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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A Mage’s Life 
 
      
 
    A chill wind blew across the forest path, kicking up fallen leaves as the changing of seasons drew near.  On that path, a merchant caravan rolled along at a rather leisurely pace, it’s main cargo pulled by a pair of horned zilwalkers. 
 
    A pair of women sat atop the cargo wagon, laughing amongst one another as their guard did his best to remain stalwart.  They were happy, and why not?  They were on their way to the village hidden in the woods, and the goods they had to trade would bring them enough bounty for seasons to come… 
 
    That is, if they made it there alive. 
 
    The hooves of the zilwalkers skidded through the dirt as the horned beasts came to an abrupt stop, spooked by something shifting within the trees.  Soon, the women’s laughter faded and the guard’s spear shifted to his hands as the source of the noise made itself known.  Six, no seven bandits emerged from the surrounding trees, their bodies fashioned with crude yet functional armor and their hands filled with weapons sharp enough to kill. 
 
    These men closed in fast on the caravan, blocking it in on all sides as one of them leveled a crossbow at the singular guard.  
 
    That was the problem with a growing village… with trade brought trouble, organized crime, bandits looking to barter with the blade. 
 
    And that’s where I come in. 
 
    Leaping from the highest branch on one of the gleamwood trees, I soared down to the caravan below.  I landed on the roof in a crouch, my black and red cloak falling around me like a dark shroud. 
 
    The bandits stopped in their tracks, frozen in place by my crimson stare.  The others were foolish enough to rush the caravan, hoping to attack my flank.  It wouldn’t matter.. none of then were leaving here unharmed. 
 
    “Hello there,” I muttered in my best Kenobi voice, drawing looks of confusion from my would-be attackers. 
 
    “Mage!” one of them shouted in response, pointing a sword in my direction.  How observant. 
 
    Before the group could coordinate, I backflipped off the caravan and landed in between two of the bandits.  One of them stumbled backward but the other swung his iron sword at my neck.  I casually ducked out of the way and sent a kick into the man’s knee, breaking it in several spots and leaving him in a ball of blubbering pain. 
 
    The man who had fallen immediately tried to backpedal through the dirt.  I put a stop to that with a quick stomp to the stomach and a jab to the jaw.  As I turned, I saw the other five conscious bandits reconsidering their strategy.  Honestly, I could’ve probably said anything at that point to send them running. 
 
    But where was the fun in that? 
 
    With a single bound, I leapt over the caravan and into the vicinity of the other bandits, arcana now building in my palms.  The crossbow wielder tried to take aim at my head, but a quick wave of force energy shattered his weapon and left his fingers a mangled mess. 
 
    With my superior agility, I took three of the others down just as quick, leaving them writhing on the forest floor.  That left just one. 
 
    “K-keep away!” the bandit stammered, waving a dagger in my direction.  I calmly walked forward, ignoring his demands as my red eyes burned away at his confidence. 
 
    With his last bit of courage, the man lunged forward, thrusting the weapon at my chest.  I caught it with my bare hand, pouring flame energy into the weapon until it seared the man’s palm. 
 
    “When are you guys gonna learn?” 
 
    Before he could answer, I backhanded him into the side of the wagon, knocking him unconscious with relative ease.  Then I turned and smiled at the two women and the guard, disarming the tension with an exaggerated bow 
 
    “Welcome to Arcwind!” I shouted.  “And a, sorry about the mess.  Still workin on the bandit problem.” 
 
    One of the women placed a hand on her chest (which was quite large, might I add), tossed back her auburn hair and grinned.  “Why, I’ve never been to a village where their mage personally came out to greet us.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do things a bit different here,” I jested, drawing a giggle out of the two damsels.  It’d be a shame to tel her that we still hadn’t quite perfected the routes for our guard patrols.   
 
    The woman’s grin widened.  “Well, perhaps you can give my partner and me a private tour of your village.  We have a lot to offer… in trade, that is.” 
 
    The look these two were giving me was enough to make my dragon blood heat, contrary to the daggers their guard was staring into me.  It was irrelevant though because I had places to be. 
 
    “Sorry ladies,” I said.  “I’m already running late.  But don’t worry, my weaver Ezry will take real good care of ya back at the village.” 
 
    The other woman, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty, began to sigh.  “Will we see you later?” 
 
    I shot her a wink.  “Count on it.” Then I fell into a crouch, channeled arcana into my legs, and launched myself into the air. 
 
    I likely would see them later, though not in the way they were insinuating…  The trade this pair would bring to the village would be invaluable but my heart was already taken, bonded to a group of deadly beautiful arcanists whose powers now resonated in my arcane soul.  In fact, I was on my way to see them now for a little [s-rank] training exercise.  And by the dead gods, I did not want to be late. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Alright… here we go.” 
 
    Those were the words I muttered to myself as I drew on my arcane power, summoning force and flame arcana into my palms.  An instant later, I forged the energy into a ball and launched it forward, guiding the spell with my will. 
 
    I dropped to my knees and watched as the energy ball soared above the forest floor, kicking up dirt and debris as its speed intensified.  Then I watched as the spell collided with its target, a massive stone larger than most taverns… and completely obliterated it. 
 
    Flame energy melted through the stone’s core as force energy spun in violent revolutions, tearing the stone apart from the inside until it crumbled before my eyes.  
 
    “God damn, Lance!” Erin said as she jogged over to my side, her mouth agape. 
 
    “Yeah, I get that a lot,” I replied, drawing a smirk outta that lovely freckled face of hers.   
 
    It’d been nearly two months since we’d arrived home from our little pilgrimage, and things were finally beginning to settle in.  The village had grown by leaps and bounds… we had supplies, defenses, a fleet, and now a powerful group of mages to protect the place we now called home.  That group started with me, Lance, the only [s-rank] combat mage with the dragon bloodline left in existence.  And now that those powers were fully unlocked, I felt… well, I felt unstoppable. 
 
    “Keep that up and we won’t have much forest left before long,” Danica said as she approached my flank, draping an arm over my shoulder.  In truth, I was finally beginning to gain some semblance of control over my new abilities, and gods were they powerful. 
 
    The spell id just used was a new variation of my [dragon shot], a projectile that used both flame and force arcana.  Originally, I’d assumed the spell was best used to dispatch single targets.  But with some practice, I found that I could use the spell to burn through my target before applying force energy to tear it apart from the inside, a wonder for taking down structures or large groups. 
 
    “Good thing my aim’s on point,” I said, sneaking away from her grasp as I drew more energy into my palm.  Not only had my power grown exponentially, but the strength of our group had as well.  As my bonded, Danica, Efray and Erin had only grown closer since arriving back in the village.  It was like our arcana was connected on another level, as if I could almost reach out and touch the very flames of their arcane souls.  Danica had explained that those with strong bonds could learn to eventually use and manipulate the arcana of their bonded… We definitely were not there yet, but I could begin to feel the foundations of that power manifesting within our group. 
 
    Back on the homestead, Ezry had begun to show interest in joining our group of bonded.  She’d even said as much, though her shyness had mostly kept my pursuits at bay.  That didn’t stop her from being an asset in the village though.  In fact, she’d more or less taken up command of the place, a matron role if you will.  When she was around, things ran like clockwork, and when she wasn’t I found myself wishing she was there.  Gods, I was going to find a way to bring her into our battle bonded even if it killed me. 
 
    And then there was Catarina. 
 
    I didn’t know her quite as well as the other arcanists in our little village, but she had quickly proven herself to be a valuable asset.  With her demihuman fleet, Cat had managed to forge a supply chain between us and some of the surrounding villages.  That left her absent quite a bit, though when she was here I had a hard time not gravitating towards the confident captain.  That, and her hex powers were damn near fascinating. 
 
    “You ready to test that armor of yours?” Erin asked, drawing me out of my thoughts.  The entire reason we’d come out to the far end of the woods was to test out my spellbook.  With my sudden growth in arcana, it had become a bit… eh, unsafe to practice within the village’s walls.  Imagine the irony of the last dragon mage burning down his own village.  Sheesh. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied.  “Give it to me.”   
 
    Seconds later, Danica and Erin took up positions opposite me, their arcana now thrumming through their veins.  Likewise, I channeled arcane energy of my own, drawing flame energy into my palms and balancing it above my open hands. 
 
    Danica narrowed her gaze at me.  “Close your eyes, Lance.” 
 
    I sighed, then forced my eyes shut and allowed myself to fall into a meditative state.  Almost immediately I felt my arcane senses take hold.  I could feel Erin charging her blade with beast energy.  I could feel Danica augmenting that power with her arcane steroid.  I could hear… no I could feel Erin’s footsteps across the forest floor as she dashed in my direction.   
 
    Then I felt the slash of her blade. 
 
    Sparks flew around me as Erin struck from several different angles in the breath of a second, doing her damndest to breach my defenses.  Fortunately, each and every one of those attacks were staved off by a layer of near impenetrable [dragon scale] that formed on my skin.  As a passive ability, the scales linked to my draconic senses and reacted directly to danger, pulling from my energy pool and protecting me from harm. 
 
    As she finished, I raised my arm and inspected myself, finding that my scales were fading, leaving my body wholly unharmed.  It was fucking amazing! 
 
    “Lance, you’re so strong now!” Efray said, bouncing with excitement as she watched from the side.  I couldn’t help but shoot a glance her away, watching as her curvaceous form bounced in the thin, green sundress she wore. 
 
    As soon as she caught me staring, her cheeks began to redden and a shy smile crept across her face.  Gods, I loved her. 
 
    “Focus, fly boy,” Danica said, drawing my attention back to her.  “We got one more spell left to test.” 
 
    Dani had taken the unspoken role as head wife in our little battle collective, something that suited her well.  Not only was she assertive and brilliant and strong, but the other women respected her.  They loved her. 
 
    We all did. 
 
    “Ok, I’m ready,” I said, adjusting my stance and meeting her sultry gaze. 
 
    “Good,” she replied, shifting to my flank as her hands rested on my back.  “Now, take my power.” 
 
    What I was about to attempt had quickly proven to be the hardest test of all.  Now that we were soulbound, I was supposed to be able to access the arcana of my bonded.  I had once… during the fight with Kalor I’d drawn in some of Danica’s flames and used them to bolster my own.  Unfortunately, that had been fueled by intense emotion and a need to protect.  Using it out here in the woods though?  That was a whole different story. 
 
    “Alright,” I growled.  “Here we go.” 
 
    Drawing in a final breath, I switched my focus to the arcana building within me, to the flame and force flowing through my form.  Then I closed my eyes and pushed it a step further. 
 
    I focused on Danica’s palms against my back.  I focused on her pulse, on the feeling of her heartbeat sending waves of arcana through her. 
 
    “Think of our connection, Lance,” she whispered. 
 
    I smiled, remembering the first time I saw her at the village with that sultry swagger of hers.  I remembered the first time she visited my chamber.  I remembered flying with her over Hyugen province.  I remembered her fearlessness as she fought by my side… 
 
    Her fire arcana came rather easy, drawn to my own spirit like a growing torrent of flame.  I was in search of more though.  With our connection still in my focus, I drew on the wind energy that danced across her fingertips.  I channeled it, accepting the power as if it were my own.  Then I focused it into my palms and… 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Falling Pheonix] 
 
      
 
    Force arcana formed in my hands as flame and wind began to circle my ball of energy, coalescing into an ability I could barely control.  It was as if I was wielding chaos in my grasp, with wild flames licking my face and razor winds slicing at my forearms. 
 
    With a growl, I imposed my will over the ability, condensing the opposing energies back into an unstable orb.  Then I narrowed my gaze, pivoted, and launched the spell into the distance. 
 
    Danica’s jaw dropped. 
 
    The [falling pheonix] tore through the trees in a blaze of glory, destroying everything in its path.  Flames incinerated foliage, razor winds tore trunks asunder and force energy blasted through everything in its path until the spell curved upwards and disappeared into the sky. 
 
    Ho-ly shit. 
 
    “That was awesome!” I shouted, elated at the little path of destruction I’d just caused. 
 
    “Gods Lance,” Erin said, eyeing me with a playful grin.  “I knew what you were made of, but this-“ 
 
    “Is the dragon’s true power,” Danica interjected, sliding a hand across my back and over my chest.  “There’s a reason so many fear dragon blood.  As you can see, combining it with other elements often leads to eh, devastating results.” 
 
    I glanced back at the smoldering trees and the trench in the ground my spell had left in its wake.  Yep, devastating was definitely the correct choice of words. 
 
    “We’ll, I don’t fear you,” Efray said as she hopped over and wrapped her arms around my waist.  “Though, I gotta ask… 
 
    “What is it, Ef?” I replied, noticing the blush return to her cheeks. 
 
    “I just… will you use my arcana too?” 
 
    I smiled, placing a hand on her chin and drawing her gaze to my own.  “I mean, how could I not?” 
 
    She smiled wide, squeezing me a bit tighter.  Despite her growing confidence, she still had moments where she questioned herself, especially when she saw my strong bonds with the others.  Gods, it was endearing though. 
 
    “It’s going to have to wait til next session though,” I said, releasing her before wiping the sweat from my brow.  “I’m taxed.” 
 
    “Then let’s go home,” Erin said, smacking my ass as she walked by.  “I’m starved.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, the four of us returned to Arcwind, receiving a rather warm welcome.  The village was alive more so than it had ever been, with guards patrolling the permitter and inspecting a caravan as it entered through the village’s gates.  On the inside, the streets were lively with children playing, a quickly growing market filled with fresh new crops, and several new buildings under construction from some of our reformed bandits. 
 
    Several of the villagers smiled or waved as we walked by, filling me with a pride that I never had in my life on Earth.  This little place was growing so quickly under our leadership, under my protection.  Gods, soon it would be less of a large village and more of a small city.  It was beautiful… 
 
    Though not as beautiful as the sight waiting for me out front of the House of Light. 
 
    “Hey, Ez.” 
 
    Ezry stood there in all of her arcane glory, her tone body accentuated by a tight, low-cut tunic and shorts that rode high on her thighs.  While the others fought valiantly at my side, she was our rock back at home.  
 
    “Welcome back,” she said, tossing back her long braid and folding her arms over her chest.  “How did things go?” 
 
    “Progress,” Danica said, answering before I had the chance.   “Lance was able to draw on both of my elements… though, he almost burned the forest down doing it.” 
 
    “It was awesome,” I added, shooting a sidelong glance at Dani. 
 
    Ezry smiled.  “You’ll be a full-fledged battle collective in no time, then.” 
 
    “We will,” I replied, matching her gaze for a second longer than necessary.  She wanted to join us, I could feel it in my soul.  I just didn’t know what was holding her back. 
 
    “Ahem, yes well you should know that the Seraph sisters have arrived with twenty barrels of blackpowder,” Ezry said, quickly changing the subject. 
 
    “That’s excellent,” I replied.  With a larger population, the village found it much easier to produce crops at a faster rate.  And what happened to grow in the fields just outside the village hidden in the woods?  The very rare, very sought after [hydra rot].   
 
    The plant was extremely valuable for a number of reasons, though its primary use was a medicinal one.  In fact, it had gotten its namesake due to its regenerative healing properties not unlike that of a hydra.  The kicker?  It only grew in areas with bountiful flame arcana in the atmosphere.  Normally that meant finding it near volcanoes or other dangerous locales, but my draconic arcana was proving to be more than enough to foster the plant’s growth.  And since it was so rare and valuable, we already begun to use the crop to quickly bolster our trade. Now that blackpowder we were recieving… I had other ideas for that. 
 
    “They also spoke highly of how you rescued them on their way into the village.  They want to, um, thank you personally in their quarters at the inn,” Ez continued. 
 
    “Nope, not happenin,” Erin said, casually drawing her blade and inspecting its edge. 
 
    Remind me to never piss off sword stalker Erin Reed. 
 
    Ezry grinned.  “I’ll let them know you’re busy.” 
 
    Shortly after, the four of us split to take care of a few things around Arcwind.  Efray (who was on the verge of ranking up) went to her weekly training with Ez while Danica went to her books. And Erin… well, Erin went and did whatever the Hell she wanted.  Me?  I paid a visit to Jerrick and some of the ex-bandits who’d been helping me assimilate to life in Oracle.  It was nice to get a male’s perspective on how this world worked, especially when the guys I was talking to had seen some shit, so to speak.  Hell, they’d even invited me to their weekly game of Bladeforge, a strategy card game that some group of mages had invented.   
 
    My deck, a barbarian build, still sucked.  Despite being packed with tough, aggressive creatures, I constantly had my forces wiped out by the powerful mage cards the men were packing.  It was sort of ironic, actually.  But it didn’t matter… I was on the hunt for new cards and before long, I’d be showing them who was top dog. 
 
    As night fell, I left the men and headed back towards the house of light, the new living quarters that I shared with my newly bonded wives.  As I entered, I found the halls empty save for the soft lavender glow of the arcane lanterns.  Moving quietly, I made my way down the hall towards my chamber, wondering which one of the girls would be waiting for me and whether or not they’d fallen asleep.  It had been a long day and… 
 
    And my thoughts quickly faded as I opened the door and eyed Danica lying on our bed. 
 
    The woman was quite awake, dressed in a tiny red nightgown, legs crossed and hands running down her bare thighs.  She smiled with those painted red lips of hers when she noticed me staring, shooting me a gaze that immediately made my dragon blood heat. 
 
    I thought about rushing over but I took a moment to take her all in, studying the curves of her flawless pale skin, the way the soft silk fabric of her gown rubbed against her nipples. 
 
    “You know, it’s rude to keep a lady waiting,” she said in that irresistibly seductive tone of hers. 
 
    I smirked.  “Ya know, I can make it up to you.” 
 
    “Hmm, well I can do you one better,” she said, pointing her feet as she oh slowly rubbed her thighs together.  “I brought you something.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked, suddenly very, very intrigued. 
 
    Danica turned and motioned a signal to the other side of the room.  Seconds later, Erin stepped in, dressed in a green see-through nightgown of her own. 
 
    Immediately my heart began to race as I watched her climb into my bed with Dani, eyes wild and full of passion.  Then I watched with utter amazement as Erin pressed her lips into Danica’s, kissing her, swirling her tongue inside her mouth, caressing her bare skin until she began to quiver with ecstasy. 
 
    Slowly, Erin’s lips moved to Dani’s neck, drawing a soft moan out of the raven-haired beauty.  Seconds later, Danica raised her hand and motioned me over. 
 
    I happily obliged.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The Peak of Passion 
 
      
 
    My heart raced as I walked over to the bed and knelt next to the pair of beautiful women, eyes drifting from Danica’s parted lips to Erin’s tone back.  Slowly, Erin’s hands shifted to Dani’s shoulders, sliding off her night gown until it rested around the augmenter’s waist.  Then her lips drifted south across Danica’s skin, stopping once they found one of her breasts. 
 
    At that point, my primal energy was raging like an inferno.  I held back though, removing my clothes as I watched the unbelievable sight of my wives go to work on one another. 
 
    After a moment, Danica’s hand found Erin’s long braid of blonde hair.  “You ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Gods, yes,” I replied. 
 
    Danica merely smirked.  “I was talking to her.”  An instant later, she gave Erin’s braid a firm yank, drawing out a quick moan of ecstasy.  Then she used the braid to guide her head towards my throbbing cock. 
 
    “Suck it,” Danica ordered, grinning with pleasure as Erin’s lips wrapped around my head.  Seconds later I was nearly shivering with pleasure as the rest of me disappeared within those full lips of hers. 
 
    “Gluck, gluck.”  Erin’s head methodically bobbed up and down my shaft, guided by Danica and the hold she had on her braid.  Gods, I was afraid I was going to cum then and there, just the sight of Danica using Erin to control my pleasure. 
 
    Recognizing the look in my eyes, Dani paused, slowly pulling Erin off my cock.  Then with eyes still locked on me, she began to remove the woman’s garments. 
 
    Slowly, Danica turned her around and laid back on the bed, Erin’s braid still residing in her grasp.  Then she spread those exquisite thighs of her and gave Erin another tug, guiding her towards her soaking wet opening. 
 
    “F-fuck yes, Erin,” Danica moaned as the woman eagerly lapped up her juices, running her tongue over Dani’s slit.  From the way they were positioned, I had a perfect view of Erin’s round ass… 
 
    An ass that was waiting to be taken.  
 
    Unable to hold back any longer, I stepped forward and plunged balls deep into Erin Reed. 
 
    “Oh f-fuuuuck,” she moaned, briefly pausing her pleasuring of Danica to delve into some toe-curling pleasure of her own. 
 
    Dani promptly guided Erin’s lips back down to her pussy, moving her hands to the back of her head as she began to grind.  Seconds later her eyes began to roll back into her head, proof of Erin’s… oral talents. 
 
    We quickly fell into a rhythm as I pounded Erin from behind and she serviced Danica with her tongue.  Honestly, between the sight of her slit engulfing my cock and her head buried between Dani’s quivering legs, I was ready to explode. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum,” I warned.  That only encouraged Erin to press into me even harder, accepting each and every thrust. 
 
    “Fill her up, Lance,” Danica urged, clearly on the precipice of her own sweet release. Seconds later, she arched her back as Erin’s tongue brought her to a roaring climax.  “Fuck Erin, right there.  Right there!  Oooh!” 
 
    The sight of Danica climaxing sent me over the edge and I released my seed, filling Erin with what was quite possibly the greatest orgasm of my life.  
 
    Immediately her body began to quiver as she gave an emphatic “fuck yes”.  Her hands reached back to grab my thighs as she held my length inside of her, riding wave after wave of unbridled ecstasy.  Then she collapsed forward, resting her head on Danica’s bare thigh. 
 
    Dani smiled, playing with Erin’s blonde locks as her breathing returned to normal.  “Good girl,” she said in that sultry, playful tone of hers.  
 
    Erin shot her a mischievous grin, then shifted to plant a kiss on Danica’s thigh.  Gods, at this rate I’d be ready to go again in no time. 
 
    “You two enjoy yourself?” Erin asked as she scooted up and over, giving me space to lie between the two of them. 
 
    “Mhmmm,” Danica replied, making herself comfortable as she stretched one of her legs over my own, resting it against one of Erin’s curvy thighs.  “Your tongue is… masterful.  I hope you don’t mind if I use it a bit more often.” 
 
    “Anytime,” Erin replied.  And though she said it with a smirk, I could sense some truth behind it.  Since our bonding, the pair had grown closer than ever, and gods id be lying if I didn’t say it was beautiful to see. 
 
    As we settled in, I reached down and pulled one of my large furs over us before nestling in between the pair.  However, just as I managed to get comfortable, my door slid open… 
 
    And in walked Efray. 
 
    The weaver rubbed at her eyes as she paced across the room, the satin of her mint green night gown clinging to her curves.  She must’ve been tired… so tired in fact that she hadn’t noticed the eh, company I had in the room. 
 
    Ef blinked a few times before immediately freezing, realizing that there were three heads sticking out of the furs.  “Oh gods, I’m sorry.  I-“ 
 
    “Hush, Ef,” Danica said, scooting over to make a bit more room in my rather large bed.  “There’s plenty of room for you.” 
 
    Efray’s cheeks turned a deep red, though she didn’t back off.  Instead, she walked softly to my bed side, took a seat and quietly climbed beneath the furs. 
 
    I smiled, sinking my head into my feathered pillow as the others nestled in at my side.  Then with a grin on my face, I let arcane dreams take hold. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a night of bliss, the following morning was busy in a far different way.  As usual, Ezry was the first up in the house of light, waking us shortly after with her insistent knocking.  She even smirked as the four of us filed out, though she was right back to business when our eyes met. 
 
    “Bruno is preparing breakfast for our guests, the Seraph sisters,” she said, scanning the clipboard and parchment in her hands.  “Afterwards, they’d like to meet with you.” 
 
    “Fine,” I replied as a yawn escaped me. 
 
    “Catarina should also be returning with the fleet sometime today or tomorrow.  We’ll need to set up a crew to help them offload cargo and any excess provisions.” 
 
    “I’ll get with Jerrick to set up a team,” I said, making my way down the hallway.   
 
    “And…” she added, keeping pace at my side.  “Master Maetous has requested a meeting with you, after your other obligations of course.” 
 
    “What does he want…” I moaned/ 
 
    Ezry giggled.  “I think he wants to best you in a game of cards again. 
 
    I chuckled.  The old bastard had to find some way to best me.  Then I stopped and shot Ezry a wide, appreciative grin.  “Ya know, I’m not sure what I'd do without you.” 
 
    “I suppose you’d have a lot more free time,” she countered, shooting me a subtle grin. 
 
    Honestly, I didn’t realize how much work it would be to run a village, especially one that was growing as fast as ours.  Thankfully, Ez was more than happy to man the ship.  I mean, I’d have probably pulled my hair out without her… and I had really nice hair! 
 
    As the others headed towards their private quarters to change, I reached for Ezry’s hand.  Her eyes widened for a second, but she paused and waited with me in the now empty hall. 
 
    “What is it, Lance?” 
 
    “It’s just…” I paused, searching for the right words.  Gods, was I, an [s-rank] combat mage with dragon blood in my veins nervous? 
 
    “Yes?” She asked, raising her brow. 
 
    “It’s just that you do so much for us,” I continued.  “You’re our family.  You're my family…” 
 
    “But I’m not one of your bonded yet, correct?” 
 
    I shrugged, trying to read her expression.  While not shy, Ez was certainly one of the most reserved of the group, and incredibly hard to read sometimes.  “I mean, yes.  But I-“ 
 
    “What if I told you I just needed some time,” she interjected, squeezing my hand just a bit tighter. 
 
    “Of course,” I said.  “I’d never ask you to do anything you weren’t ready for.” 
 
    Ezry nodded.  “I know, and I thank you for that…. Tell me Lance, did Efray ever tell you of the first mage that came to our village?” 
 
    “No,” I replied.” 
 
    “He came before Danica, when Ef and I were the only arcanists here.  He waltzed in like he owned the place and attempted to claim us.  Efray wasn’t even of proper age yet… so I fought him.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  Most of what I’d learned had been from Danica.  Gods, I hadn’t heard any of this.  “You fought him?” I asked. 
 
    “I did.  He was only a [c-rank] mage, so his powers weren’t well developed. He did give me this though.”  Slowly, the weaver lifted his skirt to reveal a sizable scar near the top of her thigh.  “Most think my arcana is intended for healing, but I’ve learned to apply it towards combat as well.”  She paused, looking deeper into my crimson eyes.  “I’d do anything to protect this place, Lance.” 
 
    “As would I,” I replied, pulling her just a bit closer as I tried to convey nothing but complete honesty in my gaze. 
 
    “Then keep proving it to me,” she said before rising onto the tips of her toes and planting the softest of kisses on my lips.  “Now get ready, you have a busy day.” 
 
    I nodded, noticing a tinge of red appear on her cheeks.  Seconds later she was gone, off to take care of another one of town’s growing pains as I stood in the now empty hallway, her taste still lingering on my lips. 
 
    It was almost ironic, really.  I’d wanted her to join our group of bonded to protect her, to let her share in our power and make her stronger.  But damn, she didn’t need protecting at all… 
 
    And that made me want her even more. 
 
    I let out a soft chuckle, then I spun on my heel and headed back towards my chamber to change.  It was going to be a long day indeed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 
  
   From the World of Oracle… 
 
      
 
    Lance’s spellbook:  The Dragonblood tome 
 
    Offensive spells: 
 
    [Dragonfang Blade]- Dual type / 90% mastery 
 
    [Dragon’s Breath]- fire type / 30% mastery 
 
    Ranged spells:  
 
    [Flame strike]- firey type / 85% mastery 
 
    [Dragon shot]- force type / 77% mastery 
 
    Defensive spells: 
 
    [Dragonscale Armor]- fire type / full mastery] 
 
    Unique spells: 
 
    [Red Dragon Cannon]- 30%  mastery 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The Seraph Sisters 
 
      
 
    The streets of Arcwind were already starting to grow busy as I made my way down the stone path, my crimson cloak swaying in the autumn breeze.  The weather was starting to grow noticeably cooler, an indication that a change of seasons was ahead.   
 
    Dani had said that the winters were rather mild here in the Dashar Province.  However, it’d be smart of us to trade for more coats, boots, and furs, especially with our village growing so rapidly.  Gods, was this how I thought now?  A leader?  A protector? 
 
    Was it the dragon in me… or was it just me? 
 
    My head swirled with thoughts as I walked up to the Drake Wing inn, the newest addition to our not so little village.  The two-story building had been crafted masterfully thanks to a few ex-carpenters in our growing ranks, and even sported a winged beast crest over its double doors.  Sure, the dragon aesthetic might’ve been a bit on the nose, but hey… prides a bitch. 
 
    In addition to several guest rooms, the inn was built with a large meeting room inside, and that’s exactly where I found the Seraph sisters waiting.  Together they sat at the large round table at the room’s center, their guard eyeing me cautiously from the far corner.  I smiled at him, then turned my attention toward the ladies.  They smiled back… that is, until they saw the company I had in tow. 
 
    With a prideful grin, I took a seat at the chair opposite them.  Erin followed next, taking my left side and Efray my right.  Finally, Danica entered, standing at my flank as she rested her hands on my shoulders, her red painted nails standing out against my black tunic. 
 
    Immediately, I could see the Seraph sisters were intimidated, though they did their best to hide it.  I could almost feel it.  Man, dragon senses were awesome. 
 
    M y grin widened just a bit as I let my draconic aura fill the room.  It wasn’t anything that you could see, but more like a palpable feeling that could influence those in my presence, like an extension of my will.  It was one of those things that added to the mystique of the infamous [s-rankers], the power of their mighty auras.  And dammit all, I was going to use it. 
 
    “I suppose another welcome is in order,” I said.  “I believe we met yesterday, but let me introduce you to my wives… Danica, Efray, and Erin.” 
 
    “It’s… it’s a pleasure to meet you,” the blonde-haired sister said.   
 
    Danica returned her greeting with a wink, Ef pulled her white robes in and bowed, and Erin… well, Erin pulled her blade part way out of its scabbard and ran her nails across its edge.  Then she slammed it back in its holster and smiled, hips swaying in full combat regalia. 
 
    “The pleasure’s all mine,” I replied, easing the tension just a bit.  “Now, Ezry said you requested a private meeting.  If it’s the [hydra root], we should be harvesting another-“ 
 
    “That’s not it,” the brunette sister interjected.  “We’ve brought eight barrels of blackpowder with us… and we’re prepared to send thirty more.” 
 
    My eyes widened just a bit as Danica’s grip on my shoulder tightened.  Thirty?!  Gods, who knew what I could do with thirty barrels?! 
 
    “At what cost?” I asked, eyeing the pair carefully. 
 
    The brunette smiled. “At the cost of your protection…” 
 
    “What do you need protecting from?” Erin interjected, clearly intrigued. 
 
    The seraph sister’s smile began to fade.  “Word travels fast in southern Dashar.  You’ve had to have heard the rumors by now of the Kel’sar arcanist tearing through villages in the north, in search of a mage that killed one of his own.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I replied, unwilling to give up too much.  In truth, a number of the merchants recently passing through the village had spoken of an icy terror making a warpath through the countryside.  We hadn’t made any moves on him yet, especially since it was all based on rumor.  But if it was true and he was after me… 
 
    “Well, my sister and I believe that the mage is after you.  It just makes too much sense, a combat mage appearing in the village in the woods, a sudden rise to prominence.  It was you, wasn’t it?” she asked, her gaze suddenly intense. 
 
    I tensed, feeling a bit exposed there in my chair.  Erin quickly spoke up though, breaking the tension. 
 
    “How do we know you’re not working for them?  What’s to say you want walk out of here and send a raven directly to their clan strongho-“ 
 
    “We hate the Kel’sar,” the blonde-haired sister interjected with a sudden coldness.  “They’re vile dictators that kill their own kind.  They have no respect for arcana or the arcane arts…  They’re cold, just like their damned powers.” 
 
    I could literally feel the conviction in her words, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. 
 
    “That is why we’re here,” the other sister continued.  “We come on behalf of the southern villages of the Dashar province to pledge our support.” 
 
    My crimson eyes shifted from one sister to the other, taking in not just their words but their feelings, their concerns.  Like it or not, there was no deception in them.  They were afraid… and they’d come here for me.  “But how can you be so certain I’m the one to make a stand?” I countered, asking myself as much as them.  “How can you be sure I'm the one?” 
 
    Slowly, the seraph sisters rose from their seats and made their way around the table, pausing just a few feet in front of me.  Then, to my complete and utter surprise… they knelt. 
 
    “There is only one bloodline bold enough to take on the Kel’sar alone, sir mage,” the sisters said.  “Will… will you protect us once more?” 
 
    There’s a time in every person’s life when they reach a crossroads, where an important choice will take them down one of two life-altering paths.  I’m pretty certain one of those choices lay before me now.  I could’ve denied the sister’s claims, I could’ve sent them away and fled before the Kel’sar ever found me again… 
 
    But that wasn’t me any longer. 
 
    Slowly, I rose from my chair to face the seraph sisters as arcana flooded my body.  I felt Efray’s shadow energy course through me, extending my shadow as if I loomed over the entire room like an ominous force.  Then I felt my own energy force it’s way out through my back, taking shape as it formed into a pair of sinewy [dragon wings]. 
 
    The seraph sisters let out an audible gasp as my crimson stare met their gaze, though behind their guise I could see something else… hope. 
 
    In that moment, I knew there would be no more hiding.  Word of my power was spreading, my village was growing, and now strangers were coming to me for aid. 
 
    I shifted, turning to catch a glimpse of Danica who stood at my flank.  She nodded, a look of quiet confidence painted on to her beautiful face. 
 
    That was all I needed. 
 
    Shifting back to the seraph sisters, I once again met their eyes as arcane flame danced across my fingertips.  “If the others fear the Kel’sar, then tell them to rally around Arcwind.  Tell them… that the dragon has returned.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    An Icy Warpath 
 
      
 
    As the twin suns began to set, Efray, Erin, Danica and I watched as the Seraph sisters made their departure.  Their caravan was empty now, but it would soon return with over a dozen more barrels of the coveted black powder.  And that was just the start.  This village was about to get a Hell of a lot busier in the coming weeks. 
 
    “That was badass, Lance,” Erin said as the sisters finally disappeared out of sight.  “When your wings came out… shivers.” 
 
    “I thought they added a nice dramatic effect,” I replied.  Though to be honest, my [s-rank] aura was probably more than enough. 
 
    “They were perfect,” Efray added, beaming with pride.  She more than likely was sharing some of the same feelings I was, especially since I’d used some of her shadow energy during our little encounter.  Sharing arcana like that… it created a connection that was far more intimate than anything I could describe. 
 
    “It’s good that we secured some potential allies,” Danica said.  “We’re going to need them if the Kel’sar really are knocking on our door.” 
 
    “What,” I said.  “Don’t think I can take them?” 
 
    Danica smirked.  “Another [s-ranker]?  I’m sure you could handle that no problem.  But if they send an entire group of them?  Or worse, one of their elders?  Then your definitely going to need some help.” 
 
    “Well then, what are we waiting for,” I said, casually walking past the augmenter as I shifted my gaze to the sky.  “It’s clear we’re not the only ones who want to put an end to those icy bastards… so let’s find em.  It’s time for the Draconis clan to make a comeback!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Elder Loris 
 
      
 
    Elder Loris, overseer of the Kel’sar clan’s western branch sat atop his war strider and glared.  He’d never been a big fan of the creatures, despite their many uses.  They were like massive wooly cats, clawing across the terrain with ease as the saddles strapped to their furry backs rocked back and forth.  To be honest, the war striders were the most practical mounts for the Kel’sar, especially since their thick hides resisted the effects of the clan’s icy spells.  That, and their tusks could rip a defensible wall apart in seconds…. Nonetheless, Loris hated riding.  He would’ve much preferred to fly. 
 
    “We’re approaching Sageheart village,” a feminine, accented voice said, drawing Loris out of his self-loathing.  The elder peered to his right where an arcanist sat atop another one of the war striders… the rune mage, Leanna Frey. 
 
    Leanna was a rising star of the Kel’sar clan whose growing power was only trumped by her unmatched beauty.  Her icy blue hair stood out against her fair skin and complimented her crystalline blue eyes.  And her body… gods, her body was like a gift from the gods themselves.  Her small waist, thick thighs and massive breasts were enough to turn the heads of any clan member, especially considering her garb of choice was a set of runic war wrappings. 
 
    Though he’d never admit it, Loris would’ve taken the girl as a wife if he could’ve.  Such an age discrepancy was frowned upon though, especially when every clan member and their mother knew what his intentions were.  Why else would an eternal rank arcanist bond an [A rank] of the same bloodline?  The bond wouldn’t offer him any benefits, arcanic or political.  And after all, you just didn’t reach eternal rank by doing things that didn’t benefit you… 
 
    Instead, Loris had relegated himself to operating alone.  His wives that still lived had been assigned diplomatic roles within the clan.  They couldn’t keep up with his ascent to power… they were aged, weak, undeserving of his arcana.  No, he preferred to do things alone now. 
 
    Loris shifted his gaze back to the village.  “By the dead gods, if this village doesn’t have a dragon mage in its ranks, then I’m just going to turn the entire countryside to ice.” 
 
    Leanna sighed.  “I wouldn’t recommend that, elder.  Clan support is already waning in the rural sectors of the province.  I doubt wiping a portion of them out would-“ 
 
    “I know,” Loris snapped, displaying one of his few weaknesses… his lack of patience.  “Now prepare yourselves.  I intend to make quick work of this place.” 
 
    A breath later, Elder Loris strode ahead of the others, leading a pack of four war striders and a much larger caravan that followed much farther behind.  In front of him lay his next target… Sageheart village.  The place was a rather small establishment, featuring a gathering of nearly a dozen wooden buildings surrounded by miles of farmland on either side.  As Loris and his strider trudged through the field of crops, those tending the fields began to flee.  Others retreated into their shared homes, leaving only a small group of farmers wielding crude pitchforks and hoes as potential weapons.  They were a weathered bunch, but they masked their fear well as the elder rode up to them and dismounted, moving with the grace of a man far younger than his advanced age. 
 
    “I am high elder Loris of the Kel-“ 
 
    “We know who ya are,” one of the farmers interrupted before spitting into the dirt.  “An we paid our taxes in full.” 
 
    Loris took in a long, deep breath, then continued.  “I’m here on a different matter…“ 
 
    “If it’s more you’re wantin, then we got nothin to give,” another interrupted.  “We can barely feed our-“ 
 
    “Enough!” Loris roared, temper flaring.  “I’ve come because one of these backwater towns is harboring a dragon!” 
 
    A few of the farmers tensed, but one of the men tightened his grip on his shovel and glared.  “Well, we got no dragon here either.” 
 
    Loris narrowed his gaze.  “Then where is your arcanist.” 
 
    Slowly, deliberately, the man shoved his shovel into the ground and pulled off his tattered cover, revealing earthy green robes underneath.  “Samien Grove, shaman of Sageheart.” 
 
    Loris’s face stretched into a wicked grin… 
 
    Suddenly, the ice arcanist lifted his gauntleted fist and squeezed, activating the artifact with his icy will.  An instant later, the air around Samien began to plummet in temperature, binding his arms and torso in a thin yet mighty layer of ice. 
 
    The other farmers immediately swallowed their fear and began swinging their tools at the icy prison entrapping their arcanist.  Loris scowled and quickly lifted his free hand, summoning an icy wind that blew the men off their feet. 
 
    Slowly, the elder dismounted his war strider and strode towards Samien, baring down on the shaman with his icy stare.  To his surprise, the shaman’s resolve remained. 
 
    “I’ve told you we harbor no dragon here, and yet you still torment my village.  Is that the true nature of the Kel’sar?” 
 
    Loris shook his head dismissively.  “The Kel’sar are thorough.  Tell me, if you were in my position, would you simply trust the words of a [b-rank] arcanist posing as a farmer?!” 
 
    Samien smirked.  “Well that’s where your wrong… There’s no [B-rankers] here.” 
 
    Suddenly, the ice around the shaman shattered as an earthy green aura took shape around his form, blazing like a roaring grizzly.  That was the tricky thing about Shamans… unlike a typical mage, their arcane power laid dormant within their bodies like a hibernating bear.  It was only when they woke their arcana was their power level truly recognizable.  And as it stood, Samien was at the peak of [rank A]. 
 
    Loris grimaced. 
 
    Summoning his arcane energy, Samien slammed a glowing green fist into the ground, activating one of his spells,  an instant later, a spellbook bound with wood manifested at his side as his spell took shape. 
 
      
 
    Spell:  [Pillar of Gaia] 
 
      
 
    A spire of stone shot out of the ground just feet in front of Loris, its jagged tip aimed directly at his chest.  Moving with the grace of someone far more youthful than himself, Loris dropped to a knee, narrowly dodging the technique. Then he opened his gauntleted hand, channeled his arcane energy and released a spell of his own. 
 
      
 
    Spell:  [Frost Giant’s Breath] 
 
      
 
    The ground in front of Loris was stripped of its features as a blast of icy power launched from his gauntlet in a wave, tearing across the landscape. Samien’s rocky spire was immediately shattered as the spell closed in.  Desperate, he crossed his forearms and forged a shield of earth arcana, trying to generate some sort of defense. 
 
    Loris’s spell tore through it like it was nothing. 
 
    Samien’s body was buffeted with shards of ice, shredding his robes and lacerating the shaman’s skin. It didn’t fade like most spells, though.  No, the ice clung to Samien’s body, sapping his strength, his speed, forcing him to a knee as his movement became all but impossible. 
 
    Loris walked patiently up to the man, gathering more arcana in his palm as his grimace began to fade.  He hadn’t grimaced because of the man’s power.. he only knew that disposing of an [A-rank] would take that much more time. 
 
    Regardless, they’d fall all the same. 
 
    “I’ll give you one more opportunity,” Loris said as he stood over the frostbitten shaman.  “Give me something, anything on the dragon and maybe I can justify sparing your life.” 
 
    Samien merely met the elder’s icy stare with a defiant grin.  “You’re… afraid, aren’t you?” 
 
    The elder’s jaw tightened.  “And you are dead.” 
 
    In a swift move, the elder reached forward and grabbed Samien by the head, squeezing him with that crystalline blue gauntlet of his.  Seconds later, the elder’s eyes began to glow as arcane power flowed through him and Samien’s body began to turn a deep shade of blue.   
 
    It was unclear how much of that the shaman actually felt, for as soon as his body had changed, Elder Loris gave the man a gauntleted squeeze… 
 
    And shattered him like glass. 
 
    The farmers and few onlookers that remained let out shrieks of horror as they watched their village mage die in a pile of broken ice, a single eye still intact and peering at them from the pile. 
 
    Loris disregarded the group, instead turning to his followers with a look of annoyance on his face.  “Search the village.  Kill who you must, but find my dragon!” 
 
    Leanna Frey nodded, though as soon as Loris turned away she shuddered.  She couldn’t question him, not by the damned dead gods.  But such brutality, she was certain it was unbecoming of a leader… 
 
    Even when dragons were involved. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rippen 
 
      
 
    As his village fell under attack, mage apprentice Rippen Rourke ran for his life. 
 
    Rippen had been studying with Samien for some time now, cultivating his stone river bloodline to one day take over as protectorate of Sageheart village.  That was a long way off still…. As a mere teen with budding arcane abilities, he could do little against the greater powers of this world.  And now it seemed as if the opportunity was being ripped away from him all together.  But that didn’t mean he was going to roll over and die.  Samien had warned him of the ruthlessness that Oracle sometimes possessed, and that above all… he needed to live.  So, with a single bag slung l over his shoulder, Rippen fled south out of the Kel’sar’s icy clutch, and into the waiting jaws of a dragon. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Riding the Winds 
 
      
 
    The twin suns hung high in the sky as I made my way towards Arcwind’s southern gate, Danica at my side matching me stride for stride.   
 
    We’d received word that Catarina would be docking later this evening, and Danica was eager to greet her old friend.  I mean, I wasn’t opposed to seeing her either.  Not only was Cat easy on the eyes, but her adventurous attitude always seemed to breathe life into our growing village… even if her crew of demihumans did eat more than their share of the food. 
 
    Due to Arcwind village‘s geographic location, Catarina’s ship had to dock a few miles south in a small fishing town called Shallowstone Harbor.  The town connected directly to a system of lakes that stretched across Dashar province.  From there, her ship could reach several of the surrounding towns or villages, or take the massive Serpent Spine river towards the coast.  Then when she returned, we could use the direct supply route we’d set up to transfer goods from the harbor directly back to the village.  It was a nice little setup, especially since it helped build a relationship with some of the surrounding villages, something we were going to desperately need if the Kel’sar were indeed on their way… 
 
    “You ready?” Danica asked as we passed through the southern gate.  A small caravan led by Jerrick had already begun the trek, but we had a different method of travel in mind… 
 
    “Ready as ever,” I replied, manifesting my spellbook at my side. 
 
    Dani grinned.  “Then let’s hit it.” 
 
    Seconds later, her own spellbook began to appear as crimson wings formed on her back.  I summoned a pair of my own sinewy [dragon wings], and together, we took to the skies! 
 
    Honestly, flying had to be one of the most badass things I could do with my new [s-rank] powers.  Flying over the countryside at my own pace, I was able to soak in Oracle’s vast beauty.  Miles of dense forest seemed to stretch in every direction, replaced only by the crystal blue lake system that lay ahead.  To my right stood the massive wall that bordered the Hyugen province, and to the far south was a distant mountain range.  Sure, there were small towns and villages, and even the occasional city littering the scenery, but for the most part, the realm was untamed.  It hadn’t been torn down and industrialized like most of Earth… it was wild and mysterious.  It was my home. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, flyboy?” Danica asked, swooping in closer as she caught a thermal. 
 
    “Nothin, just enjoying the view,” I replied, eyeing her up and down as a smirk formed on her ruby red lips. 
 
    “Well, maybe you should keep your eyes on the sky.”  As she spoke, I turned my head to see a flock of zilbeaks dart in between us, nearly clipping my wing in the process.  One even gave me an unappreciative ‘caw’ as it passed, reminding me of who really owned these skies. 
 
    “Yeah, well to Hell with you too, buddy,” I muttered to the zillbird, drawing a chuckle out of Dani. 
 
    “Eyes forward, Lance,” Danica said, recapturing my attention.   “We’re almost there.” 
 
    Moments later, the two of us descended into a small clearing near the docks of Shallowstone, drawing a few ohs and ahs from some of the folks on the street.  As I gained my footing, I released my focus, allowing my sinewy wings to fade into ether. 
 
    Honestly, it was crazy how fast things had changed.  Before I was trying to remain hidden.  And now… now it felt like I was slowly becoming a local celebrity, swooping in with a beautiful woman on my arm.  The benevolent mage of Arcwind…. Ok, maybe not benevolent.  Bad-ass.  That seemed like a better fit.  
 
    “Lance.”  Danica’s voice drew me from my thoughts as a trio of townsfolk approached our location.  Two of them were men in plain brown tunics that I barely knew, but the women in between them was all too familiar. 
 
    “Well, well,” she spouted in a thick accent, eyeing me up and down like a delicious piece of meat (and maybe I was, ya know). 
 
    “Hello yourself, Tesna,” I replied, shooting her a slightly nervous grin.  The woman in front of me, Tesna Ironback, was the mage of Shallowstone harbor… and a bit of an odd one at that.  She towered over me at nearly seven feet tall, and her heavily muscled body was enough to make my impressive physique look almost meek.  She smiled at me, revealing the small tusks that hinted at her boar demihuman lineage. 
 
    “Come to welcome captain back to port?  Very admirable of you…. Or did you just come to see Tesna?” she asked, grin widening.  
 
    “Uh, not exactly,” I replied, rubbing at the back of my neck.  Tesna was a bit different than your typical combat mage.  Rather than bonding a group of arcanists to strengthen her battle collective, she waltzed around with a small group of manservants in matching tunics at her side.  And by the way she was looking at me, I was certain she wanted to throw me in one of those ugly brown get-ups. 
 
    “We’re collecting our captain and then we’re leaving,” Danica interjected, dropping her usual sultry gaze for something a bit more intense. 
 
    Tesna scoffed, shifting her gaze from Danica to me.  “Very well.  Just remember Lance, if you ever want to partake in a real meal, you know where to find me.  Such a scrawny woman must do little to fill the appetite of a man like you.” 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck began to rise as I felt the power of Danica’s arcane flame start to swell.  She wasn’t a jealous woman, at least not by my standards.  But being openly mocked?  The carrier of the blind Phoenix bloodline was not going to stand for that. 
 
    Danica walked up to the much larger ox woman and met her gaze with an unwavering stare.  “Three thousand thirty-eight degrees.  Do you know how hot that is?” 
 
    Tesna smirked.  “Should I?” 
 
    “You should,” Danica replied.  “That’s the temperature my flames need to reach to melt your bones.” 
 
    Tesna raised her brow, her smirk suddenly fading.  “Are you threatening me, little lady?” 
 
    Now it was Danica’s turn to smile.  “Certainly not.  But if you make a move on my bonded again, then I’ll have no choice but to challenge you to a duel of honor… and as a flame wielder, I thought it only courteous to let you know what you’d be dealing with.” 
 
    Danica let her gaze linger on Tesna for a few impossibly long seconds before the ox woman diffused the tension with a chuckle. 
 
    “No wonder he likes you.  You’re feisty.”  Slowly, Tesna shifted her gaze over to me.  “I think your ship has arrived.  Farewell for now, Lance.” 
 
    “Later,” I replied, giving her a quick wave as she and her matching manservants continued their march through town.  As soon as they were out of earshot, I shifted my gaze to my partner. 
 
    “Damn Dani, I never took you for the jealous type.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she replied.  “Though I can be possessive when I want to be… It also doesn’t help that your dragon flames are now coursing through my body.  Gods, you dragons are such temperamental creatures.” 
 
    I sighed.  “It’s always the man’s fault.” 
 
    Danica paused and shot me a smirk, placing both hands on her hips.  “If I tell the other girls that you acquired an arcana-sucking parasite, how long do you think it’ll be before they touch you again?” 
 
    I immediately furrowed my brow.  “Rude!” 
 
    Dani merely let out a laugh.  “Someone’s gotta keep you in line, my dragon.” 
 
    Eh, fair. 
 
    As we approached the docks, I caught sight of our destination, a sleek blue and silver sailing vessel appropriately named the Sea Cutter… Cat’s ship.  And atop the deck, amidst a crew of feline demihumans was none other than the captain herself, Catarina Del’Argo. 
 
    The woman stood tall in all of her seafaring glory, a tall boot resting on the railing of her ship.  The rest of her body was clad in form-fitting traveler’s attire, including a pair of tight, brown pants that accentuated that perfect ass of hers and a low-cut white blouse tucked in to reveal a row of daggers attached to her belt. 
 
    Her long blonde curls rested atop her shoulders, and her cheeks were sun-kissed with a spattering of freckles.  What drew in my gaze the most though were her full, inviting lips. 
 
    Catarina smiled, winking at Danica before allowing her gaze to linger on me.  “Ahoy lovers.” 
 
    Ahoy indeed. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Familiar Faces, near and far 
 
      
 
    “Have I got a haul for you.”  Catarina beamed as her feline crew unloaded several large barrels from the docks and onto the waiting wagon.   
 
    Unable to hide my draconic curiosity, I peeled away one of the barrel lids and peered inside. 
 
    “Ooooh man.” 
 
    Nestled within the reinforced barrels were unrefined bars of serpent steel, a metal highly reactive to arcana.  It was perfect. 
 
    “How in the Hells did you get your hands on these?” Danica asked, clearly impressed by the haul.  “No way you had enough hydra root to trade for all of this.” 
 
    Cat smirked.  “Well, with the Kel’sar on the prowl, some of their operations have been left a little… thin.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “You robbed the Kel’sar?” 
 
    Cat shrugged.  “I plundered… ya know, like a pirate.  They had a little offshore refinery operation going.  You wouldn’t believe how much of this they already had ready to go.  So me and the crew snuck in after dark, highjacked a pair of skimmers and made it out before they knew what hit em.  Cats are nimble, ya know?” 
 
    My eyes shifted back to her curvaceous form.  I bet they are… 
 
    “What do you want all this for, anyways Lance?” Danica asked, watching as the last of the barrels was loaded onto the caravan. 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” I replied.  “A little something I picked up from my home world that’ll help us defend the village, especially if the Kel’sar show up.” 
 
    “And you don’t think it’d be important to fill me in?” she asked, folding her arms over her chest. 
 
    I shot her a wink.  “Soon.” 
 
    “Speaking of surprises,” Catarina said.  “I found these… I think they belonged to one of the guards.”  She handed me a small, leather pouch, and inside… 
 
    Oh, baby. 
 
    Inside were several rare battleforge cards, including several primal mages to compliment my barbarian deck and an ultra rare dragon mage card.  I was in heaven… and the next time I played Jerrick or Maetous, I was going to kick their ass. 
 
    It didn’t take long to finish up our business in Shallowstone.  After loading up our cargo, Cat’s crew secured her ship while Dani and I paid our docking fees.  Not long after, we departed Shallowstone Harbor, making our way through the forest path back home. 
 
    We had two wagons with us as we traveled, both pulled by a pair of horned zilbeasts.  The first wagon carried our cargo, along with Cat’s demihuman crew.  The second carried us along with Jerrick’s guards from the village.    
 
    The trip wasn’t a relatively long one, even for our rather large group, but it did give us a little time to chat. 
 
    “How are things back at the village?” Cat asked, placing a hand on my knee. 
 
    “Progressing,” I replied.  “But otherwise quiet… why?” 
 
    Catarina sighed.  “Because things out there are, let’s say… restless.  The Kel’sar have begun turning stones.  They know that a dragon lurks in these lands, and they aren’t going to stop until they find him…” 
 
    Gods, that was ominous. 
 
    “How close are they to the village?” Danica asked. 
 
    “From what I’ve heard… maybe a couple of weeks,” Cat replied.  “Give or take.  They don’t know where Lance is, but they’re carving a damn warpath through the province.  It’s only a matter of time before-“ 
 
    “We end this,” I interjected, drawing a wide-eyed look from the pair.  I’d already told the Seraph sisters that we’d planned to make a stand, but it was time to speed up the timetable.  “I’m sick and tired of tip-toeing around these icy fuckers,” I continued.  “And I’m sick of looking over my shoulder.  We’re not just going to make a stand… We’re going to take the fight to them.” 
 
    “Fightin them at our current level won’t be easy, Lance.  You know that,” Danica warned. 
 
    “I know,” I replied.  “But I also know that I have the greatest group of arcanists at my side that this realm has ever seen.” 
 
    Danica’s eyes glimmered with appreciation and a wild smile spread across her face. 
 
    “It’s war then,” Catarina said, squeezing my leg just a bit tighter. 
 
    I nodded.  “It’s war.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Annastrazia 
 
      
 
    Annastrazia, former necromancer of the Kel’sar made her way across the far reaches of the Isledark province, a small force of undead trailing in her wake. 
 
    It had been weeks since her failed attempt at summoning a dead god, but she wasn’t going to let such failures deter her.  She had gained valuable knowledge through the experience and was ready to try again.  Now, all she needed was the necessary components… 
 
    Dead god matter. 
 
    Riding atop the shoulder of an undead goliath, Anna scanned the horizon ahead.  She’d entered an area of Oracle known as the Ravelands, a wild domanin with an abundance of danger and opportunity alike.  She was close… now she just needed a sign. 
 
    As she forged ahead, Annastrazia spotted one such sign, a landmark that she’d been in search of for days.  Deep in the Myamar swamp, she noticed an algae-covered statue protruding from the muck. 
 
    The sunken temple. 
 
    Borrowing a water-breathing ability from one of her undead merfolk, Anna dove into the murky depths, her goliath following close behind.  Transferring abilities from her undead to her repitorie skills was one of her newest unlocked spells, and by the dead gods did it open up a ton of possibilities. 
 
    Immediately, a pair of zilcrocs closed in on the other side, their jaws snapping with anticipation.  Anna let out a pulse of rave energy in resposnse, willing her undead to action.  Seconds later, her goliath reached forward and caught either beast in its oversized grasp, twisting and squeezing until their necks snapped.  Seconds later, the goliath used its immense strength to tear open the doors of the temple. 
 
    Annastrazia grinned as she swam through the opening, rising out of the water like a vile, underwater goddess.  The rave energy was strong in here… 
 
    She was getting closer to her prize. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Battle plans 
 
      
 
    Growing up on Earth, my word had never been something that held any sort of meaning.  But here on Oracle, I wanted to change that.  So, as soon as we arrived back in Arcwind, I held true to my word… 
 
    And we got down to business. 
 
    Danica, Efray, Erin, Ez, and Cat all gathered around me at the large round table in the Dragon Wing Inn, quietly studying my hands as I spread them out across a tattered map. 
 
    The map (which I’d graciously received from Ezry’s library) displayed a rather decent overview of the surrounding area, including some of the villages and landmarks around Arcwind.  More importantly, it was perfect to help visualize my master plan. 
 
    “The Kel’sar will be coming from here,” I said, pointing to the northernmost point of the map.  “If Catarina’s intel is correct, then they should be at this point within a week and a half.” 
 
    “It is right,” Cat interjected, crossing her leg over the other and smirking. 
 
    “Right,” I added.  “That means we gotta bring em here sooner.” 
 
    Immediately I noticed Ezry’s gaze widen.  “You want to bring the Kel’sar here… sooner?” she stammered.  “To our village?!” 
 
    I nodded.  “Here me out.  The Kel’sar are tearing apart the province searching for me, and every day that goes by is another day for them to destroy more of our potential allies.  But what if those same allies were here, lying in wait for those icy bastards?” 
 
    “You want to lure them into the dragon’s den,” Erin added, grinning with just a bit of battle lust. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  “The seraph sisters and some of the other towns have already pledged their aid.  If we can get enough support, then we can lure the Kel’sar here and punch them right in the mouth!” 
 
    “One problem,” Ezry said, her tone still serious.  “Even if we do gather our forces, their arcanists are going to outnumber us two to one at least.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to grin.  “That’s where the blackpowder comes in.  On my world, we didn’t have magic.  Instead, we fought each other with weapons of war, weapons that could make even a normal man powerful.  We called them… guns.” 
 
    “Guns?” Efray said, her natural curiosity taking hold. 
 
    “Yup.  They aren’t going to be perfect, but with the serpent steel and the blackpowder, we should be able to make our own versions of the weapon.  And with them, even our guards’ll be able to take down an arcanist or two.” 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be spicy,” Erin said. 
 
    “And if the plan goes wrong?”  Our sudden jubilation tapered as Ezry’s question grabbed our attention.  “What happens when your plan fails and our people are standing with icy daggers at their throats?” 
 
    Danica stood, locking eyes with Ezry.  “They won’t.  Lance is the dragon mage reborn.  We have to trust him…” 
 
    Suddenly, the weight of it all began to bare down on me.  My actions… no, my very existence was going to put the lives of my loved ones in danger.  If I didn’t get this right, I could get them and so many others killed.  There was no option… 
 
    I couldn’t fail. 
 
    “Arming ourselves is only the first step,” I said, giving Ez a reassuring nod and drawing the attention back to myself.  “The next is bolstering our forces.  Now, the seraph sisters have already pledged help from the southern towns.  Tesna and Shallowstone Harbor will help too if we call on them, and we already have a growing force of our own.” 
 
    “With the Hyugen province to the West and the Kel’sar coming from the north, that just leaves the town of Illdusk to the east,” Danica added. 
 
    A sudden silence befell the group.  Illdusk was a town not spoken of much, mostly due to its, eh… strangeness. 
 
    “I’ll go to Illdusk,” Erin chimed in.  “And recruit em for the cause.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Danica asked, reaching over and giving her hand a squeeze.  Of my bonded, those two had perhaps grown the closest. 
 
    “Eh, I can handle it,” Erin replied, showcasing that confident smile of hers.  It proved infectious too, since soon must of us were sharing her confident grin.  Maybe it was one of her powers? 
 
    That settled it then.  We had a plan.  We’d arm ourselves.  We’d amass our forces, and then we’d draw the Kel’sar into the biggest beat downs of their miserable lives. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Catarina said, rising from her hunched position.  “I think if we want to be at our strongest, then we should-“ 
 
    Before she could finish her thought, the door to our chamber swung open and in rushed Jerrick, face flush and filled with worry. 
 
    “Apologies for the intrusion, master a’canist,” he spat.  “But we got guests.” 
 
    And just like that, my heart sank. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A Strike of Lightning 
 
      
 
    Arcane flame coursed through my veins as I marched out of the drake wing inn, a group of deadly beautiful arcanists at my flank. 
 
    “Don’t be brash,” Danica said, coaching me up as she matched me stride for stride.  The augmenter must’ve sensed my growing frustrations through our bond.  How was I supposed to feel, though,  I put together a plan based on reliable intel and then the Kel’sar just decide to show up early?! 
 
    Damnit!! 
 
    As we approached the gates, I felt my draconic tendencies begin to rise like a fiery shot of adrenaline.  I walked through the group of guards forming at the gate.  I clenched my fists, cycling energy into my palms as I prepared to lock eyes with the inevitable icy stare… 
 
    And I was met with surprise. 
 
    Waiting at the gates of Arcwind wasn’t an army of ice arcanists demanding my head.  Instead, only a single man and woman stood there, faces weary from the road. 
 
    The man was tall and lean, dressed in gloves and a white tunic covered in a tall, brown overcoat that shifted in the breeze.  He wore spectacles on his face, and the eyes that rested behind them were calculating. 
 
    The woman beside him was far more petite, though she wore a pair of sleek, round spectacles that matched his own.  Her blonde hair was tied back into a pair of braids, and her attire was tight-fitting and crisp, almost business-like.  Even the night raven perched atop her shoulder was well composed and perfectly groomed. 
 
    My tension eased. 
 
    I’d seen these two before, back on the godsight road.  This man was the lightning archer Rhylin.  He’d helped us fend off the ravebeast attack that nearly destroyed stargazer outpost.  And the woman… gods, if I remembered correctly she was some sort of companion of his.  But why were they here?  And why now? 
 
    Rhyllin’s gaze met my own.  “Lance…. I don’t know if you remember me-“ 
 
    “I do,” I interrupted.  “The godsight road.  We downed a ravebeast together.” 
 
    “So we did,” Rhyllin replied.  Slowly, the man retrieved a cloth from his coat pocket and wiped his glasses, acting as if the village's entire focus wasn’t resting on him.  “Well, since introductions are out of the way… perhaps you’d care for a fight?” 
 
    Immediately, I felt my arcana spike as my bonded fell into battle formation, forming at my side in an instant.  In fact, nearly the entire village had taken up arms, whether it be blade or spear or a piece of harvesting equipment… they were ready to go to war for Arcwind. 
 
    They were ready to fight for me. 
 
    “Hold,” I said, using my draconic bloodline to elevate my voice.  “If he wants a fight, then he’ll have it.” 
 
    Now I’m sure a lot of the others would call me foolish for such a declaration.  Why the Hells would I throw hands with a single mage when we already had him sorely outnumbered?  Why would I risk myself when I could just as easily have him dispatched and move on? 
 
    Certainly, some of it was my dragon’s pride, a factor that the man must’ve already considered.  But more than that, it was about sending a message.  This Rhyllin remembered me from stargazer outpost.  He saw my raw and inferior combat ability and likely thought me easy pickings.  Hell, maybe he planned on bringing my head back to the Kel’sar for some sort of handsome reward.    
 
    Well, heads were going to roll, alright… 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve chosen to oblige,” Rhyllin said, returning his glasses to his face.  “Now, hold still.” 
 
      
 
    Spell:  [QuickDraw] 
 
      
 
    Rhyllin’s hands flicked into position as an energy bow formed in his grasp, moving so quickly that the air around him blurred.  A breath later, the luminescent bow string snapped out of his grasp and a blazing blue arrow came spiraling directly at my face. 
 
    Acting on instinct, I reached up and snatched the projectile out of the air, stopping it just inches from my face.  The arcane arrow exploded a mere second later, triggering my [dragon scale armor] and protecting my hand and forearm from harm.  But perhaps that attack wasn’t meant to harm… it was meant to distract. 
 
    As the arcane smoke cleared from my vision, Rhyllin circled to my left and fired another volley, loosing three arrows at me in quick succession.  I responded in kind, returning fire with a [flame strike] of my own.  I didn’t aim at the archer though.  No, instead I fired my spell directly into the ground, causing dirt and gravel to spray into the air, intercepting the arcane arrows and triggering their explosions. 
 
    With my body masked behind a cloud of arcane smoke, I channeled arcana into my legs and leapt skyward.  Rhyllin must’ve caught a glimpse of me and quickly shifted his bow, taking aim at my ascending form…  
 
    Just as I had hoped. 
 
    The archer winced as sunlight streamed into his eyes, causing him to misfire and send an arrow over my left shoulder.  I used that window of opportunity to descend on my opponent, drawing energy into my fist as I fell. 
 
    Rhyllin tried to backpedal, but I wasn’t aiming for him.  Instead, as I reached the ground I slammed my flaming fist through his bow, dissipating the weapon into ether and leaving him unarmed. 
 
    Our gazes met for the briefest of seconds, my crimson stare reaching his misty blue orbs.  Then I went on the attack. 
 
    First I struck with a jab and a right cross, amplifying my fists with force energy.  The lightning archer countered with a showcase of his nimble battle prowess, using his open hands to redirect my blows. 
 
    As soon as he saw an opening, Rhyllin shoved an open palm into my chest, a technique likely used to create space.  Unfortunately for him, that was just like slamming his hand into an [s-rank] brick wall. 
 
    Before he could retract his hand, I latched on to his wrist and pivoted, using my leverage and a bit of dragon’s strength to throw Rhyllin over my shoulder and slam him into the ground.  His eyes went wide as the air was knocked from his lungs, but I didn’t relent.  Instead, I delivered a swift kick to his ribs, sending the man skidding across the road as a cloud of dirt trailed him.  
 
    I could feel a sudden desperation growing in Rhyllin as he rolled to a knee, fighting through the pain before using [quickdraw] to manifest another bow.  That desperation only grew as I closed the distance with a mighty leap, arcane energy once again swirling in my palm. 
 
    The arcanist pulled back his bow string, forging another arrow.  I raised my arm, intercepting the exploding arrowhead with my palm!   
 
    A cloud of arcane smoke quickly consumed us as those watching fell silent.  Though as it dissipated, the onlookers fell into raucous cheers.  For as it disappeared, it revealed my draconic form towering over Rhyllin, wholly unharmed and brimming with arcane energy. 
 
    “Yield,” I ordered, shifting my palm until it pointed directly at Rhyllin, a spell now dancing across the tips of my fingers.  Whether he knew it or not, with a simple act of will I could blow him away with a [dragon shot]. 
 
    Rhyllin nodded, adjusting the spectacles on his face.  “I yield…” 
 
    And the crowd erupted into cheers. 
 
    “But to be fair, I didn’t come to win,” the archer continued. 
 
    “Then why?” Danica asked, joining my side as the lightning archer climbed to his feet. 
 
    “Because I had to know,” Rhyllin said, dusting off his overcoat before meeting my gaze.  His companion Anna had quietly joined his side, wiping dirt away from his coat as her eyes cut into me like daggers.  “I had to make sure you were the real deal.  I had to bare witness to the dragon’s flames.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet,” I replied, folding my arms over my chest. 
 
    Rhyllin smirked.  “Oh, I’m quite aware.  We may have been holding back, but I could feel the pressure of your arcana bearing down on me throughout our skirmish...  regal, unrelenting, overbearing power.  Heh, I could see why the Kel’sar want to find you.   They know that a true dragonblood heir roams this province and they’ll tear it down to find you, because deep down… they fear you.” 
 
    I eyed the arcanist with caution, allowing my arcane aura to flow freely as we spoke.  “And you?” 
 
    Rhyllin smirked.  “I hate the Kel’sar.” 
 
    Before I could respond, his assistant Anna stepped forward, her movements both fluid and poised.  “Master dragon, the boss and I have been under the thumb of the Kel’sar for the better part of a year, mostly due to a contract made by our clan, the Thunderbirds.  And in that time, we’ve seen them treat us like dogs rather than equals.  The bastards even went as far as to attack us.” 
 
    “Over tea, no less,” Rhyllin added. 
 
    “So you’re turncoats?” Ezry asked, folding her arms as she took my side opposite Danica.   
 
    Rhyllin chuckled at that comment.  “Perhaps… and yet, look around you.  This village is comprised of ex-bandits, mercenary pirates and led by a mage with an outlawed bloodline.  By the dead gods, I’d say I fit right in.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin at the man’s comment.  He just had this sort of charm about him that was hard to deny.  “Is that it, then?” I asked.  “We trade a few blows and then I let you move in?” 
 
    Rhyllin’s smirk widened.  “I wouldn’t come empty-handed.  In fact, I bring the greatest gift of all… information.  The man coming for your head is Loris, an eternal rank elder of the Kel’sar.  And I can tell you what you need to know to defeat him.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The Captain’s Quarters 
 
      
 
    As I made my way towards the house of light, the others quickly joined my side.  The events of today had been a surprise, to say the least, especially since such things could change the entire scope of the battle ahead.  Now, we just had to make sure we put ourselves in the most advantageous position possible. 
 
    Dragons were mighty, but they were also cunning. 
 
    “We need to keep eyes on them,” Erin said, resting her hand on the pommel of her blade. 
 
    “Already done,” Ezry replied.  “One of Jerrick’s men has been assigned to tail them until further notice.” 
 
    Damn, she was good. 
 
    “If we have an eternal rank arcanist bearing down on us, then we’re going to need to do more than bolster our forces,” Danica added.  “We need to beef you up a bit, Lance.” 
 
    “Hey,” I protested, shooting her a look.  I for one thought I was looking quite beefy, thank you very much. 
 
    “Your strong, my dragon, but not invincible,” Dani continued.  “And eternal rank mages are on a whole other level.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” Catarina interjected, causing both of us to pause and turn.  
 
    I raised my brow.  “How so?” 
 
    Suddenly, a mischievous smile began to form on Cat’s face.  It quickly faded though as she traded glances with Danica.  “Meet me later… by the water,” Cat said. “I have a few training techniques to offer that I’m certain you’ll find invaluable.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day proved to be even busier than it had started, something I didn’t even think was possible.  Erin began to gather a small group of guards to take with her on her trip to Illdusk.  Catarina and her crew of demihumans went to work training the remaining villagers in hand to hand combat.  Ezry and Dani began mapping out a proper battle plan that could best utilize the village's natural defenses, and Efray and I went to work setting up Arcwind’s newest addition… my lab. 
 
    If I was going to be crafting experimental weapons and applying arcana in eh, unorthodox ways, then I needed a place to test these creations.  That’s where the lab came in. 
 
    The place was originally being used as a large storage chamber.  That is, until I had Jerrick and his men clean it out.  Now, it housed a pair of wooded tables, matching benches, shelves lined with supplies (both magical and non-magical), some archaic tools, a roll of parchment, and a bottle of ink.  My barrels of blackpowder and rods of serpent steel also sat against the far wall. Hell, all this place needed now was a few funko pops to make it a bit more homely…. that, or a few legendary artifacts I could display to demonstrate my infinite power and wealth. 
 
    Whichever I could get my hands on first. 
 
    “This place is a bit dusty,” Efray coughed, wiping at one of the tables. 
 
    I grinned.  “It won’t be for long, not after we bring my creations to life.”  I wanted so badly just to throw my hands into the air and cackle, but I was certain the mad scientist reference would fall on deaf ears.  Instead, I grabbed a bar of serpent steel and laid it across the table.  “How’s this stuff work again, Ef?” 
 
    “It reacts to your arcana,” Efray replied.  “As long as you’re channeling energy into the bar, it’ll become soft and pliable like clay.  Once you stop, it re-solidifies.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said, drawing arcane energy into my palms. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Efray warned.  “You only get one shot.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Uh, why’s that?” 
 
    “Well, the special property that makes serpent steel what it is has to do with its makeup.  You see, each piece of metal has these arcane veins running through it.  When you channel arcana into them, they heat and make the metal change composition.  Once you stop though, the veins close and the metal takes shape, permanently. 
 
    “That’s fascinating,” I said, eyeing the metal bar with a bit more curiosity.  That almost meant I had to be extra careful.  If I wasted too many of these, I’d be leaving us shorthanded in a fight we couldn’t afford to lose. 
 
    Okay Lance, get your shit together.  It’s time to get to work. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, I poured energy into the serpent steel.  Immediately it began wriggling like a snake, the reason for its namesake. Ignoring the reaction, I began molding the metal, forging it into the image I had in my head.  My hands worked tirelessly, twisting prying, forming the metal into my vision.  As I finished, I let my arcana taper off and held my creation up for Efray to see. 
 
    Her eyes went wide…. I’d created a monster. 
 
    “Lance…” she said, trying not to laugh.  “What is that?” 
 
    Originally I’d envisioned what I thought would turn out to be a fantasy realm handgun. Unfortunately, the barrel was too round, the grip was horribly misshaped, and the rest of it was non-existent.  What I was holding in my hand wasn’t a weapon…. No, what I held looked like a giant, metal cock! 
 
    I sighed as Ef burst into laughter, cheeks now brighter than the twin suns.  By the dead gods… this was going to take some practice. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    After my initial failure, I realized that creating these weapons with my bare hands would be out of the question.  So, I did the next best thing… I created a mold.  Using a small pipe and shaping a few smaller pieces of serpent steel, I managed to create a mold that sort of resembled the weapon I’d envisioned in my head.  After that, all I had to do was shape the remaining bars. 
 
    In the meantime, Efray went to work creating explosive runes that would be placed on the weapon’s grips.  You see, I wasn’t too keen on the inner workings of modern weapons, but I knew how arcana worked.  So, Ef and I improvised.  After lining the barrel of the gun with blackpowder, the user would activate the rune, igniting the powder inside and firing off a small metal orb at an incredible speed.  It was a bit clunkier than a modern handgun, but by the dead gods if it worked then these weapons would tear through the Kel’sar ranks. 
 
    As a finishing touch, the two of us wrapped hide around the weapon’s handle, making them easier to hold.  Honestly, they looked pretty fucking cool. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” Efray said, leaning over and kissing my cheek as I marveled over my… no, our creations. 
 
    “Couldn’t have done it without ya,” I replied, pulling her in as her soft features pressed against my form. 
 
    Honestly, I was dying to test our new weapons out, but a quick glance out the window revealed a pair of setting suns.  It was getting late, and soon it’d be too dark to test out firearms.  That also meant it was nearly time for some one on one training with Cat.  Not to mention I hadn’t eaten yet. Gods, running a village was a lot of work. 
 
    After tucking our creations away, Ef and I locked up the lab and headed to the dining hall for a quick bite.  After that, we split and I made my way towards the lake, a bit tired but prepared for whatever training Catarina was going to throw at me.  If the Kel’sar were bringing it like we anticipated, then I was going to need all the extra strength I could get. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dusk had nearly settled as I emerged from the forest path, my tunic covered in leaves that had fallen with the change of seasons.  In front of me was the lake where I met Efray, its waters sparkling with the reflection of moonlight.  And on its shores stood none other than captain Catarina Del’Argo herself. 
 
    She was alone, her body dressed in loose-fitting robes of blue and white and her curly blonde hair flowing freely over her shoulders.  As I approached, I took a moment to appreciate her not so subtle features. 
 
    Slowly, my gaze shifted from her bare feet to her toned thighs, to her flat stomach and perky breasts.  She was quite fit, likely from all the time spent at sea, but it didn’t take away from her femininity.  In fact, it only made her all the more attractive. 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d show,” she said, shooting me a wink as her painted pink lips formed into a grin. 
 
    I feigned a shrug.  “What can I say?  I’m a busy man.  Ya know, preparing for evil mages to come destroy me and everything I love and all that.” 
 
    Cat smirked.  “Ah, I’d almost forgotten.  Well, perhaps you’ll let me show you a thing or two.” 
 
    I brushed a few leaves off my shoulder and shot her a wide smile.  “I’m ready.” 
 
    First, Catarina paced into the lake, stopping when the water rested just above her knees.  Then she opened her palms and began to focus, drawing on arcane energy as her eyes glowed a soft blue. 
 
    “How much experience do you have with hex mages?” She asked. 
 
    “None,” I said.  “Well, none until now.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Then let me demonstrate our power.”  Suddenly, water began to flow into her open palms, swirling like a pair of hydro-helixes.  A breath later her spellbook manifested at her side, a tome covered in shark teeth and seaweed, and the helixes began to take form. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Water Clone] 
 
      
 
    It happened in an instant.  Catarina’s eyes flashed with azure light.  Then the water helixes constricted, quickly taking shape until they looked like a pair of exact copies of Cat! 
 
    As she dropped her stance, both of them remained in battle position, staring at me through glossy blue eyes.  They were magnificent.  They were… attacking me?! 
 
    The clones leapt out of the water and dashed at my location, each drawing a pair of daggers from their belt.  I responded in kind, summoning a pair of [dragon fang blades] to parry their blows. 
 
    The leftmost clone dived in first, going high and low with a pair quick slashes.  I quickly ducked one and blocked the other, spinning out of the attack before slashing a blade through the clone. 
 
    Of course, my weapon passed through it like water.   
 
    The second clone used the split-second opportunity to dive into my torso, collapsing into an all-encompassing sphere of water.  Seconds later,  I found myself completely submerged, trapped in sphere-shaped hydro prison. 
 
    Not bad, not bad at all. 
 
    Drawing in some arcana of my own, I flexed my muscles and released a mighty pulse of force aura, shattering the sphere of water.  Damnit, I was soaked to the bone. 
 
    Immediately I spied Catarina grinning at me, arms crossed and leaning against her first water clone. 
 
    “What do ya think?” She asked. 
 
    “About your spell?  It’s fucking amazing,” I replied.  “I mean, how many of those can you make?” 
 
    “I can maintain five at once for a short time,” Cat said.  “Though one or two I can keep going for quite a bit longer.” 
 
    “You got any other tricks?” 
 
    Cat smirked.  “Hex mages are known for their bag of tricks, and I am no exception.  Water clones are my favorite spell, but with a little arcane energy I can chain them into different spells.” 
 
    “Like that water sphere you had me in?” I asked. 
 
    “[Hydro prison],” she corrected.  “Though if I added a little force energy you’d have a much harder time breaking it.” 
 
    I smiled, unable to mask my admiration.  If she could store spells within those clones and use them to chain off attacks, then she was far more formidable than I’d even imagined. 
 
    “So… about this training.  You can teach some of this?” 
 
    Catarina’s smirk widened.  “Not exactly.  But I can offer you some of my power… through a bond.” 
 
    My eyes widened as she stepped forward and slid a hand through the folds of my tunic, placing it on my bare chest.  “A mage is only as good as his bonded,” she continued.  “And by the way you handle yourself in battle…”  she bit her bottom lip before finally blurting out her intentions.  “Allow me into your battle collective, Lance.  Truly make me one of your bonded.” 
 
    I suddenly felt my dragon’s blood heat as those alluring blue eyes of the captain fell on me.  I mean, it did make sense.  She’d been an integral part of our group since returning from the savage coast.  Hell, she’d put her neck on the line for me more than once, and by the dead gods, her arcane power set would greatly diversify our little group’s abilities.  But this was all surface level shit.  I mean, I knew bonding in this world was often done for purposes of power… but was that me? 
 
    As we stood there on the water’s edge, I peered into her irresistible blue eyes… and in that moment, a realization washed over me.  These thoughts racing through my head, they were the inhibitions of a man from Earth.  But that wasn’t me anymore.  I was a dragon, and it was time I let that side take hold a bit more. 
 
    And so, as Catarina began to give me a curious look, I leaned forward and pressed my lips into hers. 
 
    Immediately the arcane flames within me ignited, pulsing through my body like a mighty inferno.  The thoughts I had racing through my head quickly fled as something primal took over, a need to protect, a desire for union, a need to claim that my dragon blood wouldn’t let me deny. 
 
    In that moment I knew that Catarina needed to be mine, not just as an ally but as one of my bonded.  And by the way she reciprocated my passionate advances, I was certain she felt the same. 
 
    As our lips parted, Cat raised her brow and shot me a mischievous look.  “Shall we… consummate this bond of ours?” 
 
    Immediately, I scooped her up by her ass and laid her in the grass, my skin hot with anticipation.  “You’ll have to forgive me, but I  didn’t bring a blanket.” 
 
    Cat let out a giggle as she peeled my tunic off my torso. “Seriously, Lance?  I’ve spent half my life at sea.  The soft grass and a bit of moonlight will do just fine… now take off my shirt.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    My hands moved with precision as I undid the buttons on her blouse.  After the last one had been freed, I pulled her in for kiss, sliding the garment over her shoulders and pulling it down over her wrists. 
 
    As her tongue explored mine, I twisted the blouse, tightening it until her arms were pinned behind her back.  Immediately I felt her teeth bite into my lip, though she quickly released it and laid back into the grass, giving me a full view of her gorgeous body. 
 
    Gods, was she a masterpiece. 
 
    Slowly my gaze drifted across her taut stomach to her pierced navel, drifting further upward to her voluptuous breasts and her large areolas.  Finally, it rested on those rose-petal lips of hers that now curved into a mischievous grin. 
 
    “It looks like you have me at your mercy,” Cat teased, arms still restrained behind her back.  “What will you do?” 
 
    As she spoke, she elevated one of her legs and caressed it against my groin.  Oh, I was going to do a lot. 
 
    My hands began to work their way down her bare torso as my mouth found one of her nipples, biting down softly as a moan of pleasure escaped her lips.  Seconds later I was sliding her pants down over those full hips of hers, quickly finding that she was already glistening with anticipation. 
 
    I couldn’t bare it any longer and quickly removed my pants, allowing my cock to stand at full attention.  Caterina eyed it and immediately ran her tongue across her ruby-red lips. 
 
    As she sat up, I grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her in closer, guiding my cock into her waiting lips.  Catarina moaned as I guided her mouth up and down my shaft, moving with an eagerness that told me she yearned to be controlled.  That only made me move faster, thrusting my hips as saliva began to drip down her chin. 
 
    Cat sucked in a deep breath as I pulled my cock out of her mouth, her eyes wild with passion.  “More,” she growled. 
 
    With a handful of her hair still in my grasp, I guided her to her stomach.  Then with her arms still pinned behind her back, I climbed atop her and rested my cock atop that irresistible ass of hers. 
 
    Catarina immediately began to move beneath me, rocking her hips, caressing my length between those soft cheeks.  Slowly, I lowered myself, placing my hands on her waist as I slid the head of my cock into her opening. 
 
    “Oh gods, you’re huge,” she moaned as she accepted the rest of my length, rocking her hips into me with renewed vigor.  I matched her rhythm, filling her up with each and every thrust as her moans of ecstasy continued. 
 
    Shifting my grip to her hips, I began to pump faster, watching that ass of hers swallow me whole.  “Fuck, you feel good.” 
 
    “Harder,” she growled, pressing into me once more.  “Make me yours, my dragon.” 
 
    Immediately I shifted, posturing myself over her smaller frame as I pressed my hand into the back of her head.  Cat’s toes began to curl as she succame to my dominance, covering my cock in her juices as I went to work. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum,” I panted, unable to control myself much longer. 
 
    “Do it, claim me!” she urged.  Seconds later I exploded inside of her, bringing her to a leg quivering climax of her own. 
 
    As our bodies settled, I released her arms and laid my head on her chest, nestling in between those soft breasts.  It was then I noticed a fresh bond sigil glowing near her shoulder.  Cat noticed it too and a soft smile formed on her face. 
 
    “Gods, you were… that was amazing,” she panted.  “I’m definitely going to need more of that.” 
 
    I grinned, running my hand down her side before cupping one of her ass cheeks.  “I can definitely make that happen.” 
 
    Catarina bit her lip, smirking as she grabbed my cloak and pulled it over us like a blanket.  Then she disappeared beneath the fabric, shifting downward until her lips re-acquainted themselves with my cock. 
 
    I laid back, allowing the waves of pleasure to wash over me.  I wasn’t sure how many more times I came after that, but I know that I had the best sleep of my life. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    From the World of Oracle… 
 
      
 
    Lance’s Battle Collective 
 
      
 
    Danica 
 
    A-rank Augmenter 
 
    Bloodline elements: Flame / Wind 
 
      
 
    Efray 
 
    B-rank Weaver 
 
    Bloodline elements: Light / Shadow 
 
      
 
    Erin 
 
    A-rank Sword  Stalker 
 
    Bloodline elements: Beast 
 
      
 
    Catarina 
 
    A-rank Hex Mage 
 
    Bloodline elements: Water / Force 
 
      
 
    Potential Bonded: Ezry (Light / Earth weaver) 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Rude Awakening (why does this keep happening?) 
 
      
 
    It happened in an instant. 
 
    The sound of crunching leaves and hushed whispers pulled me out of my sleep, putting my draconic senses on edge.  An instant later I was on my feet, dragon scales forming over my lower half in my absence of clothes. 
 
    My crimson eyes scanned the horizon as Catarina finally began to stir, searching for the threat or eavesdropper or whatever the Hell was sneaking around nearby. 
 
    Then I saw them.  Threats… definitely threats. 
 
    Standing near the forest’s edge was a trio of arcanists, each dressed in green and blue scout’s attire, each wielding that signature icy aura of the Kel’sar. 
 
    Apparently, they were just as surprised to see me as I them, because they didn’t immediately act.  Instead, they shared nervous glances with one another, eyes wide like they were ready to bolt.  Then again, if they were scouts then… shit. 
 
    The second I began channeling arcane energy, the icy arcanists began to flee, dashing north towards the tree line.  And if I let them get away, then I was certain we’d have a Hell of a lot more trouble coming our way a Hell of a lot faster… which I sorta wanted, but on my own terms. 
 
    I had to move quickly. 
 
    As my arcana grew, I opened my palms and unleashed a pulse of dual force energy into the ground, launching myself into the air.  I immediately followed that up with my [dragon wings] spell, using them to soar towards the tree line and cut the others off. 
 
    I landed just a few feet in front of the Kel’sar scouts, wings spread out wide and crimson eyes glowing with intensity.  Immediately, one of the scouts turned on his heel and fled back towards the lake, but the other two launched an offensive, sending bolts of ice in my direction. 
 
    With a flap of my sinewy wings and a quick pulse of force energy, I repelled the strikes, shattering the icy bolts and sending shards of ice back in their direction.  Then I followed it up with an attack of my own, lunging forward as I drove a flaming fist into one of their stomachs. 
 
    It quickly became evident that these scouts weren’t equipped for high-stakes battle, for as soon as my strike hit, the icy arcanist was sent reeling, skidding through the dirt as his body created a shallow trench in the ground. 
 
    The second arcanist tried to capitalize, forging a dagger that he plunged into my side… or at least tried to.  Instead, the icy weapon shattered against my scales. 
 
    I met the man’s gaze, shaking my head slowly as I reached out and grabbed his wrist.  Then I spun on my heel, launching him into the air. 
 
    My wrists came together as bright red energy began to spin in my palms.  Then I dug my heels in, channeled my focus and fired a beam of energy in his direction. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Red dragon cannon] 
 
      
 
    The Kel’sar mage was obliterated in seconds, turning to ash as the beam dissipated in the morning sky.  With the icy fool taken care of, I turned my attention back to the first. 
 
    My blast hadn’t taken the mage out, but it had left him disoriented, body shaking as he rose from his shallow trench.  With my arcana still blazing, I forged a [dragon fang blade] in my grasp and launched it at him like a boomerang, cleaving the scout in two as he climbed to his feet. 
 
    That just left the one who ran. 
 
    My crimson eyes darted back towards the lake, but thankfully he hadn’t gotten far.  No, standing opposite him was Catarina herself, her naked body wrapped in swirling dress made of water.  And at her side… a pair of identical [water clone]s! 
 
    I watched with piqued curiosity as her clones circled her opponent, their cores glowing with arcane energy.  Their grins matched the one Cat had on her face, though their forged muscles were tensed, ready to lash out in a blink. 
 
    The Kel’sar mage attacked first. 
 
    Forging ice in his palm, the mage created a crystalline spear and launched it at the captain, throwing it with an extra bit of arcana to add some mustard to his attack.  Catarina read the attack and deftly dodged, dropping to a knee as the spearhead soared above her right shoulder… 
 
    A move that sealed her attacker’s fate. 
 
    Before the Kel’sar mage could return to a defensible position, Cat’s clones closed in.  The first slammed into the mage’s side, releasing a pulse of force energy that had been stored within its core.  The blast wasn’t lethal, but it was enough to shred the mage’s defenses. The second clone quickly stepped in front of the mage, taking the shape of a dozen jet stream daggers before bursting, shredding the arcanist where he stood. 
 
    As his lifeless body dropped to the ground, Catarina sauntered past.  Seconds later, her water-forged dress faded to ether, washing away the blood spattered across her flesh and leaving her flesh bare. 
 
    Gods, was she ever glorious. 
 
    “It looks like the Kel’sar are a bit closer than we’d hoped,” she said, taking a final glance at our fallen foes before eyeing my scaly body up and down.  “I’m more than certain they’ll come looking for their lost scouts before too long.” 
 
    “Perfect.  Then we’ll have to be ready,” I replied, shifting my gaze from her to the far tree line.  “Whatever it takes to protect the village.”  I paused to lace my fingers through hers.  “And the family.” 
 
    She nodded, my feelings of confidence reverberating through her like arcana.  Then she lifted my hand, placing a soft kiss on my forearm.  “Whatever it takes.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The Village in the Fog 
 
      
 
    One week later 
 
      
 
    Erin 
 
      
 
    Since the moment Erin was reborn on Oracle, her life had been a bit of a whirlwind.  Her body had been remade, her future had been rewritten, and her once monotonous life had been replaced by the adventure that she oh so desired.  She wasn’t complaining, but by the dead gods, it was a lot to deal with. 
 
    That is, until she found the others. 
 
    After returning to the village with Lance and the others and eventually joining them as one of their bonded, she was able to reclaim just a little bit of that comfort and stability she’d grown accustomed to.  Despite Oracle’s dangers, she felt more at peace than she’d ever had in either of her lives.  That’s why when she found out that someone was threatening her home and her heart, she jumped at the chance to lead the charge. 
 
    “Not much further, Miss,” one of her guards said, clutching tightly to the reins of his zilbeast.   
 
    “Got it,” she replied, rocking in a zilbeast saddle of her own.  She and seven of the ex-bandits had taken some of the horned creatures from Arcwind’s stables and headed out East towards Illdusk, desperate for the aid of the not so distant town.  As they approached though, she was quickly rethinking her decision. 
 
    The town was gated, much like many of the larger cityscapes in the Dashar province.  However, hanging over this particular town was a rather bizarre fog.  As she got closer, the fog seemed to invite them in, adding an unnatural gloom to the surrounding area… 
 
    Then she heard it. 
 
    Echoing through the misty sky was the high-pitched sound of howling.  It was like the siren song of an apex predator, a prelude to the beasts that lay just beyond their sight. 
 
    Immediately the hair on Erin’s arms stood on end as the howling grew closer.  Seconds later, a pair of feline ears poked out of her hair as she channeled her beast king bloodline, quelling any budding fear she had swelling inside of her. 
 
    “Madame mage, watch ou-“ another one of her guards managed to spit out before one of the beasts showed its face, pouncing on the man and knocking him from his perch.  The creature looked much like a wolf from Earth, save for its much larger size and jet-black fur. 
 
    Erin quickly leapt from her saddle and drew her sword, razing it against the monstrous wolf as it neared its teeth over her now quivering companion.   She didn’t strike though.   
 
    Apparently, her beast king arcana had caught the attention of the wolf, because the black-haired beast withdrew its attack and met her gaze.  And in its blue eyes, she saw something, a gleam of greater intelligence and a glint of wolffish pride. 
 
    Her grip on her sword hilt began to loosen as the wolf slowly made its approach, as its killer intent began to fade…  Then she saw the others.  Emerging from the fog were at least a dozen other dire wolves, their midnight black fur bristling in the cool breeze.  And behind them… 
 
    Was a man? 
 
    Well, sort of.  Despite the fog, Erin’s eagle eye vision allowed her to see the newcomer clear as day, and by the looks of it, he was just as much wolf as human.  His wild blue eyes matched his wolffish counterparts, and his unkempt black hair stood on end.  His very human body sported a multitude of scars, but between his lips laid a pair of very canine fangs. 
 
    As he stepped forward, Erin felt that same wild arcana that the wolves were giving off, only this time much stronger.  He must’ve been the pack leader, an alpha… and an [A ranker] at that. 
 
    “The name’s Kyran Morningstar.  Welcome to Illdusk,” the man said, his self-satisfying grin on full display.  “Now, if you’d kindly lower your weapons and come with me, my kin won’t have to devour you alive.” 
 
    Erin sighed, quickly realizing that she and her men were sorely outnumbered. 
 
    Well, here we go. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Erin said, sitting cross-legged in a weathered old wooden chair.  “Everyone in this place is a damned werewolf?!” 
 
    “We’re called beastbloods,” Kyran replied with a chuckle.  “Our arcana allows us to walk as both man and beast… it’s a pretty simple concept, really.” 
 
    After being taken into the Illdusk, Erin and her guards were escorted to an inn on the edge of town.  There, she was questioned by Kyran and his crew, though when asked about sending aid to Arcwind, she was met with some of the wolf’s cocky arrogance (he had a lot). 
 
    “Right,” Erin continued.  “So, you and your clan have the ability to transform into a pack of apex predators.  Annnnd you won’t come help us against the fucking Kel’sar?” 
 
    Kyran shrugged.  “It’s not our fight.  You see, we have no fear of the Kel’sar coming here.  Our arcana, it’s a bit… different than yours.  It’s untraditional, wild.  We don’t use spellbooks to cast our spells, we forge them through idols.” 
 
    “And?” Erin interrupted.  “What, that means they’ll just leave you alone?” 
 
    “They view us as barbarians,” Kyran shot back.  “And nothing more.  During the first dragon war, the Kel’sar turned their noses to us like we were dogs.  And the Draconis… Hells, they wanted to use us as fodder, our superior tracking and hunting abilities be damned.  That’s why we created the everfog, so when fools come banging at our gates we’ll already have our teeth at the back of their neck.” 
 
    Erin tensed.  Fucking Hell, why didn’t someone tell me I was walking into a den of angsty werewolves. 
 
    The sword stalker felt her beast king arcana swelling in her chest, flowing through her veins like adrenaline.  That usually happened when she anticipated danger, a defense mechanism if you will.  But Erin didn’t want to fight… she needed allies.  So, as the beast king energy consumed her, she changed her focus.  Instead of delving into the instincts of a deadly tiger or preying eagle, she used her energy to seek the patience of an owl, to delve into the balance of a crane.  And like a true master of beasts… her beast king energy responded. 
 
    “Listen,” Erin said, her voice calm yet firm.  “The dragon war that you speak of has already ended.  The rules of the game are different and so are the players.  I know that you were cast aside and disrespected, but I can assure you that my mate, Lance is not one of the dragons you speak of.  He only wants peace for the Dashar province.” 
 
    Kyran arched his brow, amused.  “So you say?  And what if I cast you aside and ignore his pleas?  Will he return to try and burn through my everfog with dragon flame?” 
 
    Erin shook her head.  “I told you he’s not like that…. It’s the Kel’sar you have to worry about.  As we speak, those bastards have begun cutting a path through the province, destroying whoever and whatever stands in their way.   They’ve razed entire villages for Hell’s sake!” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Kyran said with a chuckle.  “I would’ve smelled the blood in the air from such a massacre.” 
 
    Suddenly, a few of the men behind the alpha began to whisper amongst themselves.  Then one of Kyran’s betas stepped forward, a tall, slender woman with tattoos under each of her eyes, and began to whisper into his ear.  “My love, our normal trade shipments from Sageheart village never arrived, and any word from Tyrinell has all but vanished.  If her words are to be believed, then it is possible that, eh… that the smell of blood wasn’t detected because the dead were encased in ice. 
 
    Good lord, how far could these beastbloods smell?! 
 
    Kyran’s eyes widened then quickly narrowed once more as he shifted his gaze back to Erin.  “Regardless, this isn’t our fight.  The Kel’sar will never turn up here seeking your fool dragon. 
 
    Erin grimaced.  “Until they are.” 
 
    The room suddenly fell very still as the pair locked eyes, not in a battle of blades or magic but in a battle of bestial wills.  Gods, she’d never done anything like this before… and yet she couldn’t bear the thought of letting Lance and Dani and the others down.  She couldn’t give up on the men she’d dragged along with her.  But most of all, she fucking hated to lose. 
 
    Drawing in even more of her arcana, Erin stepped forward and met the alpha head on, not as two people but as two entities of the beast kingdom. 
 
    Kyran’s spirit flared as colorless arcane energy swirled around him like fire, creating a pressure in the room that dropped a few of Erin’s guards to their knees.  Erin didn’t back down though, unleashing her own wave of arcana as her eyes went ablaze with green arcane light! 
 
    An eternity seemed to pass in the breath of a second as Kyran’s alpha wolf energy clashed with the untamed power of Erin’s beast king bloodline.  In her mind’s eye, she saw a regal lion lord go blow for blow with a vicious wolf shifter, his glowing mane flowing as his runic axe clashed with the wolf’s curved blade.  The landscape around them was shattered and thunder echoed in the sky each time their weapons connected.  Waves of volatile energy rippled from their blades, creating deep trenches in the Earth. 
 
    The two titans opened their maws and each let out a mighty roar, instantly killing each and every zilbird within a mile, but they did not relent.  Sensing a slight advantage, the alpha wolf stepped into his opponent and unleashed a mighty horizontal slash that struck the beast king flush!  The mighty lion lord roared in pain, but he did not falter, instead hooking the blade beneath his arm and grabbing the blade with his bare claw. 
 
    The wolf titan tried to pull the weapon free, but his fate had already been sealed.  An instant later, the beast king’s runic axe swept across the wolf’s neck, removing his head and creating an aftershock that created storm clouds in the sky… 
 
    Suddenly, Erin’s vision returned.  She was back in the rustic inn, no longer inhabiting the beast king’s avatar but back in her sweat-covered body, breathing heavily as if she’d just been in the fight of her life.  And she had… she’d battled the Will of a true alpha, all without lifting a finger.  And her opponent… 
 
    Kyran knelt in front of her, breathing just as heavily, his pride fractured and his body shaking with emotion.  She hated losing, so she couldn’t imagine what it was like to fall in front of your own pack.  Regardless, she’d came here with a purpose. 
 
    Drawing in the last of her beast king arcana, Erin stepped forward, allowing her tall boots to rest just inches from his form.  And as he looked up, she channeled that arcana into her still glowing eyes.  Then she spoke… 
 
    “Will you heed the call?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The Tag Alongs 
 
      
 
    Leanna Frey 
 
      
 
    Leanna sat cross-legged atop her horned zilrider, and sighed.   
 
    For weeks now she’d been on this foolish brigade. serving as a lieutenant to the ever-destructive elder Loris.  In truth, she was really just his eye candy… something to look at in between his bouts of wonton destruction.  And yet, here she was. 
 
    Leanna was beautiful, there was no doubt about that.  But she was also a skilled arcanist, and being dragged along by this pervy force of destruction was not an ideal application of her skills.   
 
    In the distance, she could see Loris raining destruction down on some helpless village…  The fool, he’d become so absorbed with hunting down this errant dragon that he’d forgotten how to rule.  Sure, sometimes a show of force was necessary.  But forging a warpath through your own land?  Then again, that’s why Loris wasn’t elected true clan leader.  Instead, his brother was given that title and he was cast off to rule over the much smaller, much more rural Dashar province.  Gods, the guy couldn’t even keep a wife… 
 
    Leanna fought back another sigh.  Perhaps Loris wouldn’t notice if she snuck away to practice a bit of rune scribing.  He didn’t need her help anyways… 
 
    Then something caught her eye.  Loris paused as a few of his advisors strode up, looks of concern etched into their pale faces and some sort of cloth gripped tightly in one of their fists. 
 
    “What do you think they’re saying?” 
 
    Leanna shifted as Colt’s voice found her ears.  Colt was another [A-ranker] that Loris had brought along, an enforcer mage with a penchant for dealing out damage. He was a bit of an outlier in the clan, especially with his built frame and his long mane of brunette hair.  Most of the full-blooded Kel’sar were tall and slender, and sported the customary platinum, blonde or blue heads of hair.  Nonetheless, he was a fierce asset to the clan… if not a bit sarcastic. 
 
    “Whatever it is, Loris doesn’t look happy,” Leanna responded. 
 
    Colt chuckled.  “Maybe the dead gods have blessed us with fortune and they’re bringing word that this dragon is already dead.  That would really piss him off, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Leanna smiled.  At least she wasn’t the only one ready to disembark from this old man’s rampage. 
 
    “You too, over here now!” Loris yelled, drawing Leanna out of her moment. Gods, elders could be so insufferable. 
 
    “What is it, my lord?” Colt asked as they approached, feigning absolute fealty. 
 
    Loris narrowed his gaze, a clear warning that Colt needed to tread carefully.  Then he spoke.  “Our scouts from the southwestern sector fell out of communication six days ago.  A frost raven was sent to re-establish a link, but all it returned with was this.”   Loris lifted a burnt piece of tunic, its blue hue all but turned to black.  “Our dragon.” 
 
    A bit of thrill pumped through Leanna Frey’s blood.  Finally, this damned conquest would come to an end.  And if it truly was a dragon waiting at the end of this journey, then perhaps she’d have more to do than sit and watch Loris destroy his own province.  After all, she did have the blood of the Kel’sar clan coursing through her veins, and sometimes a good battle was just hard to turn down. 
 
    “Best that we make our way south then,” Leanna said, shooting the elder a wink.  Unlike Colt, Loris wasn’t immune to her charm, even if his gaze lingered a bit too long for her liking.  But no matter… soon, this venture would be over, and after a taste of battle, she’d be free of this impulsive conquest. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The twin suns blazed high in the sky as I stood atop the old tower at Arcwind’s center, gazing out over the horizon with a long, black cloak wrapped around my form.  Somewhere, lying beyond the forest that surrounded my village awaited my mortal enemy, the Kel’sar… an enemy I hadn’t chosen, but an enemy all the same. 
 
    I grimaced, drawing in draconic arcana to calm my nerves as the weight of the situation began to bear down on my broad shoulders.  Despite all of the fights I’d been in since reincarnating, the thought of someone trying to come kill me still felt a bit… eh, unsettling.  There was still a piece of me that viewed myself as that wholly unimpressive office worker from Earth.  That wasn’t me though… not anymore.  I was the Crimson Firebolt, the Winged Death.  Ok, so maybe no one had bestowed one of those names on me quite yet, but I was a red-eyed, fire-breathing badass, and I wasn’t going to let myself forget that. 
 
    Slowly my gaze shifted over the growing village as final preparations were being made.  Rhyllin and Ana were busy training some of my men with the bow.  The Seraph sisters had returned as well, and they’d brought with them their own fighting force of seemingly capable soldiers.  We’d also acquired a refugee named Rippen, a shaman’s apprentice who’d escaped an attack up north and was eager to return the punishment. 
 
    On the other side of the village, the ox-woman Tesna and her armed manservants were busy sharpening their axes (she didn’t want to be near my bonded, apparently).  Hells, even Ezry and Efray had committed to the war effort, crafting potions within my makeshift lab.  
 
    The plan we’d come up with was a Hell of a gamble, and a few key pieces still hadn’t fallen into place, namely Erin’s return.  But if things went right, I was certain we could send these icy bastards packing.   
 
    After allowing myself a few more minutes of peace atop the wooden spire, I threw my black cloak back and prepared to climb down.  Dani and Cat had been busy zipping up last minute battle preparations, and I was certain they wouldn’t mind the help. 
 
    I took in a final breath of cool air and began to turn… that’s when I saw him.  Dashing down the forest path was one of our own, a bandit turned guard who’d been assigned perimeter patrol.  From what I can tell, his patrol partner was nowhere to be found and the look he wore on his face was nothing short of pure panic. 
 
    He’d seen something. 
 
    My spellbook manifested at my side as sinewy [dragon wings] sprouted from beneath my cloak.  An instant later, I leapt off the tower, gliding down to the village gates where the guard was being let in. 
 
    “What is it?” I said, trying to mask the nervous desperation in my voice. 
 
    The guard swallowed hard as his unsettled gaze met my own.  “They’re coming.” 
 
    “How close?” I growled. 
 
    “They’ve just reached the perimeter, my mage.” 
 
    I nodded, placing a hand on the guard’s soldier.  “You’ve done well.  Now spread the word.  It’s time for war.” 
 
    Immediately I turned on my heel and dashed towards the village’s center.  If this was goIng to go as planned, then I had to warn the others.  
 
    We needed everyone to be ready.  That’s why we’d created a perimeter around the village as a first line of defense… a silent warning, so to speak. 
 
    As I reached the village’s center, I saw Dani and the others emerging from their projects.  Apparently, my desperate spike in energy had reverberated through our bond, a testament to just how strong it was. 
 
    “What is it,” Danica said, reaching my side first with Cat, Ezry and Efray close behind. 
 
    “We have company.” 
 
    Ezry’s gaze widened.  “Any word from Erin yet?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “We’re going to have to move forward without her.”  I could immediately feel the discomfort reflected through their arcana, but unfortunately we had little choice.  The time for preparation was over… the time to act was now. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Phase One 
 
      
 
    Elder Loris 
 
      
 
    A creeping rage began to build inside Loris as his zilstrider strode towards the line of trees.  Ahead of him lay a small forest, and beyond that… his target’s demise. 
 
    Initially, the chance at slaying another dragon had delighted the elder.  Seeing the light drain from the eyes of those wretched beasts was something he’d come to enjoy, especially during the great dragon war.  However, finding them was rather easy back then.  Now, chasing this damned mage across the countryside had grown rather tiresome. 
 
    Each and every village he’d come across he was met with resistance… backwoods mages and farmers who didn’t know their place.  It wasn’t like he chose to rule over this mudhole.  If he had it his way then he’d be North, residing in the grand city of Godspire as the clan’s undisputed leader.  Instead, his younger brother had claimed that title and relegated him to Dashar… 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    But that was neither here nor there.  Mudhole or not, he wasn’t going to let some fire breather roam free in his province.  He was going to freeze the blood in that fool’s veins… then shatter it, drop by excruciating drop. 
 
    “The village lies just beyond the trees, my lord,” Colt said, auburn hair flowing in the breeze as he strode to the elder’s side. 
 
    Loris nodded then took a quick glance behind him… he’d amassed a strike force of nearly a two hundred, with at least twenty mages in their ranks.  Most of the others were soldiers, though a few were engineers needed to operate the siege weapons hiding within their covered caravans. 
 
    “This trip has taken far too long as it is,” the elder spat, speaking privately to Colt.  “Let us make sure they pay for that.”  Then he turned to address his forces en mass.  “Leave none alive!  Let us remind these fools the price of harboring an enemy of the Kel’sar!” 
 
    With that, the elder snapped the reins of his zilstrider and began to lead his forces forward.  It was quickly apparent that the forest path was far too narrow for such a large force.  Therefore, many were forced to trudge through the trees and foliage to keep up.  That is, until Elder Loris brought them to an abrupt halt. 
 
    Standing in front of the Elder was a sight that sent his rage over the edge.  The man was tall and broad-shouldered, his tone body wrapped in a tunic of crimson.  A black cloak flowed behind in the wind like living shadow and an arcana-manifested blade rested idly against his hip.  What set off Loris the most though were those red eyes… the eyes of Lance, the dragon mage. 
 
    “If you’ve come out here to negotiate for your village, then you’re gravely mistaken.  You’re all going to DIE!” 
 
    Before Lance could respond, the elder lifted a gauntleted fist and channeled his arcana, manifesting a massive icy hammer in the sky above.  Then with a single motion, he willed the mighty weapon into the ground, splitting nearby trees and smashing the dragon mage where he stood… 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    Seconds later, at least a dozen more draconic arcanists emerged from the trees, their appearance eerily similar to the one he’d just killed.  And the elder’s followers reacted just as they were trained, attacking their foes with spell and spear. 
 
    Elder Loris realized what was happening a second too late. 
 
    “No, you fools!” He shouted as the draconic apparitions exploded, sending dozens upon dozens of conjured water daggers through his forces.  Immediately, his stomach twisted into knots as he watched a fraction of his forces quickly fall, undone by a god-damned bait and switch!  Well, he wasn’t going to let that happen again… 
 
    It was time to go scorched (iced) earth. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    As screams echoed throughout the surrounding forest, I couldn’t help but smirk.  I stood on the edge of the wall surrounding Arcwind, overlooking the nearby tree line.  Beside me, Catarina hovered in the air, legs crossed, palms together and eyes aglow as her spellbook swirled around her form. 
 
    Moments ago, the hex mage had sent a dozen water clones into the forest to greet our visitors, each packed with a raining daggers spell.  And because of our bond, she was able to mold the clones to look just like yours truly. 
 
    As the seconds passed by, Cat floated to the wall and opened her eyes, breathing heavy, brow covered in sweat.  Controlling the clones remotely had clearly been taxing. 
 
    “It’s done,” she panted, rising back to her feet.  “There’s a ton of them, but I did gouge their forces.” 
 
    “You were perfect,” I replied, giving her hand a firm squeeze.  Now it was time for phase two. 
 
    A tense silence fell over the village, broken only by the rustling of leaves in the distance.  Soon that was accompanied by the sound of boots and hooves, and then… then they emerged. 
 
    The first of the Kel’sar to reach my gaze was a man who I could only assume was their leader.  He was the oldest individual I think I’d ever seen in my life, and yet he somehow still had this youthful vigor to him.  The man sat atop a large horned zilbeast and wore an icy blue tunic that draped down on either side of the beast.  His eyes were what commanded attention though… crystalline blue orbs that reflected an unbridled hatred. 
 
    It was the man Rhyllin had spoken of… Elder Loris. 
 
    Soon, others began to filter out of the trees, some riding their horned mounts while others were on foot, some armed with weapons and others wielding the tunics of Kel’sar arcanists. 
 
    I let my draconic gaze linger over them all, reminding them of what they were about to face.  Then I grinned, sending Old Man Ice into an apparent fury. 
 
    Phase two was a go. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Phase Two (and other acts of war) 
 
      
 
    “Before I destroy you and everything you hold dear, I just have one question…” 
 
    Those were the first words that the old man spoke to me.  Quite the into, if I do say so myself. 
 
    “Yeah, and what’s that?” I asked, still wearing that shit-eating grin that seemed to get under the man’s skin. 
 
    The elder’s gaze narrowed.  “How in the dead gods did you survive this long?” 
 
    Ah, and there it was.  From the moment I’d laid eyes on him, I knew this icy bastard had it out for me.  But from the way he spoke, from the way he looked at me with unabashed hatred, I knew he was one of the ones who had a hand in destroying my ancestors (well, my sort of ancestors).   
 
    He wanted to end my line…. Then I’d be sure to end his. 
 
    “Guess you were just too sloppy, old man,” I finally replied, keeping my composure as the last of my men got into position.  Then I leaned over the wall, matched the elder’s gaze and muttered a single, battle-altering word. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    Suddenly, thirty of my guards rose from their hidden positions on the wall, newly fashioned arcane pistols in their hands.  An instant later, the glyphs on their weapons began to glow, igniting the black powder in their barrels… and then came the fucking boom! 
 
    I let out an arcane-amplified roar as the weapons worked to perfection, launching a line of tiny silver spheres at the enemy’s front line.  The Kel’sar responded as expected, conjuring a number of icy shields to block the projectiles… Just as I had hoped. 
 
    You see, after participating in multiple battles and reading hours of Oracle battle literature, I realized one thing… the mages of this world were different.  Back on earth, a traditional wizard would sit back behind the army and conjure mighty spells.  They were powerful, but they were often times frail.  
 
    But not here. 
 
    The mages of Oracle were often frontline warriors, wielding their abilities like weapons (or with weapons) to tear through their enemies with a combination of arcane and martial force.  They led the charge, leaving the common soldiers to clean up the leftovers or overwhelm their enemies with superior numbers. 
 
    That’s why seeing them conjure their icy shields brought me so much joy.  Because as they soon found out, ice did little to block an arcane-powered bullet. 
 
    A cacophony of screams filled the air as ice shattered and nearly the entire front line was cut down, their blood spraying into the ranks that lay behind them.  Even the elder’s zilbeast had taken crossfire, though the man himself seemed wholly unharmed. 
 
    “Recharge and fire again!” I shouted, praying that this would work.  Being that the guns operated on glyph magic, it could only be fired as long as the glyph held charges.   And due to the size of the pistol, anything more than three charges would overload the gun with arcana and cause it to break down. 
 
    “Two more shots…” l muttered.  “Two more shots.”  We had to get this right! 
 
    The guards leveled their weapons as the glyphs began to reclaim their soft, white glow.  Unfortunately, the Kel’sar weren’t ones to just stand there and take punishment.  Led by an arcane-amplified cry, the icy warriors charged the gates, filtering out of the trees like a wave of crystalline blue death. 
 
    My ears rang as another wave of pistol fire went off, cutting through soldiers and even a few mages as blood stained the ground.  Then they reached the gate and all Hell broke loose. 
 
    I giant icy spear materialized out of nowhere and smashed into the thick wooden doors, tearing through them like a javelin tossed by a god.  Seconds later the Kel’sar began to flood into the village, weapons raised and a bloodlust in their eyes.  There they were promptly met with my greatest creation of all… 
 
    Kel’sar, meet Phase three. 
 
    Positioned just a few yards within the village’s main gate was a finely sculpted dragon’s head.  It wasn’t just any sculpture though, because attached to the inside of its maw was a stationery cannon loaded with a metric fuck ton of blackpowder.   And with a flicker of my flame arcana, that cannon went off with devastating satisfaction. 
 
    Flame and shrapnel tore through the Kel’sar’s center line, shredding whoever stood in the blast radius and putting hesitation into the hearts of the others.  I mean gods, no one wanted to go out like that.  The blast only stopped when the elder himself extinguished its flames, quelling their heat with a mighty pulse of arcana from his oversized gauntlet. 
 
    The stage had been set.  The first three phases had more than cut their forces in half and had taken out nearly a dozen opposing mages.  But now… now they were in the village.  Now the hard part came. 
 
    Phase four, close combat. 
 
    “Attaaaaack!” I roared, leaping from my perch on the wall and into the fray.  As slick as we’d been, our tricks were exhausted… and the real battle had begun. 
 
    As soon as my boots hit the ground, a pair of Kel’sar soldiers closed in on either side.  Their icy blades came in fast but I twisted my body, spinning out of harm before conjuring a [dragon fang blade] of my own.  Then I stepped forward and swung the weapon in a wide arc, cleaving through the first soldier and sending the other sprawling with the wave of backlash energy.   
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I felt a wave of cold quickly approaching my flank.  However, as I turned it was quickly absorbed by a monstrous shadow… a shadow that extended out from Efray. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Shadow Beast] 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got your back, my mage!” Efray said, willing her shadow forward into the fray.  Her control of her shadow had grown exponentially since ranking up during training, even more so than her abilities with light.  But there was no time to gawk, not in this chaos. 
 
    And chaos there was. 
 
    The warriors from the southern villages had entered the battle, leading with spear and shield as they brought ruin to the Kel’sar’s left side.  These men and women were known as the bronze army, a small but formidable force led by the seraph sisters themselves.  And with their bronze spearheads, they spilled Kel’sar blood. 
 
    To the right, Catarina’s demihumans had begun their assault, ravaging foe with tooth and claw and sword blades raked their fur.  Beside them, Tesna and her men dispatched enemies with sheer brute force.  Then there was our own guards, fighting off mage and soldier alike as ice and blood stained the ground. 
 
    Everywhere, friend and foe alike began to fall and I quickly lost track of who held the advantage.  Hells, I wouldn’t have even know the status of my bonded if it wasn’t for our arcanic link.  My instincts desperately told me to go to their side, to protect and demolish whoever stood in their way.  But I had to trust…. We all had jobs to do if this day was to be won. 
 
    As one of the remaining Kel’sar arcanists charged my location, I drew my palms back and fired a blast of flame arcana into his chest.  Seconds later, ice and flesh were melted as his body created a trench in the dirt. 
 
    Something was amiss though.  These men were lowlings.  They weren’t- 
 
    “Die!”   The elder’s voice rang out over the battle like looming death.  Suddenly, my senses flared as the air around me dropped to subzero temperatures. 
 
    Channeling red hot flame arcana through my veins, I rolled out of the way as the air in front of me condensed and exploded into pieces of jagged ice.  Slowly, I rose to my feet as my gaze locked onto my attacker… and standing there opposite me was none other than the elder himself, a clenched gauntlet raised into the air. 
 
    The man shot me a look of superiority as he stomped his leather boot into the dirt, creating an echo that sounded like crashing thunder.  I met his challenge with a roar of my own, amplifying my voice with arcana until it sounded like the roar of a great red dragon. 
 
    The air around us began to swirl as our arcane auras reached a rapid crescendo.  Then I launched myself at the elder as flames began to form in my palms. 
 
    The true showdown had begun. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Personal Demons 
 
      
 
    Danica 
 
      
 
    As the battle for Arcwind began to spill into the streets, Danica leapt into action.  Somewhere she could feel Lance’s arcana struggling against a mighty force, likely the leader of this attack, but she couldn’t go to him.  Not when she had her own job to do. 
 
    During their planning, Danica had drawn the responsibility of executing phase five.  Sitting inside Lance’s lab was a crate of potions that Ez and Efray had made, bottles that held pure light energy.  Lance had called them flashbangs because If broken, the bottles would release a blinding flash of light. Unfortunately, they were quite delicate and carrying them around on one’s person was extremely risky.  If Danica could get to them though, she could set off the signal and detonate the potions, temporarily blinding their enemies. 
 
    But there was a problem. 
 
    Before she could execute phase five, Dani had to arm Cat’s crew with her augmentations.  During that time, the Kel’sar’s forces had spilled into the city far quicker than she anticipated, cutting off her straight path to the lab.  But no matter… if she had to fight her way there, she would. 
 
    She would not fail her dragon. 
 
    Danica’s hands found the pommels of her daggers as she weaved through the chaos, shoving down a bleeding Kel’sar soldier who had incidentally stumbled in her way.  To her left, she could hear the strange metallic sound of iron on ice and the screams that followed.  And to her right, a large shadowy apparition tore through the enemy ranks.  That, coupled with the intense amount of arcana flowing through the battlefield was enough to give her sensory overload! 
 
    The last time she’d felt like this she’d nearly burned down a city before being bestowed the title the flame of Caradoon.  She didn’t want to lose herself to that kind of rage again, but if it came to saving her home and her bonded… 
 
    Then she would do what needed to be done. 
 
    After navigating her way through the chaos, Danica finally reached the door to Lance’s lab.  Once inside, her eyes immediately began to scan the room.  Several flasks of multicolored liquids covered the tables, while various potions, cantrips and exotic ingredients lined the shelves against either wall.  She really needed to spend some time in here later on. 
 
    After a moment of searching, Danica noticed the small wooden crate sitting in the far corner.  And in it… six bottles of glowing liquid light. 
 
    “There you are,” she said, sliding her daggers back into their holsters.  Now all she had to do was get them out of the lab and- 
 
    Danica stiffened as she heard the door at her flank creak open.  Immediately, she spun on her heel, praying that it was just one of her guards that had followed her in. 
 
    It was not. 
 
    Standing in the entrance to Lance’s laboratory were three Kel’sar soldiers, each dressed in studded leather armor and armed with a sword crafted from arcane ice.  The man in the center, a bearded brute that outweighed Danica by at least seventy-five pounds gave her a vile, toothy grin. 
 
    “Well look here, boys,” the man said, his voice almost a growl.  “We found ourselves a prize.” 
 
    Danica immediately retrieved her daggers and raised them in a reverse grip, returning the man’s look with a fiery gaze.  “If you want it, come get it.” 
 
    One of the men snickered… then the three of them charged. 
 
    Danica’s spellbook manifested at her side as her augmentation took hold.  A breath later, her daggers grew into pair of flawless, shimmering longswords. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Weaponize] 
 
      
 
    The first of the Kel’sar charged in recklessly, winding up and swinging his blade in a mighty overhead strike.  Dani stepped forward and parried, crossing her blades and absorbing the blow before delivering a vicious knee to the groin.   
 
    As the man dropped to his knees, Danica leveled her swords and swung them out wide, lopping the man’s head off as blood sprayed across the lab.  Then she reset her stance, lifted her weapons and returned her gaze to the other two. 
 
    “Oh, this bitch is feisty,” the bearded soldier said.  Then he shifted his gaze to his partner.  “Take a side.  She can’t fight both of us at once.” 
 
    Danica tensed as the two remaining soldiers began to take a more measured approach, each closing in from either side of the table.  If they were in the open air, then she could simply burn them alive.  But in here, an errant flame could turn the lab into a bomb! 
 
    The bearded soldier closed in first, lunging in with his blade and forcing Danica to dodge.  An instant later, the smaller more nimbler soldier took her flank, wrapping his arms around Dani and restricting her movement. 
 
    Stupid move. 
 
    Danica threw herself backward, slamming the back of her head into the man’s nose and breaking it (and his grip).  Unfortunately, that split second distraction was all the bearded soldier needed and he slammed the pommel of his icy sword into her stomach. 
 
    Danica doubled over in pain, only to be struck again in the back of her head, laying her out across the floor.  An instant later she felt a pair of hands latch onto her tunic, heave her into the air and slam her into the table. 
 
    Panic began to swell within the augmenter as her vision blurred.  As she tried to roll over, she felt a calloused hand pin back one of her wrists.  No, this is not going to happen! 
 
    She desperately ran her free hand across the table, latching onto some sort of flask before the man could pin her down.  Then she wound up and swung it into his god damned face! 
 
    The glass shattered against his flesh and the green liquid inside immediately began to eat away at his skin, causing the bearded fool to screech in terror as one of his eyes quite literally melted out of its socket.   
 
    Clearly freaked out, the other soldier began to backpedal away from the grizzly scene.  Unfortunately, he quickly lost his footing and fell backward… 
 
    Directly into Danica’s crate. 
 
    The augmenter rolled away, using her momenmtum to tip the table over as the light potions shattered, releasing a blinding flash that filled the room with light.  Even through shut eyelids, Danica could feel the intensity of the flash, as if the sun itself had tried to burn out her eyes. 
 
    Slowly, the light faded and Danica peeled open her lids, blinking away the spots in her vision… and what she was left with was carnage.  Her three attackers were finished.  One lay headless, another with a half-melted face, and the third laid on top of her shattered light potions, a sizable hole burned through his core. 
 
    “Damn the dead gods,” she muttered, rubbing at the bump forming on the back of her head.  Phase five was a bust and she wasn’t so sure she didn’t have a fucking concussion.  And yet, she couldn’t linger here, not when the others could use her help. 
 
    Mustering everything she had left, Danica forced herself to her feet and scooped up her blades, returning them to their original dagger form. 
 
    Just then, she felt a massive flare of arcana outside.  Something was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rhyllin 
 
      
 
    As the Kel’sar forces burst through the gates of Arcwind, Rhyllin the lightning archer leapt into action. 
 
    “Cover my flank!” he shouted, generating a bow of arcane lightning in his grasp. 
 
    “Got it,” Ana replied, pressing her back to his as she lifted her open palms into the air, ready to display her martial prowess.  Their job in this fight was a simple one, take out as many enemies as quickly as possible, and extra points for killing arcanists. 
 
    Well, Rhyllin had no problem with that. 
 
    Drawing back his bow string, the archer released a storm of blazing arrows, cutting through some of the lesser soldiers like a bolt of lightning through a clear, night sky.  One of the Kel’sar arcanists broke free from the group and charged, forging an icy hammer in his grasp as he leveled it at Rhyllin. 
 
    Unfortunately for him, he’d never experienced Ana’s wrath. 
 
    The archer’s assistant stepped forward with unmatched quickness and delivered an open palm strike to the man’s diaphragm, knocking the air out of his lungs.  She immediately followed it up with a right chop to the neck, a left cross to the chin and an elbow to the temple that separated the arcanist from his senses.  Afterward, she carefully readjusted her spectacles and raised her fists, awaiting her next challenger. 
 
    Rhyllin couldn’t help but grin.  Ana wasn’t just his assistant, she was a work of art. 
 
    Returning to the task at hand, Rhy pulled his bowstring back and released another [blazing arrow].  However, his bolt was stopped dead in its tracks.  The lightning archer raised his brow as the auburn-haired man opposite him took the blast head on with an ornate icy aegis, grinning as the smoke trailed from his untarnished shield.  “Rhyllin, I see you’ve sided with the enemy.  How stupid of you.” 
 
    The man standing in front of him was Colt Yager, a half-blood combat mage who’d quickly risen through the ranks of the Kel’sar. If Rhyllin remembered correctly, he specialized in ice-forged weaponry just like that bastard, Kalor… a battle that he’d envisioned a thousand times in his head. 
 
    The lightning archer smirked.  “We’ll see.” 
 
    Colt was the first to charge, hoisting his shield high with his right hand as a spiked mace formed in his left.  To his surprise, Rhyllin didn’t backpedal though.  Instead, the lightning archer met his charge, leveling his lightning bow as he ran. 
 
    The instant the pair closed the distance, Rhyllin leapt, vaulting off Colt’s shield as he narrowly escaped a strike of his mace.  Using his momentum, Rhyllin sailed over the ice mage.  As he did so he twisted in mid-air, firing a volley down on Colt’s exposed flank. 
 
    “Damn you!” The Kel’sar mage growled, leaping forward to avoid Rhyllin’s attack.  Unfortunately, that brought him right into Anna’s range. 
 
    The assistant immediately went to work, slipping past Colt’s defenses before battering his sternum with seven rapid strikes.  Colt gasped, stumbling back as his body fought for air.   
 
    That’s where Rhyllin came in. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Entangling Arrow] 
 
      
 
    The lightning archer fired a glowing arrow into Colt’s back that transformed on impact, ensnaring the man in a glowing cord of light that pinned his arms beneath his shield. 
 
    Slowly, Colt turned around as Rhyllin released his bowstring and let his final spell arrow fly. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Kirin Arrow] 
 
      
 
    The arrow cut through the air like a lightning blade, its inky black shaft illuminated by rings of golden light.  As it connected with Colt’s head the arrow brightened, transforming into an arc of golden lightning as it burned a hole through the ice mage’s skull. 
 
    Rhyllin lowered his bow and adjusted his glasses as Colt’s legs finally gave out and his lifeless body collapsed to the ground.  Ana was standing there in his wake, her battle attire still in flawless condition despite the blood stains on her knuckles. 
 
    “Well done, sir,” she said before rejoining his side. 
 
    “Likewise,” he replied, though his gaze had shifted to a swell of arcana on the other side of the village.  “Now get ready… something’s coming.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Ezry 
 
      
 
    Despite the chaos churning around her, Ezry moved through the battlefield with grace.  Originally, the weaver had planned on assisting Danica with phase five, but after a long discussion with the others, they decided her unique skill set would be best suited for another role…. Battlefield medic. 
 
    Using her light arcana, Ezry lingered near the outskirts of the fight, mending wounds that she could mend and helping others that had seen enough battle retreat to the house of light. 
 
    In truth, she wanted to be on the frontlines.  Out of battle, the others viewed her as a leader, but in battle, they saw her as nothing but a support role.  She knew it wasn’t there fault… she was damn good at what she did.  But that didn’t stop her from wanting to draw a little blood of her own. 
 
    Ezry’s gaze narrowed as she spotted one of Catarina’s demihumans fleeing from battle, the fur on his side matted with blood.  She immediately leapt into action, dashing towards him as light energy began to pool in her palms… 
 
    That is, until the cat demi came to a sudden halt. 
 
    An icy spike burst through the demihuman’s center, tearing the cat man asunder as blood and gore sprayed across the stone.  And in his wake stood the killer herself. 
 
    The woman strode towards Ezry with deadly grace, her body covered in runic wrappings and her long blue hair flowing behind her back.  Unlike most of the Kel’sar she was unarmed, save for the blue-white arcana dancing across her fingertips.  What drew Ezry’s attention though were the icy tears forming beneath her eyes… the signature of the crying goddess bloodline. 
 
    “Stand down, or don’t,” the woman said, drawing ever closer to the weaver.  “He’s going to kill you all, either way.” 
 
    By ‘he’ she must’ve meant the elder that had led the charge.  Gods, she had to end this quick and get to Lance.  There was no way she was going to let Arcwind be another victim of needless massacre! 
 
    “Ya know, our village was attacked once before quite recently.  Do you know where the ones who led that attack are?” 
 
    The blue-haired woman smirked.  “Enlighten me.” 
 
    Ezry’s expression darkened.  “You’re standing on them.” 
 
    The icy woman’s gaze shifted to the dirt then back to Ezry, her eyes suddenly gleaming with arcane light… 
 
    She had a fight on her hands. 
 
    Leanna, the blue-haired arcanist acted first, her hands moving like a blur as her fingers formed intricate patterns through the air.   Trailing her digits were strands of blue light, forming what would soon become a spell rune. 
 
    Realizing what was happening, Ezry charged the woman, drawing on arcana of her own as green and white light swirled in her palms. 
 
    Leanna was a split second faster. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Rune spike] 
 
      
 
    The rune flashed and the air in between them froze as an ice javelin formed and launched at Ezry’s chest.  Ez immediately dropped to her knees, sliding beneath the attack as it passed just inches above her head.  Then she slammed her palms together, activating her spellbook and unleashing an ability of her own. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Spire of Heaven] 
 
      
 
    The stone shook beneath Leanna’s feet as a shining pillar of earth shot from the ground, catching her in the stomach like a punch to the gut.  The Kel’sar mage was sent skyward, but she quickly recovered, backflipping off the pillar as it faded into essence and landing several feet from her foe. 
 
    Ezry was already onto her next spell by the time Leanna landed, drawing arcane energy into a dense, glowing ball.  However, her next step forward brought her sudden alarm. 
 
    Leanna smirked.  “Gotcha.” 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Rune trap] 
 
      
 
    The ground illuminated beneath Ezry’s boot as a hidden rune was triggered, activating the spell within.  A breath later, the air around her ankle solidified, anchoring her foot to the ground in a dense chamber of ice. 
 
    “Damnit.” 
 
    Ezry immediately switched targets and fired the ball of light arcana at the trap, freeing her foot and carving up her calf with ice shards in the process.  Unfortunately, the second it took to free herself was just the second Leanna needed. 
 
    The rune mage lunged forward and pressed a palm into Ezry’s diaphragm, activating the rune she’d scripted onto her palm… [deep freeze]. 
 
    Ezry dropped to her knees, fists balled and teeth clenched as the spell took hold, surrounding her body with an aura of ice arcana that slowed her energy circulation to a crawl.  It wasn’t a flashy technique but gods it felt like her arcana herself was being frozen solid.  She couldn’t even muster a spell! 
 
    Rather than strike Ezry and free her of the [deep freeze], Leanna went to work crafting another rune.  This one she placed on Ezry’s chest, allowing the scripts to glow but not activating the spell that lay inside. 
 
    “Move and this rune will trigger, running you through with an ice javelin.” 
 
    Ezry’s eyes widened.  “You’re… you’re not going to kill me?” 
 
    Leanna Frey sighed.  “You fought well for a support type arcanist, and I’m not in the business of killing my own kind.” 
 
    Ezry’s eyes narrowed in suspicion, but Leanna merely shrugged, then continued.  “Not all of the Kel’sar are out for blood, just like not all of your dragons are so noble like they led you to believe…. Be safe.” 
 
    Leanna flashed the universal sign of peace, then disappeared back into the fray, leaving Ezry cold and unarmed against the guilt and shame that now wracked her soul.  All she wanted to do was prove her worth to the others, that she wasn’t just some village bookkeeper.  Time after time the others had gone into battle without question and returned victorious… even quiet little Efray had done her share of damage with her shadow.  But when she got the opportunity… she squandered it. 
 
    What was her true worth? 
 
     As Ezry dwelled in her sorrows, trapped in the outskirts of the village, she felt the ground rumble once more beneath her knees as something stirred in the other end of town. 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “By the dead gods, no!“ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Fire and Ice 
 
      
 
    A few moments earlier 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    My arcane power swelled as I leapt at the icy elder, energypooling in my palms as my fists began to glow like embers.  My [s-rank] body moved with unmatched quickness as I zeroed in on my target… that old bastard’s unguarded chin. 
 
    Unfortunately, the elder proved to be quite resourceful. 
 
    His palm opened and his spellbook manifested at his side faster than I’d ever seen, and before I could reach him his spell was manifesting before my eyes.   
 
    Suddenly, a massive ice sword larger than my entire body formed in mid-air and met me head on, slamming into my form before driving me the other direction and into the ground. 
 
    I felt arcane energy blaze through my body as [dragon scales] swept over my flesh, stopping me from being cleaved in half.  Unfortunately, it didn’t help with the blunt force pain. 
 
    As the ice sword dissipated, a second weapon formed above me.  It wasn’t a sword though, but a massive icy warhammer that moved like it had launched from the heavens themselves. 
 
    This time I stopped thinking and let my draconic instincts take over.  [Dragon wings] formed on my back, propelling me out of the trench I’d created as the warhammer smashed through the earth.   I used my momentum to back flip away, creating distance before landing soundly on my feet. 
 
    The elder’s smirk had only widened.  
 
    Despite my rather quick beating, I’d learned a few things (I know, I said I’d stop thinking).  The first was that this man’s spell casting was incredibly fast… too fast to try and counter.  The second was that his power set was much like that of Kalor’s, revolving conjuring ice weapons that he could control sentiently.  Oh, and they were monster-sized as well.  Now I just needed to find a way to exploit- 
 
    “Die!” 
 
    The elder swept his gauntleted hand in front of him, conjuring a volley of ice arrows the size of spears.  With nowhere to go, I dug my heels in, then inhaled and let out all of the arcana I could muster. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [dragon’s breath] 
 
      
 
    My chest glowed a deep red as hot flames jettisoned from my mouth, engulfing the arrows before they could drive me back into the dirt.  Unfortunately, an oversized mace followed in their shadow, battering me down all the same and leaving me feeling like I’d just been hit by a goddamn truck! 
 
    Gods, this wasn’t working.  Rhyllin had warned me of his power, but he’d also clued me in on Lors’s limited mobility.  And yet, I couldn’t get close.  I needed to do something or this old bastard was just going to stand there and batter me into oblivion.  I needed to counter him somehow.  I needed a boost in dexterity… no, not just dexterity. 
 
    I needed speed. 
 
    As the mace dissipated I leapt to my feet and took off, flapping my [dragon wings] furiously to gain some altitude on my foe.  The elder’s eyes followed me as I ascended, another spell already forming on the tips of his fingers. 
 
    “Alright, you bastard,” I muttered.  “You wanna go, then let’s go!” 
 
    An ice spear manifested and flew in my direction.  I immediately spun out of the way then began my descent.  Weapon after icy weapon began to form, an axe, a sword, a flail, but I bolstered my speed with a burst of flame, narrowly dodging the deadly projectiles as I zeroed in on my foe.   
 
    As I closed the distance, the icy elder began to forge a halberd in his hands to counter.  I immediately retracted one wing and gave the other a mighty flap, rolling to his right as his counter strike found nothing but air! 
 
    Again and again, I circled the elder, generating both speed and heat as charged arcana continued to pool in my forearms.  Then with a final pass, I ducked his blow, dug my heels into the ground and slid to a stop directly at his flank. 
 
    The Kel’sar elder began to turn as I let out a final exhale, pressing the bottom of my palms together before unleashing utter devastation. 
 
    “RED DRAGON CANNON!” 
 
    A massive beam of blazing red light shot from my palms like a literal cannon, engulfing the elder’s upper body before tearing a trench through the village.  For a split second after, it felt like everything else had gone silent.  The battle, the screams, the casting of spells and the clang of ice on steel, it all went quiet for that split second. 
 
    Then the arcane smoke cleared… and elder Loris remained. 
 
    Sure, he’d taken some damage.  His tunic was ragged, his cheeks were ashen and his forearms that he’d attempted to block with were a deep red and beginning to blister.  But gods, that was my strongest attack and it hadn’t even knocked him off his feet! 
 
    Instead of countering, the elder dropped his hands and dusted himself off, cleaning the ash off his tattered tunic before settling on me with a steely gaze.  “I have to admit, you’re quite resourceful for a mere [s-ranker]… surviving the dragon war, remaining undetected for so long, and holding your own against a superior being like myself.  I wish my nephew had shown half as much gall.” 
 
    “You mean the one I buried,” I countered, drawing a less than enthusiastic shrug. 
 
    “At any rate, I think you’ve earned something for that strike you landed on me,” Elder Loris continued.  “A gift that not many have had the honor of receiving…” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I growled, quietly recouping the massive amount of arcana I’d just exhausted. 
 
    For the first time, the elder put his vile grin on display.  “I’m going to show you the true power of an [eternal rank] arcanist…” 
 
    And just like that, the ground began to shake. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Eternal Rank Power Revealed! 
 
      
 
    From the second those words left the elder’s mouth, I knew I was in trouble. 
 
    First, the ground began to shake beneath my feet.  Then an immense amount of arcana began to build around Loris, erupting from his body and enveloping him like a mighty, blue aura. 
 
    For a split second I managed to meet his gaze, then he disappeared completely within his arcane shell, consumed by his own well of power. 
 
    My instincts told me to strike, but a backlash wave of energy pulsed from the shell, tearing up the ground around it before sending me skidding back on my heels.  My spellbook flung open at my side as I tried to reset, but before I could a get spell off… 
 
    The shell began to crack. 
 
    Emerging from the well of arcane energy wasn’t just the elder, but something more.  His body was encased in a giant suit of translucent blue armor that radiated power like an icy sun.  The armor was jagged with curved spikes that rose from his pauldrons and another set of smaller spikes on his helm that seemed to represent a crown.  Beneath that armor lay layers of pale muscle, scarred from battles past and battles won.  And beneath his crown, the face of a monster. 
 
      
 
    Eternal form:  [Frost Giant King] 
 
      
 
    Loris let out a laugh, though in this new form it came out more like a bellow.  “Behold the peak of excellence… a mage’s eternal form!” 
 
    Just standing in his radius, I could feel the arcane power coming off this… this monstrosity.  So, that was the secret of reaching eternal rank… a transformation ability.  And judging by the arcane energy swirling around him, an extremely powerful one at that. 
 
    Not good.  Not good at all. 
 
    The beast-like face of Loris grinned as he extended out a hand, forging another one of those giant ice swords.  Even his singular gauntlet had grown in size, so much so that he could wield those giant weapons he was creating.  Casually, he lifted his free hand up and waved me on, inviting me to strike. 
 
    I clenched my teeth.  I could feel my dragon’s pride swelling and it wouldn’t be denied.  So, channeling all of the arcane energy I mustered with all the arcana I had mustered, I delved into my spellbook and created a weapon of my own 
 
      
 
    Spell:  [Perfect dragon fang blade] 
 
      
 
    Then I hoisted my creation and went to war. 
 
    The weapon I’d created was a definite upgrade from the fang blades I’d wielded before, a page farther in the tome that was my spellbook.  The blade itself was a deep red and shimmered like the scales of a red dragon while its hilt remained black like night.  More important than its cosmetic features though was the arcana stored within the weapon.  It was as if the blade had been infused with the dragon breath of a great red…. But would it be enough? 
 
    I was about to find out. 
 
    Fueled by dragon’s pride, I extended my wings and launched myself at the elder, lunging in at angle to try and sneak past his defenses.  Unfortunately, the elder proved to be even quicker in his eternal form and met my charge with a well-timed swing. 
 
    Our blades met like a brilliant clash of ice and fire, creating a shockwave of energy that tore the grass from the nearby soil. An instant later, my body met that very same soil as I was driven into the ground. 
 
    I tried to slip away but a monstrous foot stepped on my wing.  The [eternal rank] mage took another swing that I managed to block, though the force of the blow left my sword pinned to my chest. 
 
    [Dragon scales] formed as the weight of the blade pressed into my flesh, as the air escaped from my lungs.  All this preparation, the training, everything I’d done and still I was going to come up short… daaaamnit! 
 
    I beat my one free wing in desperation, trying to slip away from my foe.  Loris would have none of it though.  With a grunt he took his free foot and stomped onto my knee with all of his god damn might. 
 
    AAAAHHHHHH!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I hear something pop or break, but my dragon scales did little to slow the blunt force of the elder’s strike.  Pain ran through my leg like lightning, clouding my focus as a smug grin formed on the elder turned giant king’s face.  Unrelenting, he shoved his blade down harder, cracking my scales and nearly running me through.  He must’ve felt my arcana dwindling.   Gods, this was it… 
 
    Then something unexpected happened. 
 
    As the transformed elder amped up for a final push through my defenses, something shimmering and black struck him in the cheek, snapping his head to the side.  Annoyed, Loris turned to gaze upon whatever had struck him.  And there, standing alone on the battlefield… was Efray. 
 
    Despite her growing fear, the weaver stood tall against the elder’s monstrous form, her living shadow swirling from her shoulders like a cloak and cowl.  She must’ve felt my distress, but gods, she should’ve ran. 
 
    “Ef, get outta-“ I managed to squeak out before the elder lifted his foot and stomped it into my face, driving me further into the soil and cutting off my pleas.  
 
    I could still see her out of one eye, bravely manifesting a [shadow spear] in her trembling hands.  The elder noticed it too and immediately began lifting his sword like he was going to launch it at her.  But before he could strike, a watery apparition attached itself to his arm! 
 
    “Don’t fucking try it!” Catarina yelled, straining to control her discombobulated water clone.  Her part in phase one had all but drained her arcana.  That’s why we’d instructed her to stay back on the wall.  I should’ve known how unlikely that was. 
 
    “Fool girl,” the frost giant king elder roared, slamming his forearm into the flat of his blade and turning the unstable clone into vapor.  “I’m going to tear every single one of you in two!” 
 
    “No… you’re not.” 
 
    Our eyes collectively shifted to the sky as Danica’s voice rang out over the battle… and what appeared to be a fiery Phoenix began to form in the air above.  No, not just a Phoenix.  That was Danica herself, wings outstretched and body wrapped in a full flame augmentation.   
 
    By the dead gods, the flame of Caradoon had arrived. 
 
    Danica was fearless and she tucked her wings and dove at the elder, drawing on arcana from our bond as her spell took form.  By the dead gods, she was using a variation of the [Falling Pheonix] technique I’d practiced in the woods. 
 
    Fucking brilliant! 
 
    The elder tried to raise his sword to counter, but a blast of lightning connected with his eyes, temporarily blinding him(courtesy of Rhyllin, no doubt).  A breath later, Danica connected, slamming into the monstrous elder’s chest and consuming the three of us in arcane fire! 
 
    The pressure on my chest subsided and I managed to roll away, though the flash of fire and flame had made it nearly impossible to see.  I crawled across the ground on my stomach, making my way to a knee as I felt the heat from Danica’s flames taper off.  Gods, my body felt worse than my cracked scales.Slowly, I turned to get a glimpse of Dani’s handiwork…  
 
    And my heart was promptly caught in my throat. 
 
    After everything we’d thrown at him, Elder Loris still stood.  His icy armor was blackend and his pale flesh was covered in ash (again).  One his spiked pauldrons had been broken, but by the looks of it he hadn’t absorbed nearly as much damage as I’d hoped.  Worse though was Danica, who now lay at his feet, swatted into the dirt like a nat, blood now trickling from her lip and nose. 
 
    “You bastard,” I growled, forcing myself up on one good leg.  “You leave her-“ 
 
    “Enough,” Loris interjected, hoisting his gauntleted fist as he allowed his sword to dissipate into ether.  “I grow tired of this… it’s time you all die.” 
 
    I expected to feel a swell of the elder’s power right then, but instead I felt something different.  From just beyond the gate I felt a wave of wild mana approaching, hungry and unyielding as it closed in on the village.  Then I heard howls and felt a very familiar energy signature leading the charge.  
 
    I smirked at Loris who now wore a look of confusion.  He must’ve sensed it too. 
 
    “Well old man,” I said, shifting my gaze to the West. “Looks like you’re about to get Gandalf’ed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Bonds 
 
      
 
    First came the howls… then came the charge. 
 
    Bursting through the broken gate of our village was none other than Erin Reed riding atop a massive, black-haired dire wolf.  And following in her shadow… was a legion of fucking werewolves! 
 
    God, I loved that woman. 
 
    Carnage swept over the battlefield as Erin’s forces charged into the Kel’sar’s flank, overwhelming their remaining forces in a matter of seconds.  Honestly it was a spectacle to watch the wolf-like humanoids tear into the icy warriors as our guards, our demihumans and the bronze army smash them from the front.  The attack had caught the attention of Loris as well, drawing his gaze as his forces were decimated in front of his pale blue eyes.   
 
    Sweet, sweet karma. 
 
    The concept of time started to elude me, but I was certain it couldn’t have been more than a moment or two before the remaining Kel’sar warriors were forced into submission.  Other than a few stragglers and those fleeing, that just left the elder himself, surrounded and alone.   
 
    He grimaced, returning his unnerving gaze to my own as his frost giant king form towered over my battered body.  By the damned gods, even taking out every other unit he had wasn’t enough to deter him from his conquest of blood. 
 
    “You’re mistaken if you think I’ll relent,” the monstrous mage spat, hoisting his gauntlet higher into the air.  “I’ll just have to do this myself…”  Suddenly, the temperature in the area began to dip as Loris opened his palm.  Seconds later, an orb of solid blue energy began to form in the air above him, thrumming with power like the sound of impending annihilation.   
 
    Following a silent command, a shockwave of energy pulsed from the orb, tearing the air around him asunder before knocking back the quickly surrounding forces like an icy blue battering ram.  Gods, it was like we were being buffeted by an unrelenting storm!   
 
    “I’ll encase this entire village in a tomb of ice!” 
 
    As I tried to steel myself, I noticed Erin charging in from the side, eyes blazing green with beast king aracana and sword held high.  Efray charged in from the other side, moving with grace across the torn earth as her living shadow wrapped around her legs. 
 
    My heart dropped. 
 
    With his free hand, Elder Loris manifested another icy warhammer and sent it rocketing at Erin, driving her and her wolf into the ground with enough force to send dirt and debris and blood spraying into the air.  Then he motioned to his right, forging a blade that spun through the air at Efray. 
 
    Her battle inexperience immediately showed as she tried to block the attack rather than dodge, forging a shadowy aegis in her grasp.  The icy blade cut right through the shadowy apparition, obliterating her defenses and piercing her stomach. 
 
    No… 
 
    My vision went black. 
 
    In that moment, I felt something inside of me begin to snap, something fragile in the recesses of my mind.  An instant later I felt the red-hot rage of a thousand mighty dragons flood my body, filling me with the insatiable need to destroy, to defy, to dominate.  I felt a weight building in my chest as my body began pulling in the arcana it needed, siphoning energy from my bonded as if I’d willed it.  Danica’s flames, Efray’s shadows, Erin’s beast energy, even what little remained of Catarina’s tidal fury began to pulse through my arcane channels, coalescing into a power that felt like it was going to burst out of my chest.  That power, combined with my unsated rage took the form of a blazing arcane aura, mending my scales and numbing the pain in my battered and broken body. 
 
    My vision went from black… to red. 
 
    I leapt at Loris with insane speed, driving a fist into his stomach that cracked his armor.  This time the elder reacted, stumbling back as his concentration faded and the orb in his palm dissipated into ether.  I didn’t relent though, not with the power of five arcanists flowing through my veins. 
 
    It was time to take it to this bastard. 
 
    My movements were like a blur, striking Loris in his side, his chest, his chin, fracturing his armor and battering the mage as multicolored energy swirled around my form.  The Kle’sar elder tried to defend, forging another one of his massive blades.  I was too fast though, running up the length of the blade as it formed before smashing my knee into his chin. 
 
    As his head snapped back, I balled both of my fists and landed a hammerfist on the elder’s nose, smashing his enlarged form into the ground as his forged weapons dissipated into icy ether.  Then I involuntarily let out a roar that echoed across the village, a manifestation of my draconic dominance. 
 
    As Loris tried to rise, smoke began to billow from his flesh.  For once, this wasn’t from my flames though.  No, from what I could tell the elder was beginning to lose a grip on his transformation. 
 
    “You… think you can outlast me,” he growled, wiping the blood from his lip as his face flickered back and forth from frost giant king to aged man.  “You’ll burn through their power before I ever fall.” 
 
    I raised my glowing fists, allowing my aura to flare as Loris spewed his threats.  He wasn’t lying though…  whatever power my bonded had afforded me was fading fast.  I had to end this. 
 
    “Or maybe you realized you came barging into the wrong fucking village,” I growled, a dragon’s deep voice overlaying my own.  “The future is now, old man.  Your time is up… the age of dragons has returned.” 
 
    Loris let out a grunt of rage before lifting his gauntlet, forging a pristine ice sword in his grasp.  I charged at him, opening my palm as I began to create a blade of my own… 
 
    Then something happened.   
 
    As I focused on the energy needed to create my [dragon fang blade], the beast king energy that I’d siphoned from Erin took hold.  Suddenly, a new weapon began to forge in my grasp, as if my body was casting a spell that my mind didn’t know.  A crimson hilt formed first, followed by a glowing green blade wrapped in shadow.  Though its physical weight was light, the blade carried a power behind it that felt unstoppable. 
 
    My eyes widened.  The prophecy… a secret, a spell, and a sword. 
 
    The concern in the elder’s eyes didn’t appear until the very last second when my forged weapon met his own.  Arcane steel smashed through his ice blade, cleaving the weapon in two before piercing his armor and finding his flesh.  That concern morphed to pain, then despair as I gave the weapon a twist, tearing through whatever lay within his icy veins. 
 
    The smoke around him let out a final billow as Loris returned to his base form.  What was left was an old man that looked far more feeble than he had before.  Gone was the youthful vigor that he’d once displayed along with his arrogant superiority.  Now his quickly dulling eyes only reflected anguish. 
 
    “I wasn’t supposed to-“ were the only words the old man could force out before he slumped over my blade, withered and lifeless.  
 
    My grip loosened on my bonded blade, allowing the weapon to dissolve into sparkling ether as the elder’s body collapsed to the ground.  It was over… finally, it was over. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Proving your Worth 
 
      
 
    With the death of Elder Loris, a tremendous weight should’ve been lifted from my shoulders.  Instead, it only mounted. 
 
    There I stood, alone in the middle of the battlefield as dozens upon dozens of gazes met my own.  Human guards, soldiers from the south and west, demihumans, werewolves, all of them had shifted to catch a glimpse of the man who’d taken down the tyrant of the Kel’sar… and I had no idea what the Hell to do. 
 
    Suddenly, cheers began to erupt from every corner of the village.  Weapons were hoisted into the air as the injured were pulled to their feet.  Hell, a dazzling display of light even streaked across the sky from Rhyllin’s bow as victory chants overtook the area. 
 
    For me, that feeling of exhilaration fell flat. 
 
    As the borrowed arcana began to dissipate from my body, the pain from my battle returned.  That wasn’t my focus though.  I would live… it was the others who held my concern. 
 
    Immediately my eyes darted to my left where a shallow crater sat in the once paved road.  From within it, I could see Erin, her body battered from the warhammer blow she’d suffered.  She wasn’t completely out of it though….  No, covering her and her wolf were the cracked remnants of a giant turtle shell she’d summoned as protection.  It looked like her beast king bloodline was coming in clutch in more ways than one. 
 
    With her safety ensured, my gaze immediately shifted left to the one who hadn’t risen…Efray. 
 
    The weaver’s body lay motionless on the soil, her living shadow now dissipated and her lifeblood spilled across the cold, hard earth. Immediately, I tried to dash to her but my leg gave out again, causing me to stumble forward into the dirt.  I growled in frustration, then forced myself onto a knee and called out her name. 
 
    “Efray!!!” 
 
    She didn’t stir. 
 
    Before I could force myself up, Catarina rushed past me towards the downed weaver, the only one of us left in decent shape.  Danica rose soon after, giving me a nod before hobbling in that direction as well. 
 
    As my frustration mounted, I forced out that last little bit of arcana dwelling in my body and forged a pair of shoddy looking [dragon wings].  They weren’t enough to grant me flight, but they did alleviate some of the weight from my busted leg and allowed me to hobble towards the others. 
 
    My wings faded and I dropped to my knees as I reached Efray’s side.  I immediately felt my stomach lurch. 
 
    There she was, unconscious and cradled in Danica’s arm as Cat tried to put pressure on the hole left in her stomach.  Gods, I couldn’t even feel her arcana anymore. She had to be barely clinging to life, that is if she wasn’t already gone. 
 
    My gaze became frantic.  “Ezry?!  Where’s Ezry!?!” 
 
    “She’s not coming.” 
 
    My gaze quickly narrowed on the source of that statement, a blue-haired Kel’sar woman held captive by Jerrick and a pair of his men. 
 
    “What did you do to her?!” I growled. 
 
    The woman sighed.  “ I assume you’re talking about your weaver.  If so, I placed her in a rune trap on the other side of your village.  But… I can free her.” 
 
    My rage began to return.  “If you don’t I’ll-“ 
 
    “Ensure my safety, dragon,” she interjected, her voice cold like her bloodline.  “And I’ll release her from my runes.  This wasn’t my fight, and I’d much prefer not to die for it.” 
 
    “Done,” I said, not thinking about it for a second longer.  Saving Efray was the only priority right now.  Nothing else in this damn world mattered. 
 
    The rune mage was rushed to the southern edge of the village beyond my lab and the house of light. Seconds later Ezry came running, a distraught look painted on her face. 
 
    “Where is she?!” 
 
    “Here!” I shouted. 
 
    The seasoned weaver immediately knelt down next to her younger counterpart, examining her wound with trained eyes.  A breath later, white light began to pour from her fingertips. 
 
    “Gods, I don’t know if I can fix this,” Ezry stammered as her typically composed demeanor slowly unraveled.  “A-a wound like this… it requires [s-rank] arcana.” 
 
    Slowly, I shifted my hand to her back.  “Then take it.” 
 
    Suddenly, the air around us began to swirl as the bond sigil on my flesh began to glow. Ezry looked to Danica, then shot me a nervous glance.  I could feel it, she was still holding back. 
 
    “I-I don’t know if I can,” she stammered, her hands suddenly growing apprehensive. 
 
    “You’re one of the strongest people I know,” I replied, fighting through the pain in my body.   
 
    “But… but what if I fail again?” Ezry said, tears forming in her eyes.  I wasn’t sure if she was talking about me or Efray right then, but I could feel the moment growing bigger than just us there. 
 
    “You won’t,” I said.  “You’re the glue that holds this place together, Ez.  You’re the light that mends our wounds, the courage the repels our shadows of doubt.  We… no, I wouldn’t be here without you, Ezry.  You’re the best of us.” 
 
    Her tears began to fall down her cheeks as a spark of confidence returned to her gaze.  Then she nodded, letting go of whatever was holding her back.  It was then the glow of my bond sigil brightened as whatever was left in me was transferred to Ezry. 
 
    Through sheer force of will, I kept my hand extended another second longer, then I fell face first into the dirt, succumbing to a total blackout. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As I pried my crimson eyes open, I found myself in a rather familiar setting.  Surrounding me were the four walls of my room in the house of light, dimly lit by a lavender glow that levitated in the air. 
 
    I expected to feel a jolt of pain as I sat up, but the pain I was met with was rather dull.  Someone had clearly done some work on me.  It must’ve been Ez.  Oh gods, what about… 
 
    “Efray!” I shouted, my heart suddenly racing. 
 
    “She’s recovering,” a very familiar voice said, bringing my calm.  I immediately glanced to my left where Danica sat, legs crossed and a small leather book open in her lap.  Slowly she folded the book closed and met my gaze with a warm smile.  “How are you, my dragon?” 
 
    “Sore,” I admitted.  “But I’ll manage.”  As I spoke, I began to slide my legs off the bed but Dani stood and put a halt to that.  “Lance, you need to rest.  Your leg was broken, your ribs were cracked, and your energy was drained to the point of arcane sickness.  You can’t-“ 
 
    “The others,” I interjected. 
 
    “Are fine,” she said.  “Ezry hit [s-rank] after she joined our bond and got over whatever hurdles were stopping her.  She’s been taking care of everyone since.  Cat came out of the battle unharmed and Efray is in recovery, just as I said.” 
 
    My gaze narrowed.  “And the village?” 
 
    Dani sighed.  “There was definitely some damage done… the north gate was destroyed, some of the buildings took damage, and the roads are torn the Hell up.  Jerrick and his men are working on a plan to rebuild though.  We should have this place looking bigger and better in a few short weeks.” 
 
    I leaned back and ran a hand through my wild hair.  “Damn, how long was I out?” 
 
    Danica let out a nervous chuckle.  “Oh, ya know… almost three days.” 
 
    Three days?  Three days!?! 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    After the shock of missing nearly three days of my life wore off, Danica helped me to my feet and together we made our way through the house of light.  Apparently, pushing my body several stages past its limit and completely draining it of arcana had sent it into an almost hibernation-like state, a sort of defense mechanism if you will.  I couldn’t be concerned about that though, not right now when more important matters required my attention. 
 
    Moving gingerly on my healing leg, I followed Danica through another door and into one of the many chambers within the house of light.  Once inside, my eyes immediately found Ezry, her shapely form wrapped in regal white robes that hugged at her curves.  When she saw me her usual calm demeanor morphed into a huge smile. 
 
    “Lance!” she said before rushing into my embrace, pressing her tone body into my own and causing my dragon blood to heat.  “Thank you…” she whispered, wrapping her arms around my neck as her lips brushed my ear. 
 
    “For what?” I said, pressing my hand into the small of her back. 
 
    She nestled her face into my neck.  “For helping escape from my cage.” 
 
    I smiled, shifting until my lips found hers.  Apparently, she still wasn’t quite used to the public affection, because as our lips parted I noticed her cheeks had turned a bright red.  As Ez stepped aside, my gaze shifted to the other weaver in the room.  Propped up in large, fur-covered bed sat Efray, her midsection wrapped tightly in hyrda root wrappings and a glass of fresh squeezed juice cradled in her grasp.  Despite her discomfort, her smile was as wide as ever…  Gods, was she ever beautiful. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, her voice soft and inviting. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied.  “Gnarly wound you got there.” 
 
    Ef giggled.  “Flesh wound, right Ez?” 
 
    Ezry smirked.  “If you say so.” 
 
    The weaver began to shift in her bed, but closed her eyes as pain shot through her core.  Gods, seeing Efray wince as she moved sent a sudden pang of guilt through me.  “Efray, I’m sorry that I couldn’t-“ 
 
    “Quiet,” she interjected, surprising me and the others.  “I chose my actions.  I did what I had to... and I’d do it again.  I’d do anything to protect our family.” 
 
    Maybe my emotions were still raw from all the fighting, or maybe some of that bonded arcana was still flowing through my veins.  But for the first time in a while… I felt my own eyes well with tears. 
 
    **** 
 
    Stepping outside into a village no longer under attack was quite literally a breath of fresh air.  The streets were far more active than they’d ever been before, a testament to not only our victory but our growing strength in the province.  I could see Jerrick’s group putting the finishing touches on a new northern gate, aided by Catarina’s demi crew.  I spotted the Seraph sisters and her bronze army laying stone on a new strip of road.  I could hear Tesna’s bellowing voice as she argued with Bruno in the kitchen (god, please don’t botch the sweet rolls).  Hells, I even noticed several barbaric looking men and women walking through the streets who I could only assume were the werewolves of Illdusk in human form.  If some of these folks stayed, we’d definitely have to expand.  We wouldn’t even be a village anymore… before too long we’d be Arcwind City! 
 
    As my eyes wandered, I spotted Catarina atop the village wall.  As soon as she caught my attention, she gave her ass a little shake before blowing me a kiss.  I’d definitely be ready for more of those later. 
 
    Slowly, I began to make my way through the village, finally able to soak in our victory.  Others began to notice me as well, and soon something strange started to happen… 
 
    They began to cheer. 
 
    After a moment or two, most of the villagers had joined in, cheering me on as if I was some sort of savior.  Hell, maybe I was… but it sure didn’t feel like it. 
 
    As I took it all in, I felt a pair of hands wrap around my waist from behind.  I immediately recognized the scent as Erin’s. 
 
    “You did it,” she said, speaking so that only I could hear. 
 
    “We did it,” I corrected.  “So what now?” 
 
    Erin smirked.  “Well, the Kel’sar have been more or less wiped out of the province… I’d say this place needs a new leader.” 
 
    “You think we can do it?”  I asked, sharing a grin with my love from Earth. 
 
    Erin beamed.  “I’m sure we can manage.” 
 
    With my confidence peaking, I lifted a fist into the air and summoned a plume of fire, intensifying the cheers around the village.  “The Kel’sar’s reign is over!” I shouted.  “Today, we take back our lands.  Today, you are once again free…  under the protection of the dragons!” 
 
    A celebratory atmosphere began to wash over the village, filling me with an exhilaration like nothing I’d ever felt before.  The threat was gone.  I had my bonded at my side, a growing legion at my back, and the unlocked powers of a dragon flowing through my veins.  At this moment I had the realm in my hands, and by the dead gods I didn’t plan to let go.   
 
    God, it was good to be a mage… and it was about to get better. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Special Treatment 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that evening, I found myself in a position that I hadn’t been in for some time now… alone in my bed. 
 
    With my leg still healing and my bonded enjoying a girl’s nigh outt, I’d decided to head in a bit earlier than usual.  And honestly, it was kind of nice.  Alone, quiet, peaceful, with a night full of rest ahead of me… 
 
    My door creaked open.  Damnit. 
 
    “Look, Jerrick,” I started.  “I don’t need any…” my voice trailed as I realized the man entering my chamber was not Jerrick.  In fact, she wasn’t a man at all.  It was Ezry. 
 
    “What’re you doin here?” I asked, my interest suddenly piqued.  Typically the weaver only visited my room to discuss village matters, and that was in the light of the twin suns.  But a lot had changed since then… 
 
    “I came to check on your recovery,” she said as she studiously walked to my bedside and took a seat.   
 
    I couldn’t help but glance at the tight garb that clung to her body, accentuating her firm body and subtle curves. 
 
    “I’m guessing you decided not to go out?“ 
 
    She chuckled.  “I’m not one for the night life.  Now, let me take a look at that wound.” 
 
    Wound?  It was a break, not a cut.  But she knew that, didn’t she… 
 
    My eyes widened as Ez reached for the edge of my shorts and slid them down, revealing not only my thighs but my quickly hardening length. 
 
    She smiled.  “Your leg seems to be healing quite well… but it looks like you could use some care elsewhere.” 
 
    My eyes widened as she reached for a jar of homebrew ointment on a nearby shelf and rubbed it into her palms.  Then she methodically reached forward and placed both hands on the shaft of my cock. 
 
    I was instantly hard. 
 
    “How does this feel?” she asked as she slowly stroked my length.   
 
    “Gods, amazing,” I breathed, basking in the ecstasy of her touch.  Her grip was firm as she worked her hands up and down my shaft, though she opted for a softer touch as she ran her fingers across my head.   
 
    Ez noticed me watching intently and paused.  “Would you prefer a better view?” 
 
    “I uh-“ started to say, trying to figure out the best way to answer such a question.  But before I could muster a response, she sat up and peeled off her dress. 
 
    To say her body was a work of art was an understatement.  I carefully took all of her in… her tanned flesh, her tone abs, her smaller yet undeniably perky breasts, and oh that thigh gap. 
 
    Ezry matched my gaze, her typically serious demeanor replaced with a confident smile. 
 
    “Do you like what you see?” 
 
    “The view is… remarkable,” I replied, trying not to lose it as her hands returned to stroking my cock.  
 
    She must’ve noticed me nearing a climax and began to slow, savoring the moment.  Then she ultimately released me and began to methodically make her way onto the bed. 
 
    As she straddled me, I began to do some touching of my own, exploring her waist, her back.  As my hands moved to her ass she let out a soft moan, pressing herself into my cock.  Then our eyes locked once more. 
 
    “I know you are the dragon here, Lance and it’s against your nature.  But if I may…” she bit her bottom lip before continuing.  “I’d like to take the lead.” 
 
    My brow perked., and seconds later a devilish grin formed on my face.  “I mean, I am in your care.” 
 
    “That you are,” she replied.  Then she grabbed my cock, raised her hips and guided me into her soft, wet opening. 
 
    Ezry’s eyelids fluttered and she bit her bottom lip as she lowered herself fully onto my length.  “Oh my gods, this is even better than Danica said it would be.” 
 
    So, Danica was talking up my dick game.  Nice. 
 
    I resisted the urge to take control as Ezry began to find her rhythm, rocking her hips back and forth slowly over my length.  Gods, the way her pussy gripped my shaft was pure bliss.  She seemed to be enjoying it just as much, perhaps even more so, letting out an emphatic “oh:” every time she pressed me fully inside her. 
 
    After a moment of rhythmic lovemaking, I began to feel Ezry’s warm juices run down my thighs.  That’s when she shifted positions, placing her hands on my abdomen to get better leverage… 
 
    And then, she really went to work. 
 
    “Oh gods,” she moaned, emphatically bouncing up and down on my cock like a woman possessed.  “Oooooh, this feels so fucking good.” 
 
    It was almost mesmerizing, the way she gyrated on my length, the way her ass slapped against my thighs as she rode me with everything that she had. 
 
    "Fuck Ez, I’m gonna cum,” I warned as waves of pleasure continued to mount… 
 
    That only spurred her on faster.   
 
    Shifting again, she leaned back atop my cock and guided my hands to her breasts.  Her eyes began to roll back as her hips rocked back and forth vigorously over my length.  I could feel it coming. 
 
    “Fuck,” she moaned.  “Oh fuuuuuuuck.” 
 
    An instant later I exploded inside of her, thrusting my hips upward and she wriggled on my cock, milking me for every drop I had.  Ezry collapsed forward after that, rising and falling on my chest as I began to catch my breath. 
 
    “That was… glorious,” she muttered, snuggling into me as I wrapped my arms around her much smaller frame.   
 
    “It was,” I agreed, quietly basking in the softness of her skin against my own battle-hardened body.  Even if I hadn’t expected this evening visit from Ez, I couldn’t deny that I felt closer to her than ever.  Our bond, once based on mutual protection of our little village, had evolved into something truly special.  And now with her and my other bonded at my side, our family… no, our clan was destined for a meteoric rise.  Oracle wasn’t going to know what hit them.  And that’s because… 
 
    The Draconis clan was back. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    “I got ya, boy!”  Master Maetous shouted with unbridled glee as he slapped his card down on the table.   
 
    With the battle won, I thought it was fitting to take some time and enjoy the little things this realm had to offer.  And what better joy could I find than beating the brakes off this old man in a game of battle forge. 
 
    I leaned over the table and studied the man’s card… it was an earth arcanist that could attack several units at once.  It was a good play. 
 
    “Your barbarians are toast!” He continued, nearly ready to jump out of his seat. 
 
    “Not so fast,” I replied.  An instant later, I slapped down a spell of my own.  “Ancient ritual,” I said.  “If I have three or more barbarians in play, then I can search my deck for a fire type arcanist and put him directly into play.” 
 
    Maetous scowled.  “But you don’t got no arcanists in your deck.” 
 
    I smirked.  “I do now.” 
 
    Before he could ask me any more questions, I found the card in question and slapped it triumphantly on the table.  It was a grand work of art displaying a winged mage draped in arcane fire. 
 
    “I play Asher Black, Dragon Assassin.  His ability allows me to destroy an opposing arcanist, which I use to kill yours.  That gives my barbarians a direct attack on your life points… and that’s game.” 
 
    Maetous stared at me for a long, unnerving moment, shooting me a scowl that could spoil milk.  Then to my surprise, his scowl faded and he let out a laugh.  “Finally, a challenge.  Play again?” 
 
    My smile widened.  “Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rhyllin 
 
      
 
    Steam billowed from Rhyllin’s cup as he settled in at one of the corner tables of the drake wing inn, a beverage cupped tightly in his grasp.  Enjoying a warm cup of tea had been something that the lightning archer had come to appreciate, though the last time he’d done it he’d been attacked by the damned Kel’sar.  Here though, in Arcwind… he felt a semblance of peace. 
 
    Rhyllin’s gaze shifted to the other side of the table where his assistant Anna sat cross-legged, a romance novel propped open in her grasp.  Sensing his gaze, she looked up and shot him a warm smile before returning to her reading. 
 
    “Ya know, I think I could come to enjoy it here,” Rhyllin said, glancing across the quiet inn. 
 
    “Mhmm,” Anna replied, eyes still glued to her book. 
 
    “The teas not half bad, and most of the time it’s actually rather peaceful,” 
 
    As he spoke, the door to the inn swung open and a trio of guards barged in dragging a large burlap sack. 
 
    “Right there,” Jerrick, the lead guard said.  “Boss wants it on the mantle.” 
 
    The other two guards promptly climbed up onto the bar, hoisting what appeared to be the fallen elder’s icy gauntlet before placing it on the mantle for display. 
 
    As they climbed down (and made a whole Hell of a lot of noise), Jerrick looked over and bowed.  “Apologies for the noise, sir.  We’ll be going now.” 
 
    “You were saying?” Anna said, finally glancing up from her novel. 
 
    Rhyllin shrugged.  “It’s a work in progress.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Leanna Frey  
 
      
 
    The door to her chamber opened slowly, allowing in beams of sunlight that caused Leanna Frey to wince. 
 
    During the battle of Arcwind, the rune mage had experienced a bit of an epiphany.  Despite her rather comfortable standing within the Kel’sar… she wasn’t where she had wanted to be.  Standing at the side of a vile old elder, destroying lives on a whim, destroying the peace… she didn’t want any of that.  Sure, she enjoyed combat, but that sort of chaos was not for her.  So, she rejected it… ironic that she now found herself captive in the inn of an old farming village. 
 
    After her battle with the Weaver Ezry (a battle in which she allowed her lesser foe to live) Leanna had stepped away from the carnage.  She could only assume that Loris would destroy the village, and that was just something she no longer wanted to see.  Instead, the elder was bested and she was taken into custody before she could flee. 
 
    Thankfully, the compassion she’d shown Ezry had been repaid, and Leanna had been taken in without harm… 
 
    But now what? 
 
    The rune mage sat against the wall, cross-legged on her bed as she examined her surroundings.  The dragon and his wives had made her comfortable, keeping her in a chamber guarded by a pair of armed guards.  They’d given her the amenities she’d needed, a warm bed, enough food to get by, and even some hydra root to gnaw on to help with any lingering battle wounds.  Hells, she was certain that she could use her runes to sneak away if she was careful enough.  And yet… 
 
    Leanna’s eyes flickered back to the door as it opened fully, and the man himself walked through.  He was tall and broad shouldered and wrapped in a cloak of black and red.  And he had those crimson eyes that seemed to burn through your soul…. Leanna resisted biting her bottom lip.  She wasn’t sure if it was his regal aura working against her but gods, he was attractive. 
 
    Trailing him was one of his bonded, a dark haired beauty known as Danica.  The woman managed to shoot her a subtle look before the dragon began to speak. 
 
    “What are we going to do with you?” He asked, throwing his cloak back and folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    Leanna shot him a puzzled expression.  “What do you mean?  Have I not behaved well enough?” 
 
    Lance sighed.  “Look, I don’t wanna play games.  The fact that you’re alive despite sharing a bloodline with my sworn enemy should speak-“ 
 
    “That’s where you are wrong,” Leanna interjected, slowly rising to her feet.  As she shifted, she caught the dragon sneaking a glimpse of her breasts.  Well, several glances. 
 
    “The elder may have been your enemy, but I was just another piece for him on his game board.  Why else would I allow your precious weaver to live?” 
 
    Lance raised his brow.  “Maybe you just don’t have the stomach for death.” 
 
    Leanna shrugged.  “Or maybe I just want peace…” 
 
    A silence befell the small chamber as Leanna locked eyes with Lance.  Then the dragon spoke.  “You’ll have to prove it.” 
 
    Leanna’s crystalline blue eyes widened.  “Wait, what?” 
 
    “I owe you for sparing Ezry’s life when you could’ve done much worse.  So… I’m going to give you a chance.  You’ll be monitored at first, but if you truly want peace… you might find that Arcwind suites you.” 
 
    Danica smirked.  “This place is literally made up of ex-bandits, turncoats, mercs, pirates and exiles.  It’s quite homely.” 
 
    Later, after the dragon and his wife had left, Leanna stepped out of the room.  Waiting there was one of their guards, desperately trying not to ogle her as he fumbled with his coat.  Leanna shot him a wink, then began to head towards the exit, ready to face this new place head on. 
 
    Things were about to get interesting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Rippen 
 
    The shaman apprentice from Sageheart village overlooked his new village with quiet appreciation. 
 
    After arriving, Lance had taken him in with open arms.  He’d given him a place in the village, he’d offered him the tools needed to continue his craft.  Hells, he’d even offered to work with the arcanist personally after the battle was over.  Most of all though… 
 
    The dragon mage had given him purpose. 
 
    When all had been lost, Rippen had found purpose in Arcwind.  He’d helped them defeat the Kel’sar and earn his revenge.  And now, now he’d help them rebuild.  Lance was building a clan and Rippen planned to be a vital part of that.  He was going to train and grow.  He was going to reach [s-rank]… and when their new clan emerged as the leaders of the Dashar province, he was going to stand proud as the head shaman of the New Draconis clan.   
 
    Rippen grinned, summoning his spell totem at his side as he gazed at its intricate carvings.  Nothing was going to stop him now. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Annastrazia 
 
      
 
    An aura of death permeated the air as Annastrazia made her way down the dimly lit hallway, a cluster of undead at her flank.  
 
    It’d been days since she entered the sunken temple, a complex that proved far more vast than she could’ve imagined.  And yet, somehow she knew she was getting close. 
 
    The trek hadn’t been easy one.  She’d exhausted her rations after day one, and had been forced to consume the strange foliage growing from the stone walls for sustenance.  Several of the chambers she’d passed through were submerged, and she’d even gotten lost in one of them, nearly drowning when her water breathing had worn off. 
 
    There were other dangers too,  like the runic booby traps that the previous inhabitants, a group of cultists, had left.  Luckily, her undead served as excellent triggers for such traps, leaving her wholly unharmed. 
 
    As Annastrazia continued, the hallway glowed with an eery green light, flickering from algae-covered arcane sconces left by the cultists. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” she said, speaking to the shambling Goliath that now walked hunched at her side.   
 
    The creature grunted, its undead brain unable to muster a response.  Gods, she’d been alone for so long that she’d begun talking to her creations regularly.  Did that make her crazy? 
 
    She let out a cackle.  Gods, she hoped so. 
 
    After a few more minutes of restless marching, Annastrazia found herself standing in front of a pair of weathered, iron doors.  Despite the rust and algae, she could make out intricate markings in the metal, perhaps an old spell… no, a warning. 
 
    The doors also sported one other… eh, noticeable feature.  At their center was a rather sinister looking face, its eye sockets filled with cracked emeralds and its metal horns protruding from the doors like handles.   
 
    The necromancer studied the door with interest before instructing her Goliath to yank it open.  Immediately, she was hit with a gust of unnaturally frigid air followed by an unnerving wave of dread… 
 
    This is exactly what she was looking for. 
 
    Annastrazia paced through the doorway and into the room, examining the chamber from corner to dark corner.  Clearly, the room had been used for some sort of ritual before, given all of the bones and other unsightly charms that decorated the walls. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, she walked to the altar that sat at the chamber’s center, examining the markings carved into the stone.  It was done in the old language… the language of the dead gods. 
 
      
 
    Here lies the Rhaelagor the Unsated, ever feasting terror of the Void 
 
      
 
    “The sunken god,” Annastrazia muttered, running her hands over the stone.  The cultists must’ve used this room to sacrifice the living to their overlord.  Unfortunately, it looked like they were quite unsuccessful.  That’s because they were missing a key component…  
 
    Rave energy. 
 
    The necromancer unclasped her pendant and lifted the god matter within, focusing on the rave energy reverberating through the mummified flesh.  Then she focused her own necromantic power into the artifact, sending powerful waves of dark green energy through the chamber. 
 
    Her undead minions began to shriek as the rave energy consumed the chamber, pulsating through out the room, obliterating the altar and cracking the floor. 
 
    Annastrazia stepped back into the doorway as the floor caved in completely, revealing a massive, sealed prison below. 
 
    Near deafening blasts rang out as the seals illuminated and shattered.  Then… then the massive door to the prison began to shift.  
 
    The necro’s eyes widened as the creature below began to emerge, rising in all of its grotesque glory.  It was monstrous.  It was Unyielding.  It was unmatched in its power. 
 
    Annastrazia dropped to her knees and bowed.  It was perfect. 
 
    The dead god let out a primal roar that reverberated through all of Oracle… 
 
    The realm didn’t know what it had coming. 
 
    

  

 
   
    **** 
 
      
 
    Lance ll 
 
      
 
    The study chamber in the house of light flickered with arcane candlelight as I hunched over one of the creaky wooden tables, an old leather tone laid out in front of me. 
 
    The title of the tome was A Way of Clans, a book that chronicled the rise and fall of mage clans across Oracle’s history.  I figured if I was going to jumpstart the Draconis clan again, then it’d be best to study up on the history of such things.  The last thing I wanted to do was repeat the mistakes of the past and plunged the ones I loved into chaos… 
 
    And so, I read. 
 
    Oracle’s history was actually quite fascinating, all things considered.  I found out that the first clans rose to prominence after the great calamity, a mysterious event resulting in the death of the gods.  
 
    According to early depictions, the first clan mages were nearly gods themselves, wielding bloodlines that hadn’t weakened from decades of dilution.  Unfortunately, they were also quite territorial (surprise, surprise) resulting in catastrophic death. 
 
    As I scrolled through the ages, I read about the rise and fall of several prominent clans, including a number of wars that spanned years.  There was a clan of arcanists that could make trees come alive and ruled the land with a living forest.  They were killed by a fire clan that worshipped the sun.  And they were all poisoned by a clan wielding a mysterious [toxic arcana], and on and on… 
 
    Eventually, I reached the current age.  I began to flip until I found an insignia of a dragon curled into a ball, an insignia that represented my clan.  I turned the page… 
 
    Suddenly, my crimson eyes were flooded with light, temporarily leaving me blinded. But as I blinked it away… 
 
    I was no longer in the the house of light.  In fact, I was no longer me.  Though we looked similar, I wasn’t residing in my own body. No, I was in the body of the dragon mage who’d served as my guide to these powers I’d unlocked... 
 
    I was looking through the eyes of Asher Black. 
 
    From what I could tell, I stood on a ridge overlooking a deep ravine.  Standing opposite me in the natural chasm was a man I felt a deep hatred for, an anger that set my draconic senses on edge. 
 
    Dressed in a midnight blue tunic, the man sported long white hair tied back into a tail and a glare that could make a demon shiver.  He was slightly bigger, though not by much and sported a blade on his hip that resonated power. 
 
    I knew him… no, Asher knew him.  He was an enemy.  A rival. 
 
    Spawning glorious dragon wings, I began my descent into the ravine, moving at a speed that only meant one thing.  Battle. 
 
    As I closed in, a [perfect dragon fang blade] forged in my grasp.  My opponent met my attack head on, drawing his own weapon, an aura sword made of glass. 
 
    Then our clash began. 
 
    A ripple of energy tore through the ravine as our blades met, ripping through dirt and stone as a cloud of debris rose into the air.  At such a close range I could feel this man’s power.  It felt similar to that of the Kel’sar, but there was something different.  Something more. 
 
    As our swords parted, my enemy began his pursuit, attacking with a pair of after images that slammed their blades into my scales.  I countered, soaring into the sky before launching a volley of [flame strike]s that left craters in the earth. 
 
    The gaze of my enemy narrowed and with a swing of his glass sword, he conjured a spell of his own… a massive blue arcane serpent! 
 
    The creature spiraled through the air, its maw open as if it planned to swallow me whole, a soft blue glow emanating from its throat as if the apparition was preparing to unleash a breath weapon.  As the creature approached, I felt a rage building in my core.  That technique, that creature he’d summoned looked ominously close to that of a blue dragon! 
 
    With nowhere to go and the spiraling serpent quickly approaching, I drew on my arcana and accessed a portion of my spellbook that my actual body had not yet reached.  An instant later, a fiery red serpent formed around me like a mighty aura. 
 
    With a roar, I cut through my opponent’s technique, using my dragon aura to overwhelm his blue serpent strike, destroying his attack as it dissipated into ether.  As I broke through I dive bombed the mage, driving my body and my spell into his defenses as a mighty sonic boom shook the heavens themselves. 
 
    As the dust cleared, I stood over my opponent, towering over him like an alpha predator claiming his territory over a rival beast.  I extended an arm, forging another [perfect dragon fang blade] in my palm.  Then I lifted it into the air, gripped the jet black pommel with both hands and drove the weapon down into my foe. 
 
    Or so I tried. 
 
    My enemy’s glass sword flickered into his grasp, deflecting the tip of my blade into the dirt.  A breath later, the man spun out of my reach as sinewy blue wings formed on his back, propelling him away. 
 
    For a split second, our gazes met once again.  In that look I felt an immense tension, like I was momentarily part of an unwritten feud that spanned centuries.  Then the mage flew away, disappearing into a wall of clouds. 
 
    As I blinked, I found myself back in my normal body, seated at the table inside the house of light.  I was still breathing heavily from my vision, and my hands had grown clammier than all Hell.  But all I could focus on was one thing… one insight that could quite possibly change the scope of everything. 
 
    I wasn’t the only dragon in this realm. 
 
      
 
    The end of Arcane Era 3 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Enjoy supervillain novels?  Check out this sample of Hero Hunter, available now! 
 
    001 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you really should slow down,” Vella’s cybernetic voice chimes in my ear as I pour on the gas, forcing my bike to roar across the cracked pavement of the undercity.  Rows of massive steel archways zip past my vision on either side, foundations used to hold up the corporate monoliths in the city above.  I lean hard to the left, nearly touching the ground as I whip the cycle around a tight corner before exploding down the street, leaving a cloud of exhaust in my wake. 
 
    “How close are we to the contact point?”  I ask as the wheels of my bike hit the ramp, taking us to the city’s upper levels. 
 
    “Pyromight was just spotted thwarting a bank robbery about two miles up ahead.  We should be arriving on scene in a matter of moments.” 
 
    “Good,” I respond as I crouch forward on my bike.  Pyromight was a class B hero, a ranged fighter with the ability to both create and manipulate fire.  He was also the next target on my list… 
 
    You see, on Terrax Prime a small percentage of the human population is born with special gifts, or super powers as they’re more commonly referred to.  These powers begin to blossom around adolescence and continue to grow in strength as the wielder reaches adulthood.  Most people that are born with powers are vetted by the government before eventually being enlisted into Terrax’s Hero program.  Once there, they receive direction and proper training until eventually they’re deemed fit to be released back into the world, acting as the government’s paid police force... They called them Heroes. 
 
    Most of the people of Terrax Prime looked up to the heroes.  Children idolized them, while adults found a sense of safety and security in their presence. 
 
    Me?  I kill heroes. 
 
    `“We’re approaching the bank, Aiden,” Vel’s cybernetic voice seemed to rise an octave as we closed in on our target, as if she was reacting to an increase in my heart rate.  Vella was quite possibly the world’s most advance form of artificial intelligence, a program attached to my central nervous system that provided ample support in the work I was doing.  She was also one of the few things left on this rock that I trusted. 
 
    I cut the engine to my bike as I veer off into a nearby alley.  A crowd had formed about a quarter mile down the road, likely there to gawk at Pyromight as he took the bank robbers into custody.  I take a quick look around the alley to ensure I was completely alone, then I suit up. 
 
    A soft digital glow crawls up my torso and limbs as thin pieces of black body armor appear beneath my coat and form over my muscled frame.  A thick belt clicks into place around my waist with a holstered gun dangling on either side and a jet-black mask forms over my short blond hair, stretching over my face and concealing all but a pair small blue lenses that rest over my eyes.  I step away from my bike and throw a pair of errant punches into the air, testing the suits mobility.  It was almost time. 
 
    Vella’s voice echoes in my mask as my suit fully powers on. “Initializing program: Hero Hunter,” That was the other thing that made Vella so invaluable.... an augmented reality application built into my suit that allowed me to scan a hero and gain information on his vitals, his powers, his weaknesses, and just about any other pertinent information that could I could use to my advantage.  It was part of what made me the Hero Hunter. 
 
    The tips of my gloves magnetize as I latch onto the side of the nearest building and begin scaling its wall.  Thankfully, buildings in the banking district were built low to the ground, providing the perfect opportunity to strike form above. 
 
    I climb to the top of the building and begin to fully assess the situation.  One patrol car present with two policemen loading up the alleged criminals.  Fourteen civilians, mostly adults with no powers. And him... Pyromight. 
 
    “Give me a scan, Vel,” I say, focusing in on the hero.  The man is dressed in a dark red hero suit with tall black boots and gloves designed to look like flames.  He didn’t wear a mask…  What was the point, really, when the government had all your information? 
 
    “Scanning now, Aiden,” Pyromight’s form illuminated in my vision as a translucent screen appeared in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Pyromight 
 
    Class B Hero 
 
    Vitality: 98% 
 
    Powerset: Elemental 
 
      
 
    Strength: 55 
 
    Speed: 50 
 
    Durability: 40 
 
    Combat Skills: 40 
 
    Intelligence: 65 
 
    Energy: 85 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    Flame blast- Pyromight can generate powerful flames that he can launch at his opponents  
 
    Flame dance- Pyromight can manipulate flames at will, making them change in both direction and intensity. 
 
      
 
    Weaknesses:  
 
    Water will slow Pyromight’s flame abilities, but only a lack of oxygen can completely extinguish his fire. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks Vel,” I say as I wave off the translucent screen.  Vella was once a government program, meaning she had access to all the information in the government’s Hero database.  She was the ultimate weapon in my quest for- 
 
    “Looks like Pyromight’s getting ready to take off,” she says with urgency, interrupting my thoughts.  I nod, then take a step over to the building’s ledge.   
 
    Go time. 
 
    I leap from the rooftop, soaring directly towards the hero’s location.  With his flame-blast ability, Pyromight could melt any bullets that were fired in his direction.  Therefore, this hunt would require things to get up close and personal... just how I liked it. 
 
    The fiery hero notices my descent at the last second and launches a wave of flame in my direction.  Luckily, my suit is able to absorb most of the heat as I emerge through the fire, blasting the man across the face with a fist that carries all of my momentum with it. 
 
    Pyromight slams into the wall of the bank, creating cracks in the cement that crawl towards the building’s foundation.  Those who were born with super powers possessed a much greater physical resistance than other humans.  Otherwise, that punch would have left him crippled. 
 
    Pyromight peeled himself off the bank’s wall and raised a pair of clenched flaming fists into the air.   
 
    “So, the Hero Hunter has come for me.” He says as he wipes a line of red hot blood from his chin.  “I imagined that you hit a lot harder than this,” the lens in my helmet displays a thin reticle above his head.   
 
      
 
    Vitality: 78% 
 
      
 
    This fool was just postering…that punch had definitely done some damage!  I ignored his comment and charged in his direction, hands outstretched to either side.  Pyromight grinned, then launched a ball of flame in my direction and I can’t help but chuckle inside my mask.  This Hero was nothing more than a one trick pony... he was no match for me.  I was goddamned living arsenal! 
 
    I leap into a spin over the ball of flame, landing on the bank’s wall in a crouch.  The magnets in my boots hold me firm as I hover over the surprised hero.  The man tries to duck away, but I grab a hand full of his hair and slam his head against the wall, creating another crack in the cement. 
 
    Pyromight grimaces as I separate him from his senses.  Then, with a quick flip, I drop from the wall and kick the man in the chest, sending him crashing through the concrete and into the bank lobby. 
 
    Terraxian credits flew through the air as Pyro rolls across the carpeted floor, coughing up blood that looked more like magma than anything else.  Bullets begin to bounce off my back as the police take aim at me, but deep down, in a world of heroes… they know they are helpless. 
 
    “You bastard!”  Pyromight roars as I enter the bank, his eyes flickering as he begins to summon a giant torrent of flame inside the lobby. 
 
    “Be careful, Aiden,” Vella says in my ear.  “These flames are quite a bit hotter than before.  I don’t know if the power armor can handle them,” as the words enter my head a sudden flame blast connects with my chest, dropping me to ground in a smoking heap.   I gasp for air, but the smoke in the bank had thickened considerably.  As I begin to rise another wall of flame puts me back on the ground. 
 
    “Shit!  Vella, find me a way out of here!” 
 
    Her cybernetic voice returns, more worried than it was before.  “I’m scanning Aiden, but it looks like he’s cut off all the exits.  He’s going to burn you alive right here in the bank!” 
 
    Like hell he is.  I hug the floor and do a manual scan of the lobby, which is now mostly covered in fire and smoke.  I spot something behind the counter... if only I can reach it... 
 
    “My stock is going to increase tenfold once I bring you down!”  Pyromight yells, pouring on more heat.  “I will be remembered as the one who took down the Hero Hunter!” 
 
    “You won’t be remembered for shit!” I yell as I force myself back to my feet.  I point my left arm towards the bank’s counter and launch a small grappling hook from my wrist.  The hook latches onto a large, silver cannister hanging from the wall, and with a yank I rip it free and swing it towards Pyromight. 
 
    The industrial strength fire extinguisher explodes as it slams into Pyro’s side, dousing him in a thick, gray cloud of flame-repelling solvent.  He lets out a cry as the chemicals eat at his skin, washing away what little power that he thought he had.  I casually walk through the burning lobby and take a knee next to the hero.  His face is wrought with terror...  He knows that his time has come. 
 
    “W-why?”  He sputters before I blast him across the face for good measure.  
 
    I lean in close as a thin blade ejects from my right wrist.  “For Valor,” I mutter, then 
 
    I plunge the blade through his back and into his heart.  The vitality bar above his head immediately drops, reaching 0% before fading and forming into the word deceased. 
 
    As I rise, Vella’s voice chimes in once more.  “Good work Aiden, but it’s time to go.  I’m picking up activity on the scanners... reports of an S class hero heading this way,” I nod, then hop the counter and exit through the back of the bank.  In seconds I maneuver my way through a pair of back alleys until finally I return to my bike.  With a mental command, my armor begins to compartmentalize, folding within itself until it disappears beneath my jacket.   
 
    I smile as my bike roars to life and I exit the alley, tires screeching as I speed off down the street. 
 
    Another Hero crossed off the list. 
 
    

  

 
   
    002 
 
      
 
    The smell of blood and exhaust linger in my nostrils as I speed down the crumbling access ramp that takes me below the city’s surface.   They’re smells I’ve grown accustomed to... little indicators of a job well done, of another hero in his grave. 
 
    The high I’m riding after my recent kill doesn’t last long as I begin to make my way back through the undercity and the sight of crumbling infrastructure fills my gaze.  You see, Terrax Prime prides itself on being a safe and prosperous place, a welcome home for all of its citizens.  Let me tell you, that’s just one big fucking lie.   
 
    Sure, those living on the surface are lucky enough to enjoy all the amenities the city has to offer... ample food, clean living, renewable energy, and a sense of security provided by their noble protectors, the heroes.  Then there’s the harsh truth that the city is built upon, the place that the prime government wishes it could forget...   
 
    The undercity.   
 
    Down here, it’s like an urban wasteland, a place for the surfacers to shovel all of their filth and leave it to rot.  Poverty and crime are ways of life down here, especially since the heroes never show their smug faces below the surface.  Sure, once in a while some megalomaniac will build a bomb and try to blow a hole through the city’s upper level, and then they’ll have to send down some B classer to mop him up.  But other than that, the underlings are left to fend for themselves like second rate citizens.  What’s worse is that they leave access ramps to the upper levels of the city uninhibited.  Sure, they say that people are welcome to come and go as they please, but that’s just more of a sick joke, or a giant slap in the face.  Without a sympathizer there to support you on the upper levels, it’s just plain impossible to survive.  That’s why things will never change... for now, at least. 
 
    I loosen my grip on the throttle as I approach home, a sprawling concrete apartment complex located in one of the darker corners of the undercity.  It wasn’t a home really, more of a place to sleep in between hunts.  Anyone that actually called a place like this home had already given up. 
 
    I coast around to the back of the complex and into the attached parking garage, a graveyard of rusted old machines that barely run. I roll past the other vehicles before coming to a stop in a small, private storage area in the back.   
 
    I feel eyes on me as I throw a tarp over my bike and slam the compartment’s overhead door shut, magnetic locks clicking into place. Slowly, I turn to inspect the area, seconds away from calling my power armor back out and… 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief… just a homeless man, and one I’d seen near the complex before at that.  The man’s crusty, sunken eyes linger on the storage unit with envy as I step away.  My bike, a jet black turbocharged Vector X, was probably the nicest thing he’d laid eyes on in recent memory.  To him it was a symbol of everything he wanted but couldn’t have, the type of item a surfacer would own. 
 
    The poor bastard gives me a sidelong glance as I begin to exit the garage, as if he’s waiting for me to leave.  I’m not worried though.  Even with my identity as the Hero Hunter hidden, I’m still well known in this corner of the undercity. 
 
    No one is going to try and touch my stuff. 
 
    I walk through the old banged up door that brings me into the apartment lobby. Candice was there like always, legs dangling over the edge of an over-sized armchair, dirty-blonde hair pulled back into a messy bun.  She looked especially good today, lounging in tight shorts and a black top that she’d cut at the midsection, a lit cigarette dangling from her lips.  Despite the damage to her body from years of using, she still had this natural beauty to her that I couldn’t help but appreciate.  Hell, Id being lying if I said we didn’t mingle a few times, but it was never anything exclusive.  Just… sometimes, in a shit hole like this, you needed to feel the touch of another human. 
 
    “Well look who decided to show their face.” She says, a grin forming on her lips as she eyes me entering the room. It quickly fades when I don’t acknowledge her.  “Where the hell ya been, Ade?  I was banging on your door this morning and you were already gone.” 
 
    “I was out,” I reply, trying to make a break for the stairs. If only I could tell her that I just killed a man, and that his blood was still caked to the inside of my armor.  Instead, I just have to try and avoid-  
 
    A second later I hear her feet hit the floor as she rises from her chair and I know I’m not getting away that easy.  “Aiden, you were it visiting some bitch on the upper level, weren’t you?  You don’t give a damn about-“ 
 
    “Enough,” I say, cutting off her rant before it evolves into a full-blown tirade.  “I had some business to take care of.  That’s all.  Now, if you’ll please excuse me...” 
 
    Candice plops back into her chair, arms folded over her chest.  “Fine,” She says. “But I’ll be stopping up later, and you better be home.” 
 
    I nod, then quickly exit the lobby and begin heading upstairs.  Perhaps her and I weren’t quite level on the exclusivity thing after all. 
 
      
 
    ==== 
 
      
 
    I let out a sigh of relief as I manage to reach the door to my apartment without any more interruptions.  As I place my hand on the door handle, Vella emits a wireless signal to disarm the magnetic locks.  I breathe a sigh of relief as I enter the room and the door shuts behind me...  I breathe in solace. 
 
    Finally, I slide my black leather jacket off and throw it on my old, dingy sofa.  There’s a long burn mark across my right forearm that I hadn’t noticed before... must’ve gotten that during my fight with Pyromight.  If I treat it now, I might be able to prevent any noticeable scarring and...  Ah, fuck it.  Just another scar to add to the list. 
 
    I take a deep breath, then take a detailed look over of the small one room apartment, with its chipped paint and its unfinished flooring.  Since I became the Hero Hunter, scoping out my “lair” after every kill had become an important ritual. I had to be sure I wasn’t followed, that I wasn’t tracked.  One misstep and my entire operation could come crashing down... and then the hunt would truly end. 
 
    Finally, after double-checking the locks and giving the room a second look through, I activate Vella. 
 
    Using her augmented reality functions, Vella begins to produce a digital manifestation of herself... a fully functioning, walking, talking hologram. I watch as she settles on her preferred form, a curvy young woman with long black hair and green eyes that possess an unnatural glow.  She’s clad in a tight leather jumpsuit imprinted with a large white V across the chest…  I can’t help but wonder if this is what Vella interprets as beauty.  I don’t think she realizes that she’s missing out on the one thing that makes every human unique... our terrible, beautiful flaws. 
 
    I dim the lights, then assume my spot in the center of the room.  “Alright Vella, report,” her eyes glow a bit brighter as she begins to project all of our compiled data onto the empty wall. 
 
    “Very well, Aiden.  It has been 6 years and 362 days since the incident.  You have eliminated 53 heroes, including 6 Class A heroes. You’ve have failed to eliminate your target on 4 separate occasions.  Your mission success rate is 93%.  Missions where civilian deaths were recorded have-”   
 
    “Enough,” I say, cutting her off, uninterested in hearing what she was about to say next.  The words stung at me. With all the heroes throwing their weight around Terrax Prime, I’d barely made a fucking dent.  “Vella, scan all media and news outlets.  Search public appearances, fundraisers, signing events... find me any scenarios with a high probability of a hero being isolated. 
 
    “Yes sir.... compiling data... there are 14 upcoming events where the probability of a hero being isolated is high.” 
 
    “Filter to Class A heroes or stronger.” 
 
    She nods.  “Scanning... I’m sorry sir, but I can’t find anything.” 
 
    “Damnit!”  I yell as I stupidly slam my fist into the wall.  “What about Valor... where the hell is Valor going to be next?” 
 
    The Vella hologram adopts a worried look.  “Sir, your heart rate is increasing exponentially. I don’t think it’s wise to pursue Valor at this, “ 
 
    “Just tell me, damnit!” 
 
    Vella sighs.  “Compiling data... I’m sorry sir, but there are still no reported sightings of the hero Valor.”  
 
    I shake my head in anger.  Valor... the face of Terrax Prime’s Hero program... the one man who I wanted more than anyone else, and he was nowhere to be found.  “Start preparations for another hunt tomorrow.... one of the B classers.  Doesn’t matter who.” 
 
    Vella cocked her head.  “Sir, showing yourself so soon after successfully eliminating Pyromight is a highly unnecessary risk.  I suggest waiting at least 2 to 3 weeks before...”. Vella stops as she notices me staring blankly into her cybernetic eyes.  She doesn’t even have to scan my vitals again to know that I’m in a bad place right now.  “Very well, sir.  I’ll set you up with....”. She pauses again as an indicator lights up on my holo-watch.  I peer down at the digital indicator. 
 
      
 
    Incoming call from Knightfall 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you want?”  I say as I answer the call. 
 
    “Well hello to you too,” a woman’s voice responds.  “Just thought you might be want to know... I got a possible hit.  I’m talking Class A hero making an announced public appearance.  Low security, just how you like it.” 
 
    I get right to the point.  “Where can I meet you?” 
 
    “Our usual,” she responds.  “Meet me there in an hour... Oh, and Aiden?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Answer my call like that again and I’ll cut your fucking head off.” 
 
    The light dims on my watch as she disconnects our call.  I look over to Vella, who puts her hands on her hips and gives me a disapproving stare.  I shrug, then go scoop up my coat. 
 
    No rest for the wicked. 
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