance to stand on my back two legs to see if they were weak, I found when I was at my full height that the beast measured at least twelve feet off the ground. At that moment, I was scared out of my mind wondering how this happened, but also remembered being pissed off that someone wounded me.

I turned my head to the sky and roared, the noise was so loud that the ones around me winced, and the forest around me went totally silent. For a minute, I didn’t know who I was, but felt emotions all around me: love, concern, but most of all fear. The beast in me looked around to find out where those emotions were coming from, and found a whole area of creatures looking up at me with trepidation. Deciding that I liked fear, my legs started walking towards them and they scattered. Every step shook and rumbled the earth, I heard someone yelling something at me, but I didn’t pay attention.  My beast just wanted to inflict terror into these beings. A few thought they would be brave and come at me, they were half my size, bald, somewhat muscular, and were carrying clubs. My mind elongated the talons on my paws to six inches long and two inches thick. 

The pukes started swinging those clubs at me, some hit me, but didn’t effect me any. I swung my arms horizontally, left and right. Head were coming off the beasts necks. Four of them backed up, but I caught the nearest one by the head and crushed its skull. Throwing down the corpse, I ran down another two at the forest entrance. The two idiots tried to hit me with their toothpicks, I took them away and beat the shit out of them with their own weapons. When that was done, my feet stepped on the heads of the beasts and crushed them into paste. My bloodlust and adrenaline were peeked now, I turned to head back to see if anybody else wanted to face me. My beast was disappointed though, no one was stepping towards me. The only ones left were humans, elves, a bear and a siba. Heading over to the group, I growled at them feeling the fear emotion again. It felt amazing. They scattered and my head followed a couple of humans.

Sasha moved out of the way and yelled out, "Max, please, it’s us! Please, stop this!"

Val was back in human form and shouted, "Max, calm down, please come back to us!"

"I don't think he can understand, or he doesn't recognize us!"  Cass yelled.  "How the fuck did he do that?  I have never seen this kind of creature before.  If we can't get him to turn back, we may have to take drastic measure!"

Sasha shouted, "What do you mean drastic measures? We have no idea what he can do, and I really don’t want to find out!" The elves backed further away in fear.

I stopped before them and roared again, man that feels great, so I did it again and bet creatures could hear it from miles away. The bear and tiger got in my way for some reason, they didn’t look like they were going to move either. I stepped up to them flexing my hands, waiting for them to do something. Then, I heard voices inside my mind.

‘Max, you need to calm down," Reaper stated. 'This isn’t you, so just breathe deep.’ 

‘Yes, please Max,' Herc bellowed in a deep baritone voice.  You are scaring your mates and friends. Just step back and relax. Let your body shift back to normal.’ 

‘Reap, Herc, what the fuck is happening to me?’

‘Ahh, good job chosen. We have established a link with Reaper and Hercules. I will answer that. You have shifted for the first time and with that, your animal is fighting for dominance in your mind. Don’t worry, I have no intention to let it run things, but we will have to compromise with him since he has just been born, so to speak. He will want to run and see what this body can do, which is great since we need to know as well. Reaper and Hercules will need to come with us just in case and guide you on how to take control back to shift.’

‘Okay, it’s good to hear your voices guys and nice to know we’re bonded.’

Reaper spoke up then, ‘I have felt your bond for many years, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t get any response from you. We can understand your common tongue, that’s why we comply when you ask for things.’

Herc responded, ‘I tried to communicate before, but was being blocked. Sigmus let us know about the path blockage.’

I was speechless and for a few moments didn’t know what to say. ‘This is all freaking me out. How do I change back?’

Reap answered, ‘First, calm down, you won’t be able to change back until you do. Second, let’s go out into the woods, you need to get the adrenaline out of your system. You need to run and let your animal take command for awhile. He will know what to do, not to mention, you will need to hunt; your transformation took a lot out of you, and will need to be replenished.’

I nodded and Herc advised, ‘Max, you are making your mates very uneasy. Their concern for you is palpable.’

I looked down at my women, the looks on their faces said everything. They were terrified, but still holding their ground. The tears flowing down their faces is what broke me, so I grunted to them. I pointed at me and then to the woods.

Cass yelled at me, "Max, where are you going?"

Val followed up with, "Come back, honey! We can get through this together!"

I fell onto all fours, looked at them one last time, and took off not looking back. I ran into the woods quickly, it looked like everything was a blur, but felt magnificent, so I went deeper into the forest.

In the meadow, Reap and Herc turned to the stunned ladies waiting for their reaction. The ladies started to take off after Max, but they were stopped dead when they heard a voice in all of their minds.

Reap growled out, ‘Ladies, go back to the cabin.  Max has some training to do and will need to get used to this on his own. His animal is in charge at the moment, but Herc and I will get him under control. We will leave on that.’

Cass yelled out, "Wait! How are you talking to us?"

'We are able to communicate with you because of Max,' Reaper replied and they took off. 

The elves and weres were wide-eyed as they watched the killing duo go after Max.

"Holy shit! That had to be the biggest were I have ever seen," Elwin gushed in awe.

"Shit, what kind of were did he shift to?" Sasha asked in confusion.

Cass explained, "After thinking it over, I believe it was a combination of Hercules and Reaper."

Val nodded, "I agree. Big fucker wasn’t he? Sure didn’t want to battle him either.

The others agreed and chuckled.

She continued, "My lioness has been waiting for him to show her his animal and test him on his prowess."

Cass chuckled, "Well, what does she think now? He looks like he can take her, and probably the rest of your old pride."

Val snickered out, "We have never seen anything like him. It excites her knowing that huge beast is her mate, but it also frightens her. She doesn’t know how to handle this situation."

"Well, there’s nothing we can do about it right now. So, let’s go back and tell the others then wait till he comes back," Cass suggested and the others nodded. The group started their journey back to the cabin.




Chapter Tweny-Two








Deep inside the woods, I was still letting my  animal run, trying to calm down some but caught something with my senses. I strolled slowly over to a hill east of my current position and stopped behind some brush to see a group down below. People were camping, laughing, drinking, and some were cooking over a spit.

I moved into the brush slowly making sure they couldn’t detect me. Scanning the camp site I surmised the count coming to about sixty, and more female than male. Kids were running around playing behind the adults, and some were chatting at a camp fire. Being a male, what do you think I looked at first? You guessed it, the females were smoking hot: perfect skin, some tight and athletic, while others voluptuous with curves in all the right places.

Sigmus spoke at that moment, 'This was another location for us to look at, the Leshies picked up this wolf pack and the evil ones coming into the forest.'  

Grunting my agreement, I looked around to see a conference being held in the middle of the camp, where numerous females, and a few males were being led by a perfect specimen. This one had to be about 6’3", olive skin, black hair, tight stomach, and a fine fucking ass. I assumed she must be the leader, and whoever was her mate was a lucky man. 

Scanning over the camp for some time, my eyes saw some little ones come out for food, and they were kind of cute. I was about to leave when my eyes detected movement from the east, thinking it might be some type of animals or someone connected to the people here, but I didn’t expect what came out of the trees. Three beasts came out casually walking towards the pack. They were the most hideous things I have ever seen.  The beast had grey emaciated bodies with bones sticking out of the skin, jagged looking teeth, very tall, and had what looked to be horns coming out of their heads. The three ugly creatures walked calmly toward the campsite while the defenders were scattering and yelling for the others to prepare themselves. Hmm… wonder how they’re going to do that. They better have some kind of arsenal in those tents, because these fuglies were about to cause chaos. Suddenly the campers were tearing their clothes off and throwing them on the ground. If it wasn’t a serious situation, I would be checking out all the naked females. ... Hey, I’m a warm blooded male, and seeing naked flesh always gets me going, if you know what I mean. 

Abruptly, the campers fell on all fours, and started to change.  I caught the lead female as she was changing, she turned into a big black wolf. She must be the alpha, and her betas came to stand next to her, baring their teeth when the creatures came to a stop twenty feet from them. The wolves looked tense and the three ugly ones bellowed a challenge. The alpha and even the betas were big, but they had no chance against these things. I heard a sound behind me, and turned to see Reap and Herc as they came up to the scene and growled.

‘Wendigos. What are those creatures doing this far south?’ Reap asked.

‘Don’t know, but it doesn’t add up,' Herc replied.  'They usually only go after humans, I wonder what has changed since they are going after weres now. Maybe they are just killing the other predators in the woods.’ 

I bellowed to them in their mind, ‘What the fuck are those things? They are hideous.’

Sigmus grumbled in my mind and let me know as he spoke to all three of us, ‘They are an abomination. Used to be a human turned cannibal, as the legend goes.  They track down humans and eat them, that’s how they gain more power. They are very cunning, fast creatures, and hard as hell to kill.  The Leshies didn't warn us about this, something evil must be nearby.’

Herc nodded and said, ‘Yes, and we have humans to the east of us. Are we going to let them live or kill them?’

‘Kill them. We can’t leave something like that out here. Although, now that I think about it, people have been going missing. The rangers have been beside themselves not being able to find any trace of the ones that captured them. I wonder if they have anything to do with it.’

They glanced at each other then looked back at me and grunted. I took that as a yes. We observed the inevitable fight coming, the wolves didn’t have a chance unless we intervened. I looked at the females and the cubs shaking in fear, so I got myself ready for the fight. Both sides ran toward each other and met in a clash of yelps and growls. The alpha was holding her own, but the two betas were dead in thirty seconds. It didn’t bode well for the wolves.

Sigmus interrupted me, ‘Max, are you ready?’ I nodded and he advised, ‘The only way to kill these things is to rip the heart out and destroy it. It would be easier to behead them, then take out the heart.’ I grunted as my reply.

‘We are going to observe you for a little while, to see what you can do in this form. We will intervene if it gets bad.’ Reap cautiously expressed.

Nodding knowing it would be a good test, I grunted and stepped out of our hiding place. My eyes scanned the fight before me and found those creatures have killed at least twenty already. I came out into the clearing on my back legs and roared. Man, I love to see the reaction of those after doing do that, the fight stopped cold and the two sides looked at me sizing me up. Snickering at those looks, I was at least 3 or 4 feet taller and had way more meat on my bones. 

I sprinted on two feet down to the battle and when looking into the repulsive creatures’ eyes, I saw fear mixed with rage. They left the wolves alone and concentrated on me as I dashed towards them, but didn’t move as my big ass plowed through them. Now, as I said before, I am about 12 feet tall. I never said anything about my body, as it stands I guarantee you my weight is over a thousand pounds. So, when that train hits you, things tend to bend and break. 

I shoulder checked them and they flew backwards about 30 feet, bones shattering on the two decaying bodies. They got back up and charged after me, albeit slower, so I was ready for them. Looking down at my hands, I mentally told them to elongate, and after a few moments they did. They ended up about three inches long, two inches thick, and razor sharp. The first one was going to be my guinea pig, so I waited for him to make his move. He tried to bull rush me like I did to them, but I sidestepped and swiped down on his back with my claws. His back sliced right open, and a painful screech came out of its mouth. It took a swing at me, but I ducked under it and caught its arm with my right hand. I then swung it around to face me and took a swipe across its neck. The head came off like I was cutting butter, the head rolled away and its body dropped to the ground. I immediately thrust in its chest cavity to rip the heart out, it came out with a disturbing sucking noise and I crushed it with my paw as blood was flowing down my arm. 

Turning around to find the pack attacking the other ones, I mumbled, "one down, two to go." The closest one to me was to my right and walked towards the thing while it was fighting off wolves. Taking my chance since it was distracted, I strolled over and cut the fucker’s hamstrings with my claws. It fell to its knees.  Without giving a chance for it to heal, I swiped and cut the head off of the ass wipe. It went rolling over to my left towards some wolves and the body fell over. My fist was already swinging towards the body before it even landed and put a hole inside its chest to extricate its heart. Grabbing onto it, I pulled it out and threw it down on the ground, then crushed it with my right foot.

Getting myself back into the fight, I turned to see the last one watching me with pure hatred and disdain. Well, right back at you fella!  After a few moments, I heard a raspy voice enter my head, ‘Leave this place and live. You will not defeat us.’ The fuckers talk with telepathy!

‘Okay, what makes you think that?’

His raspy laugh pissed me off and after he got it under control he replied, ‘Because there is only one of you, and four of us left in our hideout.’

‘Really? Well, let me break it down for you,’ I sniffed his scent, it filled my nose, and almost retched but continued, ‘I have your scent, and after we are finished with you, then we will take your hideout. I’m assuming that’s where your hiding all the people you kidnapped.’ I tried to keep it busy so the wolves could come behind the creature.

‘You’ll never find out,’ it snarled

"Now!" I yelled and the wolves jumped him from behind, the wendigo screeched trying desperately to get them off. It only worked a few seconds before he shook them off, but that’s all that was needed. I punched hard into the bastard’s back; my claws grabbed onto its heart and yanked it out of its body. I threw the heart down and grabbed the fucker’s head and made it look at me as I twisted the head off of its shoulders.  Black blood oozed everywhere.

I threw the head down on the ground, grabbed the heart that was left, and ripped it apart. Turning around, I found the wolf pack staring at me.  I didn’t know what they were doing, so I just waited patiently. One of the bigger wolves came over and sat down before me, I was going to be polite for now, so went down on all fours, but still towered over the wolf. 

A female voice entered my mind, ‘We are grateful for your timely intervention. If you hadn’t shown up those vile creatures would have ended us.’ I nodded while glancing around to see where Reap and Herc were, but didn’t see them. Since he didn’t respond she continued, ‘I am Sophia, can I ask your name?’

‘Max, nice to meet you Sophia.’

‘Wow, such a strong voice, I am happy to meet you Max. We haven’t seen a creature like you before, are we trespassing in your lands?’ Sophia asked politely.

‘Yes, these are my woods, but it’s okay.  The forest protectors advised us of your pack, they had us come check you out to make sure everything was kosher.   I don’t mind you being here as long as your pack doesn’t cause trouble, the forest protectors will keep eyes on you.  As to your question about what creature I am, that’s a tough answer to give. I am probably the only one of my kind, so can’t really say what I am.’

She nodded and spoke again, ‘Thank you Max for letting us stay. Our pack was driven off by orcs and other evil ones. We’ve traveled across many miles, and noticed the raids are getting worse. Now, we find wendigoes this far south. It seems some kind of evil is driving these incidents.’

All I could do is nod and agree with her. I didn’t know what she was wanting and decided to hurry this conversation along. I needed to get to the wendigo hideout before losing the trail.

‘Sophia, I’m sorry to hurry you along, but I have to find this creature’s hideout. Are you needing something from me?’

‘Yes Max, I would like to discuss something with you, but it can wait until the hideout is found.’ I heard footsteps behind me, knowing that it was Reap and Herc, I kept my eyes on the wolf. She checked out who was behind me and took a couple steps back, her eyes widened when she saw the two predators behind me. I will have to say, those two are a sight to see when alone, but together they are intimidating. She composed herself well enough to stammer out, ‘D-Damn, what are you doing with a siba and a kodiak? By yourself, you are frightening, but having those two with you is downright terrifying!’

I laughed, turned towards them, and stated, ‘What’s up fellas! I’ve got the scent off dingle berry there,’ pointing to the headless beast, ‘we need to move, I don’t know how far the hideout is, but those things need to be stopped. The revolting douchebag said there were four more of them at their hideout.’

‘That is disturbing news. I believe you were correct in thinking the people that were kidnapped are probably held there. They need to be stopped, but we can’t go there unprepared.’ Reap counseled.

Herc agreed, ‘Yes, we need a plan and quick.’

I thought about the situation, but couldn’t bring any one that could be caught easily, so that left the rangers out. I wanted to go get the girls, but it was even more dangerous for them. ‘Can we do it ourselves, or do we get help?’ If I was in my other form, I would get reinforcements, this form I could do without my normal weapons.

Reap answered, ‘It will be difficult, but yes we can.’ Herc nodded, that’s all I needed to know to start forming my plan. He continued, "Also, here are your harness and weapons." He bent his head down and they fell to the ground, picking them up I turned back to the wolf and saw she had taken more steps back.

‘Sophia, let me introduce them to you so it will calm your nerves. This is Reaper,’ pointing at the siba, ‘and that is Hercules,’ pointing to the kodiak.

She lowered her head in respect, ‘It’s nice to meet you gentlemen. I am a little shaken by your presence, so please, excuse me.’ They nodded and I spoke to her again, ‘We are heading out to locate their hideout. It was nice meeting you, I’m sure we’ll see each other again.’ She was about to say something but we were already across the meadow.

We traveled north for a few hours, stopping only for food and water. I could tell we were close, but still couldn’t get a good read on the scent I picked up. We noticed numerous tracks, most of them human, so we followed them onto a road for a while and picked up the scent strongly, and followed it to an abandoned mine shaft. Unbelievable, these creatures are setting up shop in plain sight, this has to be near a town.

‘This has to be it. They live in damp, dark, secluded places.’ Reap advised.

I nodded and proposed, ‘Okay, let’s find a place up off the ground to see if those things come out.’ They agreed, so we checked around and found a hill about 30 yards from the mine. It was dense with foliage and trees that would make us invisible if we played our cards right. We were there for another hour before catching movement coming from the north.

It looks like a group of 50 or so orcs leading about forty prisoners to the mine. That was definitely odd behavior for them. They had them boxed in where no one could escape, although none could do anything without taking another prisoner with them. The prisoners were tied together with shackles, and metal collars, it would be suicide to try anything. They were of different races: human, dwarf, elf, amazon, and probably races of were. This was alarming, not only are the orcs involved, it seems these wendigoes have a part to play too. What are they doing with these people? The leader of the orcs bellowed something unintelligible while stopping the group 30 feet from the entrance, and stood there waiting for something. Hmm…Let’s see if any of the ugly bastards come out. It wasn’t two minutes and four creepy looking beings came out, if the prisoners weren’t scared before, they were now. I could see some groaning and fighting against their captivity, but it wasn’t long until the orcs got the situation under control. The leader walked to the four wendigoes and started up a conversation that I could understand.

"You’re late." The lead wendigo grumbled.

"We ran into some trouble and had to fight off some rangers. They are getting better, soon they will know what we are up to. How many more are we supposed to gather?" The lead orc replied.

"That isn’t decided by us, we were told to handle this portion of the plan. The other nine locations are gathering too. Soon we will have our quota, then we can leave this place. The overlords will decide when that happens, but right now we stay on course," the wendigo answered. Holy shit! They have nine other locations like this. After a couple minutes the prisoners were led into the mine and soon the doors closed behind them. The orcs regrouped and started leaving.

‘Okay, you heard the conversation?’ They nodded, ‘Two things I see we need to do, stop those orcs, and infiltrate that mine.’

‘Yes, the orcs need to be first, then scout out the mine.’ Herc stated.

‘I agree, let’s go.’

We followed them silently through the woods. They weren’t in any hurry, so we took our time coming up on them. About an hour later they set up camp a little off the road, we stayed in the brush and foliage, it made good camouflage. We laid down to rest and made our plans to destroy these orcs, I tried to keep my eyes open, but advised the other two I was taking a breather. It felt like only a few minutes went by but it was a couple of hours when I was awoken. 

Scanning the area I found the sun was already down and was nudged by Reaper, ‘They are settling down by the campfire, sentries are out, and we have company.’ 

He pointed behind me and I turned my groggy mind to see who would be by us. It took me a minute to locate her, but I found the she wolf in human form staring at me from a distance. Hmm… I wonder what she’s doing here. Indicating where I was going, he nodded. Coming upon her, she looked anxious, so I put her mind at ease and bowed my head to her.

"Soph, to what do I owe the honor of your presence?"

She actually blushed and looked away. "I am sorry for intruding, but we wanted to help. We have been following you since you left the mine."

"Okay, but this is a dangerous situation, we counted about fifty orcs over that hill,’ I let her know as I pointed, "also we found at least four wendigoes back at the mine."

She agreed and spoke confidently, "We have seen them. The orcs are a plus, we owe those fuckers too. Please, let us help, we won’t be a distraction."

I thought about our situation and agreed we could use someone to run interference or create diversions. "I concede that we could use the help. How many did you bring with you?"

"Twenty five survived, but we left five with the cubs. The four other groups of my pack are exploring other areas not too far from these woods. Each group numbers in the sixties, but the rest of who were in the battle this morning are here, hidden, and waiting for commands. Don’t know if this matters, but there are twelve females, and eight males. The one’s left behind were female too."

"We won’t have any issues if they can follow orders, trust each other, and kill when I need them to. Doesn’t matter to me if they are male or female."

She laughed softly and replied, "You are one of a kind Max. Most males would try to control the pack or at least make sure the females are in the background. The females are always overlooked even though we could probably kick most of their asses."

I chuckled and responded, "Remind them of that in a few minutes when they are surrounded by orcs. I need to get back up there, so we will try to communicate to you what needs to be done."

"Okay, when we get through this ordeal, we need to finish our conversation we started earlier today." She countered and strolled over to me and nuzzled her head in my chest. That action caught me off guard, but I didn’t want to appear rude, so I wrapped her in a hug. "Stay safe, Max." She commanded as she walked away. What just happened? I didn’t want to think what that meant. I made my way back to Reap and Herc, to find out what’s going on.

‘What’s the status? Is it going to be hard?’

Reap snickered, ‘I don’t know,’ looking at my downstairs, ‘You sure were cozy with that she-wolf. How hard did she make it?’

I was caught off guard by that comment. ‘What are you talking about? She came to me.’

Herc chuckled, ‘Damn, you made her cum that quick? You need to tell me you’re secret.'

‘Okay, obviously I have missed the joke. Explain it!’

‘Let’s just say that she has your scent, and it won’t go away anytime soon,’ he replied.

It dawned on me then what they were explaining. ‘Are you saying she wants to mate with me?’

Reaper laughed loudly, ‘Yes, she will make you hers, no matter what you say.’

‘I’m not a wolf, I’m not even this form, and don’t even know if I can change back into this,’ gesturing to my body.

Sigmus confidently offered an explanation, ‘The magic you have will allow this. You already have a lioness, an avian mage, and a few elves.  Why not a wolf too?’  He chuckled but got serious again, "I have been meaning to speak to you about that and have been thinking why you shifted into that form. I believe you can mimic your bonds, therefore change into their forms. It seems you chose both of their forms at the same time, which is truly remarkable, and seems why you are half again their size. It also seems you will be larger than the original form you take. I believe if you bond to a mage you can mimic their magic. We would need to practice to see what you can do.’ 

I looked at Herc after the clarification of my sudden ability to shapeshift. He nodded and smiled, or at least I think he smiled. He looked like he was constipated to me, but on to the matter at hand.

‘You’re saying that when people bond to me, I can somehow copy their magic or form?’ They all grunted and I assumed that was a yes. ‘How does someone bond to me? Do they attach their auras to me, like Cass said?’

Herc answered my questions, ‘Yes, if it is the individual’s will, they can link themselves to you. I did that when we first met. I knew your heart was in the right place when Reap was with you. He wouldn’t be around if you had an evil heart. From what Sigmus says, when someone links themselves with your aura, theoretically you will be able to use their magic.  Since Reaper is a telepath, you will be able to talk with others through telepathy. Another way is through a mate bond, a connection will form when the females’ will wants more than to attach to you. When you have a mate bond form between you, they will start to feel things: emotions, thoughts, and sensations.

Sigmus popped in with a smug comment, "Seven links have already formed.’ I snapped my head around so fast, I felt my neck pop.

‘What do you mean seven?’ I whispered.

Reap responded to that.  ‘Well, to our earlier laughing at you, we knew what was happening. The she-wolf has linked herself to you. You only have to accept it, like you did with your other mates back at the cabin.’ 

‘So I take it with me being able to speak through the minds of others, then I’m allowing others to come into my mind as well?’ Reap nodded but I continued, ‘That’s why I could talk with the wendigo, I somehow wanted to communicate with it.’

The two grunted and I shook my head at this weird and spectacular day. I will figure out the she-wolf later. ‘Well, on to things I can control. The wolves want to help and awaiting my command. What is the plan?’ We went over what we thought would have the least casualties, relaying the thoughts to the wolves and was getting anxious. I tried the breathing exercises my dad taught me, and eventually calmed down. This was it, we got in our positions, and waited for the right time to attack.

‘Soph, can you hear me?’

‘Loud and clear, hon.’

‘Move to your positions, and prepare for battle. Be careful, don’t take risks unless you need to.’

‘Will do, baby. You just take care of that sexy ass of yours. Don’t make me kick your ass too.’

I laughed, and put my concentration back on the scene in front of me.

We technically surrounded them, I silently creeped up to the sentry on my side, which was mind boggling since I’m huge. He turned away from me, a big mistake, I reached and grabbed his head and broke his neck, dropped his body to the ground, then moved up until I heard talking at the camp fire.

"Where will we go now, we pretty much have been to every town around here? They need to get those wagons here before they wake up and rebel."

"What do you think the count is now?"

"I don’t know, over four hundred maybe, but they won’t be able to get away from those wens."

"We’ll head south, to catch up with those three other wens. They went down to exterminate those wolf packs that have been hindering us lately."

"Ha! Makes my mouth water just thinking about some wolf meat."

"What about those rangers we captured. Do you think it will cause trouble?

"Hmm…not sure, but don’t care, they’ll be gone this week anyway."

A bat was chittering, crickets chirping, and other animal noises were heard, until it wasn’t. All of a sudden, silence was heard throughout the woods.

"What’s going on?"

"I don’t know, be quiet, I think I heard something."

That was my que, so I stood up and stomped into the camp site. Orcs bellowed and hurried to find their weapons.

"W-What the f-fuck… are y-you?" the lead orc stuttered.

"Someone who wants information," I grumbled.

"W-What information?"

"How many wens, as you call them, are in that mine?"

His green face went to a pale green, knowing we saw the mine, he tried to save face, "What mine? What are wens?"

I sighed, "Okay, I’ll make this easy for you. I will ask a question, and you will answer truthfully. If you don’t then one of you dies. It’s looks like I can play twenty questions and have leftovers." I laughed at his confused reaction. "First questions. How many prisoners are in the mine, and how long have you been doing this mission?"

"Don’t tell him anything! The overlords will end us!" A stupid ass orc shouted out.

"Hmm…I guess it is show and tell time." I extended my claws and swiped across the neck of the orc that shouted out, decapitating him. His head rolled on the ground and the body fell flat.

"Now, answer the question."

"400, we have been at it over 6 months." Another orc answered.

I nodded at him, "Next question, how many rangers were captured?"

Nobody answered, so I went to bat again. I decided a double dose was needed this time. I walked over to the next casualties and grabbed two of them before they could move away from me. I lifted them up off the ground to my height and slammed to the ground. It took three times to knock them unconscious, then laid them flat on the ground carefully side by side. I got myself into position, leaped in the air, and landed on their heads. My tree trunk legs and feet crushed them like melons and looked up to find most of them were about to flee. ‘Soph, move up slowly, and let them know you are near. ‘Reap and Herc, move up.’ I glanced around the camp waiting for the yelling to start. Moments later I got my wish, growling could be heard throughout the camp site. The orcs were in panic mode, not knowing if they could take their chances and fight their way out. Half of the orcs decided it was better to fight, so they hollered something in Orcish and ran. They didn’t get far, the wolves surrounded them and with Reap and Herc they took care of them. It lasted about three minutes. The others didn’t see the hulking masses of tiger and bear in the dark, some probably thought the others made it out. I took the choice from them.

"Nobody else move! Those wolves you see are at my command, which makes them my responsibility. You harm them, then you will most certainly die. Reap, Herc, come up here." They walked into light from the fire, and three quarters of the orcs left alive fainted and loud thuds meant the bodies hit the ground. ‘Soph, surround us.’ She responded by action and the wolves stood ten feet away. Soph was right behind me, I wondered if that was planned and shook my head, getting it back on track. I walked over to the leader and he just stared at me defiantly.

"Who’s your second in command?" It took him a few moments, but relented, pointing the orc by me. Good, I didn’t have to go far. I grabbed the leader and punched him in the face, crushing his skull. I wasn’t done though, I grabbed his head in one hand and held his neck in the other and roared out as I ripped his head off his shoulders. Dropping them on the ground, I turned to the second in command, feeling the green blood that gushed out onto me. I watched his demeanor, allowing him to calm down a little, so we could continue the interrogation.

"Hopefully, you will be better at listening." He nodded quickly. "Rangers, how many, and are they still here?"

"Ten, yes."

"Wens. How many are in the mine, and where are they located?"

"Six, four are keeping eyes on the prisoners, and the other two are walking the mine shaft."

"Why are you capturing them?"

"I-I don’t know. The overlords don’t tell us.

"I believe you. Overlords, who are they?

"Dark mages. Different kinds: summoners, necros, and warlocks."

Damn, what are they up to? "Where are the other locations?"

"I’m not sure. I only know where the closet one is, besides here."

"Okay, tell me."

"It’s near a town called Aston. The location is in the abandoned mine like it is here.

"When do the overlords come check up on you?"

"They come when the wagons come for the people we have gathered."

"How many times have the wagons shown up here?"

"None, this is the first." I exhaled in relief at knowing this information, but needed to get those people out and get to Will.

‘Reap, Herc, what do you think?’

‘You got some good intel,’ Reap responded.

‘We need to get back to the mine and clean house,’ Herc suggested.

‘What are we going to do with the leftovers?’

Both of them responded at the same time. ‘Kill them!’

‘I was thinking the same thing. Okay, I’ll get the wolves involved.’

I didn’t look but asked, ‘Soph, you still with me?’

‘Yes, baby, I’m not leaving without you,’ she purred.

I stumbled at that remark, but replied, ‘It’s about to get messy, you in or out?

She answered with a sultry voice, ‘In, baby, you don’t need to ask. We are here for you and your pack.

"Let’s make this quick. Everyone, kill at will!" The wolves sprinted in and started the killing, Reap and Herc were right behind them. I just stayed back, thinking of what was said. We have a lot of work to do. I shook my head listening to the screams and growls for about five minutes that ended in sweet silence. I went around and made sure the orcs were dead, ending with the leader. We went around to the bodies and collected all items of value: currency, knives, daggers, swords, axes, and tied them together in bundles then gave to Reap and Herc to carry. I turned to the sound of feet coming my way, Soph and some of her pack were waiting for me, I guess, so slowly walked over and bowed to them. "Thanks for the assist ladies and gentlemen. We couldn’t have done this without you."

‘You can talk to them mentally, through my link. Thank you for a chance to honor the fallen, by seeking revenge against those who wronged us.’ I bowed and told her it wasn’t a big deal. ‘Max, you have given us a great gift. It is a big deal for us. Now, when are we leaving?’ Soph replied.

My left eyebrow rose, why are they going? ‘You’re going with us?’

‘Of course, I’m not letting you go without me again.’




***




We stayed in the camp and rested until it was dark enough so that no one would see us at the mine. During this time I finally caught on how to change back to my human form. When I did, my body had changed. I grew almost a foot, my shoulders were broadened, and my physique was way more muscular.  Some other parts of my body were changed, but wasn't going into detail about them now.  Thank goodness someone had some pants I could wear or at least fit me somewhat, because when changing back you need to have some clothes nearby. When my naked butt hit the ground, I tried to hurry and put the pants on but wasn’t fast enough, although the ladies around loved the show and gave shout outs, some whistled.

"Damn, look at that fine specimen," Samantha purred out.

"Yes ma’am, he is divine," Felicity huskily stated.

Sophia came to my rescue, "Down girls. Leave the poor man alone." She chuckled at their banter. I shook my head and went to find Herc and Reap to rest.

While we were resting, Soph took it upon herself to come visit with us. We talked for a long time about everything not related to what we were about to partake. Her pack was most important to her, the relationships with her sisters of the pack especially. She introduced me to the ones that spoke out when I had a wardrobe malfunction, which didn’t deter them at all because they still wanted to get close to me. I laughed at their brazen personalities, Soph laughed numerous times at my jokes and humor. She was headstrong and a great person to talk to, it was enjoyable getting to know her and the pack. We were taken out of our conversation when two ladies came over to let us know it was time to go. Getting up, I got my gear together and walked to the front of the group with my duo in tow. Soph was talking with a couple of betas when she caught my eye and nodded as my crew walked by. Our journey starts now.

Half way through the trip back some howls were heard off to the east, Soph stopped when she noticed the signs of some of her pack. We waited until the group came into view and shifted back into their human forms. There was at least sixty of them, male and female combined. The leaders met with Soph’s group and talked about the escapade they went through. Three males that didn’t really figure to be anything special, medium height, muscular, obviously being weres, but just average elsewhere. They were all up on Sophia, trying to see what they could do for her or what we were doing and so on. She just ignored them totally, but I saw it as the guys were trying to get on her good side, maybe try to mate with her. Shrugging those thoughts off just in time as she came over to my side, the three males and a female in tow.

"Max, these are some of my betas: Nancy, Carl, James, and Hank. Guys this is Max, the one who helped us out of a major jam today."

I nodded to them but didn’t speak, the three dildos looked at me with disdain, but Nancy spoke out, "It’s very nice to meet you Max. Thank you for helping our alpha and the pack today."

I could already tell that these fucks were going to be annoying, but didn’t say that.

"Likewise Nancy."

Soph commanded, "Alright, you late comers have been updated with our mission, let’s go." We set again on our journey to see if we can see if our group can set those captives free.

We arrived back at the mine around midnight. The full moon was out in all its glory and the wolves came out to play. Soph had her betas scout the exterior to make sure those fugly bitches can't get behind us. We were about to go into the nest. I thought I would be nervous, but felt calm and confident, while still in human form my hand grabbed the axe I took from the chief and started going through forms to loosen up my body. The new height and muscle definition was something I had to get used to very quickly. My body was quicker and stronger but felt out of sync. I was finishing up when Soph came over to sit down and watch me.

"Damn, you are one sexy man! Were you always this big?"

I laughed and responded, "No princess, I guess when my magic came out and shifted my body, it also changed my original form.

"Princess? I ain't no damn princess! Bitch is more like it. You may call me Alpha Bitch if you prefer to give me a title," she snickered.

"The night is still young, I'll see if I can come up with a better one then. That one may get me slapped," I replied smiling.

"Yep, you need to watch yourself mister. I am a bit moody at the moment and won't just let anyone take advantage of me," she smiled coyly.

I brazenly replied, "I'll make sure nobody takes advantage of you too much. Wouldn't want that pretty smile to go away."

Her eyes lit up and she gave me a smoldering look, "What if I want you to take advantage of me?"

I chuckled out "Down girl, we don't need any distractions right now. If you keep that up, I'll definitely have to discipline you."

Her body shuddered and softly spoke, "Spanking? Ohhhh that would be magnificent. I've haven't been spanked in years."

I couldn't believe my ears. Damn, she must be one of those bondage loving chicks. Huh...never thought I would meet someone in to that.

"Fuck, woman, you down with bondage and all that?"

"Hell yeah! There's nothing like being fucked hard when you're tied down or dangling in the air," she wistfully replied.

Shaking my head smirking, "I'll remember to tell the guy you end up with then." She didn't get a chance to respond as I looked over her head, and noticed a few of her pack walking towards us. We got up to meet them, and noticed it was her betas Carl, Hank, James, and Samantha. The guys smiled at Soph and gave me a go to hell look. Samantha smiled at me as she looked up and down my body. Soph found this funny for some reason.

"Carl, what's the status?" Soph politely asked.

"We checked the perimeter, and found no other entry points except the entrance. We feel certain that we can infiltrate without being seen. The wens haven't been sighted."

"If we attack as one, we will be victorious. It will be a hard fight, but honorable and glorious," James advised.

"I agree Sophia, the wens won't see us coming, and won't know what hit them," Hank had to put his two cents in. I just blinked for a few moments because I didn't know what to say. Are these people idiots? Do they want to die? Stupid motherfuckers. I sure as hell am not doing what they said.

Soph confused with their assessment questioned them, "Are you sure that is the best approach?" They nodded and she looked at me for my opinion. I was definitely going to give it. These idiots are going to get everyone killed.

"Max, what do you think of their plan?" The three brainless idiots were shocked she asked me of my thoughts. Dumb asses. What I should've said was 'Don't listen to these fuckers. They will be the end of you.' Instead I glanced over to the other female of the group, "I have an opinion, but will hold it until I hear what Sam has to say," she looked up when I said her name, "What would you do in this scenario?" That set off a round of bitching and complaining. Did they think the woman couldn't think for herself? I swear, I'm about to bitch slap these assholes.

"Going right at them is suicide. We should split up and take them one or two at a time," Sam smiled at me when she said this. I winked at her and began my rant.

"My plan is sort of like that. We split up, take the majority of us to where the prisoners are; since four are supposed to be guarding them. The rest will go tango with the other two deep within the mine. We will give a signal and attack at the same time, that way the wens won't be able to prepare."

"That's it?" Carl scoffed. "That's your plan?"

Those little fuckers actually started laughing. I didn't care what these three little men said or did. I was going to do my thing.

"Why are you hanging around him, Sophia? He doesn't belong here." Hank sneered.

"How can you be in his presence? He is beneath your station. If you need some male time, let me know, I will be happy to fill that role," James smirked.

"What the hell are you three doing? Do you not realize who you are talking to? He can tear you apart with his hands. I can't believe how fucking stupid you three are," Sam yelled while Soph seethed in anger. I just laughed at them, which confused them and guessed the comments made was supposed to rile me up. As I carried on with laughter, they started getting angry, but stopped and wiped a tear out of my eye to say my peace. "I take it you three were in the group not involved in the fighting that took place today?" They nodded, so I glanced at the ladies and bowed, "It was nice talking to you. I am honored to have met you, and wish you the best in your endeavors." I smiled and winked at them while walking over to Reap and Herc off to the side to see if they were prepared. 'You ready to go? The wolves said the only way in and out are those double doors.'

Herc replied while smirking, 'Yes, we're ready, but are the wolves joining us?'

Reap chuckled, 'Max can't go anywhere without drama."

I wasn't going to respond to that. 'Don't know, don't care. If they want to join us, then they got about thirty seconds to get ready.' I gave it about a minute, and nobody joined us. 'Let's get this fucking show on the road.' I walked to the entrance, opened the door for my two compadres, and went in shutting the door silently behind me.  Thinking about what I wanted to accomplish like Sigmus taught me, then voiced the magic that was needed, a tingling sensation ran through me to present itself and was shocked as white fire came out of my hand. The heat was so intense that I had to look away for a few moments, but ran my hand along the door frame, welding them to the rock. I technically sealed us in, but made sure no one could get in or out, unless they were a mage.

‘Your magic is a good weapon to have. I am glad you have that now, we may need it. Also, we were going to suggest it just be the three of us, but didn’t want to upset you. It will be easier and quieter for the three of us." I nodded and he continued, "I want you to stay human for as long as possible. We don’t want to startle the prisoners and announce our presence too soon.’ Reap recommended.

‘Let’s go nice and easy, maybe we can skirt around to get to the ones deep in the mine first. Max, use the axe, it is sharp enough to cut the heads off. Then use the dagger to the cut the heart out. Also, the bastards are susceptible to fire, so burn them, especially the hearts.’ Herc silently stated. I nodded and started wondering how these two know all this shit. We walked down the tunnel to get our fight on.




Chapter Twenty-Three








(Outside, when Max walked off, the wolves had a private chat, or is it yell. I’m not entirely sure, but someone is about to get there asses chewed out)

Sophia was turning to go after Max, but Carl caught her arm, holding on to it. Her anger was absolute, and was about to overflow like an erupting volcano. Her eyes turned golden, telling others she was about to change. She yanked her arm out of Carl’s hand and growled out, "Don’t ever put your fuckin hands on me again. That is your one and only warning." Carl scrambled back a couple of steps holding his hands up trying to get her to calm down.

"Why are you so angry, Soph?"  Hank asked. "We were just giving our opinions and suggestions." 

Sophia whipped her around to him and yelled out, "You don’t get to call me by that name. You call me Sophia or Alpha. Do you three understand!?

They nodded, but James couldn’t keep his mouth shut. "We heard that human call you by that name, why can’t we? I still can’t believe you were flirting with the human, it’s just not right."

Before Sophia could respond, Carl commented to his brother’s question. "Why are we even here? It’s not like we owe them anything."

The alpha’s anger still going strong, it was Samantha who answered. "Did you three not hear any of the accounts of the battles we had today?"

"Yeah, we heard it, but didn’t believe most of it. There isn’t a creature alive who is half bear and half tiger. Oh, and 12 ft. tall. They also said it was a burnt orange color, with stripes all over the body," Hank replied sarcastically.

Sam nodded and continued, "Yes, I was there, and know what I saw. We were cornered by some wendigoes, and didn’t think we were going to make it out. They had twenty of us killed in minutes, and we couldn’t do anything to them. It was like they didn’t feel pain from our claws. Then, his massive body come on to the scene and roared. It was a sound I will never forget, it actually stopped the fight, and we all looked to see what predator was coming to join in. He was so quick and strong, the wens as the orcs call them, didn’t know what to do with this creature, and neither did we. Max sprinted towards the wens, so our entire pack dropped back to let them fight it out. He killed the first one in less than two minutes, killed another one minutes later when he cut it down and pulled the heart out. He also distracted the last one long enough to let a few of us get behind it to distract the creature. When it was distracted, he put his hand through its chest and pulled the heart out and threw it on the ground. He wasn’t done though, he grabbed the bastard, pulled him up to his height to look it in the eyes, and ripped its head off with his bare hands."

While Sam was recalling the events of the first battle, Sophia calmed down enough to listen and breathe normally. She took up the conversation for the second battle, "We followed Max and his crew here and eventually to the orc camp. We talked him into letting us participate and get some revenge on the fuckers. There had to be over fifty of them, and Max had us surround the camp, but listen for his signal. How do you suppose the battle went? Any of you can answer."

Hank: All-out battle, numerous casualties.

James: Our pack took most of them out with the help of the siba and kodiak.

Carl: Our pack took care of everything without help.

Sophia couldn’t help herself, she busted out laughing. The three males were confused by her behavior. When Sophia calmed down, she explained the rest of the scene to the idiots. "No, Max himself went straight up to the camp with his glorious muscles and toned body. The fifty or so orcs didn’t know how to act, they just stood up with their weapons out. He gave them an ultimatum, answer his questions truthfully, or one of them dies until he gets to the last one. They didn’t answer his questions at first; but after he swiped one’s head off with his claws, and stepped on two more heads crushing them with his feet, they started answering."

James stated, "I call bullshit! No way, I don’t believe he did all that by himself!"

Sophia took a deep calming breath and continued, "Yes, at that point Max was annoyed, he had us move up to surround them, with Reaper and Hercules. The orcs scattered when they heard our growls, so half of them fled. We took care of them within minutes, so Max brought us up into the camp. At this point, Max asked who the second in command was. When someone pointed him out, he ripped the head off of the leader and threw his head and body to the ground. He got the intel he needed and let us kill the rest. Now we are here about to clean this nest out. People are prisoners in there, and we need to get them out.

James smirked, "See, I told you the pack took care of business. He couldn’t have done it himself."

Sam replied, "You don’t understand anything do you? Max did it this way because it would have less casualties. There wasn’t any wounded on our side. He is a great leader! You three could learn a few lessons from him. He is wise for one to be so young." They laughed at her remarks, but she wasn’t paying attention. She was looking for Max, and couldn’t locate him. "Alpha, where is our hero? I can’t seem to find him." All five of them scanned the area looking for the triple threat. The only thing they saw was the rest of the pack waiting and whispering by the entrance to the mine. They went over to see what the commotion was.

"What’s going on here?" Sophia questioned.

"Alpha, your companions have entered the mine, without reinforcements." One of the weres replied.

She was concerned, how come they went inside without them? "Well, let’s go, but quietly."

"No alpha, look at the door, it is welded shut. They sealed themselves in, and it looks like only a mage can enter or exit." They all were murmuring now and the three amigos had worried looks on their faces.

Sophia’s anger came back with a vengeance, "If he doesn’t come out alive and well, I’ll kill you three slowly. Do you understand my vow?" They paled, but nodded. 




										***




Strolling through the caves in the damp darkness, since we all had night vision it wasn't difficult to see as my companions and I came to a fork. Reap and Herc tried to get the scent of the humans that were trapped and came to a conclusion that the tunnel on the right was where the prisoners were kept. We went down the left tunnel to find the others deep into the mine. An hour later we came to a stop deep into the earth. Looking around we saw the trails where the railcars move into the earth.   Damn, I can’t even count how many different places that these fuckers could be. We kept going, watching for signs of movement, and finally heard some hissing and growling. Our group stopped and hid behind some mining cars, waiting for the creatures to show themselves. Five minutes later, two of the fuckers showed their faces going away from us. We were about to go after them, but suddenly, two more of the wens came out of different access tunnels to start coming towards us. SHIT!! There are four of these fuckers down here.

‘I believe our intel was wrong. We will have to improvise, let’s watch their movements for a little while to see if there is a pattern.’ Reap suggested and we nodded. 

Thirty minutes later, we had it figured out. The duo decided to take two at a time, silently if possible. We got out of our hiding places and moved into the positions assigned, waiting for the chance to strike. The wens came around the curve where the three of us were hidden. As they walked past us, we got out and moved in behind them. Reap and Herc were like assassins, silently moving with the creatures. When it came time, they grabbed the two wens by their necks, and broke them. They threw the bodies on the floor beside me and I punched my clawed hands in and pulled their hearts out. I threw the organs down to the ground and willed my hands to produce fire. Within seconds the hearts burst into flames, so I took my axe out and cut the heads off of the two dead wens, just to make sure. 

Awesome, I didn't have to say the word to activate.  Sigmis congratulated me, and after two agonizing minutes the hearts were ash.

We backtracked to the other two, waiting for the right time to pounce. These two were a little bit bigger, but we took care of them the same way. When the deed was done, we laid the bodies beside each other, and I burned them to ashes. We stayed down there for another thirty minutes to see if anymore would show up, but all we heard was silence. We retraced our steps back to the fork and started walking down to the prisoners. After about ten minutes the smell hit us. It was like a privy that hasn’t been cleaned in years, the stench was downright nasty. I noticed the first sign of movement, and stopped my crew. We crouched and waited for the nasty bugger to come back our way. It didn’t take them long, so we moved up to cut it off. We took it out easily, and went to find the others. Another one was found off to the right, so we took him out. That’s six, but I have a feeling we were lied to, and I made my concern known.

‘I think the douchebag set us up. That’s already six we have taken out, bet there has to be more.’

 ‘I will concede to that, we will need to be careful,' Herc answered.  "I can hear noises coming from down the corridor we are in.’ 

‘Let’s go, but quietly," Reap replied.

We walked onward further into the mine and I finally heard the noises. We stopped outside a massive door that was conveniently cracked open. We looked in and the scene was horrifying. I lost count on how many cages were stacked two high and what looked like a mile long. (I was exaggerating) We found our dead skin evil doers too, I located them spread across the room, counting four of them. I relayed the info to Reap and Herc, but advised them I needed to try and find the rangers. They nodded and I scanned the room to find any outfits that was easily recognizable. Shit, the fuckers miscalculated how many they had captured too. There had to be way over four hundred beings in here: humans, dwarves, elves, weres, amazons, gnomes, and different sort of creatures in separate cells. They had everyone else packed into the secured cells, while they guarded from escape. It took me a little bit but found some people I recognized, and my face fell at locating Will and his company. Let’s hope we can get them out alive.

‘I have located the rangers, and it’s worse than we thought. They have Will and his company.’

‘Very disturbing news, that means there may be others that we know are stuck in here,’ Reap said. I nodded still trying to wrap my mind around this situation.

‘I found numerous people unconscious, probably mages knocked out, or weres.’

‘Good observation, Max,' Herc praised.  'Let’s move in carefully and hopefully unnoticed.’ 

‘Let’s see if we can do some recon, I’ll go in and let you know when to come in.’ 

They nodded and I squeezed through the door, the stench got way worse. It got to the point of almost retching, I crouched, then moved carefully around and behind the cages. People were stunned and shocked to say the least. I put my hand up to silence them, and they shut their mouths. The further I got into the room, the more people I came upon. There might be more than I first thought. Shaking my head to concentrate before the jackasses find me. Finally, I came up behind the cage I was looking for and walked to the cage to find numerous people looking at me with every kind of emotion that I could think of. I found the person I wanted to speak to already waiting for me. The light was blocked behind the cages, so it was dark, and he didn’t recognize me.

"Who are you? Are you helping these fiends?"  Will growled.  "When we get out I will come after you and your kind."  I couldn’t help but snicker at his words and hope the wens didn’t hear me. "Why are you laughing, come over here, and we’ll give you something to laugh about."

At this point, his whole company was beside him, ready for any altercation. I decided to put them out of their misery and spoke to them.

"Will, how the hell did you get yourself captured? I thought you were better than that." 

He looked at my shadow trying to figure out who I was. I didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes to see if he would try. Finally, one of his company helped him out.

"Max, is that you?" the voice asked hesitantly.

"I see someone remembers my manly voice." 

My voice had gotten deeper, and my body had changed a lot with the release of my magic. My hair had gotten longer, but it changed color from black to a reddish brown. My eyes went from blue to a deep orange with specks of yellow flowing through them. Brown outlined the corneas instead of white, it was a sight to see for sure. I came into the light and they suddenly backed up tripping over themselves.

Will looked at me and shook his head, "Damn Max, what the hell happened to you? How are you here?"

"No time for chit chat, I need some things answered quickly. How many do they have guarding you?"

"Five of those things are making sure we are playing nice," someone said.

"How long have you been here? How many people are here? Estimation. Is there anyone here that we know?

"We've been here a few months, after you dropped those slavers off. Estimation is over 400 and yes, I believe some are here from Oakenshore." Will replied. Shit! I shook my head at that statement.

"Now, answer my question, how the hell did you find us?"

"I’m here, let’s leave it at that. Where are the Oakenshore people?" 

He pointed to a cage nearby, so I made my way over dreading to see who got captured. I recognized him immediately, staying with me all those weeks. I came near the cage and his guards broke into action protecting their lord.

"Step away fiend, before you anger us," one of the guards growled.

I chuckled softly at his threat, "Hey, dumbass, your behind bars.  I’m on the outside looking in." He took offense to my statement.

"Max, is that you?" I walked up to the cage and he grasped my hand.

"Gordon, it’s good to see you. I don’t think this room is up to your station standards, you might want to talk to the owner." He laughed at my joke.

"Man, it’s good to see you, but you need to get out and get help. These fiends have killed numerous people trying to escape. They are hard to kill, you won’t have a chance by yourself. Go to Oakenshore and get my father to bring his army. They have slavers coming to get us."

I nodded and responded with, "I know, I found out earlier tonight. That’s why I’m here, though I didn’t know you were captured."

"We need for you to get some help, if I heard correctly, they have more of the creatures deeper into the mine. You will die if you don’t get out of here," Gordon emphasized in pleading manner.

"I’m not going anywhere without releasing these people."

His guard sneered, "You idiot, he just told you that you will die, but you’re staying here. We need an army to get out of here!"

I smiled at the ungrateful guard, "Thank you for the kind words sir and your concern, but don’t worry about me. Gordon, good to see you, I’ll be back in a bit." I walked away back towards Will. When seeing him I advised, "Will, all hell is about to break loose, keep everyone to the back of the cages." He nodded but could tell he didn’t know what was about to happen. That’s okay, because I don’t either. I made my way back to Reap and Herc, to give them the news and make a plan.

‘Will and his people told me there were five guarding the four hundred or so prisoners, oh, and Gordon is in there too.’

‘It’s alright, we’ll get them out. There’s no way to do this quietly. We’ll just have to use brute strength.’ Herc replied. I nodded and got a crazy idea.

‘What if we use the door for the first couple? I bang on it and when it sticks its head out you grab them. The other one close by should come to investigate and we grab them too.’

‘Sounds like a plan. Let’s do it.’ Reap growled, reveling in the thought of the upcoming fight. I went over and peaked in so see where the wens were. Two were near the door, one at 50 ft. to the left, and the second was about 75 ft. to the right. I stepped back, got my nerves under control and slowly raised my hand in the air. I made a fist, moved it down quickly, and banged on the door. The sound was it made was echoing down the tunnel and I chuckled softly when everything in the cavern behind the door went silent.

I heard two raspy voices in the silence, "What was that?"

"Sounds like something hit the door, must’ve been a fallen stalactite or something." Really? It sounded like these idiots were lazy. I made them come open the door, when I banged on the door again three times.

"Go check it out!" 

I took my dagger out when I saw the nearest one coming over. He moved the door some to stick his head out to look and see where the noise was coming from. He gazed around the tunnel until he saw me, then hissed; but before he could yell out Herc stuck his paw out, and grabbed it by the throat. He pulled it out of the doorway, slammed it on the ground, and slashed across its throat. He gestured to me for my part, then Reap and Herc went back to the door and got into place for his accomplice. I quickly carved the heart out and threw it on the floor of the tunnel. I paused to listen for any movement, but didn’t hear anything, so I lit the organ on fire. The light it caused was minimal, so I got back in position, and watched the flaming heart turn to ash. It wasn’t long before the wens compadre, called out.

"Dante, you there?" It came over to investigate, but stopped just inside the door. "Answer me you freaking moron!" No response came and the second one pushed the massive door open making a terrible screeching noise. Well, there goes any hope of sneaking up on the others. The wen looked straight out and came face to face with two massive creatures.

The only thing heard was ‘Shit!’ before growling and hissing, echoed through the cavern. Reap grabbed it by the neck and cut its throat out with his claws. The wendigo hissed and gurgled out blood. I took my axe out and cut the head off of the hideous creature. The body fell over and Herc pushed it towards me so I could cut the heart out. I did it quickly and turned it to ash. All that happened in a matter of minutes, but our cover had been blown.

‘Stay back for a moment, I’m going to see if I can get them both to come at me, then you two cut them off their path.’ They agreed, I walked in and quickly found the other two wens staring at me. One that was about nine ft. tall, with a fat belly, and gangly teeth. The other one was shorter, bones sticking out of the skin, and rotten teeth. Fugly creatures, looks like they haven’t been outside in years. Those who were conscious cried out for help, but I didn’t pay attention to them.

"Who are you?"

"Don’t concern yourself with that. I don’t want to know your name, so you don’t need to know mine." The taller one hissed at me and the smaller one was laughing maniacally.

"Leave now, and live. Stay, and die." T said. (I’m calling the tall one T and the small one S. Ha!)

"Well, T, that was… ominous."

S not to be left out, decided to get in on the conversation. "Where are our brothers? You, human, couldn’t possibly be able to defeat them."

I chuckled and replied, "They’re dead, just like the other six we came upon in our frolic through your mine." Gasps filled the cavern from the prisoners, but outrage was the emotion that came from the wens.

T growled out, "You will die slowly, little one. I will peel your skin off one section at a time while you’re still alive!"

 "Hmmm… Sounds tempting, but I’ll pass. Why don’t you tell me why you have all these people?"

T bellowed with laughter, "You don’t need to know, today is the last you will breathe." 

He turned and yelled something incoherent to the back of the cave. I heard a boom, and the ground started to tremble. Shit, something big is coming. A few moments later, a huge wendigo walked into the light. I mean he had to be at least 12 ft. tall, scars all over its body, and black hair in a ponytail. The creature’s head was cut up, eye sockets sunk in, and rotten tusks hanging out of its mouth. It reminded me of an orc, so I’ll conveniently name it a wendigorc. I chuckled to myself, definitely not the time to be making jokes. Screams of terror brought me back to reality. Evidently, these people have never seen a 12 foot tall orc before. Damn, get a grip people. ... Actually, it was massive, I couldn’t say that it wasn’t intimidating.

T turned to me and smugly said, "Little human, meet Ogg. He will be your tour guide for the rest of the evening."

I smiled, took a deep breath and replied, "No thanks, the service in here sucks. I really don’t like what you did with the place. If you would please send me a refund, I would appreciate it."

"Ah, the snarky comments before you die. I’ve heard it numerous times before, go ahead, and say something irrelevant. It’s not like you’re leaving this place alive. Ogg, say hello." T casually said. Ogg had a club the size of a large tree trunk in his hand and roared. Damn, that looks like it will hurt a little bit. I was trying to mentally prepare myself when shouts came from behind me.

"Max, get out of here, you’ll die!"

"Max, get out!"

I turned to the voices and bowed to them. "Will, Gordon, it was nice to see you again. Enjoy the show! Afterwards, let’s catch up." I yelled to them as I turned back to the fugly bastards.

"What are you talking about, Max? Get out of here!" Will pleaded.

"Max, for the love of the goddess, don’t do this! Cori will never forgive me if I didn’t coerce you to leave, please!" Gordon yelled out.

What the hell was he talking about? Why was he bringing the princess up at a time like this? I didn’t have time to deal with them, so I concentrated what was in front of me.

‘Reap, Herc, you guys ready?

‘Yes!’ They growled out at the same time.

"I agree with a tag team performance. My team is ready when you are."

T laughed, "HAHAHAHA! What team? I only see you, little human."

"Reap, Herc, come join the party!" I said not taking my eyes off the shit head that was laughing at me. The moment my two crazy killing machines came into the room, the wen's black eyes went wide. Gasps and shouts of terror were heard again. Jeez people, take a chill pill.

"How the hell did you get a siba and a kodiak to follow you?"

"I guess my ruggedly good looks and charm."

T snarled, "No matter, you could have everyone in this cave help you and still Ogg would be victorious."

‘Max, you’re going to need to shift for the big prick. We will take care of the other two, then assist you.’ Reap informed me, but I already knew I had to.

"Will, Gordon?" I shouted to them.

"Yeah?"

"Yes?"

"Whatever you see, don’t freak out!" I didn’t hear their response. I was concentrating on Ogg when he spoke.

"U, Ogg eat you puny human. Then I’ll eat other two when I’m done with you."

"Hey, what’s up big fella, how’s it hanging?"

‘With all the dead tissue, I would say short, shriveled, and a little to the left.’ Herc snickered.

‘Look at his loin cloth, he probably can’t even get it up. We should call him limp dick!’ Reap snorted.

I couldn’t believe it, the two knuckleheads are making dick jokes right before a battle. ‘Should I tell him what you said?’ I chuckled.

‘I dare you!’ Herc challenged.

Okay, let’s make the bastard angry. "Hey, big guy! My friend here says we need to call you limp dick instead of Ogg. He doesn’t think you can get it up, you know, with all that dead tissue you got." I heard Reap and Herc laughing in my mind. Of course, Ogg, didn’t like that, so he roared a challenge. I quickly concentrated on the feeling that I had when shifting and the magic came easily. I screamed out when my bones and limbs started cracking, then breaking. I’m not going to lie, it hurt. I could hear shouts or yells distantly, but my mind was on the pain, and it was tremendous. Finally the transformation finished, I got up on my two back legs and stared at the wendigorc’s eyes.

"Ogg, no like you. Even though you tall and bulky, he will end you." Ogg said.

"Well, Reap, Herc, let’s get this fucking show started!" They both roared their challenges and took off towards their opponents. I roared my acceptance too. I don’t like to brag, but my roar was better. The cave actually shook and debris fell from the ceiling onto the cages. Whoops! Sorry.

I couldn’t worry about them, I had a big fucking orc to deal with. I took a deep breath and ran toward limp dick.




Chapter Twenty-Four








Sophia grew up in a pack where the strong survive. It was a hard life for someone who didn’t fight for what they wanted. Her being the alpha’s daughter didn’t make matters any better. In fact, it made them worse, because the males would always fight for her attention. She, being an alpha, was usually always more powerful than the jerks she had to deal with. Her pack had more females than normal, her father always had a soft heart for them. Most of them moved on from other packs, or their mates had died. Sophia was always surrounded by most of them, she befriended them and was always courteous. Even back then the males weren't one of her priorities growing up, so she never cared for the leering eyes on her body. She was undeniably beautiful, and made sure kindness was shone when she politely declined any affection. 

Werewolves live for centuries, her being a little over two herself, the word mate never crossed her mind. She chuckled to herself, remembering her father’s words. 'Don’t worry about finding a mate, one day when you least expect it, he will walk into your life. So, enjoy life to the fullest,' and she did. Not worrying about anything for the past two hundred years, she went through her life with little worry. After her father passed, she took over the pack, and found herself being challenged for alpha every so often; the males all thought they could tame her. She even had betas come from other packs thinking they could challenge her for alpha. Usually, it took little time for them to realize the error before she put them to the ground, making them submit. Sophia wouldn’t take any shit from anyone, but was always considerate to everyone. When it came to the pack, she was loyal and always made rational decisions. She had always preferred the wandering instead of settling down, wanting to run in the forest, and explore different kingdoms. She had plans, goals, and finding a potential soulmate wasn’t in them. Since Max had shown up, she didn’t recognize herself. She was acting like a teenager, with her first crush. Anytime he’s around, her heart flutters, and at times skips a beat.

Sophia sighed, "Damn, you just met him, get your shit together girl."

She was brought out of her reminiscing by someone tapping on her shoulder.

"You okay, girlie?" Her friend Nancy asked.

She sadly smiled and shook her head. No, she was definitely not okay. Those fucking idiots distracted her. Then started some bullshit of why she was talking to Max. She was the fucking alpha, nobody told her what to do. Just thinking about it made her angry again, and her wolf was about to show up. She got up off the ground and started pacing again.

"Sophia, he'll be okay," Felicity stated, trying to calm her alpha.  "He’s got his two killing machines with him. Calm down, please." 

"If those fuckers hadn’t degraded him and distracted me, I would be in there with him, helping. Stuck out here, not knowing what he’s dealing with is killlliiiing meeeeee," she growled the last part of her response.

Sam smiled, "Damn, girl, you got it bad!"

"Got what?" Sophia was confused by her statement.

Nancy chuckled out, "I see it now. You have been infected with the love bug!"

Sam giggles out, "No, it’s worse than that girls.  I think it’s the dreadful mate bug."

Felicity and Nancy went wide-eyed.

Sophia turned her head away embarrassed that they knew. She didn’t care, so she smiled, and nodded. The girls all squealed.

"What are you ladies doing?" James asked.

"None of your fucking business, asshole!" Felicity yelled.

"It is our business if it involves the pack," Hank smirked.

"Shut the fuck up!" Sam bellowed.  "You have no idea how bad she wants to rip your heads off." 

"You’re still pissed about that shithead? Get him out of your head and look my way. I will make all your dreams come true, baby girl," Carl smugly said. That was the wrong thing to say. Sophia quickly got into his face breathing heavy, ready to let the wolf out.

"I told you never to call me baby girl again. Get this through your thick skull, you and I will never be. None of you can handle me, and you know it," Sophia hissed while the other girls were trying to hide their smiles.

"That piece of shit is beneath you, Sophia. What would your parents say?" James sneered.

"That I should have kicked your asses out of the pack years ago. Also, they would’ve loved getting to know him, as will I." The girls lost it at that statement and busted out laughing. At that moment, terrible, booming screeches came from inside the mine. Everyone stopped and waited in silence.

Sam spoke out, "What was that?"

"Sounds like the end of the road for Maxie," Hank smirked and the other two males laughed at his comment.

Sophia shifted her right hand to a claw and got into his face. "I already told you, if he dies, you die painfully." She growled trying to keep her composure. 

She was good until they heard a roar they had never heard before, a couple of minutes later they heard roars from Reaper and Hercules. Then Max let out his roar; she lost it then and shifted to her wolf, then sprinted to the entrance. The alpha she-wolf hit the doors full speed, trying to break them, but they held. She clawed, punched, and kicked the doors, hoping to at least crack them. To no avail though, her pack members dragged her away, but didn’t get far when she broke out of their grips.  After a few minutes of pounding on the doors, Sophia and everyone around heard and felt the ground tremble.

"Get her out of the way!" Sam yelled.

Nancy shouted, "Something’s happening!"

It took at least a half dozen of them to pin her down and move her safely away from the mine. The ground shook again, a loud crack was heard, and then the mine collapsed in on itself. 

After the dust settled, the entrance was just gone. Everyone was shocked, Sophia grievingly howled out, and collapsed on the ground. She shifted back and just laid there, thinking it was a dream. Tears started flowing, she broke down and sobbed. The girls came over to comfort her, astounded that young Max had died.




***




Limp dick ran towards me and swung his tree trunk sized club at me. I ducked under the club and elbowed him in the back of the neck. Ogg fell on his knees, so I kicked him on the back of the head, and he landed face first in the dirt. I cackled, and kicked his club away from him. He got up and started to punch and kick at me, but I started boxing with him. He was sloppy, and over extended his punches. I would side step and jab him in the face every time and was tired of playing defense, so I started punching his ribs and face. I couldn’t get a good shot in though and glanced around to find Reap and Herc handling there parts. Ogg came at me, so I side stepped again and raked my clawed hand down his back. He yelped and let out an angry bellow. Limping over, he picked his club up and ran at me. He swung his club wildly, hitting the cave walls, and debris started falling. I punched him hard in the face and he ended up going through the wall into the tunnel. 

Ogg got up slowly, swung the club again and missing me, but hitting the tunnel wall which in turn started groaning and rumbling. Limp dick didn’t seem to notice, so he kept at it, missing me again. The third time he swung, I was ready. He lifted the club above his head, so I got crouched down, and hit him square in the nuts as hard as I could. The wendigorc squealed like a bitch and fell to his knees. Since he was incapacitated, I did a roundhouse and hit him in the head; the bastard collapsed flat to the floor. Seeing my chance, I picked up the club, and pounded the fuckers head with the club until his brains were all over the floor. Climbing on top of him, I punched through his back and grabbed the bastard's heart. Wrenching the large organ out, my mind worked on its own and instantly burned it to ash. When that was done, I scanned around the tunnel to find the two that we ended earlier, went over and picked them up, then threw them on top of limp dick. With some concentration, I conjured up fire, and burned their bodies, it took a couple of minutes with the white hot flames to turn them to ash. 

Taking a deep breath, I went back in to see if my help was needed.  My eyes located Herc having trouble with T. He had him backed up with an axe, so I sprinted across the cavern, and picked the wen up, then slammed him to the ground numerous times until his head was caved in. I picked the corpse and impaled him with my hand, pulling the heart out, and lighting both body and heart on fire. Checking on Reap, he and Herc took the last one out, so I went over and pulled the heart out to light it and its body on fire. In minutes both wens were piles of ashes. Breathing hard, I went over to where the duo were sitting.

‘You guys okay?"

‘Yep, thanks for the assist." Herc stated. I nodded and looked around the cavern noticing the shocked looks, and mouths agape.

‘Looks like we have a fan club. Think they want autographs?" Reap chuckled. I was about to respond but didn’t get a chance. The tunnel started shaking and grumbling.

‘Shit, the tunnel is about to collapse. Close the door, I will seal the hole.’ 

They agreed and ran. I stacked some rock in the hole that Ogg made, then tried to melt the stone together. It wasn’t perfect, but hopefully it would hold. The rumbling suddenly stopped, and the tunnel sounded like an explosion when it collapsed. Dirt and debris also came down in the cavern where we were. When the dust settled, I had to light several lanterns around the cavern to see and found the door caved in on itself from the ton of rocks that slammed into it. Fuck, we’re sealed in. I sighed heavily, and looked around for another exit, but couldn’t find one.

‘Max, we need to get these people out of those cages.’ 

I nodded and started to make my way over, ducking to miss some of the ceiling that was sagging. People saw me coming and fled to the back of the cages with looks of terror on their faces. I grunted and shook my head; guess I can’t really blame them, we could invoke terror on most people. Reap and Herc came up and stopped behind me.

"Calm down, everyone. We aren’t going to hurt you, just stay back so we can get these doors open."

‘Reap, Herc, let’s break these locks and get these people out. It is definitely about to be crowded in here.’

We went around to the cages and popped the locks off. It took a little while, but eventually we got them all done.

"MAX!"

I looked over to see Gordon, Will, and their entourages coming towards me. I smiled, and crouched so they didn’t have to look up at me.

Gordon had an ear to ear smile, "Holy Shit! That was awesome, man! I am at a loss for words. How the fuck did this happen?" I laughed at my friend, always upbeat. Before I could say anything, Will chimed in.

"That was amazing, Max. I would also like to know how you ended up like this. Damn, your parents are going to freak." I took a breath; realized other things had priority, and we needed to talk later.

"We will sit down and have a much needed conversation later. Right now, we need to get those shackles off." 

They nodded and jumped to action. We went searching for the keys, and finally found them on a table not too far from us. They had divided up and went around to unlock them, my big ass paws would hinder more than help. I gazed around the cavern and saw lots of faces gawking at us. I suppose not many people have seen a 12 ft. tall shifter before. Huh, guess we’re the traveling circus now, oh well. 

Movement caught my eye, I looked over to find individuals carrying unconscious people away from the cages and laying them down gently beside each other. I went in search of any clothes that were about my size: pants, socks, and boots, but couldn’t find any shirts that would fit me. I found a pillar to duck behind to change and shifted back to my human side. I took many calming breaths to concentrate on the magic and felt myself getting shorter. After getting dressed, my healing side of the brain took over, so I went over, and crouched down to check on them. People gave me a wide berth as I was examining them, most of them evidently were some race of shifter if the burns around the wrists were any indication, and probably some mages. I counted around fifty resting faces, so checked their heart rate, and injuries. I couldn’t do much since I didn’t have my backpack, but did what I could when finding supplies in some crates by the work table the wens had. Man, I was exhausted.  So sitting down, I laid my head against the wall to shut my eyes for a couple minutes. 

A tap on the shoulder startled me awake, and I looked up into the most beautiful emerald green eyes I have ever seen. Her pale complexion, long silver hair, and pointed ears could only mean one thing. She was an elf, and a gorgeous one at that. I was mesmerized for a moment as we both were checking each other out, but got my shit together to see what the lady elf needed.

"Hello. Can I help you?"

"I’m sorry to disturb you, but I would like to thank you for saving us," she said as gestured to the others behind her. I looked behind her and found about 20 elves staring at me with different emotions: joy, lust, exhaustion, adoration, and contempt. The last two threw me, and as I scanned the group, they all seem to let the lady in front of me talk for them.

"No problem, I needed to get up anyways." 

I glanced around, wondering how long they let me sleep, coming to where the unconscious were. Most of the spaces were empty, so I must have overslept. Groaning, I got up and stretched my back out.

"Pardon me good sir, can I know your name?" I hadn’t noticed the elves were still here. Hmm…what do they want?

I took a deep breath and answered, "Max."

She smiled and replied, "Max, it’s nice to meet you. My name is Tiatha, but you can call me Tia, if you like," the others around her stumbled and gasped at her name. Must be an elf thing.

I bowed and said, "Tia, if you don’t mind me asking, how long have you been here?"

"I’m not sure Max, the days have grown together. We were taken in the middle of the day, headed to an arranged meeting. Our numbers were in the upper sixties, now we barely make twenty." Tia sadly explained.

‘Max?’ Reap interrupted.

‘Yeah, what’s up?’

‘We need to find a way out. Herc and I looked for another tunnel, but to no avail.’

Tia was still talking as I was nodding long, ‘Okay, meet me by the cages in five.’

‘Will do.’

"…..stuck down here. Any ideas?" Tia pressed on.

"I have a few.  Excuse me for a moment, I need to meet with someone to discuss our next movements."

"You know a way out?" I smiled and winked at her while walking away. I heard one of the elves yelling at me for being insolent and rude. Who cares? We’re trapped in a damn cave with a limited amount of oxygen. I walked over to the cages where Reap and Herc were waiting.

‘Sup bitch?’ Herc smirked and made his eyebrows go up and down.

‘Where did you learn that shit?" I laughed even though people were looking at me like I’m crazy. ‘Have you seen any mages?’

‘Wasn’t checking for them,' Reap replied.  'Good idea though, that should help.’ 

I nodded, ‘Yeah, I’m thinking some of them were unconscious with the shackles on. If we’re lucky some of them are earth mages. Let’s get everyone to settle down and listen. Which one of you wants the honor of disturbing the peace?’ 

They both said, "ME!" 

I looked around to lots of noise, everyone chatting with others. I turned to my friends and nodded. They both dug deep for the roars they thundered off the walls, echoing for what seemed like minutes. I had to hold my hands over my ears as the people shrieked, thinking my predators were coming for them. Everyone backed up and provided about a fifty foot space between us. 

I chuckled while scanning the cavern we were trapped in at the moment, finding the elves close to the front, as were the dwarves. Huh, I wonder if they are still bitchy to each other. It didn’t take long for that answer, they glared at each other, daring anyone to come closer.

"Settle down everyone, and listen up! If you don’t know me by now, my name is Max. We don’t have much time, so I need all the mages front and center." I waited for some movement, but for some reason, nobody moved.

‘Idiots! Why aren’t they moving?’ Herc asked with contempt.

"Will, Gordon, come up here." They moved through the crowd up to me and stopped.

"What’s up Max?" Gordon grinned awaiting my reaction.

"Where are your mages?"

Gordon’s smile faded, "Bastards killed them first."

"Will?" He shook his head no and I took a calming breath.

"I’m sorry for your loss. Look, we have a ton of things to discuss, but I’m about to bust some balls. You with me?" They both laughed, we fist bumped, and then moved to my side.

"Okay, I suppose you don’t know who I am, or you were asleep when my compadres and I took out your captors. Well, let me explain something to you, I don’t care who or what you are right now. At the moment, the only authority you need to worry about is mine. When we get out of here, then you can go back to whatever station you are.

"What gives you the right to order us around?" One of the elves sneered.  "Do you not know who we are?" 

Then a dwarf spoke, "What r we ta do, eh? R we na stuck don here?"

"You obviously are not competent enough for this, let us handle it before you get us killed," a human ridiculed.  "We were better off before you got here, peasant. You almost killed us by letting the mine collapse." 

I nodded as an idea popped in my head and smiled, "Show of hands. How many think you were better off before we got here?" ‘Herc, Reap, about to make some examples, come on up.’

‘HA! This ought to be good, take it to the fuckin ingrates.’ Herc chuckled.

‘Do what you need to.’ Reap agreed.

As we were silently talking amongst themselves, about seventy-five hands went up. I glanced at Tia and found she was staring intently at me with a big smile. I’ll never understand women, but did notice some of the elves had their hands up. "Those of you that have your hands up, please come forth so we can discuss options." They all were smug, and had a little strut to their steps. When everyone was close I asked, "What should we do about escaping this cave?" Gordon and Will gaped at me wondering what was going on. The volunteers were all giving their opinion and it got out of hand quick. I decided to implement my punishment.

"Shut up!" They turned around to look at me and I let them have it. "I gave you a chance and you blew it. Everyone gave their input, but never listened. So, I’m going to take over, and you motherfuckers are going to walk right over to those cages and get in. Reap and Herc, would you please do the honors?"

‘Damn, that’s wrong. HAHAHAHA!’ Herc laughed.

They all whined and pleaded about going back into the cages. Some of them actually had tears in their eyes. Pussies. "Someone lock those fuckin doors!" I stood there silently for a few minutes until the doors were locked before starting up again.

"Now that those idiots are out of the way, we can get back to our original discussion. Any more objections?" All I heard was silence, except for Gordon and Will snickering. I glared at them and they shut up quickly.

"Only three words needed. Mages. Here. Now."  I pointed in front of me.

The words not even completely out of my mouth when I saw them coming to me. I counted about thirty different faces of mixed genders, a mixture of races, and hopefully an assortment of mage powers.

"Ladies and gentlemen, glad you can join us. I know you don’t trust me, but right now I could care less.  Just listen, and we will get along. Now, when I call out a power, step forward. I need healers, earth mages, elemental mages, fire mages, and air mages. Group up with your element and wait for my instructions." While they were moving around, I thought about my plan, hoping it works. I ended up with all the elements I had asked for with multiple people in each group.

"Here’s what we’re going to do. Healers, pick a group and start healing, but begin with the earth mages. Earth mages start figuring out the best way to tunnel out. Elemental mages, take those cages apart, we’re going to make some ramps. Fire mages, be ready to assist with that project. Air mages, make sure none of that debris or dust hits us. Get to work, and let me know when we are ready to put my plans to the test."   Groaning, I walked away from them to clear my head.  Taking a deep breath, I noticed some people looking at me, so I shrugged and walked away. 

Winding through the mass of people, I was trying to keep to myself until the mages come up with something, but evidently I couldn't be discreet enough. I heard my name being called by a group near the cages, so I made my way over to see what was going on. Reap and Herc hadn’t moved from guarding the two cages that had people in them, I grinned and nodded to them while passing by and they bobbed their heads to acknowledge me. Walking up to the group, I noticed Gordon, Will, Tia, and several others I didn’t know, talking in hushed whispers. They stopped talking as I came up to them.

Gordon smirked when he saw the look on my face, "Ah, Max, we were just talking about you. How are you doing?"

"Hmm… I’ll tell you how I’m doing after someone tells me why you’re whispering."

"We don’t have to tell you anything," some elf scoffed.

"Wrong answer.  The next one I don't like, I’m leaving."

Tia put her hand on my left bicep and squeezed. My brows rose at her brazen move, but she smiled while looking into my eyes daring me to say something about it. I winked and smiled back. "Max, we were discussing what will happen if and when we get out of here. We don’t know where we are, and how we can contact our people. Lord Ackley and Master Will were gracious enough to let us know that you’re very proficient in tracking and survival." I glared at the two traitors that threw me under the bus. They must’ve not taken my threat seriously, the bastards were grinning at me. Paybacks are a bitch, fellas. "I for one want to hear the story of how you found us. Will here said he had been trying to locate the missing, but couldn’t find any tracks or trails until the codes in a ledger you sent him was decrypted.  They were captured while trying to find us.

I stared at them blankly, and contemplating if I should tell them anything. Gordon saw my hesitation and knew what I was thinking. "I know that look, Max. The news must be bad if you are reluctant to speak about it, at least tell us something we can handle."

Will spoke calmly, "Are we in still in danger when we get out?" I nodded and a collective groan came from the group. "What is it? Can we defeat it or get around it?"

"If we don’t get away from this area soon, we won’t ever see our families again."

"What does that mean?" Gordon probed.

"You really want to know?" They nodded so I told them.

"Someone called the overlords are coming with a battalion of dark ones. I don’t know when but soon."

"Dammit, how the hell do you know that?" Will asked.

"Learned from the wens before I killed them."

"What’s your plan?" Gordon quickly asked

"Plan?  Why are you asking him?" The pompous elf popped off.  "We should be deciding our next steps." 

"If anybody is going to get us out alive, it’s him, Reap, and Herc," Gordon scoffed.

"He’s just a soldier, a weapon if you will, nothing more. They are fodder, Lord Ackley," pompous mocked. Gordon smirked at his reply, waiting for my reaction. Looking at the fuck wad, I noticed he was around 6’3" in height with blonde hair and blue eyes. The pissant had some muscles, but nothing stood out for me that he was special in any way.

I walked over to the arrogant prick and got in his face. "What’s your name?"

"I am Lord Morgan Enjor of Hellon."

"Damn proper name for your territory; Hell, probably a desolate place. Listen Morgy, I’ll let you in on a little secret. I knew you were some kind of self-proclaimed leader of your people by the arrogant way you talk. A fucking noble, always talking shit and have no way of backing it up. You pussies are all the same, let everyone else do the dirty work and you take the glory.  Not this time asshole. You see, in my mind you're a dying breed and if you don't shut your mouth, I'm about to kick your teeth in.  I. DON’T. GIVE. A. SHIT, what you think."

"You insolent peasant, I will have you flogged eek--," pompous gasped and I picked him up by his throat. I brought him up to the point that his feet were dangling off the ground, and he was desperately trying to kick me to let go so he could breathe.

"If you haven’t figured it out, I don’t like it when people threaten me or call me names. Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t leave your ass here when we leave." I whispered in his ear. I felt someone’s hand on my shoulder and looked over expecting Will or Gordon, but Tia was looking at me, concerned.

She whispered, "Max, would you please put him down?" Like a whipped pussy, I obeyed the beautiful woman by dropping the haughty elf on his ass, he gasped out trying to breathe in air. Tia then pulled my head down to meet her eyes, she was tall, about the same height as Morgy at 6’ 3", so I didn’t have to bend down that much. "I don’t want any more of my people to die. I thank you for letting him go, but will you let the others in the cages out?" Gazing into her eyes I tried to not look away before speaking out to my duo with my mind. ‘Reap, Herc, let them out.’ They did as I asked and popped the locks off the cages.

"How did they know to let them out?" Tia excitedly asked. Shrugging, I winked at her and got back on track.

"I’m going to check with the mages. When I get back, we will discuss the evacuation plan." I walked away from them and headed to see if there was any developments. When getting to the group, I called a meeting.

"What progress have you made?"

"We are about to start tunneling and found the most direct route we could without bringing the ceiling down," one earth mage replied.

"Great!  Do we need the ramps?"

"Negative sir," another earth mage responded.  We will be able to angle it where we won’t need them." 

"Excellent.  Okay, when can we start?"

"About five minutes, sir," the first mage said.

"I’ll let everyone know. What I want to happen is, the earth mages first obviously, but fire and air close to you for protection." They nodded and walked away. Shit, I was nervous, what if it doesn’t work. We’ll figure it out. I had to be ready for a fight when we came out. Hmm…I’ll put the weres on the front lines, and hustled back to Gordon’s group, "Do you know who the leaders of the weres are? Find them and bring them to me, I have a request to be made." They agreed and left to search through the crowd.

‘Reap, Herc, time to go."

‘Sounds good to me.’

‘I’m ready.’

My crew slowly made our way to the mages, and waited for the signal. The lead earth mage came to me, "We’re ready to get started, keep everyone back until it is safe to proceed. We’ll send communication to let you know to begin." I nodded and turned back to see the four hundred or so captives. Will, Gordon, Tia, and a group of five came up to me.  I let them know to be ready to move out.

"Max, this is Sean, Marie, Phil, Rachel, and Farah. They are the selected ones to come talk to you," Will said.

I went and shook their hands, "Nice to meet everyone. I need to know what species are here with us."

"Wolf, panther, jaguar, avian, and lion," Sean replied hesitantly.

"Good, when we leave I’ll need them between my crew and everyone else. You will be on the front line, just in case we have any visitors waiting for us."

"What do you think will be waiting for us?" Rachel responded.

"Dark ones. Now, how many of each species do we have?"

"60 wolves, 4 panther, 6 jaguar, 5 avian, and 3 lion." Marie calculated.

"Any alpha’s?"

"Only a couple, jaguar and eagle," Rachel answered again. I watched her demeanor, she spoke with confidence, and her aura suggested she was powerful.

"I’m assuming you’re an alpha then."

She nodded, "Jaguar."

"Where’s your pack from, and are they still there?"

"We had a strip of land west of here, but was overtaken. The six of us are the only ones left." Rachel advised sadly.

"I’m sorry to hear that. Wolves, who’s in charge and how many packs are represented here?"

"Different packs, they put me and Misty in charge for now. We were betas in our packs." I nodded at his statement.

"Are your packs around, or nearby?"

"Probably not, the rest of Misty’s pack were killed. My pack is probably gone from here. They were bastards anyway, but we were planning to try to join with a pack close by. We love it here," Sean replied.

"I may know someone for you to ask. I’m not good with names, but if I remember right they were called the Berenger pack." I heard gasps all around me and looked around at the surprised faces, wondering what the big deal was.

"Did you say, Berenger?" Sean asked.

"Yes, the Berenger wolf pack." They lost it then and started laughing.

"Where did you meet them?" Will asked.

"What is the big deal about this particular pack?"

Rachel smiled and replied, "They are the most well-known pack in the south. Ranging from 250-300 members."

"They are also known for the female that leads them. She is ruthless, but loyal to her pack. No one wants to cross her," Sean mentioned.

I thought about what was brought up about Sophia, and had to agree with the assessment. "I have noticed that about her. Soph can be quite lethal, but kind and ambitious."

Marie gasped, "You’ve met her? How did you meet her and survive? I heard they don’t let any male around because of her not having a mate. They supposedly don’t want any competition."

"Well, let’s just say some of her pack would be here if I hadn’t stumbled onto them getting attacked."

"Why am I not surprised?" Gordon chuckled.

I grinned and Sean spoke up pleading, "Man, would you put in a good word for us if you see her? We would be very grateful if we could join them."

"Umm… you can tell her yourself when we get out of here. They are probably outside waiting for us." That statement brought out more shouts and gasps.

"Why would they be here?" Will asked.

"That is awesome," Sean said.

"Long story short, they followed us here to get some revenge and help retrieve you. There are only about eighty total though. The others were on other hunts when I stumbled upon them. Also, they might be a little worried that the cave collapsed. The reason for bringing them up is, I don’t want any hostility between them and us. You guys can work on everything else when we get to safety. Agreed?"

"Agreed." The group of weres said in unison.

"Before I forget, Rachel, I don’t know how packs work, but you can join mine if you want. It’s not a normal pack though, I have a lion, an avian, and a group of elves that joined me recently."

She hesitated for a moment, "Can I think on it and ask the rest of my pack?"

"Sure, you can also let the others that don’t have packs know that they can join me. I have land south of here that is very well hidden." She nodded and would let the others know.

"When did you get some land?" Gordon asked.

"Months ago, it was my grandfather’s."

"Well, I was coming to find you, and suppose it would have taken longer since you left BlackCrest. When this is over we need to have a chat," Gordon stated.

I nodded to answer him. "It’s close to the elven and amazon borders. I have a cabin in the woods," I replied looking at Tia for a moment to see if she knew the place.

"That’s very interesting Max, I know exactly where your place is." Tia responded politely.

"Is that so? Will it cause problems for us?"

"Oh no, my people roam that forest next to your land. I have actually seen it when I was younger. Didn’t meet the tenants, but we left each other alone."

I chuckled, "You might change your minds after we get out of here. I have a feeling those woods will be filled with weres for some time, and don’t forget, someone will be looking for the one responsible for this whole debacle."

She laughed with a harmonious sound, and it was something I liked to hear. "Don’t worry about that, I like a challenge," she replied with a mischievous glint in her eye.

Grunting on that statement and staring blankly at the woman, I thought about a comment her pleasant voice made not too long ago.  I’ll never understand women, but stopped those thoughts when the earth around us trembled. "Alright, get everyone organized to move.  The order will be mages, my crew, weres, then everyone else. Let’s move."

We all got into place waiting for the signal, anxious to get out of this hellhole. I had put my harness back on and placed my gear in the right compartments. When putting my knives away someone came up beside me, I looked over and found Tia staring at me.

"What can I do for you, Tia?"

"I’m staying beside you, so don’t try and persuade me to move back. I can hold my own, and feel safer being next to you." Her defiant look that she gave told me the lovely woman wouldn’t budge, but before I could reply Mr. Pompous decided to talk.

"My lady! What are you doing up there? Come back beside me, I will protect you."

"That’s okay Morgy, Max here can do that.  Stay back there, and protect our people," she chuckled and I had trouble keeping my smile off my face. His face took on a reddish tint, either from embarrassment or outrage, I couldn’t tell.

Remembering our conversation earlier, my curiosity got the better of me. Stepping closer to her while watching him as I bent down to her ear and whispered. "Was he your arranged meeting?" She nodded with heavy breathing. Damn, this chick is getting flushed, so I went on instigating the prick staring at me with hatred. "What is his problem?"

"He is intimidated by you and furious with me."

"Why would he be mad at you?"

"Because I might have told him to take a hike and leave me alone. He’s a pampered asshat, and a male that has everything done for him."

"Do I want to know about the arrangement, or will it get me in trouble?"

She smiled sweetly, and shook her head. "I don’t want you involved right now. I will handle Morgy, but let’s put the mystery about me in the background.  Please?

"Fine, I will abide by your decision. Do you know how to use one of these?" I pulled a dagger out and handed it to her.

"Yes, and I want some of your throwing knives you’ve got hidden," she demanded.

"And how do you know I have knives hidden?"

"I saw your gear when you were asleep. I can handle them," she replied with her hand out. I took out the sheath for the dagger, the throwing knife holder that held five blades, and handed them to her.

"Are you like an elf assassin? Do I need to watch my back?"

She stepped to me and whispered huskily, "No, that’s okay, I’ll watch your back. I’ll also keep my eyes on your ass, because it is a fine specimen. Mmmm… Fuck, you are sexy." I stared at her and found hunger in her eyes.

I felt brazen and whispered back, "I don’t think you can handle me, Ms. Assassin."

"Oh, I can handle all of you." She challenged me.

"You haven’t thought this through, I don’t want to get you in trouble with your people.  Not to mention, you have no idea what you are getting into."

"I have thought this through, but don’t worry about my people. The thing you need to concern yourself with is me. I have made my decision, and it’s not going to change. My eyes are on you."

"Oh yeah? What about the pompous ass that is about to blow his top because of our private conversation?"

"I. DON’T. CARE." Tia accented each word, and ended with a kiss on my cheek. That got him all riled up and he came for me. I was ready though and when he was in range, I backhanded the puke, his body flew back and slid about ten feet. The elf groaned when he got back up and went slowly back over to his people, cursing me.

"Subtle," Gordon said and Will snickered.

"And just what are you up here for?"

"We can take care of ourselves. Also, we found some weapons and passed them out," Gordon replied.

I heard the signal for us to proceed, "Good. Let’s get out of this hellhole.




Chapter Twenty-Five








The pack left the site of the mine and moved about five miles away before they setup camp. Sophia had to be led away from the collapsed entrance, not wanting to leave, but had to because the ground was still unstable. She was just sitting there staring blankly at the open sky, her tear ducts had run dry hours ago. Finally fate had found someone that could be with her, and he was taken away. She was furious one minute, and sobbing the next.

"Soph, where do we go from here?" Sam brought up something she couldn’t be choked up about.

"I don’t know, Sam. I had a plan, but now, it’s all gone to shit."

"What was your plan, if you don’t mind me asking?" Felicity asked concerned about her demeanor.

Sophia choked up remembering her future plans, "We were going with him. He has a cabin deep in the forest about a day’s walk from here. The woods are thick and deep, so nobody would mess with us."

The other girls glanced around at each other, then Sam spoke up with an idea, "Why don’t we go anyway? He said he had people staying there, we need to tell them what happened."

Sophia thought about it and nodded. That’s when the three pecker heads came to the fire.

"Is she any better?" James whispered.

"She’s fine enough to pound your ass in the dirt," Felicity sneered.

"You don’t have to be a bitch about it," Carl replied.

That did it for Sophia.  She undressed quickly, then shifted and pounced on Carl, ripping anything and everything she could get her teeth and claws on.  The beta tried to fight her off but the alpha wolf finally got to his throat and tore it out, killing him.  She turned to a shocked crowd and looked over to Hank and James.  Both put their hands up and tried to clam her down, pleading their case, but to no avail.  The predator was fulfilling her threat.  The black furred alpha wolf went over and finished the other two.  After the kills, her wolf howled for victory and sadness.  

"Alright Sophia, its done," Sam calmly suggested.

The alpha wolf growled, blood dripping off her maw.  After a couple of minutes, she shifted back and sat down.  No one moved, everyone waited for her commands.

After a few minutes Sophia yelled out, "Everyone get ready, we leave in ten minutes,"  then went over to get dressed.  Her betas were leery of her psyche at the moment.

The pack traveled for thirty minutes when they picked up fresh water, they stopped and drank their fill.  Everyone just sat silently waiting for the command to leave, at least until they heard wolf howls in the distance. They looked up and recognized them, so they responded in kind. The group came into view then up to the camp, greeting each other while some went out hunting for some fresh meat. The betas came together to give their reports, and Sophia was silent through most of the meeting and it didn’t go unnoticed either. She left the meeting and retired to a nearby tree to rest her eyes. Needless to say the other betas wanted to know what was going on with their alpha. Sam, Felicity, and Nancy gave them the story of the last two days. The others didn’t know what to think about meeting Max and his killers, even her killing the three betas. Of course, the other single beta males were disturbed by the news that their alpha had chosen a mate, and it wasn’t any of them. After dinner they retired and went to sleep, resting before they made the trip to Max’s forest.

In the morning, the birds were chirping, food simmering on the fire, and the sky was filled with fresh air. When everyone woke, they cleaned up the campsite getting ready to go and was ready to set off in the morning sun, lazily heading to their destination. They didn't make it very far before they heard a noise in the distance, it sounded like drums coming from a few miles away. Something big was approaching.

"What is that?" Nancy wondered.

"Drums, an army is marching towards us." Justin, one of her betas answered.

"How long before they get here?" Sophia questioned

"An hour at the most," he responded.

"I’m assuming they are headed for the mine." They all nodded.

"What are we going to do? Try to go around, or face them?" Felicity nervously asked.

"Even if we tried to run, they have scouts with horns, and they would know something is up. We have 125 here, but I can guarantee that army will be formidable," Justin declared.

They thought about it, and decided to try and skirt around the incoming army. It wasn’t long when they found the army was divided into two companies. The mistake wasn’t caught in time and the pack came face to face with the army company. Horns blew, their cover was blown. Panting, the wolves stopped to rest and regroup. The alpha and betas tried to come up with a plan, but every one of them ended in a fight. Sophia looked across the meadow and saw orcs mixed with goblins. Shit, they also had eight wens. There total number had to be over four hundred. They were so screwed.

"Sophia, what is the plan?" Justin asked.

"Fight or die." They all nodded and barked orders out to the pack to get ready to battle. Horns blew and the army started across the fields.

"Max, I wish you were here," Sophia murmured and turned to the betas and barked her orders.

"Stay together and protect one another. Let’s see if we can make their day a little more on the gloomy side." She shifted and started walking towards the orcs.

 




***




The mages were making great progress, as we walked slowly up the incline, we inched closer to the top and freedom. Hmm… Freedom is a great thing, it’s something I won’t ever forget.

"Max, tell me about yourself since we have a little time," Tia said.

"Well, I don’t have any interesting things happening right now, my life is kind of boring." I smirked.

She gaped and slapped my arm playfully, "That’s a lie sir, I think I’ve had more interesting things happen to me on this trip than my whole life."

"This stuff normally doesn’t happen, I usually just stay out in the woods and go hunt. Although, now I need to go home and do some farming."

"That’s a lie too, Max.  She’s not going to trust you if you keep on lying," Gordon indicated Tia when he said his peace.

"She doesn’t need to trust me; that would put her in dangerous places, and get into situations where she shouldn’t be in."

"I’m a big girl.  I am fully capable of taking care of myself, sir, and interested with being in dangerous situations next to you instead of the boring everyday life I go through," Tia expressed her distaste for me trying to get rid of her.

"Tia, there are things you need to know about me." I looked at Gordon, then to Will, and they nodded indiscreetly. I took a couple of calming breaths and got my thoughts together to explain the dangerous happenings in my life. "First, things in my life are complicated, and evidently about to be very dangerous. I don’t want you to get hurt while fighting by us." I pointed to Gordon and Will. "Next, for some reason I have a magnetic personality which attracts dangerous but beautiful women to me. For instance, I have six women waiting for me at home and not out looking for me. Yes, Gordon and Will, we really need to sit down, and have a chat. Things have escalated very quickly, and I don’t see my life slowing down."

"I was wondering where Cassie was. Is she outside waiting too?  And who are the others?" Will questioned.

"You’ve met Cassie?" Gordon asked.

"Yes, and Valencia as well, they seem very dangerous and cunning. What are they, if you don’t mind me asking?" Will probed trying to get any info out of me he can.

"They are both weres, but I’ll let them tell you what they are unless it becomes necessary information. That is there business for now. Also, Cass is a mage and the others are wood elves." Turning the conversation back to Tia, "I wanted to let you know about them, before you decide anything when we get out of here. Besides, you don’t know me.  I could be a serial killer, a bum off the streets, a thief, or an asshole."

She sniffed and pondered for a moment, then replied, "Max, you think because we haven’t spent any time together other than back down the tunnel there, I don’t know you? I know what kind of man you are by the attitude and strength that you’ve shown in rescuing us. The man I see before me, won’t take any shit from anyone, do the right things, and protect the innocent. You can’t make me go away that easily."

"Shit, I need to find a woman like that," Will murmured quietly. Gordon clapped him on the back and laughed. I glanced around and found the weres listening in too.  Since having their attention, I dropped the other bombshell.

"Well, before you say anything else, I need to tell the events of the last two days. It started …." I told them my events up to the orc camp. They were stunned a little by my brutality, but I didn’t worry about it and continued on from there, "We were about to leave to come back to the mine, but Sophia cornered me, wanting to come with us, so I let her come along. During the trip, evidently we became closer, and she started flirting hard. So, if I guessed her intentions right, she will be waiting for me too." I heard gasps and shouts all around me.

"Why the hell is that the reaction I get when speaking about Sophia?"

"You really don’t know, do you?" Will asked and I shook my head. Marie replied while smiling and shaking her head at me, "She is the most sought after female in the were-world. She has never taken a mate in her two centuries of living." 

"She is ruthless when it comes to her pack, and doesn’t normally care about outsiders. You must’ve done something to get her heart stirring," Rachel added.

I heard numerous grumblings about ‘Damn, lucky bastard’ and other words I couldn’t hear. So I decided to try and advise I could be wrong.

"Guys, don’t be spreading any shit. I could be wrong, so if I hear of someone telling gossip, I will beat their ass." They all agreed and said they wouldn’t dream of it.

"I’m sorry Tia, I had to tell that too. Just keep in mind I don’t lead people on. All I do is talk to the women, and for some reason the past few months, weird things keep happening to me." She just smiled at me, raised up to kiss me on the cheek, and hugged my arm.

"Damn, you are the fuckin man," Sean whistled and all the men laughed and agreed.

"Well, Max, I need to talk to you about certain things in the kingdom, but don’t think this can wait. I believe you are right about attracting women like a magnet. Don’t be surprised when Princess Corisande shows the same signs that these other ladies have." Gordon cackled. That set off another set of gasps and grumbling. I stopped midstride halting the flow of traffic. We were almost out, but this was a shock.

"What are you talking about Gordon?"

"I’m telling you the truth.  We were at a celebration, and Sir John asked her to dance. They were out there less than two minutes when Cori had him on the floor when she kicked him in the nuts, then she punched him in face when he was down on his knees. Come to find out, she advised him to never talk about you again." Gordon and Will snickered. I started the flow of traffic again and shook my head. What the fuck is going on with these women?

"Don’t be laughing, peckerhead.  I still owe you for throwing me under the bus back there about survival. So, I’m going to play that card right now. I know you like Estelle, so don’t be laughing at me." He grabbed my arm, and tried to say something but couldn’t get the words out. "Damn man, don’t tell me you can talk all that shit in court, but you can’t talk to the girl?"

"Max, please don’t tell her, I want to be the one to," Gordon pleaded.

"Of course not, man. Seriously, what makes you think I’ll ever see them again?"

"I have it on good authority that you’ll see them again," he cryptically stated.

"What the fuck does that mean?"

"It means we evidently have much to talk about," Gordon said. I nodded and kept silent.

"Lord Ackley, why is it you let Max talk to you like that?" One of the were’s asked.

He cackled and replied, "Well, look at him. He is a walking tree, and when he shifts, he’s a walking building. So, I ask, what would you do?" The guy shook his head rapidly. Gordon laughed again, "That isn’t the reason he talks like that to me, although it’s a pretty good reason. Max and I have become great friends. I know he has my back and he knows that I have his." He slapped me on the back, so I returned the favor, but he almost fell over when I hit him. I laughed and heard the mages in front of us start cheering, it wasn’t moments later we all saw daylight. We all started cheering, but settled down after a few moments. No telling what could be out to meet us. We made it out, and I took in our surroundings, but didn’t recognize where we were, so I figured we were south of the mine. Everyone was just breathing the fresh air, and I called the heads over for a meeting. The mages were present too.

I looked at the mages and bowed to them, "Good job, everyone. Thanks for your help getting us out of there." They nodded back and I told everyone to sit down. We needed to discuss tactics.

"What is the plan from here?" Gordon asked.

"Will, we need to get word out to the rangers and the king."

"I agree and will get a couple of my people on it," Will advised.

"What about getting people home?" Pompous ass spoke up.

"Well, we can stay together, or split up," Will suggested.

"I’m going to find the Berenger pack and then go home. Let them know that they are welcome to join me if they want."

"We will join you, Max," Sean said.

"And the others were’s? Rachel?"

"All the weres as of this moment are joining you. They may change their mind in the future, but for now they will follow you."  I nodded and looked to the mages. "I don’t know what the specifics are on the mages, but you guys are welcome too." They nodded and some took me up on my offer, the others said they had family to get back to.

"Elves, do you need an escort to your domain?"

Pompous ass was still mad at me so he decided at that moment to speak out, "No, we can handle things from here. No more of your presence is needed." My eyebrows rose at that statement, and smiled.

"Oh, don’t be mad Morgy. I didn’t mean to interfere in your impractical nonsense, I am trying to save as many as I can. Now, before you get all political on me, I’m going to ask them the same question."

"You will do no such thing," the PA sneered.  "They will only accept my decisions, no need to waste your breath." 

I took a deep breath and exhaled loudly, "Will, Gordon, Tia, and you five," pointing to the were group, "go around and ask if they want to go on their own, or with an escort to town. Also, send scouts out, I want to know if anything is around us, and send others for any berries, fruit, and water. Anything to get our strength up." They nodded and left to do what I asked. Standing up, I stretched out my body and left before dickhead said anything to piss me off. It wouldn’t be wise at the moment, I was going to search for some berries or fruit of any kind. Water would be great too, so I went exploring with my furry duo.

'Reap, Herc, let’s go find something to eat.’

‘That would be awesome, I’m starving," Reap salivated.

‘Let’s go, I’m losing weight by the minute," Herc replied.

We took off through the woods looking for any game for the two beasts. I could feel the excitement coming from them, anticipating the hunt. They ended up getting a stag each and devoured them. I found some berries, wild carrots, and onions to chew on and brought some back with me to share, letting them know where there was more if they wanted any. The scouts didn’t see anything unusual and the others brought back sustenance. As we were resting, I heard a distinct sound in the distance. We all perked up, trying to determine what it was.

"It sounds like drumming," Sean said. Our faces paled, when we realized what it was, an army was approaching.

"Who would be marching towards us?"  Gordon questioned nervously.  "The king’s army wouldn’t be down this far." 

"It will be the overlord and his cronies. Sounds like they're coming to the mine."

"Yep, I would bet he has a battalion coming to get their captives," Will calmly advised.

"What do we do, try to skirt around them?" PA frantically suggested.

"I’m not skirting around them, you can try if you want. ‘Reap, Herc, you up for some exercise?’

‘Hell yeah!’ They both gleefully replied.

I got up, popped my neck and back, and got out my weapons to check for any cracks. Reap and Herc came over behind me and sat waiting for my commands. "We’re staying, you guys take the others and get away from here."

They got up to object and started yelling at me.

"We’re staying!" Sean bellowed.

"I’m staying!" Will and Gordon shouted

"You are delirious if you think I’m leaving you. I’m staying!" Tia fiercely commanded.

"Lady Tiatha, this is ridiculous, I have put up with this long enough.  Now, let’s go home," his lordship ordered.

"Oh Morgy, you think because my father arranged our little meeting, you can order me around? I’m not going anywhere with you." Tia responded.

"This is outrageous, you will get up and come with me, now!" PA was red with anger moving towards Tia. I watched him carefully, if he made a wrong move, I would pound him. His cronies were looking uncomfortable with the scene. Hmm…father arranged meeting, probably some kind of forced relationship. Stupid ass politics.

He was up in her personal space now, and she looked at me, maybe for some kind of permission. I don’t know what it was, but I nodded. She was quick as lightning when she got in his face, holding something to his neck. Damn, she has a knife to his neck, and apparently knows how to use it. Definitely need to keep an eye on her, I wonder what other weapons she can use.

"You ever talk like that to me again, I will slit your throat," Tia calmly inquired.  "Do we have an understanding your lordship?" 

"Y-y-yes, my lady," he whispered. Man, she is dangerous, I might have to keep her. She let him go and pushed him back away from her.

The dumbass wasn’t getting the message though, he sneered, "Your father will hear of this. I will let him know of this insolence and your behavior with this peasant pet you have," pointing to me, I chuckled at his remarks.

"My father will also know of your behavior, a person who has no honor. Someone who tried to force himself on me." That got everyone’s attention, and we gawked at her statement. His cronies were definitely getting nervous now.

"It’s the only thing women are good for, besides carrying children," he smugly replied. Every male was standing now, fury in their faces.

"I think it’s time for you to leave, Lord Morgan," Gordon suggested. Morgy, looked around at the anger in our faces, and stepped back.

"Lord Ackley, I was jesting, you know how women can be. Irrational and whiny, we need to keep a firm grip on them," Morgy smirked.

I didn’t have to move or respond to that.  Will, Gordon, Sean, and Phil jumped in for her. None of them spoke, all they did was pull out their weapons they took from the cave, and stood there waiting for Morgy to make a move. He looked around, and found himself outnumbered, so he yelled at his cronies.

"Let’s go gentleman, we are unwelcome here."

"No, you are the only one unwanted, they can stay or go, whichever they prefer," I looked at his guards, and had sympathy for them, "gentleman, I have no quarrel with you, unless you harm any of mine, which includes anyone here. I will give you a choice, stay or go, up to you. Now, I don’t want to pressure you, but I’ve got somewhere to be." They glanced around to each other, and talked amongst themselves. Of course PA, took offense and went red from the anger at them discussing their futures.

I went to Tia and bent down to whisper in her ear, "Looks like you have a fan club. I think they may have a crush on you." I chuckled when she hit me.

"The only person that better look at me is the one I’m staring at," she huskily purred.

I stepped back and laughed, "Damn woman.  I have a question though.  Are you an assassin?"

"I am when I need to be, but no need to give away all my secrets," Tia smiled coyly. I grinned and looked at the other elves. I guess they were ready to make a decision.

"What is the verdict gentleman?"

They all said without hesitation, "I would like to stay."

Morgy fumed, "You idiots, I will see you thrown in the dungeons if you make it back to Laohone and left to rot." He took his leave and I sighed loudly when hearing the drums closer than before.

"Whoever is joining the revolution, get them and let’s go. Tell the mages they are with me."

We got together and discussed our strategy for half an hour. We knew the army was upon us, so we hurried over to the road and got into position as the army came into sight. It was a large number, not a whole battalion, but at least half. At that moment we heard horns to the west of us, that meant another part of their army was in that direction.

"What do you make of it?"

"Seems one of their companies has picked up another foe," Will said.

I agreed and watched the approaching army stop about a three hundred yards away from us. I got a good look at them, mostly orcs, some goblins, and about five wens. In the very back, I saw a couple of black robed figures. Hmm… the overlords decided to join us. Let’s see what they are about then.

‘Reap, Herc, very back, the two robed figures.  I assume it’s the overlords.’

‘We see them. Probably warlocks, or necros, nasty bunch. We need to take them out quickly, or it won’t be fun for long.’ Herc suggested.

‘Okay, I’ll let everyone know.’

I looked around to the people that joined us today. Humans, weres, elves, dwarves, amazons, and mages. Should be a sight to behold.

"Everyone, at the back of that army lies two robed figures, more than likely warlocks or necros. We need to take them out quickly. The weres are up with me in the front, mages support, everyone else protect each other. Let’s take care of business."

We broke to get in formation, and I took some calming breaths to get my nerves under control. I was out front with Reap, Herc, and the weres. Tia, Gordon, and Will came up beside me. I groaned, "Why can’t you do as I ask, for once?"

"Because it was stupid for you to ask. Our place is up front with you, protecting the innocent," Gordon smirked as his entourage was behind him getting ready.

"Well said Gordon.  Max, your parents would kill me if I let you do this alone. Also, it’s been awhile since I got my hands dirty, it’s time for a little payback," Will said as his entourage was setting up. I nodded and looked over to Tia.

"You know better than to even suggest for me to stay back, I brought myself some backup so you can concentrate on everything else." Tia explained as I saw the elves behind her nod.

Evidently, the army was tired of waiting, they started walking towards us at a slow pace. The goblins first, orcs, then the wens brought up the rear.

"Mages, give them something to think about, and make their day shitty." The battlefield lit up with spells, it was an awesome sight. The earth mages used the ground, life mages used the plants and trees, while air, fire, and elemental used their spells proficiently. Then the robed figures got involved. They started on the offense, and tried to take some of our mages out. Our mages were smart enough to leave someone for defensive spells, thank goodness. It was a great magic show, but it was time for the melee.

‘Reap, Herc, you ready?’

‘Always.’

‘Absolutely.’

"Alright ladies and gents, it’s time to party. Weres shift, and let’s meet in the middle." 

The weres shifted, jaguars, wolves, lions, and avians. Roaring and howling was heard all over the battlefield. The goblins and orcs were running at us now, so I happily fulfilled their desire to die today. We started off at a trot at first to build up some momentum, then took off running. Now, imagine a very tall man with two killing machines running beside him. It’s a tough task to take us on anyway, but add around sixty weres coming behind me too, and that equals a bad day. 

We took them head on at a full sprint, my axe cut through at least four when I passed through their front lines. Reap, Herc, and I went for the wens first. We were the only ones able to handle them at close range. Some of the weres joined as well.  Since it was a free for all, the wens were being hit from all sides when we got there. It took us about five minutes to take them out, and then we started our way through the orcs. The orcs didn’t have a chance, Reap and Herc ripped them apart. Our army if you wanted to call it that, numbered around 250, plus 50 mages. We cut through them like butter. Swords and axes were picked up by the individuals that had broken or dysfunctional ones. They exchanged them and kept on killing until the other army numbered in the teens. The warlocks were being held down by some sort of magic. I scanned the battlefield and found dead bodies everywhere; sad to say some of them were on our side. I shook my head and got back on track, we will mourn them later. Walking up to the circle of people around the warlocks, I glanced to the warriors and weres around us. They were covered in blood and gore, but alive. I chuckled when seeing the warlocks stuck in the ground with only their head above ground. The mages were ready for retaliation, but I doubt there would be any, they would be dead in seconds.

I noticed one of them was a female, "Evening folks, nice day out." I got a few chuckles from that joke. "What brings you into our fair town?" They didn’t flinch, or speak. I nodded and gave them one more chance. "I would like you to think very carefully on what I’m about to say. Over my shoulder are my two compadres, a siba and a kodiak." ... ‘Guys come on up.’ ... "Now, as you’re noticing they are on their way over," their eyes widened and panicked, "there are an equal number to this game. This will be an easy game for you, so please play fairly. I will ask you a few questions, and if I don’t like them there will be consequences. Over to my left will be individuals that will judge your answers. You get two strikes, the third one will be your last breath on this world. Understand?" They nodded and I chose my judges.

"Will, Gordon, Tia, you good on this plan? I’m not playing around about killing them, if you can’t handle it, then by all means leave until it’s over."

"I’m with you all the way," Tia smiled at me, man, she really reminds me of an assassin.

"After what I saw in the cave, they deserve a trial. I am for it as long as Will is," Gordon stated.

"I don’t like meaningless death, but they were coming to take us away for something. I’m for it on this occasion," Will responded.

I took a breath and exhaled loudly, "Alright, why are you rounding up people?"

"We don’t have a choice, we are bound to our lord and have to do his bidding," the warlock sadly stated.

"Who is your lord?"

"We can’t say, otherwise our death spell will activate. It will kill us instantly."

I thought about that for a moment.  Who is so powerful to do that? "Will, know anything about that? Who could put a spell on them like that?"

He shook his head, he didn’t know. One of the mages overheard and spoke up, "My lord, he speaks of blood magic. Demons, to be exact.  He must be an apprentice or a slave." Damn, if he’s right then the game just got worse for us.

"What’s your name?" I asked the mage that explained the warlock’s statement.

"Frank, my lord."

I waved him off, "I’m not a lord. Frank, what kind of mage are you?"

"Earth mage, sir"

"Okay, if he is linked to a demon of some sort, can it be broken?"

"Not that I know of, sir"

"Thank you, Frank."

"No problem, sir"

I turned my attention back on the warlock and sorceress, "Can your link be broken?"

"Possibly, but why would you want to do that?" The sorceress asked.

"I don’t want to kill you if I don’t have to. Now, tell me the truth."

"We can, but we have to be bound to someone else." The warlock answered.

I rubbed my hand over my face, "We’ll talk about that in a minute. Where is your next destination?"

"Aston."

"I thought so, I’m assuming you split your army. Why?"

"Our scouts picked a wolf pack nearby, we sent them to investigate and capture."

I needed to get over there and finish this shit. "Okay, you are bound to a demon, is that correct?" He nodded and I heard several groans. "Minor demon or lord?"

"First one."

"Okay, if you are bound to a minor, then there must be a lord too. We need to figure out which one. Will, I believe you and the lords have a full plate ahead of you." He nodded and I thought about this link, I wonder if it’s like Reap, Herc, and I.

‘Reap, Herc, Sigmus, what do you know about this warlock’s link?’

‘Hard to say, I think it’s like ours, but I believe he is correct in they have to be bound to someone else.’ Reap advised.

Sigmus voiced his opinion, 'No, the warlock will die when it is broken if it is from a minor demon or above.'

‘I agree, no use to worry about it now though, let’s finish up and get over to help those wolves.’ Herc suggested.

‘I agree’

"Okay, Will, Gordon, your call, take them with you to High Mage Edward or kill them now?"

"Take them to High Mage Edward, he will get more information out of them," Will replied and Gordon agreed

I looked at the mages, and chose four to be security. "Gag them and shackle their hands behind their back. Treat them with respect, but if they get out of hand or try to escape, kill them."

"Yes, sir." They said in unison.

"Will, Gordon, you staying or going?"

"I have to get to High Mage Edward and inform the king of the dire events coming. I will take my rangers and head that way," Will informed, I shook his hand and he left.

"I will go with you, we have many items to discuss after we deal with the intruders," Gordon replied calmly.

"Sean, Rachel, Gordon, Frank, Tia, get everyone ready to go in five." They nodded and left. I went and found a tree to sit down for a breather, and tried to get my thoughts together before we left. Minutes later, I saw everyone ready to go, so got up and we marched out, hoping to make it before the others got slaughtered.




Chapter Twenty-six








Sophia was trying desperately to get her shit together, she was basically walking straight to her packs death. Everyone was doing their job, but being outnumbered three to one kind of puts a bad taste in your mouth. Her betas kept up with her and ready to kill, then some howls could be heard in the distance and roars. 

‘Did anyone hear that?’ Sam asked.

‘Yeah, sounds like another wolf pack, and some other weres over to the east of us.’ Justin replied

‘They must’ve met the other army company.’ Nancy responded to his theory.

‘Well, wish they were here to help, but they have their own problems. Tight formations, work together.’

‘Yes, alpha.’ They all replied in unison.

They met the invading army in full sprint, tearing and clawing body parts off of the intruders. Sophia and her group were holding their flank, Justin and his group were holding his. They were making progress until the wens entered. Even one or two would give them fits and hard to kill. Facing eight was a death sentence. They started killing her pack one by one, and before she knew it 30 of hers were dead. She had to think fast, and ended up doing the one thing she loathes.

‘Retreat, everyone get the fuck back from these things. We need to regroup.’

They started backing up and the wens let them retreat back into the clearing. The fuckers even laughed, taunting them.

‘What the fuck are those things.’ Clay bellowed.

‘They are called wendigoes or wens.’ Sam replied.

‘How do we kill them?’ Justin asked.

‘Cut the heads off and rip their hearts out.’ Nancy responded.

‘Oh? Is that all?'  Jeff sarcastically responded with panic in his voice.  'Didn’t you’re group kill three of these things?’ 

‘No, Max killed all of them in about five minutes.’

‘Wait, are you saying that guy took three of them out by himself within five minutes?’ Justin questioned curiously.

‘Yes, he did. One of the most awe-inspiring sights I’ve ever seen,’ Sam wistfully said.

‘Shit, sounds like you got wet watching him fight.’ Pete chuckled.

‘You damn right I was wet. I wasn’t the only one, every female there was. Even when the second group joined us, they were wet for him. We were that way the whole damn day, watching that sexy man.’ Sam purred, thinking of young Max.

Sophia laughed softly, remembering that encounter. 

‘Damn, looks like we have some competition fellas,’ Pete replied playfully.

‘He sounds like a fuckin bad ass! Where the hell is this guy? We could use his help right about now.’ Justin wondered.

Everyone who knew was silent. They didn’t want to upset the alpha. Finally, she responded.

‘He’s gone. He’s was in the mine when it collapsed.’ Sophia choked up when she spoke. 

‘Damn, I’m sorry Sophia, I didn’t know.’ Justin sadly stated.

They were silent again for a couple of minutes. She had to get her shit together, so her pack would survive.

‘It’s okay. Let’s just get this done.’

‘How? We can’t get to them. The fuckers are strong and tall, their reach is lethal.’ Clay warily responded.

‘I don’t know, Clay.’ 

They noticed the wens started moving towards them and were walking fast. 

‘Shit, here they come.’

At that moment, howls and roars, were heard above the battlefield. Up on the hill, weres, elves, dwarves, amazons, mages, and humans were ready for a battle. She exhaled not knowing she was holding her breath, the wens stopped to gaze at the new enemy.

‘Where did these people come from?’ Jack asked while watching the group above.

‘I don’t know, but I’m not going to complain,’ Sam said.

‘That must be the group that fought the other company of this army, but if that's true, then they must have defeated the other one,’ Justin said impressed. Sophia was too, but can they get past the wens.

‘Why are they waiting?’ Phil asked.

‘It looks like they are waiting on someone, maybe there leader.' Nancy hesitantly suggested.

‘Who ever it is, they're leading six different races. That hasn’t been seen since the Dark Wars.’ Pete gleefully expressed. Sophia could only nod at this momentous occasion. Then, the weres parted, two huge beasts came to the front, and showed themselves. They roared and the battlefield went totally silent, the wens didn't know what to think about the group that showed up and started back tracking to get behind the remaining orcs.

‘WHAT THE FUCK ARE THOSE CREATURES?’ Justin bellowed.

"More like, who the fuck are they. The siba is Reaper and the kodiak is Hercules,’ Felicity joyfully corrected him.

‘They are some highly cunning and fierce killers, but if they’re here, then--,’ Sam didn’t finish her thought because of an interruption. The ground started rumbling as a massive beast came walking up to the edge of the hill. The were was about 12 feet in height, burnt orange in color, his muscled body had to be at least 6 feet wide, tree trunks for arms and legs, paws about a foot long with razor sharp claws, and a tail about 8 ft. long. Its body was a cross between a siba and a bear, and had stripes all over. He looked over at the field of dead bodies, and then scanned the pack, looking for someone in particular. 

She couldn’t get her brain to function, but her body knew to move out where he could see her. When seeing her, he let go of the loudest roar any of them ever heard, and had to cover their ears. She didn’t move, her heart leapt at seeing him alive, tears were streaming down her maw. She howled back at him, a sound of longing, mixed with joy.

‘What… the… ..fuck… is that?’ Justin asked.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, that's Max,’ Felicity calmly stated

‘I’ll tell you what it is. That’s a huge motherfucker!’ Pete bellowed.

‘Don’t forget fuckin sexy! Not to mention, he called, and our alpha answered,’ Sam chuckled out.

‘Yes, she did. That’s my man,’ Sophia purred. They all looked at her smiling maw and the girls gleefully squealed their approval, while the guys groaned.

The wens went out to the middle of the battlefield, and bellowed to the orcs to move back. The orcs marched back to the edge of the woods about a hundred yards away, and waited. The wens hissed and screeched a challenge. Max glanced at the wens, nodded at them, and then looked back to the pack.  ... Finally he looked away, and started towards the wens with Reaper and Herc beside him.

‘Holy Shit! Are they going to take on those fuckers by themselves?’ Justin anxiously questioned.

‘They are the only ones that can defeat them, at least dwindle them down for us to get involved,’ Sophia explained.

Sam laughed, ‘I’ll know where to find you in the fight.’

Felicity chuckled, ‘Right beside her man, where else.’ Sophia looked away, embarrassed of their candor.

She focused back on the fight.  Max was halfway there when he took off like a bullet, with Reap and Herc right beside him. How the fuck can they run so fast? 

No one around knew that his bonding with Sigmus, Reap, and Herc let them feed off of each other and give them not only strength but speed.  This allowed them to catch the wens off guard and they had no time at all to react. 

Max’s group bull rushed them.  With claws extended they swiped through the wens and ended up on the other side about fifty yards away. They stopped on a dime and turned around to watch the aftermath. Sophia wondered what they were waiting for, and then it happened, bodies fell with four heads rolling away on the ground of the battlefield. Sophia heard gasps from her people and roars coming from up on the hill. 

The wens moved away from each other, trying to distance themselves from each other. The trio did the same thing and spread out on the battlefield. Two of the wens went after Max, and one each to Reaper and Hercules. Reap and Herc had their hands full, but Max was on another level. The wens were on each side of him and thought they could get him off his game. One wen came at him with their claws swiping air as he ducked underneath and swiped his arm down the wen’s back. It let a high pitch screech of pain, but didn’t pay attention to the predator behind it. Max punched through the back of the wen and came out with the heart. He threw it on the ground and did something they’ve never seen him do. He lit the heart on fire, a bright white flame consumed it. The other wen thought he could catch Max off guard and jumped as high as it could to land on his back. Max saw him make his move and when the creature came back down, it tried to swipe at Max’s head. He caught the wen by the throat in mid-air, which gave the creature whiplash. It was gasping for air, when Max pummeled it with his right paw. The wen went unconscious and dangled in the air. Max decided to show his strength, so he punched through the wen and pulled out the heart. He threw it on the ground, put both paws in the hole he made, and pulled, ripping the creature apart. Blood and organs exploded all over his muscled body. He roared for his victory, and glanced over to check on Reap and Herc, but they were okay at the moment, so he went to the other bodies lying on the ground. One by one, he cut the hearts out and lit them on fire. He pulled the bodies together in a pile, then went to help Reap and Herc. It didn’t take long and those were dead too. Max pulled those bodies over and threw them on the pile. He stood there focusing for about a minute, and pointed both his paws toward the pile. He sent out a huge fire stream onto the pile of wen bodies, it didn’t take about twenty seconds of this white hot fire to consume them. After a couple of minutes, the pile of bodies were no more, in its place was a big pile of ash. After it was done, the triple threat roared together and the battlefield was silent once again. 

Sophia was speechless, they were supposed to get back into the fight, but the triple threat took care of business. 

The pack was shocked, they just sat there in awe of the overwhelming victory. No one wanted to interrupt the silence, thinking it was a dream they were in.

‘I cannot believe what I just saw,’ Clay murmured.

‘That was… …..fucking unbelievable,’ Justin whispered.

No one else spoke, just watching the trio, and wondered what they were going to do next. Max glanced over to the pack and nodded to the alpha. Sophia’s heart skipped a beat, just thinking of being in his arms. He looked over to the other side of the field at the orcs, and the trio started walking towards them. That was her que to join them and she didn’t even look back to the pack, just sprinted his direction wanting to be near him and hold him. When she got near, he stopped the trio, went to his knee, and opened his arms. The alpha howled gleefully and jumped the rest of the way into his arms. Max picked her up, pulled her to his chest, and wrapped his tree trunk arms around the wolf. Sophia just laid there, relishing in his strength, and feeling safe. After a few moments, he pulled her up and put her down across the back of his neck. His neck and shoulders were so wide she fit perfectly, so Sophia rested her head next to his right ear. He kept walking like it was nothing that an alpha werewolf lying on your neck was an everyday occurrence. 

‘Hey Soph, I was worried about you.’ Max said.

She sobbed out, ‘Max, I thought you—.’ She couldn’t finish the horrible thought. Now that the alpha had him back, she wasn’t going anywhere without him. He can shove it up his ass if he thinks otherwise.

‘I know, and I’m sorry, we’ll talk after I take care of some business.’ He stated while he rubbed behind her ears. That was one of her erotic zones and if he didn’t stop, she would squirt all over him.

‘Max, I love what you’re doing, but you need to stop. That is getting me hot and flushed, baby.’

He laughed with a deep baritone sound and it made her heart flutter. He was so sexy.

 




										***




When my duo and I got within a hundred feet we stopped. Soph was on my neck nuzzling me, it felt good.

‘Reap, Herc, talk or just kill?’

‘I would talk to them until the others get behind them, they aren’t ready.’ Reap advised.

‘Then it’s orc killing time. HAHA!’ Herc bellowed.

‘Will do’

The leader came out to meet us and bowed. "You are great warriors, you took out the possessed with no problem."

"We would like to know why you are with the overlords."

"We are not with those troublemakers, nor their demon masters. We would rather be left alone and live in peace. Those villains have captured our town, and demand we fight or they kill our families." The leader sadly responded.

‘Reap, Herc, what do you make of this?’

‘Hmm…he sounds truthful, and it would make sense. The demons don’t care who does their bidding,’ Herc replied.

‘Keep him talking, see if he will reveal anything else,’ Reap suggested.

"Don’t take this the wrong way, but why not take your town back?"

"They have mages and we do not. They also hold captives, our children and wives." He replied curtly.

"What is your name, sir?"

"My name is Gurak."

"Nice to meet you, Gurak, my name is Maximus," he bowed, and I continued, "Tell me Gurak, how many men left your town when you travelled here?"

He shook his head sadly, "We left with five hundred warriors to come here. I’m assuming you’re asking because you defeated the other soldiers too." 

I nodded and kept on with the questions. "How many men do you have left, here?

He sighed, "About 200, it would have been less than that if the possessed would’ve had us fight you." His head hung low. He seemed sad, what the fuck was I supposed to do?

"So, Gurak, what are your plans going forward?"

"I sure as hell aren’t fighting you, or the beasts behind you." I looked behind me to see Reap, Herc, and Soph’s pack sitting and waiting.

‘Soph, you still with me?’

‘Mmm… such delicious muscles, I am in heaven. What do you need, honey?’

I chuckled, ‘Can I still transmit to your pack through you?’

‘Yes, my love, you can transmit.’

I didn’t even say anything about that, Cass and Val will have to deal with that shit. ‘Listen up everyone, I don’t think they want to die today. Move back slowly, but stay alert.’ 

They did as I asked and moved about 50 yards away.

"Gurak, I don’t want to kill you or your clan today. It may not look like it, but I only kill when I have to. I need to ask you some questions.  Are you willing to die for the overlords?  Or will you take your clan and go home?" He looked troublesome by my question and was reluctant to respond.

"Maximus, we can’t go back.  Not without someone the overlords trust. If we go without the ones that were with us, then we die. Either way, the ones here will die, one way, or the other." Gurak said.

‘Sigmus, Reap, Herc, thoughts?’

‘Hmm…that’s not a decision I would want to make. Death is the only answer he’s looking at,’ Reap depicted.

‘What if he joins us? An alliance or something.’

‘Interesting, no alliance has ever been made young one. Your people would see you differently, chastise, and rebuke you,’ Sigmus advised.

‘Yeah, but I can’t just sit by and not agree with him. If he's telling the truth, then his clan is being held against their will. Are you with me?’

They all chuckled and said "AYE."

‘I am proud of the man you are becoming, young one," Herc said.

‘Yes, I am too, this should definitely get interesting," Reap said.

I nodded and got my thoughts together for a hostile environment. "Gurak, what’s your clan’s name?"

He looked at me confused, "Shagol, why would you ask?"

I took deep calming breaths, looked behind the orcs to see my people ready to go, then put my cards on the table. "I am about to make some people angry at me, but I can’t kill your clan mercilessly. I could since you’re surrounded," pausing since he was looking around the forest seeing my army. The look on his face was one of distress and he knew with one word his men would die. "Since you can’t go home at this time and I’m not really wanting to kill anymore today, I have come up with another option. We will discuss an alliance with your clan." I heard gasps and shouts against me, telling me I was an idiot and I couldn’t trust them. You would have thought I declared war on innocent children or something by  the way these people reacted. The orcs didn’t react at all for some reason, and that was confusing me.

"Why would you want an alliance with my clan?"  Gurak asked with suspicion.

"Well, you know as well as I do, something evil is coming, and we have to be ready to either challenge or submit to it. I for one am not going to submit to anything, I’ll be at the front trying to defeat it. I thought you and your men would like some payback."

He thought about it for a few minutes, and while he was still thinking I told him about the alliance that I wanted with them. "Gurak, before you make a decision like this, you need to know, this alliance would only be with my clan, and not the whole kingdom." 

"If we did this, what would you want from us?"

I’ve been thinking about this since we started this conversation. "When the overlords come, you would be fighting other clans of your people. I already know there are nine other locations with prisoners like this one. I would want protection of my clan, to build up my clan with other races, and prepare for war."

"Are you sure you want to do this? Looking around, your people aren’t agreeing with you."

I looked around the battlefield noticing the hate filled glares at the orcs. I can relate, but I also remember that not everyone is the same, and has choices. His clan is supposedly held against their will, so we’ll see how this ends.

"Before I say anything, I have a few stipulations for you to abide by. First, if any of your men hurt any of my clan, I will kill them myself. That goes for my people too. Second, if you betray me or mine, I will end you slowly and very painfully. Lastly, they follow me, I am chief and Alpha of my clan." I laughed for a few moments and everyone was looking at me like was stupid. Maybe I am an idiot, but it should be interesting in the coming days. "I’m sorry, I was thinking about my clan growth. A few days ago, there were only nine of us, eleven counting Reap and Herc. Now, I couldn’t tell you how many have joined. Of course, I may lose most of them when we have this alliance. Talk to your men, and we will reconvene when you’re ready." 

He nodded and gathered his men in the middle of the field, I took that time to meander over to a tree for some rest. When my big ass plopped down, I took Soph off my neck and held her while my head was against the bark of the tree, then closed my eyes for a few minutes. Soph curled up in my lap, and nuzzled my neck.

‘How are you doing, Max?’ Soph wondered.

I chuckled and replied, ‘I’m tired and need some rest.’

‘Are you sure about this alliance?’

‘What do you suggest? Kill them, or let them go back home to die? I couldn’t think of anything else. That’s why I suggested it.’

‘I don’t know either, I’m just glad I don’t have to make that decision.’

‘What are you going to do now? Go home or explore?’

‘I am home, Max.  Anywhere you go, I go with you, and wherever we end up will be our home.’

‘What about your pack, you’re the alpha, what do they think about your decision?’

‘I don’t know yet, I will speak to them, and find out. Some may leave, but that’s okay, some of them need to go.’

‘Oh, I almost forgot, I picked up some other weres that want to know if they can join your pack.’

She chuckled and responded, ‘Max, it’s your pack now, you’re our Alpha.’

‘What? Why would that be?’

‘Because they follow me, and I follow you.’

I groaned and didn’t like where this was going. I decided to throw a wrench in the engine of our conversation. ‘Also, since I know your wants and desires, someone else is evidently feeling the same way you are. Her name is Tia, and she’s an elf. You both will have to discuss those items with my other mates that are waiting for me at my home.’ I looked at her to see if she had a problem with that and surprised me when she laughed.

‘Damn, you work fast.  I’m assuming she was one of the prisoners?" I nodded and she kept laughing while she spoke, ‘you’re like a magnet for women and your virility is off the charts.’

‘Hey, it’s not like I go looking, as you well know.’ Some people were headed my way and I groaned at the possible conflict.

‘I have no choice then about the other, your women and I will have to hash it out. It looks like some people want to talk to you, so I am going to go find my clothes. See ya in a bit.’ I nodded and she left while Gordon, Tia, Sean, and some others were waiting for me.

"Sit down and take a load off guys. Gordon, who has my clothes?"

Tia answered with a sassy attitude, "I have them, and let me just say, I’m perturbed that that you had all the fun back there."

I chuckled, "Fun? Next time some wens are in the battle, I’ll let you handle them," She smiled and playfully hit my arm.

"So, that’s your girlfriend, eh? She’s cute in a furry kind of way," Tia continued with her playful attitude.

I laughed at her remark, "I don’t think she would like being called cute, but yes that’s Soph."

"We saw how cozy she was with you and didn’t want to interrupt your reunion."

I smirked, "Wow, do I detect a little jealousy?"

"Oh, no, I just want to know when it’s my turn with the big teddy bear," she purred.

I grinned and pulled her onto my lap to hug her. The noise coming from her sounded like she was actually purring. "I want to sit on your shoulders like she did," Tia pouted, so I bent down and she climbed on. She had on a big smile, "This is more like it, thanks babe."

"Damn, man, if I haven’t said it before, you’re the man!" Sean expressed. I shook my head and waited, hoping for a decision from Gurak soon. "Have you been able to talk with Sophia about us joining her pack?" 

I nodded and cautiously responded, "Yes, I have, but she told me some things are about to change." They waited for me to elaborate, so I told them what Soph told me.

"Shit, taking over the Berenger pack is huge, but it sounds like she didn’t give you a choice. What are you going to do?" Sean questioned.

"I don’t know, it’s definitely a big responsibility, but she’ll be there to help. She is supposed to have a discussion to let them know what she wants to do. She seems to think some will leave, but that’s part of it I suppose."

"You just have to make waves wherever you go, don’t you?" Gordon smirked.

"Yeah, this alliance will probably send people running from me, but that’s okay. I just couldn’t kill them in cold blood, not when I can use them against their masters."

"I know Max, I’m with you, but my dad and the king probably won’t be," he reluctantly advised.

I nodded and told him it was fine. "Look, things are happening, something evil is the mastermind behind this. I can’t let this opportunity go.  By the way, Tia, heads up on things ahead. If you’re wanting anything to happen, you will have to talk with my other mates at my cabin. They decide who joins our family, the girls took that off my shoulders."

She kissed my head and said okay.

The orcs were making their way back to chat I suppose, so we got up met them at the edge of the woods. "Gurak, have you made a decision?"

He nodded and spoke, "Yes, we have Maximus. We would like to stay with your clan." 

"Alright, I need to shift back, and meet you in a few minutes. Load up your gear and get ready to leave. We have a long walk ahead of us." I walked away from the conference to crouch down behind some bushes, and shifted back. The change made me nauseous, but had to get dressed before someone saw me. Evidently, it wasn’t fast enough and only had the bottom half done when I heard whistling behind me.  I turned to find four females with hunger in their eyes, this should be interesting, I thought. It was Soph, Nancy, Felicity, and Sam.

"Don’t put that shirt on, we want to watch you walk half naked," Sam purred.

"Damn Soph, he is sexy," Nancy murmured.

"Can we sample the menu, Soph?" Felicity huskily asked.

"Down girls, he’s only back here to change, we can’t keep him for very long. I just wanted to see those muscles again," Sophia smirked.

I rolled my eyes and chuckled, "Hello ladies, sorry, I would give you a show if we had time, but alas, we are out of it. We must go, unless you guys are staying here." I finished getting dressed while they watched.

"Hell no! If I can see that everyday, then I’m going," Sam bellowed.

"Me too," Nancy and Felicity said.

Soph came over and wrapped her arm around my waist, "I haven’t talked to them about the thing we discussed earlier, but they know we’re leaving." I bent down and kissed her the top of her head. She put a hulk grip on me and wouldn’t let me go for a few moments. I led them back out to meet the group waiting for me. Tia was waiting with Gordon’s group, smiling at me. Let’s see how this goes, I thought to myself.

"Tiatha, Gordon, guys, this is Sophia, Nancy, Felicity, and Samantha. Ladies this is….." I introduced everyone and they greeted each other. Tia and Soph stared at each other, sizing one another up.  They each had a predatory smile on their beautiful faces, trying to figure out who would win in a fight. Oh shit, may be a cat fight, I sure as hell won’t get in the middle of that. 

"Tiatha, it’s nice to meet you," Sophia smoothly stated.

Tia replied, "Sophia, likewise. We need to talk. Can we go somewhere private?"

Sophia responded, "Yes, let’s go." 

They left to go have a chat and everyone was looking at me for some reason. I shrugged, then everyone around started laughing and shaking their heads. What the hell do those girls need to talk about? I didn’t have time to think about that shit, we needed to head out, so I could get home.

"Gordon, get everyone ready, find out if they are staying with us or going home. I’ll go tell Gurak it’s time to go." He bowed his head and left. I headed over to the orcs and found him waiting. 

"Gurak, we are about to leave, are your men ready?"

He nodded and I had them get into their formation. I saw Gordon waiting for me, so stopped to see what’s going on.

"Everybody that’s going with us are ready, the ones that aren’t have already left," he said. 

I looked around at the faces before me, and noticed the different races in general. I nodded to them and smiled. They smiled and nodded back, so I turned my attention back to Gordon, and made sure they knew who was traveling with us. "Yes, they know, some aren’t happy about it, but will follow your lead.

"Right, I didn’t expect them to, but I can’t blame them. Okay, let’s go." I yelled out for everyone to head out.




Epilogue








Deep within the realm of Hell, there lies different levels of society.  Nine of them to be exact. The damned, cursed, and despicable creatures that inhabit them were of the worst kind.  Demons, or some people refer to them as the Fallen Ones. A Demon Lord presides over the first eight, the High Prince Xolras, rules over every level and resides in the Ninth Hell.  At the moment, he was meeting with one of his lords.

"Are we on schedule, Lord Elmollon?"

He replied immediately, "Yes, High Prince Xolras.  We’re continuing to send out minions to corrupt and enslave the inhabitants.  The overlords are setting us up nicely, they are also doing daily sacrifices in your name to build up their mana to damage the veil that has us trapped here."

High Prince Xolras smiled evilly, "Goooood, it has been way to long for me to take my revenge on the Gods of Giseria.  We will corrupt and burn their world."  

Both of them laughed and left their meeting to go their separate ways. 
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