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    1 
 
      
 
    The Dragon and the Antique Shop 
 
      
 
    “Late again!” 
 
    The screechy voice of my boss, Louise rang out through the office like some sort of corporate war cry as I walked through the door.  It was a voice I’d grown far too familiar with over the past year, one that had begun to haunt me in my dreams. 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied, trying to ease her nerves as I made my way towards my cubicle.  “Traffic was a beast.” 
 
    “You don’t even own a car!” she replied, unamused by my response. 
 
    “That would be it, then,” I said before slipping into my tidy little workspace and ducking out of sight.  There weren’t too many things in this world I was afraid of, but the unshakable gaze of that haggard old woman downright frightened me.  Thankfully, she decided to let me be and veered off in another direction to torture some other poor soul. 
 
    Brushing aside my cheap tie, I settled in my chair and powered on my prehistoric computer, a little less than eager to start the day. 
 
    For better or worse, that’s how my life had been going for the past twelve months or so.  I worked for a company called Radiant as a data entry specialist, a title that sounded way more important than it actually was. To be honest, a lot of the time was spent dodging Louise as she stalked around like an overseer.  The rest of the time I had to pry my eyes away from the clock, watching as the seconds ticked by ever so slowly.  Thankfully, there were a few... perks to working at Radiant. 
 
    “Damn, Lance.  Sounds like you really pissed her off today.”  That lovely voice coming from the cubicle next to me belonged to Erin Reed, the one and only reason I forced myself to show up to this place.  Well, that and money.  Okay, so she was one of two reasons.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s kinda my thing now,” I replied, leaning back in my chair to catch a glimpse of her.  Erin was perhaps the most beautiful thing to step into this drab office.  She had curves in all the right places, short blonde hair that always smelled like summer daisies, was it?  And she had this speckling of freckles across her nose and cheeks that I just found absolutely irresistible.  To be honest, landing a cubicle next to hers felt like some sort of jackpot prize for all the awfulness that came out of working here.  And there was a lot of awfulness to go around. 
 
    “Well, if I were you I’d make it a point to show up on time at least once a week.  You know, to show em that your irreplaceable,” she said with a wink.   I smiled back at her before returning to my station, slightly more invigorated by our little exchange.  To be honest, I didn’t consider myself too bad of a catch either.  I was tall, lean, and I never had to work too hard to make my hair look decent.  My most notable feature though was my striking brown eyes.  Some said that if the light hit them just right that they almost looked red.  Still, even with my good looks and slightly above-average wit, I felt like I was out of Erin’s league. 
 
    That wasn’t going to stop me from trying though. 
 
    “So... got anything goin on after work?” I asked, not moving from my station.   
 
    A few seconds of silence ticked by as overseer Louise made one of her passes.  Then a response finally bubbled out of Erin’s cubicle.  “Not really.  I mean, there is this antique shop that just opened up on eighth that I reeaally wanted to check out...  Why… you wanna come?” 
 
    Thankfully she couldn’t see the stupid grin that had spread across my face.  “Yeah, of course,” I replied, trying not to sound too eager but failing miserably. 
 
    “Awesome,” she said, leaning back to shoot me another quick glance.  Precisely a second later, Louise managed to return and step in between us, cutting off my view. 
 
    “Mr. Raedon, if you enjoy keeping your job here at Radiant then I suggest you turn around and do it!” 
 
    I immediately turned and began vigorously typing away at my keyboard, trying to avoid the woman’s scrupulous stare.  She wasn’t an overseer.  No, not with those kind of senses.  That woman had to be a demon. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A sense of freedom washed over me as finally walked out of Radiant later that day, free from the corporate chains that bound me for at least another evening.  Even better though was the view in front of me. 
 
    Standing just a few feet ahead of me was Erin, her black skirt doing its best to hug those hips of hers.  I let my gaze linger on that sight for a moment before finally jogging up to her side, joining her as we crossed the busy intersection.   
 
    As we walked down Main Street we began to chat, mostly about our shitty job and the missed opportunities of our youth.  Don’t get me wrong, I was only twenty-four.  I still had plenty of life to live.  But starting over with something like college would nearly put me into my thirties, and that didn’t sit well with me at all.   
 
    “I just love going to places like this,” Erin said as we rounded the corner onto eighth.  “All the little artifacts and trinkets... they’re like tiny windows into the past.” 
 
    “I mean, yeah,” I replied with a shrug.  “I’ve heard stories of people buying old storage chests and poppin them open to find crusty old savings bonds worth thousands.” 
 
    Was I working my way towards a Storage Wars reference?  C’mon Lance… 
 
    Erin gave me a playful glare, then shifted her attention to the road ahead.  Just a few paces in front of us was our destination, the antique shop that she had set her sights on. 
 
    “Relics of Time’s Long Past” I read aloud as we approached the door, giving the storefront a quick look over.  The aged look of the place seemed almost out of sorts alongside some of downtown’s more modern venues, but it put a smile on Erin’s face so I went along with it. 
 
    As we entered, the chime of bells filled the air and a musty old smell met my nose.  I thought that a bit odd, considering this place was supposed to be ‘new’.  Yet after giving the humble little shop a quick look over, I suddenly understood why. 
 
    Rows and rows of rustic old shelves lined the aisles of the antique shop, displaying old pieces of delicate china, collections of gaudy jewelry, and pieces of brass furniture that looked like it no longer held a place in this world.  Personally, I found it all a bit boring, but Erin seemed to be enamored by all of the old-world relics. 
 
    “Does anyone even work here?” I said aloud after a few moments of uninterrupted browsing. 
 
    “Sure doesn’t seem like it,” Erin replied as she lifted a necklace with giant, green gems up to her neck.  It was odd, but the shop almost seemed... unattended.  There wasn’t an employee in sight, and nothing even seemed to have a price on it.  Hell, if Louise walked in here she’d probably lose her shit right on the spot. 
 
    “How did you even hear about this dump?” I asked, eyeing my reflection in an old silver serving tray that had begun to collect rust on its edges. 
 
    Erin shrugged.  “I saw a flyer for the place sitting on one of the tables at Starbucks, I think...”  She paused to take another glance around the place and I could see the discouragement beginning to build in her eyes. 
 
    “Ya know, maybe they’re still setting everything up,” I reasoned, trying to lighten her mood.  My eyes scanned the room, eventually settling on a large wooden door near the back of the shop.  “Or maybe it’s just one of those shops with two separate galleries.  I’ll go check and see if they have more shop in the back.” 
 
    “You sure?” She asked, though I was certain she’d purposely batted her eyes at me. 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, just hold tight.”  Then I twisted the handle on the old wooden door and pushed my way in. 
 
    Immediately, I was met with a rush of frigid air as I entered the shop’s backroom, which clearly was not meant to be used as a second gallery.  No, by the looks of it I’d stumbled into their storage room. Damn.   
 
    Large white sheets were draped over pieces of what appeared to be furniture, hiding their old-world mystique.  However, there was one piece that managed to catch my eye.  Sitting atop an old wooden table at the far end of the room was what appeared to be a statue of a dragon.  And not one of those cheap ones you find at a flea market either.  This one was majestic, its serpentine body crafted out of jet black stone and its eye sockets inlaid with two shimmering rubies.  Unable to contain my curiosity, I scurried across the room to get a better look at the treasure. 
 
    “Hello?  Anyone there?” I called out as I made my approach, not wanting to startle some gun-toting shop owner that might be lurking out of sight.  Surprisingly, I got a response... just not from where I expected. 
 
    “Oh great,” a guttural voice echoed throughout the storage room.  “Of all the creatures in this blasted realm, this is what I get for a vessel...” 
 
    The neck on the back of my hair stood on end and I immediately slowed my approach to the statue, eyeing it with equal parts confusion and terror.  “Did... did you just speak to me?!” 
 
    The statue remained unmoving, but the voice returned.  “Well it wasn’t the Gods, you idiot.” 
 
    “Oh shit, I’ve lost it,” I muttered, dropping to my knees.  “Twenty-four years old and I’m having a mental breakdown in the back of an antique shop.” 
 
    “No, you're not losing it,” the statue continued, its ruby eyes beginning to glow.  “Though you are about to lose everything.” 
 
    Without wasting another second, I rose to my feet and turned to leave the room, certain that I was in fact losing my mind.  Unfortunately, the old wooden door slammed shut on its own volition, trapping me inside with the angry piece of blackened stone. 
 
    “Listen, you idiot!” the statue said, grabbing my attention as the old, white sheets began to spin about the room.  “My power is waning and you’re the only opportunity I have left.  Now, as the last mage of the Draconis clan, I offer you the power of my bloodline.  Accept this gift and seek vengeance for what those bastards did to me and my people.” 
 
    Okay, this was definitely nuts. 
 
    “Wait!” I stammered, barely able to hold my footing as pieces of antique furniture began to swirl around the room.  “I don’t even know what the fuck you are!” 
 
    For the first time, the statue's eyes seemed to shift, settling on my form as the creature let out what I could only assume was a sigh.  “The name’s Asher Black, the greatest combat mage my realm has ever seen.  They took everything from me… but through you, my vengeance will be reborn!” 
 
    Suddenly, red hot flames began to spew from the statue's mouth, filling the room with smoke and fire.  I tried to turn and flee, but the scorch spread so fast that I was left trapped.  And then... then I began to burn. 
 
    I tried to scream Erin’s name, but the smoke was too thick, filling my lungs with heat and ash.  Seconds later I felt my flesh begin to sear, a pain greater than anything I’d ever experienced in my short lifetime. 
 
    As I fell to the floor, a bright light began to overtake me and I didn’t fight it.  No, I let it flood over me, hoping it would rescue me from the pain, praying that it would end this agony. 
 
    Honestly, I thought that it was the light.  You know, the one that was going to guide me to my end, to the pearly gates or whatever.  In truth though, it was about to bring me places far greater than I had ever imagined. 
 
    That light was only the beginning... a welcoming beacon to a brave, new world. 
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    Reborn! 
 
      
 
    Fire and brimstone.  It was all that I knew as my soul floated down an endless river of flame.  My body as I remembered it had been burned away in the antique shop, but with it had gone my pain.  At first, I felt empty, as if everything that I was had been taken from me.  Then... then something happened.  A feeling of renewal flooded my spirit, granting me an almost unfathomable strength. 
 
    With the strange power coursing through me, I propelled myself further down the river of fire.  Eons seemed to pass in an instant as my soul continued its journey, traveling through realms unknown.  I watched empires rise and fall.  I watched legendary beasts level mountains and make the sky rain fire.  I watched entire civilizations live and die.  Was this the afterlife?  So much fire… was it Hell? 
 
    As the questions resonated within my hollow soul, I felt another change begin to take place... one within myself.  I watched without eyes as my body began to rebuild itself.  First, my vital organs were molded from embers.  Then my bones were sculpted, crafted from the shards of some mighty beast.  Finally, I watched as my flesh was knitted together and my veins were filled with liquid flame... the blood of a- 
 
    “Dragon.” 
 
    The word seemed to escape my lips involuntarily as I felt myself return to whole, my baptism of flame nearing its completion.  In front of me, the river of fire had come to an end, replaced by the sight of those two ruby eyes. 
 
    I stared into those daunting orbs for what seemed like an eternity, unable to force out the questions that still gripped at my heart.  Where was I?  What had happened?  Why me? 
 
    Those silent questions went unanswered as the sanguine glow from those draconic eyes began to dim.  Though in their place, something else was forged… 
 
    A book? 
 
    Indeed, not just any book but a massive tome bound in jet black leather was forged in front of me, its pages filled with spells that I couldn’t comprehend.  I watched with amazement as the book drifted to my location and its pages were imprinted into my blood, my mind, my DNA.  It was overwhelming! 
 
     Eventually the rush of arcane knowledge subsided and the glowing eyes in front of me faded into ether, leaving me swaddled in a blanket of absolute darkness. 
 
    Just as I had done back in the antique shop, I fell to my knees, struggling to grasp exactly what was happening to me.  That was when I felt it. 
 
    First came the soft prickle of grass beneath my knees.  Then came the cool, refreshing breeze against my flesh.  Finally, the smell of wildflowers hit my nose as my senses went into sensory overload! 
 
    I watched with amazement as the darkness began to give way and all these strange and wonderful things that I was feeling began to materialize around me.  Unable to fully grasp what was happening, I fell forward and squeezed my eyes shut, allowing the darkness to once again take hold. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I was out for, but from the moment I opened my eyes, I felt like a completely different man.  Slowly, I shifted to my back and propped myself up on my elbows, deciding to take a quick survey of my surroundings.  From the looks of it, I was located on some sort of grassy hillock.  Bright orange and red wildflowers rose out of the ground around me, bending beneath the breeze that had begun to blow through the area. 
 
    The sky was still blue, which was quite the relief.  However, the fact that two separate suns were circling the sky did not sit well with my sanity (honestly, none of this did).  To my left, I could see a simple dirt road leading off into a thicket of trees.  And to my right, a small lake sat just beyond the other side of the hillock.  In all honesty, it all would’ve been a rather peaceful sight if I knew just what the Hell was going on. 
 
    As I sat up just a bit further, the greatest revelation of all hit me, and it sure wasn’t my surroundings.  No, what I found most captivating about the whole ordeal was... well, me.  Gone were my cheap tie and bargain bin dress clothes, replaced by a black tunic, a tight red sash and a pair of tall boots.  Even crazier though was my body itself.  My muscles, once pretty average, were now toned beyond belief.  My abdomen was hard like iron and my arms felt strong enough to punch through concrete.  Even my reflexes felt swifter, as if I could leap to my feet in an instant.  In fact, I did! 
 
    “Amazing,” I muttered as I held my hands up to my face, searching for any other cosmetic differences.  Whatever had happened between here and that antique shop had changed me, and for the better.  I had been re-forged in fire...  by god, I had been reborn! 
 
    Suddenly filled with both unbridled excitement and overwhelming anxiety, I set my sights on the lake and began to walk, then jog, then flat-out run.  Immediately I felt a lightness in my step as I dashed across the foreign grassland, moving with a quickness that I could only dream about in my youth. 
 
    As I reached the bank, I leaned over and peered into the water, eagerly awaiting my reflection.  And boy was I not disappointed. 
 
    For the most part, my looks had remained intact... with a few obvious enhancements.  My jawline was more refined and my unkempt brown hair seemed a tad thicker and just a bit more untamed.  The most striking difference though was my eyes.  No longer did they carry that slight tint of red that had managed to land me a date every now and again.  Instead, that deep red had fully taken over, giving my viewing orbs this amazing crimson allure.  To be honest, I don’t think I could’ve remade myself better if I tried…  I hit the ole’ create-a-character random roll jackpot. 
 
    After another moment of ogling my reflection in the lake, I rose to my feet and stretched out my newly forged body.  I could tell I was stronger, faster, and there was something else, too.  I could feel the foreign powers of that strange-looking spellbook coursing through my blood, like an untapped energy that I didn’t quite know how to use... yet.   
 
    Still enamored, I decided to lean over the crystal-blue water and take one final glance at myself.  To my surprise, the reflection spoke back. 
 
    “Are you lost?” 
 
    Ok, so maybe it wasn’t my reflection speaking to me, but the voice managed to scare the Hell out of me all the same.  Immediately I jumped back as my gaze shifted to meet whoever had snuck up on me... and boy was it a sight to behold. 
 
    Standing just a few feet away was a woman unlike like I’d ever seen.  She stood nearly a foot shorter than me, and her face displayed a warm smile that had this aura of innocence to it.  Long auburn hair fell to her shoulders that shimmered in the light of the dual suns, and I was certain that I could spy pointed ears rising up from beneath her wavy locks.  Yikes. 
 
    A snug mint-colored tunic hugged at her body, though its neckline plunged to reveal her soft, ample breasts.  I couldn’t seem to help myself as my gaze continued to trace her lovely figure, eyeing the gentle sway of her hips and her near-flawless skin.  By god, I was certain that I could feel my dragon blood boiling beneath my flesh! 
 
    Slowly, the gaze of my red eyes shifted back to meet her stare as an awkward silence began to settle in between the two of us.  I hadn’t answered her question after all, which was probably rude no matter what world you were in. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir mage,” she re-iterated, drawing my attention to her pink lips. “I said are you lost?” 
 
    No, I thought to myself.  I sure as Hell wasn’t lost anymore. 
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    3 
 
      
 
    A World of the Arcane 
 
      
 
    Ok, let’s face it.  I was still lost.  But whoever this beautiful woman was that had appeared in front of me was making things slightly more bearable.  That and my kick-ass new body...  So maybe there were a few things going for me.  But I was, in fact, lost.  I think. 
 
    “I... I guess I don’t know,” I finally blurted out, causing the woman to tilt her head in confusion. 
 
    “You... don’t know if you’re lost?” She asked, her tone quizzical. 
 
    Crap.  Time to think of something, Lance! 
 
    “My uh, my memories are all fucked,” I said.  “To be honest, I barely know who I am, much less where I am.” 
 
    Not too smooth, but where was the lie? 
 
    “Theyre… fucked?” she asked, clearly unfamiliar with my crass Earth man vocabulary. 
 
    “Jumbled, foggy, mostly absent,’ I replied. 
 
    The woman cocked her head as her face morphed into it a look of genuine sympathy.  Then after a brief moment of trepidation, she frowned, stepped forward and cradled my head into her chest.  “You poor thing.  I wonder if you hit your head.”  Without warning, she began to comb through my hair, searching for wounds.  I didn’t resist, still in disbelief that she was even humoring me. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” she finally said.  “Oh gods, we’re you in a duel recently?!  Did you get exposed to some volatile high-level arcana?  Maybe you have arcane amnesia...” 
 
    “Not too sure about that,” I said, prying myself away from her soft embrace.  “I, I saw this book get sucked into me and...” I trailed off as the woman began to giggle. 
 
    “Hold on a moment.”  Seconds later, she placed a hand on my forehead as soft light emanated from her palm. 
 
      
 
    Spell; [Thoughtsearch] 
 
      
 
    “Your mind… it’s empty, like a clean slate,” she muttered, clearly fascinated.  “I’ve never seen anything like it before.  It has to be arcane amnesia… or gods, something even worse.  It looks like whatever happened to you has claimed more than just your memories.” 
 
    I folded my arms in front of my chest (which was quite solid, mind you) and gave her a look.  “I don’t follow.” 
 
    She shot me a warm, almost sympathetic smile…  “You really don’t remember anything, do you?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, let’s start with the basics, then.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied.  “I’m Lance, by the way.” 
 
    “Efray,” she replied, her smile widening.  “Now, first things first.  That book you were talking about is your spellbook... the key to your arcane arts.” 
 
    “Arcane arts?” I asked, a bit incredulous. 
 
    She nodded.  “Mhmm.  In the past, arcane users used to carry around their spellbooks and use them to activate powerful abilities.  It was sort of archaic though, having to pause and read through scripts while your opponent was trying to beat you to death. So now the spell books are imbued directly into one’s soul.” 
 
    “That’s... actually pretty amazing,” I muttered, trying to wrap my head around it all. 
 
    Efray gave me another quick nod.  “You really don’t remember any of that?  I mean, it’s pretty basic stuff.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I got nothing.” 
 
    Once again, the woman stepped forward and gently placed her hands on my temples. “Well you should be able to access it with a mere thought.  Just focus on the power flowing through you.  Try to envision it in your mind’s eye.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, carefully planting my feet into the grass.  “Here we go.”  A second later, I closed my eyes and began to follow her directions. 
 
    At first, I had nothing.  Despite my efforts, my mind continued to focus on the soft touch of Efray’s fingers, and of how she smelled like sunshine. 
 
    I was having a hard time, to say the least. 
 
    But as the seconds ticked by, my mind began to drift. I brought myself back to that place of fire, to the flames of my rebirth.  I tried to imagine the heat as it flowed through my veins like wildfire.  I envisioned that black leather tome and its pages as they were burned into my DNA.  I focused on that foreign power inside of me, using my mind to try and flex it like a muscle.  An instant later, a wealth of knowledge appeared in my vision in the form of a translucent scroll. 
 
      
 
    <> 
 
    Name:  Lance  
 
    Class: Combat Mage 
 
    Rank: S- rank 
 
    Bloodline: Dragon 
 
    Element:  Flame / Force 
 
    <> 
 
      
 
    A few seconds ticked by as I read through the information that had been projected into my mind.  Could this be right?  Was I... was I a combat mage?! 
 
    “You figure it out?” Efray asked.  I quickly blinked away the interface to see her patiently rocking back and forth on her heels. 
 
    “Yeah!” I exclaimed.  “I… I think I did.  And it says I have the title of combat mage.” 
 
    Efray grinned.  “Alright, now we’re gettin somewhere.  Oh, what about your bloodline?  That’s gonna play a big role in what kind of arcana you can use.” 
 
    I matched her grin with one of my own as I once again uttered the word... “Dragon”. 
 
    Efray’s grin immediately faded, her eyes widened and her hands went to her mouth.  It was as if I’d just broken some truly terrible news to her, which I hoped wasn’t the case. 
 
    “What is it?” I persisted, slightly more nervous than I was a second ago.   
 
    Her silence lingered for another moment before her hands dropped and her gaze finally softened.  “O-oh….  I, I should’ve known,” she muttered, taking the slightest of steps back.  “The arcane amnesia.  That look of fire in your eyes.  You must be one of the last…”  She swallowed hard before finishing her sentence.  “You must be one of the last remaining of the Draconis clan...” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, trying to recall that name.  “And who are they?” 
 
    “They used to be the strongest clan in all of Oracle,” she said, her voice suddenly solemn. 
 
    I shrugged.  “So... what?  They aren’t the top dog anymore?” 
 
    “No,” she replied.  “They are not.  They’re all dead...” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The wind began to pick up as I found myself seated back atop the grassy hillock, my legs crossed and my fingers laced beneath my chin.  Over the past few moments, Efray had been gracious enough to pass along all the information she knew about my clan and just what the Hell had happened to them.  I listened intently, but I couldn’t help but feel a bit strange as she spoke.  This clan, these people she spoke of should’ve meant nothing to me.  And yet, it still felt personal... as if these memories she was dredging up were imprinted into my blood.  I tried to use logic but these invasive feelings threatened to overwhelm my thoughts...  It was jarring, to say the least. 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” I said as soon as she was done speaking.  “This place... this realm is called Oracle.  And the clan that I belonged to, the Draconis clan was the most powerful sect in this world?” 
 
    She nodded so I continued. 
 
    “But some of the other clans grew jealous of our power and had all of my people murdered?”  It felt so strange saying my people, but I went with it. 
 
    Efray nodded.  “It was never openly admitted, but it’s pretty common knowledge that a clan known as the Kel’sar had all of the dracs killed.  Word is they paid off many of the mid-level clans a healthy sum of money to help them murder the dragonblood arcanists in cold blood.  Nobody speaks out that in public though, now that the Kel’sar have gained favor.” 
 
    I winced.  “Were my people really that bad?” 
 
    Efray averted her gaze to the grass as she spoke.  “Many would be quick to judge, but coming from an outsider with little world experience… er, no, I don’t think so.  They were certainly difficult and they weren’t especially kind either.  The Draconis relied heavily on the dragon bloodline and its overwhelming power.  They were mighty but sometimes they could get angry and... well, they burned things.” 
 
    I sighed and let myself fall back into the grass.  “You didn’t site a whole lot of redeeming qualities.  Does that make me a public enemy then?” 
 
    Efray sat up on her knees and pondered the question for a second before vigorously shaking her head.  “No, I don’t think so.  The Kel’sar declared your clan eradicated.  Though I would be careful who you look in the eyes...  They’re likely a dead giveaway for some of the elder arcanists, and I’m sure there are more than a few out there that would take interest.” 
 
    I let out a frustrated chuckle as the wind blew my hair into my face.  So, I’d been reborn as a mage in a clan of pyromaniacs that had been mass murdered by another clan called the Kel’sar.  Suddenly I was beginning to think that maybe the abs weren’t such a great trade-off after all. 
 
    “So, what will you do now, sir mage, now that I’ve spoken your truth?”  Efray asked, catching me a bit off guard.   That look in her eyes… she just seemed so interested in my intentions, my lineage.  It was a nice change of pace. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answered honestly, shifting my gaze to the sky.  “I guess I better find a roof over my head for now.  I’m gonna need to eat eventually. Hell, maybe I can find a job clearing giant rats out of a musty old tavern basement.” 
 
    Ok, the rat thing wasn’t really one of my top priorities.  But I’d played enough RPGs to know how these things went. 
 
    Efray’s gray eyes lit as she perked just a bit higher on her knees.  “You know, my village is nearby.  We have don’t have much, but we have enough amenities to keep you fed.  I'm afraid we don’t have any rats that I know of, but I’m certain you’ll be welcome.” 
 
    Phew. 
 
    Immediately my mind began to wander as I envisioned returning home with Efray and getting to know her better beneath that snug tunic of hers.   
 
    “I certainly won’t turn down the help,” I said with a smile.  “Though I gotta ask... what in the world we’re you doin out here by the lake on your own?  Are you…” 
 
    Efray’s cheeks reddened as her gaze shifted back to the lake’s edge where a large, wooden bucket sat.  “I was collecting water for the village,” she blurted out. 
 
    What in the… 
 
    My brow furrowed.  “Wait, you guys seriously don’t have a well or some magical water supply?  You go to the lake for water?!” 
 
    Once again Efray turned her gaze back to the grass.  “Well, yes and no.  We have a well, but the Blade Hounds moved in and took it over... one of the realm’s many bandit groups.  They use it to leverage us for our resources, usually visiting weekly to clean us out of our crops or whatever we have for them.  Fortunately, we have a few arcane users and can manifest this bucket into enough water to supply most of the village.  We just have to do it behind their backs.”  Her confidence seemed to seep out of her as she spoke.  “But we’re a small group, and we don’t have any mages present to offer us protection...” 
 
    “Well ya do now!” I said, rising to my feet in triumph.  God, what the Hell was I doing. 
 
    “No, no,” Efray said, her cheeks growing brighter by the second.  “You’re still suffering from arcane amnesia.  You couldn’t-“ 
 
    “Oh hush,” I interrupted as I waltzed over and began filling her bucket with water.  “I have no clan left or ties to anyone in this world.  That makes me a mercenary!  And mercs do as they please.”  I grinned, causing her mood to lighten just a bit.  “Plus, who knows?  Maybe I can use these red eyes of mine to scare em off.” 
 
    Honestly, I had no idea how I’d pull any of that off, but I was letting some foolish bravado guide me at this point.  I mean, it wouldn’t be much different than my life before this.  I’d just have to wing it for now, especially for her sake. 
 
    A nervous smile returned to Efray’s face. “O-ok.  Just promise me you won’t get hurt on my behalf.” 
 
    I returned her gaze with a wink and hoisted the bucket onto my shoulder.  “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before we were making our way down the old dirt road, leaving behind the grassy hillock and heading into the thicket of trees.  I couldn’t help but marvel at the strange noises that seemed to emanate from the shadows, the gentle growls of creatures that once only lived in my imagination.  Above I spotted a bird with wings that shimmered like glass, and in the distance, I was certain I saw a wolf-like creature with two heads dip in and out of sight. 
 
    “You sure it’s safe in here?” I asked, suddenly sounding a bit foolish for volunteering to protect her village.  Thankfully Efray merely laughed it off. 
 
    “I’d say it’s as safe as anywhere else in Oracle.  You’ll find that monsters live in just about every corner of this world.  The ones around here are called zilbeasts.  Some of them might look a bit scary, but they’re pretty docile.” 
 
    “That’s... reassuring,” I replied, keeping my eyes peeled to the road.  “Are there… other kinds?” 
 
    Efray nodded.  “Other than zilbeasts, the next most common type of monsters are called ravebeasts.  Those are a bit more… er, carnivorous.  I’d recommend staying away from those.” 
 
    “Heh, will do,” I said, tucking that vital bit of knowledge into my mind for later.  “So, just how much farther is this village of yours, anyway?” 
 
      “Not much far...” Efray’s words trailed off as she came to a stop in the middle of the road, frozen in place by the sight in front of her.  I immediately rushed to her side, putting an arm in front of her as I surveyed our potential threat. 
 
    And oh what a threat it was. 
 
    Standing several paces in front of us was a behemoth of a man.  He had to be at least a foot taller than me with a bulkier frame to match.  His legs were thick like trunks and his arms looked like they had been chiseled from stone.  Even his hair had been cut short to reveal a rather nasty scar along the side of his very punchable face. 
 
    Warily I observed the man’s gear which was predominantly constructed of tattered leather.  However, my gaze did manage to linger on the chipped blade dangling at his side. 
 
    “Who is that?” I growled, meeting the man’s gaze with some false bravado of my own. 
 
    “The name’s Dalamin the Bull, and I own this fuckin road,” the man spat, his voice far too sure of himself than I cared to acknowledge. 
 
    Great, he’d bought into the whole troll bridge schtick.  Well, I wasn’t about to pay any goddamn tolls. 
 
    “So, you must be one of the bastards tryin to move in on this area,” I said as I placed the bucket of water out of harm's way.  “I hate to be the one to inform ya, but your time here is over.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was saying.  It was as if this mythic dragon’s blood was influencing me, burning away my normally calm demeanor and revealing a more aggressive, confrontational version of myself. 
 
    “Is that so?” The man replied, grinning like a damned fool.  Slowly he began to walk in my direction, his outstretched hands quickly forming into fists. 
 
    I managed to stand my ground despite this feeling of absolute menace, though in my mind I was scrambling to try and find a way to activate my dormant powers.  Damnit, why didn’t the arcane arts come with an instruction manual?! 
 
    “We should run,” Efray whispered, clutching at my arm.  “I know another way home.  We can double back and-“ 
 
    “No,” I said as the dragon’s blood in my veins began to heat.  I wasn’t burned alive and reborn into some fantasy world just to run from some thug, even if he was a towering brute.  If I really was a reborn combat mage from some feared clan, then dammit I was going to prove it! 
 
    As Dalamin approached, our size difference became more apparent, but I forced Efray back and held my ground.   
 
    “Last chance to beg,” the bandit offered as he closed in, his eyes gleaming with violent intent.  I merely widened my stance, allowing my hands to hover at my side.  I hadn’t been in any fights in my adult life, so I certainly wasn’t drawing up any battle plans in my head.  But I could feel something... a fiery instinct creeping just below my flesh.  A feeling that I couldn’t shake... 
 
    So I embraced it. 
 
    In an instant, Dalamin came swinging in, his oversized fist heading directly for my face.  However, my response was far faster.  Without thinking, my left hand shot up and intercepted the blow, catching his fist in my palm as dragon blood burned through my veins.   
 
    I expected the strike to force me back, but instead it felt weak in my grasp, as if I’d just blocked the punch of a child.  Immediately I squeezed, causing the bones in his hand to crack like cheap wood as a cry of pain escaped his lips. 
 
    “Oh, you fucked up,” I said as a wicked grin spread across my face.  I didn’t know any spells or special techniques, but I could feel the draconic strength coursing through me, fueled by my adrenaline, by my sheer will.   
 
    My apologies Dalamin, but I was about to bring the pain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    From the world of Oracle… 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Thoughtsearch] 
 
      
 
    Effects:  A minor light element spell used to gather basic thoughts, memories, or intentions from a target.  Clearly, it's ineffective on those suffering from a serious case of isekai. 
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    The Women of Arcwind Village 
 
      
 
    “What... are you?!” Dalamin growled through clenched teeth as my grip tightened on his fist.  It was clear that he was in a good bit of pain, a fact that I was finding quite satisfying. 
 
    “I’m this area’s new protector,” I said, even though I hadn’t formally adopted the role.  “And you’re done here.” 
 
    Using my free hand, I stepped forward and delivered a left hook right to his mouth, causing the man to fall to the ground in a heap.  Then I hoisted him back up by his torn collar and slammed him into the nearest tree, causing shards of tree bark to fly off in either direction.  The brute immediately took a staggered breath which smelled distinctly of stale wine.  Gross. 
 
    “Bastard...” Dalamin muttered as blood trickled from his smashed-in lips.  “You’re strong, I’ll give ya that.  But yer just like all the other arcane types…” 
 
    “Yeah?” I replied. 
 
    Dalamin’s lips curled, revealing his bloodstained teeth.  “Yer just too damn cocky!” 
 
    Suddenly the man’s good hand went to his belt as thick fingers wrapped around the hilt of his crude blade, his killer intent all too clear in his eyes.   
 
    Had it been the old me, I would’ve turned and ran.  I wouldn’t have wanted anything to do with a knife, much less a full-length sword.  But something had changed... the dragon blood inside of me was influencing the way I thought.  It was compelling me to act... 
 
    And dammit all, I listened. 
 
    My left hand released Dalamin’s collar, shifting to intercept his wrist as he tried to swing the weapon at my neck.  An instant later I yanked the man’s arm over my shoulder, using my leverage to hoist him over my head and slam him back into the ground. 
 
    Immediately I kicked the blade away as it fell out of his grasp.  Then I waited as he groaned and tried to force himself back to his feet. 
 
    “Dalamin the bull, huh?” I said, sizing him up for another strike.  “Well, maybe it’s time someone broke those horns!” 
 
    As Dalamin rose, I used all of my weight and threw a vicious haymaker directly into his chest.  To my utter shock, I felt a wave of pent-up energy flow through me, transferring to my fist as I made contact.  An instant later, a pulse of flame erupted from my knuckles, burning through Dalamin’s shirt and searing his chest. 
 
    The brute went skidding across the dirt road, leaving a trail of dust as he came to a stop several paces away.  He didn’t rise this time though, instead letting out a painful grunt before falling very still. 
 
    “Lance, that was amazing!” Efray said as she rushed over and threw her arms around my neck.  “Did you-“ 
 
    “I have no idea how I did any of that,” I confessed.  “But damn do I ever want to learn how.” 
 
    Efray smiled.  “They’re part of your arcane arts.  Gods, you probably already have that knowledge floating around in your head somewhere.  It’ll just be a matter of locating those memories and bringing them back to the surface!” 
 
    I couldn’t bear to tell her that those memories in fact did not live in my mind, not yet.  But by the gods was I lucky to have found her.  “In time,” I replied, returning her smile with a sincere look of appreciation.  “Now, where’s that village of yours?” 
 
    Efray leaned back and took a long, hard look into my eyes, her gaze reflecting nothing but pure admiration.  It seemed that she was finally beginning to believe what I had said about providing protection for her little village.  And in truth, for the first time, I was actually starting to believe it myself. 
 
    Well Lance, you’re all in now. 
 
    “What about him?” she asked, pointing to the beaten-down bandit.  With a sigh, I walked over to the man and leaned down so that my face was just mere inches from his. 
 
    “Hey asshole, can you still hear me?” 
 
    Dalamin nodded slowly, his large arms now cradling the burn on his chest. 
 
    “Good,” I said, mustering up the most menacing tone that I could manage.  “Then you need to crawl back to whatever hole you came out of and tell all your buddies what happened.  Let them know that the Blade Hounds don’t have a stake in this place anymore.  And if they come back, they’re gonna burn.” 
 
    As I spoke, I could feel the arcane energy in my draconic bloodline beginning to build once more, willing me to act.  It was as if it had started to affect my judgment, my feelings.  What was it exactly that I was feeling though?  Righteousness?  No, that wasn’t the right word for it.  More like dominance... that, and a will to protect what was mine.   
 
    As I rose, I shot another quick glance over at Efray.  She wasn’t mine in any sense of the word.  I mean, we’d just met hours ago.  Yet the way she’d willingly offered me her help, her knowledge...  I mean, she was the first person to offer me anything in this strange, new world.  And that had to mean something.  To be honest, it was all I had right now... 
 
    “I don’t know if you should’ve done that,” Efray whispered as I rejoined her side.  “What if he-“ 
 
    “He won’t,” I replied, confident I’d thoroughly beaten out any fight this man had left in him.  She quietly nodded, though I could tell something about this little encounter still had her shook.  
 
    We watched as the blade hound retreated with his tail between his legs.   Moments later, after he was out of sight Efray and I made our way to this village of hers.  I remained mostly quiet, trying to tame the thoughts that had begun to manifest in my head.  I still had little understanding of my rebirth or the abilities that were manifesting in my new and improved form, but I was beginning to sense the call of the dragon just a bit clearer.  If I could find a place to settle down for a bit then I was certain I could get the hang of- 
 
    “Here we are!” Efray said, drawing me out of my thoughts.  Up ahead, I could see the tree line diminish and the dirt road widen into a large clearing.  And beyond that... perhaps the most wholesome little village I had ever seen. 
 
    Several decent-sized wooden structures made up the center of the village, surrounded by lines of smaller, cozier looking houses.  At a glance, I could see what looked like a tavern, a healing house of some sort, and even a small market near the village square.  Most impressive though was the large, stone tower that stood at the village’s edge, overlooking the horizon in all directions.   
 
    As we got a bit closer, I spied a massive stack of chopped lumber near the rear of one of the large wooden buildings, likely used for cooking and heat.  And beyond that, a large well chained up tighter than a troll’s treasure chest. 
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t too sure what to expect, but the village seemed rather well maintained.  The only glaring defect I could see was its lack of defenses.  A large hill overlooked the place on one side, and the others were surrounded by woods. But for god's sake, why hadn’t they fortified the place.  The least they could’ve done is put up a wall.  Everyone has walls! 
 
    “This is Arcwind village,” Efray said proudly, a smile quickly returning to her face.  “It might not look like much, but I’ve lived here all my life.” 
 
    “Its… nice,” I replied, trying not to sound too cheesy. 
 
    Ef shot me a quick smile. “We may not all the amenities of some of Oracle’s great cities, but it is a resilient little town.” 
 
    I’m certain the bandits heckling you for all your resources would beg to differ. 
 
    My gaze shifted from the sturdy wooden buildings to some of the people populating its grassy streets.  Many of them were busy with the day’s tasks, though a few of them had taken notice of our arrival and were shooting wide-eyed looks.  I suddenly wondered if I would be as welcome as she had proclaimed. 
 
    “So, uh what is it that you do here?”  I asked. 
 
    Efray’s smile widened.  “I’m a [C rank] weaver for the house of light.  I was born with the star’s edge bloodline.  I can access the arcane arts just like you, but my powers focus on weaving arcana together to heal and create... not er, destruction.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said, feeling slightly less anxious.  I mean, surely they wouldn’t frown upon the guest of the village healer... right? 
 
    “Wait, are you the village’s only weaver?” I asked. 
 
    Immediately, Efray began to chew on her bottom lip.  “Well, actually I’m more of an acolyte... but one day I'm certain the job will be mine!” 
 
    Great. 
 
    Soon we were making our way down Arcwind’s main road, garnering more looks from those in the street.  That is, until an old man in a drab looking tunic cut us off. 
 
    “Efray, you’re back... and you brought company,” he sputtered, looking me up and down. 
 
    Her gaze drifted between the two of us as she spoke.  “Lance, this is Master Mateus, our village elder.” 
 
    I gave the man a quick look over myself as she spoke.  He was ancient to be certain, but he had this sort of sturdiness to him that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.  That, and I couldn’t peel my gaze away from his highly impressive snowy white mustache that was so long it nearly dangled to his shoulders.  He would’ve fit right in with the hipsters back home. 
 
    “I brought water!” I said, perhaps a bit too chipper as I hoisted the oversized bucket off my shoulder. 
 
    “So you did,” Master Mateus replied, a bit more curt with me.  “Efray, where did you say you found this boy?” 
 
    “I-I actually didn’t say,” she said.   
 
    Mateus frowned.  “Well out with it girl.” 
 
    “We met by the lake,” I interjected.  “I was... well, I was a bit lost.” 
 
    The old master furrowed his brow.  “...Lost?” 
 
    “He has arcane amnesia,” Efray blurted as she unconsciously reached over and grabbed my forearm. 
 
    “Is that so?” Master Mateus replied, eyeing me a bit more suspiciously now.  “Are you sure he isn’t a simpleton?” 
 
    I tried to formulate a response, but the old man casually produced a walking stick out of the folds of his tunic (with surprising speed, mind you) and chose to whack me on top of the head. 
 
    “Hey, what the Hell was that for?” I growled. 
 
    “What did I tell you about being naïve, girl?” Mateus spat, shooting Efray a glare.  “This man could’ve killed you.  Or worse, he could be a simpleton!” 
 
    Well, that’s rude. 
 
    “Listen, I’m not here to deceive anyone and I’m not going to hurt her.  And I’m not a fucking dimwit.” 
 
    The old man nodded, inspecting me like I was a piece of meat getting prepared for market.  “Perhaps your not...” as the elder’s voice trailed, he lifted his staff and whacked me in the head again. 
 
    “Cut that out!” I yelled, rubbing the sore spot that was beginning to form.  
 
    “Interesting...” Master Mateus said as if he was taking mental notes on my response.  “You know, only a simpleton would allow himself to be struck on the head over and over by an old man.  Maybe if...” 
 
    Moving with the speed of a pouncing panther, the old man swung his stick and struck me a third time, nearly causing me to bite my damned tongue. 
 
    “Enough!” I roared, growing more pissed off by the second.  It felt like the dragon blood coursing through my veins had begun to heat, and a second later I noticed a flicker of flame begin to involuntarily manifest in my open palms.   
 
    “Wait!” Efray said, releasing my forearm and placing a hand on the elder’s walking stick.  “He protected me from one of the Blade Hound bandits.  He said he’d help us fend them off.  He-“ 
 
    “It’s fine, girl,” Mateus said as a smile began to creep across his wrinkled face.  “I’ve seen all that I need to see.”  Moving with an unnatural quickness, he tucked the walking stick back into his tattered robe.  Then his tired eyes met my bright, red orbs.  “And I trust young Efray’s judgement more than anyone in this dirt hole.  You can stay for now… as a guest.  Though don’t expect to stick around rent-free.  You’ll be pulling your weight.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Of course, but uh, why the Hell did you need to hit me.?!” 
 
    Master Mateus smiled, revealing rows of surprisingly white teeth.  “A strike on the head is a great way to test a zilbeast’s temperament.  I can’t be letting a firebeast in if it's going to burn the place down.” 
 
    Was that another analogy, or just a shot at me. 
 
    Maetus’ smile faded, as if the thought of any further conversation had begun to annoy him.  “Now I’ll be seeing you, boy.” 
 
    I nodded again, finally having wrestled control of my inner dragon, or whatever it was.  Then just like that, he turned and departed. 
 
    Well, this was an awkward start. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Efray said, reclaiming my forearm as we continued down the road.  “Master Mateus means well but he’s grown a bit... odd in his old age.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I replied, rubbing my head.  Even so, I was certain that I saw a glimmer of deeper intelligence in the old man’s eyes.  I could only guess what his motives were though... 
 
    Moments later, Efray guided me to a large building near the village’s center, a sturdy structure comprised of wood and stone with a candelabra symbol carved into its wall.   
 
    “This is the house of light,” she proclaimed.  “We welcome all who are lost.” 
 
    “You work here?” I asked. 
 
    She let out a giggle.  “Sort of.  My sisters and I both live and practice the arcane arts here.  It’s also where you’ll be staying.” 
 
    A grin suddenly began to form on my face that I just couldn’t suppress.  The thought of living in a house full of beautiful women sounded enticing, to say the least.   
 
    Seconds later, Efray guided me through the large wooden doors and into the house’s main hall.  At first glance, the place seemed rather unremarkable with its high arched ceiling, simple furniture and plain walls.  However, a closer look left me a bit perplexed.  For instance, the large chandelier hanging from the ceiling didn’t produce a single flame, yet it was giving off an aura of light strong enough to illuminate the entire room.  There was also this thickness to the air, an almost palpable feeling like the building was potent with arcane power.  That, or they had lit some real psychedelic incense. 
 
    Guiding me through the main hall, Efray brought me through another set of doors and into what looked like a small library.  Dozens upon dozens of thick tomes lined the shelves on either side of the room, many covered in symbols I couldn’t comprehend.  They all paled in comparison though to the two beauties sitting at the library’s far end. 
 
    As we entered, both women rose from their seats, closing the large leather-bound book they had been sifting through to greet us.  Efray immediately released my forearm and raised her hand in greeting. 
 
    “Lance, I’d like you to meet my sisters here in the house of light.  This here is Ezrielle, the head weaver of our house and the woman who’s taught me everything I know.” 
 
    Ezrielle was tall and lean, perhaps just as tall as me, with long blonde hair that curled just below her shoulders.  Loose-fitting robes clung to her tight frame, doing little to mask her tone body.  However, what caught my eye was the look she gave.  She didn’t smile like one usually did when they met someone but instead chose to give me this serious stare that carried just the slightest hint of a grin.  And god was it attractive. 
 
    “And who is this?” Ezrielle said, her voice far more commanding than Efray’s innocent tone. 
 
    “This is Lance,” Efray responded.  “He’s going to be staying with us for a little while.” 
 
    “Is that so?  It’s not like you to be bringing men home,” Ezrielle said as she took stock of me.  It was as if she was inspecting me for any potential dangers… and rightfully so.  Hell, I barely knew what I was capable of myself. 
 
    Efray nodded.  “He helped me back on the road with Dalamin.  He’s a combat mage and-“ 
 
    “Mage, you say?” The second woman interrupted, stepping past Ezrielle to allow me a better look.  Unlike the weaver, she didn’t seem to mind shooting me a smile at all with those puffy red lips of hers.  She immediately shot me a lingering glance with these eyes you could get lost in, framed perfectly by raven black hair that brushed against her flawless face.   
 
    Slowly my gaze drifted south as I took in the glorious sight of her shapely body.  It was almost like a work of art, with her large breasts and those glorious, glorious thighs.  She wasn’t trying to hide it either, wearing little more than a tight, black blouse and a high-cut woven skirt.  Honestly, I had a hard time peeling my eyes away. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me,” I muttered as I forced my gaze back to her eyes.  “The name is Lance.” 
 
    “Well, a pleasure to meet you then, Lance,” she replied.  “My name is Danica and I’m the augmenter of this village, carrier of the blind Phoenix bloodline.” 
 
    God, I wish I knew what that meant. 
 
    “The pleasure is mine,” I said, grinning like a fool. 
 
    “Danica here is one of the best augmenters in Oracle’s northern province,” Efray interjected, speaking with just a bit more nervous energy than she had before.  “She used to be one of those big-city arcanists before she settled in here with us.” 
 
    “Turns out I enjoy the small-town life,” Danica replied coyly.  “I just can’t help that my abilities are… highly coveted.” 
 
    “And what might those be?” I asked, desperately trying to fight off what felt like liquid heat pulsing through my veins.  
 
    Slowly, the augmenter’s gaze found my own.   “My bloodline… the blind phoenix, is a true rarity on Oracle.  Heat.  Passion.  Power.  They are the foundations of my arcane arts.  Arts I use to create... and enhance.” 
 
    “I’m learning to toy with flames a bit myself,” I replied, drawing a devilish grin onto Danica’s face. 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll have the opportunity to work with one another then,” she said, shifting her skirt ever so subtly to reveal a bit more of her thigh.  “That is, if you can take the heat.” 
 
    Our eyes locked on to one another and I could feel an instant connection, one that transcended mere physical attraction.  However, that was quickly interrupted as I felt a swift tug on my arm. 
 
    “Ok, well it’s getting quite late and I suppose I better be showing Lance to his room,” Efray interjected. 
 
    “Wait,” Ezrielle said with a stern abruptness.  “Do we even know what clan he belongs to?” 
 
    “None that I can speak of right now,” I interjected.  “I’m sorta in search of my memories.  So for now, I’m living the mercenary life.  It’s a… well, its been a rough few hours.” 
 
    Ezrielle did not seem amused. 
 
    Suddenly, her gaze shifted to Efray.  “So, we’re inviting merc mages into our home now, Ef?” 
 
    Efray stiffened.  “I [thoughtsearched] him Ez, just as you taught.  And he was a blank slate.  He needs guidance.  And the house of light welcomes all who are lost.  Isn’t that right, sister?” 
 
    I stood by quietly as the two stared each other down.  Though the silence was quickly broken by one of Danica’s snickers. 
 
    “Oh, calm down Ez.  We’re already being heckled by bandits.  He’ll be fine for a night or two.”  
 
    Thank the gods, Ezrielle let it rest at that.   
 
    As I glanced out the window, I noticed that the twin suns had begun to set and darkness was rapidly approaching.  Honestly, it was a welcome sight.  Especially with the whole lingering exhaustion from having been reincarnated into a fantasy world ordeal. 
 
    As the fledgling weaver towed me away, I caught a glimpse of the other two arcane users.  Ezrielle had already gone back to her tome, her focus once again centered on the book’s faded pages and strange markings.  Danica, however, let her gaze linger on me as we exited, chewing on her lip as unknown thoughts swirled through her head. 
 
    I certainly planned on getting to know them better when I had the chance. 
 
    Moments later, Efray guided me down a hallway and through another wooden door until finally we reached our destination.  The room she had brought me to was small, though not in a claustrophobic sort of way.  It sported a small bed covered in surprisingly soft furs, a small bookshelf with more books that I couldn’t read, a single table and a window that offered a nice view of the grassy lot behind the building.  Honestly, it was sort of cozy. 
 
    “This is your room... for now,” Efray said, releasing my arm and clasping her hands behind her back.  “Tomorrow after your rested, we’ll start delving a bit more into the arcane arts.  That should help open up some of those memories of yours.” 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” I said, truly grateful for the space she’d offered me.  Without her, I may have found myself sleeping in the woods with one of those two-headed zilbeast creatures... or worse, with the Blade Hounds.  I could only imagine Dalamin the bull had more friends with odd animal names. 
 
    “I should be the one thanking you,” she replied, her cheeks turning a shade of pink.  “I...” she paused, appearing to consider her next words carefully.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  Then without hesitation, she leaned in and planted a soft kiss on my cheek. 
 
    The sweet smell of her hair and the soft brush of her flesh on mine felt almost intoxicating in this new body of mine, but I resisted, merely returning her affection with a smile as she turned to head out the door. 
 
    Once she was gone, I shed my tunic and let myself fall into the pile of soft furs.  It had been a long day... perhaps longer than any I’d spent in my old life. And yet, despite all of the uncertainty surrounding my strange new existence, I honestly couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would hold.  
 
    Soon the sun had fully set and darkness had made its way into my simple little room.  I laid back, allowing fatigue to get its claws into me as I awaited slumber to take hold.  However, the creak of my door had me jolting back up in seconds. 
 
    My fiery red eyes worked hard to adjust to the darkness as I peered into the now open door.  And as they adjusted, I managed to make out a very curvy silhouette standing in my doorway. 
 
    Well, what do we have here? 
 
    

  

 
   
    From the world of Oracle… 
 
      
 
    <> 
 
    Name:  Efray 
 
    Class: Weaver 
 
    Rank: C- rank 
 
    Bloodline: Star’s Edge 
 
    Element:  Light / Shadow 
 
    <> 
 
      
 
    Signature skill: Unknown 
 
      
 
    Efray is a shy yet caring arcanist born of a humble upbringing.  After spending her entire life in Arcwind village, she is eager for a life of adventure.  Though sometimes her naivety and willingness to help others makes her a vulnerable target for the world’s many vultures. 
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    Hot Nights and Fiery Days 
 
      
 
    “Danica?” I whispered as my eyes adjusted to the darkness and the raven-haired woman came into view.  She had changed her attire since the last time I saw her, now dressed in a silky red nightgown that ended at mid-thigh. 
 
    As our eyes met, Danica lifted a finger to her soft lips, silencing any further questions.  Then she began her approach, sauntering across my room as her hips swayed in a rather mesmerizing fashion. 
 
    My heart began to race as Danica reached my bedside and climbed atop me, pressing my back into the mattress as her thighs straddled my hips. 
 
    “What are you-“ 
 
    “Don’t take me for a fool,” Danica interrupted, grinning through the darkness as she spoke.  “Those bright red eyes.  The aura of arcane flame that surrounds you...   I’m no naïve farm girl.  I know that you’ve got dragonblood flowing through you.” 
 
    Her voice carried such intensity, such excitement as she spoke, but I had a hard time focusing on her words. Instead, I watched as the straps of her gown had begun to slide off her shoulders, barely clinging to her large breasts.  Unable to control myself, I began to elevate my hips, pressing into her enough to make a sudden gasp escape her lips. 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” I asked as my hands slowly made their way towards her hips.   
 
    Danica grinned as she grabbed my wrists and guided them the rest of the way, resting my palms on her soft thighs.  “I’m a creature of passion, a feather of the blind Phoenix.  But more than that I’m someone that knows what she wants...” She paused, leaning in so close that I could feel her warm breath on my neck.  “And what I want is to see if the dragon can be tamed.” 
 
    Suddenly, Danica began to shift her body south, only stopping when her head hovered inches above my midsection.  My breathing quickened as her fingertips found the edge of my shorts and carefully slid them down, allowing my cock to stand fully at attention. 
 
    “Mmm,” Danica said before wrapping her soft lips around the head, taking it deeper and deeper until she’d nearly swallowed me whole.  I groaned as I felt her lips work their way up and down my shaft, sending waves of pleasure that rippled through my entire body.  God, I couldn’t believe this was happening. 
 
    Soon my hands found the back of her head as she accepted my length once more, letting out a moan that nearly made me explode then and there. After a few more eager bobs of her head, Danica paused, twirling her tongue on the tip of my cock ever so slowly, bringing me closer and closer to a much needed climax.  Then, when I felt like I couldn’t take another second... she relented. 
 
    Slowly, Danica crept back up the bed, once again straddling my hips with her own.  This time I didn’t hesitate, reaching up and yanking her nightgown over her head and tossing it to the floor. 
 
    Even in the darkness, I could see just how insanely gorgeous this woman was.  Her breasts appeared even larger than they had beneath her gown, and they felt even better in my hands.  Tattooed markings were on full display across her stomach and other parts of her body, adding to this mysterious woman’s allure.  But all I could seem to focus on was the soft touch of her flesh against my palms.  That, and that teasing feeling of her ass resting against my length.   
 
    My thumbs ran across her nipples, causing Danica to let out another soft moan.  Seconds later, her lips curved into a smile as she reached back and wrapped her hand around my cock.  Slowly, methodically, she lifted her hips and guided me into her warm slit, pressing her body into mine until she’d taken my whole length.  I immediately released her breasts and grabbed onto that round ass of hers, guiding her body as she began to rhythmically ride me. 
 
    “Oh gods,” she blurted out as her hips began to move faster and faster.  With each thrust, I could feel myself filling her up entirely.  I could feel her pussy gripping at my shaft, nearly causing me to see stars as feelings of ecstasy washed over me. 
 
    Once again, I felt my blood begin to heat as another climax approached, though this time I was certain she had no plans on stopping it.  The tattooed markings on her body emitted a soft glow as her movements became more animated.  Over and over she slammed into my cock, riding me with vigor until I exploded inside of her, capping off one of the most intense orgasms in my entire life! 
 
    Well, lives. 
 
    Danica shivered with carnal bliss as she collapsed onto my chest, her juices now flowing freely down my thighs.  I instinctively wrapped my arms around her, allowing the softness of her skin to melt into my own, lulling me into a state of euphoria. 
 
    “Just as I expected,” she muttered, clearly saited.  “Do keep this between us though, dragon.” 
 
    “No problem,” I muttered, more than ready to pass out.  
 
    Several moments passed as we laid in silence, our heartbeats nearly in sync as arcane flame kindled in our blood.  The feeling was amazing, as if we’d connected on a level that I couldn’t quite fathom yet, a level I didn’t yet understand.  Regardless, I didn’t dwell on it, instead choosing to let my consciousness slip as fatigue took its hold. 
 
    . 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dreams of fire swirled through my mind.  Blazing countrysides, a castle made of onyx, a sect of arcane users with crimson eyes... and I stood amongst them as flames danced on my palms.  No, not amongst them... in front of them.  Their eyes remained transfixed on me as leathery wings stretched from my back and I began to rise into the air.  A chant began to fill the air, but the words were indistinguishable.  The voices rose to a mighty crescendo as the flames consumed my vision and the dream began to fade... 
 
      
 
    “Ah!” I yelled as I sprang out of my slumber, still reeling from my fiery dream as the details quickly faded from memory.  Shifting in my bed, I took a quick look around my room to find myself alone once more.  Honestly, it almost felt unreal, like if I blinked too hard I’d find myself back in the office drinking stale coffee and ducking my boss.  But no, this was real.  And what I’d seen, what I’d done and what I’d experienced in just a few short hours... 
 
    Well, it had been pretty damned amazing. 
 
    Slowly I rose to my feet, wincing as the sun’s rays flooded in through my window.  Normally, I’d groan from the pain in my joints or the headache I’d developed due to a severe caffeine dependency.  But for the first in forever, I felt great!  My mind felt sharp, my body felt strong and I felt like I was brimming with an energy that I still couldn’t quite grasp. 
 
    This new body of mine, this new life... it certainly had promise (especially if my late-night visit was any sort of indication).  Now I just had to get my feet under me and, well... I guess I’d start there. 
 
    With a quick stretch of my limbs, I walked over to the table and scooped up my black and red attire, giving it a quick sniff before I threw it on.  Thankfully, it still seemed relatively fresh, but getting a spare change of clothes would definitely be moving up the list of things to do.   
 
    Right behind getting something to eat. 
 
    My stomach began to grumble something fierce as I made my way into the hallway, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since being reborn.  Thankfully, a delectably sweet smell reached my nose and guided me down the hallway.   
 
    After pushing my way through a pair of double doors, I soon found the source of the smell.  A small dining hall sat in front of me with three long tables occupying most of its space.  A large... I guess I’d call it a griddle, was positioned against the far wall, sizzling with an assortment of meats and strange foods that I couldn’t possibly recognize. 
 
    A rotund man with a ponytail appeared to be manning the griddle, flipping the odd pieces of meat atop a piece of metal heated by purple flame.  There were a few others in the room as well... an older couple sat at the closest table picking at their plates and a stout looking woman quietly dug into a large pile of food.  However, my gaze immediately drifted to the table at the far corner where Efray, Ezrielle and Danica sat. 
 
    “Hey, you’re up!” Efray said as she rose from her seat and waved me over.  I began to head in her direction but paused as I closed in, an unfamiliar sense of guilt washing over me.  What if Danica brought up our little late-night workout?  What if she already had?  Would Efray be angry?  Perhaps she’d kick me out of the house of light?  Suddenly I felt like I hadn’t thought enough of this through.  Well, there was no avoiding things now... 
 
    After taking a deep breath, I put a smile on and continued my short trek over to the table, doing my best to gauge each of the women’s current mood.  Ezrielle seemed just as cold as she had yesterday, quietly carving a piece of tender meat and placing it into her mouth with one hand as her eyes scanned over a book perched in the other.   Efray on the other hand seemed quite chipper.  And Danica... 
 
    As I sat down the augmenter shot me a devilish grin, biting at her bottom lip before finally averting her gaze back to her plate.  My god was she something else. 
 
    “How’d you sleep?” Efray asked. 
 
    “Honestly?  It was the best sleep of my life.” 
 
    Danica let out a chuckle.  “Woulda had me fooled.  I could hear you tossing and turning half the night.” 
 
    Sigh... of course she’d say that. 
 
    “A vial of puréed dream leaf,” Ezrielle said, her eyes still glued to the book.  “Drink one of those before bed.  It’ll soothe the arcana in your body and help with your rest.”  
 
    “Th-thanks,” I said, a bit surprised by her interjection.  Though honestly, I had enjoyed my workout with Danica a bit more... 
 
    As I made myself comfortable, the large pony-tailed man walked over and brought me a plate of grub containing a large strip of charred mystery meat and an odd mush filled with multi-colored berries. 
 
    “Thanks Bruno,” Efray said, drawing a toothy smile out of the man. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks Bruno,” I added with a bit of sarcastic cheer, though all I managed to get was a grunt. 
 
    Another chuckle came out of Danica.  “Bruno doesn’t speak, but he does cook a mean zilbeast.” 
 
    “That what this is?” I asked, prodding at the strip of meat.  From the far end of the room, I heard Bruno unleash another grunt, confirming my suspicions.  “Looks… delish.” 
 
    Efray scooted a bit closer and placed a hand on my back.  “Go on, try it.” 
 
    I smiled, showing a little false bravado before carving a piece and hoisting it into the air.  During my past life, I’d never had a strong stomach.  In fact, some of my old co-workers found my bland palate rather comical. Here’s hoping this new body was a bit more... tolerant of exotic food. 
 
    After a deep breath, I shoved the piece of meat into my mouth and began to chew... and chew and chew.  It was rubbery to say the least, and I felt like I was chewing for eons.  Empires were built and fell, planets crumbled, and stars blasted their final rays of light across the galaxy as I chewed this damned piece of meat.   Only when I finally swallowed it did I realize that I still had oh so long to go before my plate was cleared. 
 
    My first true test in a new world. 
 
    With a big ole piece of rubbery meat still left to be devoured and at least two pairs of eyes on me, I quickly sought to change the subject.  “So, uh... what was that sweet smell in the hallway?” 
 
    “Oh, you mean Bruno’s sweet rolls,” Danica said, pointing to a pan of spiced bread covered in glaze.  Not only did it look far better than what sat in front of me now, but the aroma was really starting to get to me.  I needed it.  Neeeeeded it. 
 
    “Oh, can I try some of that?” I asked, praying for sweet glazed salvation.  However, Bruno immediately caught on and gave me a pointed look before pointing his rolling pin at my meaty plate. 
 
    “Uh, I think he wants you to finish your plate first,” Efray said. 
 
    I smiled and tried to put on a brave face.  Of course he did. 
 
    As I chewed, Ezrielle’s eyes slowly drifted from her book over to me.  “So, Efray tells me your suffering from something akin to arcane amnesia.” 
 
    “Think so,” I replied through a mouth of half-chewed meat.   
 
    She nodded.  “Odd, I’ve never seen someone affected so severely that they forget the very basics to living.  It's almost as if you were born on another world…” 
 
    I gulped, nearly choking on what felt like a piece of soggy tire.  “I’d definitely tell ya, you know… if I remembered.” 
 
    In truth, my place in this new world was becoming more and more unclear the more I thought about it.  Was I reincarnated?  Or had my soul merely been transferred into someone else’s body?  Or was it something different entirely?  Would my luck continue or would I eventually end up in some royal’s dungeon chewing zilbeast meat until I wasted away like some sort of isekai nightmare?  So many damn questions… 
 
    “Perhaps flexing those arcane muscles will help alleviate some of those ailments of yours,” Danica interjected, briefly sparing me any further scrutiny. 
 
    I immediately pushed my plate away, giving up on the sweet rolls for now.  “Lets do it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shortly after we finished... er, breakfast, Efray and Danica guided me out to the clearing behind the house of light.  The area was actually quite large and sported a pair of wooden targets dug into the ground, the kind one might use for archery.  And beyond those lied a tree so large I doubted that I could get my arms around it. 
 
    “So, Efray says that your memories are missing in action,” Danica said as she walked past me, brushing my side with her outstretched hand.  “That you’re struggling to tap into your arcana.  Well, the arcane arts are perhaps the most vital part to one’s identity...” 
 
    “So we’re hoping a little lesson in the arcane arts will help jog those memories,” Efray added, cheery as ever. 
 
    “I’m game,” I replied, raising a fist into the air.  “Though, I gotta come clean to you...”  
 
    Suddenly the clearing fell silent as the two women locked eyes on me, waiting to drop some inevitable bomb shell that would see me kicked to the curb.  Instead, I swallowed the nervous energy that had begun to swell in my throat and hit them with all the honesty I could muster. 
 
    “I know you think I lost my memories, but…I, I think I what Ezrielle said may be true.  I think I might’ve actually been brought here from another world.” 
 
    I lowered my fist and quietly gauged the reaction of the two women, unsure of how they might respond.  This wasn’t something that I wanted to spring on them, but I’d read enough light novels about reborn heroes to know that reincarnation was a tricky topic.  And the last thing I wanted was some dark cultists to show up demanding my soul.  
 
    The others found it amusing, to say the least. 
 
    Danica burst into laughter and Efray gave me a puzzled look, as if I’d been struck in the head.  “Gods,” the augmenter blurted out.  “Do you know what kind of arcana you would need to summon somebody from another realm.  It’s unfathomable!” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Well, I mean...” 
 
    “It’s ok,” Efray said, running her long, slender fingers through my hair.  “I know what Ezrielle said may have shaken you, but I’ve read of far worse things happen as a result of vile arcana.  Whatever happened to you, we’ll make sure you get a fresh start with us.  Ok?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied, conceding defeat.  I mean, at least I had attempted to come clean with them.  Right? 
 
    “First things first,” Danica said.  “You need to know the basics of the arcane arts.  To start, there are two main factors that’ll determine the type of arcane user you are...  your class and your bloodline.” 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest, listening intently. 
 
    “Your bloodline is by far the most important of the two,” Danica continued, pacing around me with a hand on my shoulder as she spoke.  “It determines the two core elements that your arcana can access.  It can also affect other things like your mood, your temperament, and even your physique.” 
 
    “And you’re just... born with this?” I asked.  Honestly, that seemed like quite the roll of the genetic dice.   
 
    “Yes,” Danica replied.  “You see, thousands of years ago our land was on the verge of destruction, nearly overrun by mighty ravebeasts. The people of Oracle fought valiantly, but defeat was imminent...  So, the old gods gave us a tool to fight back.  By imbuing our blood with some of their arcane might, the gods were able to permanently lend us some of their power... power we used to reclaim the land.  Without their power, the old gods eventually succumbed to their end, living on through us and in legend.  Ages passed and the bloodlines changed.  Some were mixed.  Others were diluted.  Some even evolved, taking on properties of their own.  Now as it stands, there are hundreds, maybe even thousands of different bloodlines all over Oracle... or at least that’s what’s cataloged anyways.” 
 
    My brow raised as my mind processed Danica’s little history lesson.  To think that traces of godsblood flowed through the veins of myself and so many others was... well, it was pretty damn fascinating! 
 
    “So, I have the dragon bloodline,” I said, suddenly eager to learn more.  Efray suddenly stiffened but Danica waived the reaction off, signaling that she already knew of my forbidden blood.  Either way, I continued.  “I know one of my elements is fire, but...” 
 
    “Dragonblood is both a rare and powerful bloodline,” Efray interjected as her resolve returned.  “With it, you should be able to control [flame element] and [force element].” 
 
    “Wait.  Force... is an element?” 
 
    Efray nodded.  “Mhmm.  It’s one of the strongest.  You can use it on yourself to enhance your physical strength, or you can target others to impose your will on them.  Honestly, that’s as far as my understanding goes...” 
 
    “No, that’s perfect,” I said as I began to limber up.  That would explain why I was able to toss Dalamin around like a rag doll.  “I guess now I just need to figure out how I could control it.” 
 
    “That’s where your class comes in,” Danica said.  “The class you select determines how you can manipulate the arcane arts.  For instance, you’re a combat mage so your arcana is built to attack and destroy.  I’m an augmenter, so I use my arcana to imbue other people and objects with power...” 
 
    “And I weave arcana together to mend and heal!” Efray interjected, bouncing on the soles of her feet.  “Oh, how about a demonstration!” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I replied, just as eager to get started.  
 
    Suddenly, her cheery demeanor faded as she fell into what sort of resembled a fighting stance.  “I need a wound,” she said. 
 
    “On it,” Danica replied.  An instant later, the augmenter stepped beside me and dragged a small pocket blade across my forearm, leaving a gash about two inches in length. 
 
    “Dammit!” I growled, shooting her a glare with my crimson eyes as the flames within me began to kindle. 
 
    Danica merely laughed it off, stepping aside so Efray could do her work.  And go to work she did. 
 
    The weaver took a single step forward and placed her palm over my wound.  Seconds later a white light began to radiate from her palm, sending waves of soothing warmth rippling through my flesh. 
 
    My eyes went wide as my flesh began to mend itself together, repairing itself as strands of light weaved in and out of my wound.  Efray removed her hand as her spell finished, revealing a completely restored forearm. 
 
    I gave myself a look over, still amazed.  Not even a trace of the cut remained.  Not a scar, a scratch.  Nothing. 
 
    Efray shot me a warm smile.  “My star’s edge bloodline allows me to use [light element] and [shadow element].  What I just showed you was [mend], a rather simple light technique.” 
 
    “Show me how to use mine!” I begged.  “Please.” 
 
    “Very well,” Efray replied with a wink.  “First, you need to draw on your arcana.  Envision it in your mind’s eyes.  Feel it in your chest, in your core.  Then once you have a grasp of it, you need to invoke your will over the arcana and channel it into your palm.” 
 
    Ok, easy enough. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on the flames kindling within the pit of my stomach.  I envisioned them as a mighty inferno churning in the depths of my soul.  At first, there was nothing, just a hollowness inside of me yearning to be filled.  
 
    Then I found a spark. 
 
    Exerting all of my willpower, I grasped onto the spark, urging it into something more.  Soon I began to feel my flesh heat up as the arcane power within me swelled, as the spark grew into a flame that moved through my chest, creeping towards my outstretched hand.   
 
    As I focused, I began to feel an outside force guiding my arcana.  No, wait.  It wasn’t an outside force...  but one within me.  The spellbook I had once seen in my mind’s eye, it felt as though its power was imprinted into my DNA, guiding me as I attempted to draw out my [flame element]. 
 
    As though it was suddenly second nature, I embraced the spell book’s unseen guidance and invoked my will over the arcane power churning within me, channeling it towards my hand with all of the resolve I could muster.  Then I opened my eyes... 
 
    There, floating at my side was a translucent copy of my spellbook, its pages open wide.  And swirling in my palm was a red hot ball of fire! 
 
    “Yes!” I roared, raising my other fist into the air in victory.  Danica let out a playful snicker, but judging by Efray’s expression she seemed a wee bit concerned. 
 
    “Uh, Lance?  Perhaps you should complete the spell,” she said, eyeing my palm.  In truth, I could feel the ball of flame feeding off my arcana, growing in size as it filled the air in front of me with flames. 
 
    “Launch it!” Danica shouted, half laughing as she watched my eyes grow wide with concern.  Clenching my teeth, I steadied my resolve and invoked my will over the technique, gripping it tighter in my palm.  Then I shifted my stance, made my best major league pitcher impression and launched the fireball across the clearing. 
 
    The ball of flame soared through the air with impressive speed, smashing into the leftmost target as it exploded into hundreds of charred splinters, nearly wiping it from existence.   
 
      
 
    Spell: [Flame Strike] 
 
      
 
    “God damn....” I muttered as I surveyed my handiwork.  That.  Was.  Awesome! 
 
    “Great job!” Efray said, nearly as excited as I was.  Honestly, I couldn’t believe I had pulled that off.  It had felt like an extension of my will...  a mere cusp of the power I had swelling inside of me.  It felt like what this new body of mine was born to do. 
 
    And by god, I needed more. 
 
    “So, just how many of these spells can I cook up?” 
 
    “Well that depends…”  Danica replied.  “On both your rank and your spellbook.  Most classes have access to a pair of offenses spells, a pair of defensive spells, and a pair of utility spells.  Typically one for each element.  However, once you reach an elite rank you can unlock unique spells, combine spells, or even create your own.” 
 
    “I need them,” I replied, trying not to sound too giddy. 
 
    Danica merely laughed me off.  “Lets get the basics down first.” 
 
    As the day wore on, Efray and Danica slowly guided me through more applications of the arcane arts, helping me draw out the power that laid dormant within my dragonblood.  As we filled the air with arcana, I began to notice children from the village appear on the edge of the clearing, their curious eyes filled with wonder as the women guided me through another technique.  However, what I found more interesting was the prying eyes of Master Mateus.   
 
    Even from a distance, I could see him eyeing me with tepid interest as I delved further into the arcane arts, watching as if he were waiting for me to do something.  I obliged, channeling focus into my fists until they were briefly wrapped in flame.    Immediately he began to grin, but I soon noticed his eyes were following an ivory-colored butterfly that had caught his attention...  Ah well, the old man seemed a bit... loose in the mind when I had spoken to him yesterday.  Either way, after several moments of distant hovering he disappeared back into the village. 
 
    It didn’t take long for fatigue to set in as sweat began to build heavily on my brow.  It was clear the others could see it too, especially with the looks they were shooting me. 
 
    “Ready to get a bite?” Danica offered, placing a hand on my shoulder as I tried to relax my body.  I hadn’t expected the use of arcana to pose such a strain, but I could feel it beginning to take its toll.  It was like working out a mythic muscle inside of my body, strengthening an unseen but very mighty force.   
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I finally replied, wiping away my sweat with the end of my red sash.  “You ready Ef?” 
 
    The cheery weaver was positioned behind me as I spoke, so I couldn’t see her face.  That just made it all the more odd that she didn’t respond. 
 
    “Hey Efray, you ready....” my voice trailed as I turned to see a look of dread creeping across her pale face.  And there, standing at the other end of the clearing was the source of her dread.  Dalamin the bull stood with arms folded over his chest, one of his hands wrapped heavily in bandages and a sadistic grin stretched across his beat-up face.  That wasn’t the worst of it though.  No, what made matters worse was the pair of scarred-up ruffians he had on either side of him, armed and ready for blood. 
 
    “Well, I hope you still got that cocky attitude of yours, red eyes,” Dalamin muttered, grinning to reveal a bronze-capped tooth. “Cause we’re gonna beat it outta ya until you’re nothin but bloody fuckin paste.” 
 
    I exchanged a nervous glance with Danica before locking eyes with Dalamin and his overconfident guise.  I hadn’t been in many life-threatening situations in my life, but I could recognize the bloodlust in those milky orbs.  One of us wasn’t going to leave this clearing alive, I was sure if it... 
 
    And as it stood, I was heavily outnumbered. 
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    Grit 
 
      
 
    Well, things were certainly looking dire. 
 
    Across the clearing, five fully grown, fully armed bastards were staring me down, more than ready to drain every drop of my magical blood.  And what did I have at my disposal?  A waning bit of arcane power that I barely managed to grasp... 
 
    Definitely dire. 
 
    “Oh gods, I was worried this was going to happen.  You should run, Lance!” Efray said, her voice a mix of desperation and dread.   
 
    “Yeah,” Dalamin added, his face twisting into a cruel grin.   “That’ll make it easier for us to claim those two gems you have there.  Ya know, It gets awfully lonely at night in the barrows...” 
 
    Efray shuddered and Danica clenched her fists so tightly that her knuckles began to turn white.  From the looks of it, my little gambit in the woods hadn’t solved the village’s bandit problem, it’d only escalated things.  And now... now these people were in even greater danger because of me. 
 
    “Does this place have anyone else that can fight?” I growled, trying to keep my voice low enough to prevent Dalamin and his goons from hearing. 
 
    “There’s less than a dozen men living here, and none of them are fighters.  Most of them are too young, too old or too frail,” Efray whispered, her nerves clearly frayed. “And the few that can have too much to lose.  They have families…  Gods, the first time one of them tried to fight back, they roped him up and...” 
 
    “I get it,” I said, sparing the weaver from sharing the rest of her grim memory.  “Guess it’s on me then.” 
 
    My gaze shifted between the five men now approaching from across the clearing, scanning them for any weaknesses I could exploit.  All of them seemed to be carrying weapons of some sort, a trio of crude clubs and two blades that looked just sharp enough to pierce flesh. 
 
    “You two should probably be the ones to run,” I breathed.  “Warn the others or... or just get outta here.”  To be honest, I wasn’t too sure where this surge of courage had come from, though I was certain it had to do with the red hot godsblood running through me. 
 
    “You're a fool, I’ll give you that,” Danica responded, positioning herself behind me as she placed her palms on my back.  “But a damned fearless one.  Now hold still.   Perhaps all is not lost.”  Suddenly, I felt a warmth begin to emanate from her palms and flood through my body, reinvigorating me, enhancing my strength like some sort of arcane steroid.  
 
      
 
    Spell: [Greater Body Amplification] 
 
      
 
    “This imbuing won’t last long,” Danica said, half whispering as she began to retreat and the translucent spellbook at her side faded into ether.  “Now make them burn.” 
 
    I clenched my fists as the group of bandits began to close in, a sadistic sort of confidence oozing from their weathered faces.  Clearly the burns I’d given Dalamin hadn’t been enough to deter them...  Well, I’d just have to turn up the heat. 
 
    The leftmost brute closed in first, leaping in ahead of the others with a club gripped firmly in his hands.  The man grunted as he swung on me, trying to take my head off with a horizontal blow.  Thankfully, the enhancement Danica had imbued upon me had given my speed quite the upgrade. 
 
    With a nimble duck, I dodged the man’s swing and stepped into his blow, driving my fist into his midsection.  As I struck, [force element] surged through my body and into my fist, generating enough power to break several of his ribs.   
 
    The man let out a wheeze as he crumbled into the grass, no longer interested in a fight.  Unfortunately, his counterparts were right on his heels. 
 
    Immediately, I stepped back as a second club whirred through the air in front of me, passing a mere inch away from my nose.  My instincts kicked in and an instant later and I drew a ball of flames into my palm.  The bandit tried to slow his approach, but his forward momentum carried him back into my range and I planted my palm into his chest, triggering the [flame strike] and engulfing the ruffian in a torrent of arcane flame. 
 
    Suddenly the confidence on the two remaining bandits began to fracture as they watched their companions writhe in pain, handily beaten within a matter of seconds.  Honestly, I was a bit surprised myself, given how long it’d taken for me to get a grasp of my arcane power.  But with the adrenaline of battle flowing through me and Danica’s little boost, it seemed my focus had...  Hold on a second, where was Dalamin? 
 
    “Lance, look out!” 
 
    Efray’s cries found my ears just a second too late.  As I turned, Dalamin’s blade came in and pierced my side, forcing me to stagger away as an awful, awful pain washed over me.  I stumbled to my knees as I tried to put some distance between us, placing my hand on the wound as blood leaked from between my fingers.  I wasn’t even sure how the Hell he’d gotten around to my flank, but I guess that really didn’t matter. 
 
    All that mattered now was survival. 
 
    Dalamin waded in as I tried to steady myself, feinting another knife attack before kicking me in my wounded side.  I barely managed to cry out in pain before a club from one of the other bandits clipped me in the head, gashing my eyebrow and making my vision temporarily blur. 
 
    “Fucking arcanists,” one of the men muttered, clear disgust in his voice.  “I told ya they ain’t tough if you get yer hands on em.  Ain’t ever seen one on his own that can carry himself in a real fight.” 
 
    I could feel the trio surrounding me now, staring down on me as I tried to prop myself up on my elbows. 
 
    “Let’s fuckin end him then,” another replied.  “So I can go chase down that broad.” 
 
    No...  NO! 
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was the sick laughter or the ring of Dalamin’s blade, or the way that bastard spoke about Efray... but something inside of me snapped.  The trickle of arcane energy left in me began to swell and I latched onto it, allowing it to blaze within my body like a nitro boost. 
 
    “Say hello to those cunt gods for me,” Dalamin muttered as he reached down and grabbed a handful of my hair. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I replied, my voice more of a growl than anything else.  Before his blade could reach my neck, I lunged forward and latched onto his boot.  Then without hesitation, I gave his foot a mighty twist, using my burst of strength and energy to snap his ankle bone. 
 
    Dalamin let out a howl as he flopped onto the ground beside me, but my attention had already shifted.  With red eyes ablaze, I set my sights on the bastard that had clubbed me and charged.  My arms wrapped around his waist as I speared him, carrying his weight several paces until I slammed him into the trunk of the impossibly wide tree. 
 
    The club he was wielding fell from his grasp and I could see the fight in his eyes flee just as quickly, but that wasn’t enough to make me stop.  Over and over my fists slammed into his face, pummeling him into unconsciousness in a matter of seconds.   
 
    As blood dripped from my stained knuckles, I turned to find the last of the bandits dashing back across the clearing...  fleeing! 
 
    Like a man possessed, I lifted my hand and pointed my index finger in his direction.  Arcane flame and force energy began to spin at the tip of my finger, coalescing into a sphere the size of a large marble as my spellbook quickly materialized at my side. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Dragon Shot] 
 
      
 
    With a final pulse of my will, I sent the sphere scorching across the clearing and into the man’s back.  I watched as the condensed shot of force and flame melted through his midsection like a bullet... then finally I watched as he slid into the ground face first, his body now quite still. 
 
    Trickshot, more like it. 
 
    A feeling of pride began to course through me as I started to survey my handiwork.  Unfortunately, that feeling of elation was rather short-lived.  With my arcana completely expended and my adrenaline burnt out, I was suddenly left with a void... and that void was quickly filled with immense pain. 
 
    My gaze shifted to my side as blood continued to leak from my wound, staining my black attire and filling my boot. I reached down to address the wound but a sudden wave of... was it fatigue?  No, more like light-headedness assaulted my senses, forcing me to fall to my knees in the soft grass. 
 
    Soon the blurriness in my vision made its return, only made worse by the lifeblood running into my eye.  There was no doubt about it... I hadn’t just taken a beating.  I was a fucking mess. 
 
    I swear I could’ve heard footsteps as I collapsed forward into the tall grass, its surprisingly soft bristles welcoming me like a blanket.  Slowly I tried to crane my head and see just who the Hell was approaching me, but another jolt of pain and a wave of absolute exhaustion caught me in its grasp, dragging me into its dark embrace. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm, hmmm, hmmm.” 
 
    A sweet, sweet melody found my ears as I struggled to open my eyes, lulling me back to consciousness like a siren’s call.  As my lids peeled open, I found that I was no longer out in the clearing behind the house of light, but rather in a simple wooden room. 
 
    I winced as I tried to shift in my bed, still sore from the wound I’d suffered near my midsection.  So, I wasn’t dead... that was a relief. 
 
    “Lie still,” a firm yet caring voice ordered, drawing my gaze to the left. It was there that I spotted Ezrielle.  
 
    Unlike before, the head weaver had discarded her loose-fitting robes in exchange for a white halter top and a pair of unbelievably tight shorts.  Ez was incredibly toned, so much so that I would’ve thought her to be a fighter rather than a healer.  She stood at a table with her back turned to me so I let my gaze linger, basking in the gloriousness of her perfectly round ass.(Gods, this dragonblood of mine was stronger than testosterone) 
 
    Seconds passed and I waited for Ezrielle to elaborate about whatever the Hell was going on, but she continued to just hum her lovely little tune, her hands working tirelessly on something beyond my view. 
 
    “So, uh... am I-“ 
 
    “You’re healing,” she said, cutting me off before I could fully mouth my question.  “Your wounds have been treated with some moderate healing techniques.  But… but more than you realize has happened here today.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, carefully placing a hand on my bandaged midsection.  My side felt sore, but not nearly as bad as it had when Dalamin’s sword had been rammed through my flesh. 
 
    Ezrielle paused whatever she was doing and stared down at her palms for a long second before finally answering my question.  “What you did for this village was admirable, and I commend you for that.  It was also incredibly dangerous.  Several eyes were on you in that clearing, and soon the news of what transpired will spread.  Whether it be a tale told to a traveling merchant or a letter sent to one’s cousin in the city of Tyrinell, word always spreads...” 
 
    “And that’s... bad?” I asked, not too sure where she was going with this.  I mean, I had wiped the floor with those guys pretty handily, even if they’d nearly gotten the better of me in the end. 
 
    “It can be,” Ezrielle continued. “First, word will arrive to the remaining bandits in the area, making its way across the foothills to where the Blade Hounds and their leader, the Houndmaster reside.  Hopefully, what you’ve done will be enough to scare them out of their barrows and back towards the south...  they don’t often enjoy dealing with difficult prey.  But if not, you may find yourself dancing away from more, er… blades.” 
 
    “Fine,” I replied, accepting responsibility for my actions.  I recalled the look of terror I’d seen on Efray’s face and I wasn’t about to let that happen again. 
 
    “Oh, that’s only the beginning,” Ezrielle replied, seemingly amused at my confidence.  As she spoke, she turned and revealed what she had been working on at the table, a green glass bottle clasped firmly in her hands.... an elixir of some sort, no doubt.  “As I said, word will spread.  Soon, our neighbors in some of the larger cities will hear that Arcwind village is under the protection of a mage.  That brings a certain prestige with it, you know.  Others may be more willing to trade with us and for a time, our small village may prosper...” she took a deep breath as she strode over to my bedside.  “But it won’t take long until they find out what you are.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you.  Your red eyes, your fiery aura, your prideful energy.  It won’t take long before someone sees you for what you are, dragon mage.  And when the wrong people find out, they’ll come for you just as they did your brethren...” 
 
    I couldn’t have been the only damn man on this planet with red eyes… could I? 
 
    Ezrielle’s voice trailed as her fingers uncorked the green glass bottle, allowing a plume of smoke to rise into the air above us.  “Drink,” she instructed, pressing the bottle to my lips before I could protest. 
 
    As I sipped on the sweet liquid, I tried to process what the weaver had said.  My actions would create ramifications that would ripple through the countryside.  But had I been wrong?  Really, what had I done other than protect them from those that sought to take advantage? 
 
    “So what now?” I finally asked, using my sheet to wipe the remnants of the elixir from my lips.  Normally, I would’ve used my manners but the strange drink was leaving an awful tingling feeling on my lips that I couldn’t ignore. 
 
    Ezrielle sighed, though I wasn’t sure if it was due to my question or because I had used my linens like a napkin.  “Honestly?  I’m not certain.  Perhaps leaving would be best for us, especially with the attention you could bring...”. She paused, considering the other option.  “Then again, the others have seemed to develop a liking to you.  Gods, Danica is so infatuated with your bloodline that I’m surprised she hasn’t invited you to her bedside yet.  I’m certain she thinks she can cultivate your… carnal energy.” 
 
    Actually, she had come to mine.  But I thought it best to leave that little detail out. 
 
    An awkward silence began to build as the weaver lifted the empty green glass bottle and returned it to the table, my conundrum still hanging in the air.  To be honest, she’d made some valid points and the last thing I wanted to do was put the safety of the village in jeopardy... and yet, I couldn’t deny what I felt in my heart. 
 
    “I want to stay,” I said, sitting up in my bed as the elixir purged whatever pain I had left out of my body.  “I can protect you... all of you.  I proved that I can.” 
 
    When I’d spoken of the village before, I’d been compelled by a supernatural will to protect, mostly due to the territorial god blood of the world’s greatest apex predator flowing through me.  But this time was different.  The connection id began to build with Efray and the infatuation I’d found with Danica... these feelings were stronger than anything I’d ever felt on Earth.  I wanted to explore these feelings further, not leave them by the wayside. 
 
    Dammit, I wanted to be more than the office worker I once was... 
 
    Ezrielle turned back and gazed into my eyes as a slight redness began to form on her cheeks.  “It’s been a while since Arcwind was under the protection of a mage.  Perhaps... this could be a good thing.”  Her lips began to curl into a rare smile as she spoke.  “We’ll need to make a trip to the city though.  I’m going to need more resources than what I have here to help you rank up, and to help clear whatever ailments are clouding you mind.  Gods know that I’ve never seen an arcanist with a mind wiped quite like yours was… a blank slate, as Efray called it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, returning her smile with a genuine look of gratitude.  “For everything.” 
 
    She nodded before reaching forward and peeling away my sheet, revealing my flawless, fully healed midsection.  I watched her eyes linger on my hardened body for a second too long before finally her gaze met my own.  “You’ll be a bit sore, but you should be able to resume working with your arcana tomorrow.  Mages always bring extra attention, so you’re going to need to scale up quickly if you intend to stay around...” 
 
    “I don’t plan on stopping until I reach the top,” I replied confidently.  In my old life, I’d been foolish enough to accept my place... but not here, not with such awesome power literally waiting at the tips of my fingers.  This place was amazing, and I didn’t intend to waste a single moment like I had so many before trapped behind a desk. 
 
    That, and I sure as Hell wasn’t going to catch another knife in the side. 
 
    Ezrielle’s grin returned, though this time I was certain her gaze had an adventurous flare that I hadn’t seen before.  “So, what rank did you say you were again?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow for a split second as I accessed the spellbook in my mind’s eye. 
 
    “Uh, [S rank],” I replied. 
 
    Suddenly, Ezrielle’s expression warped into one of shock and the empty vial in her hand fell to the floor, shattering on impact.  An instant later the door swung open and Efray stepped in, her gaze shifting directly to the mess on the floor. 
 
    “Hey... um, everything ok?” she asked, clearly sensing the sudden tension. 
 
    I looked over to Ezrielle, then to the broken glass, then to Efray, then finally back over to Ez.  “I think so?“ 
 
    “No,” Ezrielle interjected, staring me hard in the eyes.  “Our friend here is claiming we have an [S rank] arcanist in our village...  and if that’s true, it changes everything.” 
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    An Uncommon S Ranker 
 
      
 
    “No way,” Danica said as she leaned in close and gave me a rather fervent inspection, her voice now oozing with excitement.  As soon as she heard about the [S rank] ordeal, she’d come running down the hall. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what it said?” Efray added.  “I mean, not to be rude but... you don’t feel like an [S rank] arcanist.” 
 
    “Positive,” I said, giving her a shrug.  I mean, I didn’t know what an [S rank] arcanist was supposed to feel like either. 
 
    After a few seconds, Ezrielle returned to the room with a blue crystal cradled in her grasp, its sides covered in runic markings that shimmered when hit by the sun.  Moving with care, Ez set the gem on the nearby table and motioned me over to her side. 
 
    “This is an identification crystal.  It has many uses, such as revealing the traits of powerful or mysterious artifacts.  But it's most commonly used by arcanists to display their power level to one another.” 
 
    Suddenly, an image of several arcanists appeared in my head, hands on their hips as they flaunted their power to one another… an ole wizard dick-measuring contest. 
 
    “Alright.  How does it work?” I asked, leaning closer to inspect the thing as I placed my hands on my hips. 
 
    “Place your hand on it and focus on your spellbook,” Ezrielle instructed.  “And it will display a hollow construct in the air for all to see.” 
 
    I followed her instructions and grasped the item in my palm, focusing on the spellbook in my mind’s eye, the tool used to help me manifest my arcane power.  A few seconds later, an image of the fiery tomb began to form in the air above me, far more detailed and intricate then when I was merely flinging spells.  Slowly, the pages began to open, releasing a small plume of flame before displaying my status in the language of the arcane. 
 
      
 
    <> 
 
    Name:  Lance  
 
    Rank:  S-rank Combat Mage 
 
    Bloodline: Dragon 
 
    Element:  Flame / Force 
 
    <> 
 
      
 
    “By the old gods, it’s true...” Ezrielle muttered, staring at my spellbook construct in awe.  Efray was looking that way as well, but Danica’s gaze had shifted back to me.  I returned her look and she gave me this ravenous smile, one that managed to heat my blood more than battle. 
 
    “I don’t know a lot about arcane power of this level...” Ezrielle continued.  “But if we can unlock whatever...er, is inhibiting you-“ 
 
    “Then the possibilities are endless,” Danica said, completing her sentence for her as she placed a hand on my chest.   
 
    “Hold on a second,” I said, raising my arms in protest.  “I’m still new here.  Just what can an S ranker do?” 
 
    “[S rank] is the highest rank a base level arcanist can achieve before ascension,” Danica replied, her rose petal lips still curved into a smile.  “Most start as D rankers.  They have little more power than simple magicians.  On the other hand, C rankers can actually be competent fighters and have a much stronger connection to their arcana.  B rankers are even more dangerous and often serve as officers in many of Oracle’s armies.  The sort of abilities you displayed yesterday were either high C or low B level techniques.” 
 
    I nodded, soaking up every bit of information.   
 
    “A rankers... now that’s where things get lethal,” Danica continued, pacing around me in this alluring sort of way.  “A rankers are mighty.  They have techniques that can obliterate greater rave beasts or small groups of soldiers.  And then there’s S rankers... the specialists.  S rankers have unique skill sets that surpass all others in their chosen field.  Some even possess enough strength to sway the balance of power in some of the nations of Oracle.  
 
    “Where does that leave me?  The world’s weakest S ranker?” I asked, drawing a giggle out of Efray. 
 
    “Honestly, we don’t know,” Ezrielle responded.  “We’ve never seen an S ranker before.  They don’t typically... eh, reside in small villages like this.  That’s why we need to make a trip to the city and gather more information from the arcanist’s guild.  It’s the only way we’ll properly be able to help you.” 
 
    Help me...  I hadn’t heard those words in so long that it was refreshing.   
 
    “Let’s do it, then,” I said, unable to hide the excitement in my voice.  “Let’s put this place on the map, and damn whoever tries to stop us.” 
 
    “Oh we will,” Danica said.  “But there is one thing we must take care of first...” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shortly after Ezrielle’s elixir had run its course, we exited the house of light and made our way across the village to what looked like a barn.  Its walls were made of aged wood and its roof looked a bit worse for wear...  Honestly, it reminded me of some of the old farms I used to see as a kid during trips through the country with my grandparents.  What brought me back to reality though was the horned man standing near the barn’s entrance. 
 
    From what I could tell, he looked like a mix between a human and a ram.  He was definitely older, with a short grey beard and a physique that had declined with age.  The curved horns atop his head even appeared weathered, including a large crack down the center of one of them.  Nonetheless, he wore a warm smile on his face as we approached. 
 
    “This is Grenrich,” Efray said, moving closer to me as we closed in on the ram man.  “Arcwind’s stable master.” 
 
    “What... is he though?” I asked, trying not to sound rude. 
 
    “The stable master,” Efray reiterated, looking a bit puzzled. 
 
    “No, I mean-“ 
 
    “He’s a demihuman,” Danica interjected.  “Part beast, part human, and one of the kindest men I know.  He was one of the first to try and stand up to the houndmaster and his gang.  That’s how he got that gruesome crack on his horn... an open wound that’ll never heal.” 
 
    I winced, imagining myself in his place and having to live with the pain of my knife wound each and every day.  Those bastards really were merciless... 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the lad that put some fight in this little village of ours.  Ya know, the lot of us saw what you did out there and we can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I replied as I offered Grenrich my hand.  To my surprise, the demihuman still had quite the grip. 
 
    “I suppose you’ll wanna be seeing this,” he said as he pulled open the barn door.  My gaze was immediately drawn to the stables on the barn’s left side, each housing a rather scaly looking zilbeast.  The creatures looked like lizards, albeit they were the size of full-grown horses.  They also had bright colored feathers that extended from a crest atop their head. 
 
      
 
    Scaleback 
 
    Breed: ZIlbeast 
 
    Nature: Docile 
 
    Uses: Mounted travel 
 
      
 
    Behind each of the zilbeasts a saddle hung neatly on the wall, indicating that the creatures were used as mounts.  Interesting... 
 
    As I took a step closer to get a better look, I heard a cough from the barn’s far wall.  It was then I noticed why we were really here.  Chained up in one of the stables on the opposite side of the room was none other than Dalamin, his nose caked with dried blood and his broken ankle still quite broken.  In the stable next to him sat one of his companions, his face even more busted up. 
 
    My stomach began to twist into knots as Grenrich began to lead us over to where the men were being held.  It wasn’t because I feared them though.  No, it had more to do with the realization of what I’d done. 
 
    “These are the only two that survived,” Ezrielle said, her tone suddenly cold.  “One burned to death, one suffered a rather sizable hole in his chest, and the other succumbed to a broken rib through the heart.” 
 
    “Damn...” I muttered, suddenly weighed down by my actions.  Everything had developed so fast that I really hadn’t given myself the time to process any of it.  Was I even justified in taking the life of another?  As I thought of Efray and the others in peril I was led to the answer that yes, yes I was.  But that didn’t make any of this easier to process. 
 
    “They deserved it,” Danica said as she strode by me, clearly picking up on my sudden distress.  “Don’t let your empathy trick you into thinking otherwise.” 
 
    I nodded, just a bit more at ease from the confident woman’s words. 
 
    As we reached the stable, I met eyes with Dalamin and the man shrunk into the corner of his makeshift cell, clearly uninterested in a third encounter with me. 
 
    “Keep him away from me,” the bandit muttered, his tone a mix of anger and fear.  As I stared him down, I once again saw that sadistic look of his and immediately my dragon blood began to heat. 
 
    “You should be afraid,” I growled, gripping the wood of the stable so hard that it began to crack.  A second later, one of Efray’s soft hands found my shoulder, cooling my inner flame.  My emotions were quite the roller coaster, to say the least. 
 
    “Master Mateus will be here in a few moments,” Danica said.  “So we can decide what to do with these two.” 
 
    “You oughta be letting me go,” Dalamin interjected.  “If you know what’s good for you.  The hound master won’t take kindly to you butchering his men.” 
 
    Danica turned to the man and smiled, clearly amused.  “Why should I presume you know what’s best for us when you clearly don’t know what’s best for yourself?  Do you enjoy getting beaten down by my companion here?  Or perhaps I should drop your pants and cut off your cock.” 
 
    Mental note:  do not fuck with Danica. 
 
    Ezrielle snickered and Grenrich let out a snort, but I couldn’t help but shoot them an incredulous stare… not because of Danica, but because of what was about to come.  Did these people really plan on letting senile old Mateus decide the fate of our captives?! 
 
    As I opened my mouth to protest, the barn door swung open and Master Mateus made his way inside, a stern yet barely lucid look painted onto his weathered face.  In fact, he almost looked grumpy... the sort of grumpy your grandfather got when he found out the local diner was out of free tapioca. 
 
    “Mateus!” Grenrich howled with a gruff sort of jubilance.  “Glad you could join us.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the elder replied, waving off the demihuman’s greeting.  “No hugs.  I don’t need any more of your bristly hairs littering my tunic  I just had it washed.  Now... let me see the prisoners.” 
 
    The next few moments were filled with what I could only describe as awkward interrogation and small town squabble.  Mateus repeatedly pressed Dalamin and his swollen counterpart for information, thwacking him on the top of his head with his walking stick whenever he provided an answer that the old man didn’t like.  Then he would spend the next few minutes arguing with Grenrich about whether or not their captives were telling the truth. 
 
    This ridiculous exchange went back and forth until two very obvious, very risky choices remained.  The first choice was to let Dalamin go and send him back to the Houndmaster with a warning... a warning that if any of them dared return to Arcwind then they’d be burned and broken by the city’s new mage (me, ofcourse).  The other choice was to keep Dalamin captive or just kill him outright.  That choice would leave the bandit lord guessing, and perhaps that uncertainty would keep the Houndmaster from returning to Arcwind... 
 
    Or perhaps it wouldn’t. 
 
    Either way, we were pretty certain that at least twenty more bandits from the Blade Hound clan were still residing in the foothills to the south… the barrows.  And if they all decided to storm the village at once, it would be nearly impossible for me to fend them off... well, at least at my current state.   
 
    After their interrogations ended, we shifted our conversation to the opposite end of the barn, well out of Dalamin’s ear shot.  Slowly, my gaze shifted from master Mateus to Grenrich, then to Efray and back to Danica, though I didn’t see much more than tepid uncertainty.  What I found most surprising though was when both the elder and the ram man had turned their gazes to me. 
 
    “What do you think, boy?” Mateus said.  “You’ve drawn us into this conflict.  What would you consider the best course of action?” 
 
    I’d drawn them into this conflict?!  Really?!  Before I arrived the villagers were sipping on magical lake water because their well had been locked up tighter than a preacher’s daughter.  Gods, these villagers were damn well being preyed on. 
 
    No, I hadn’t drawn them into this conflict... they’d drawn me in. 
 
    “I think you can’t continue to avoid these problems that your village is facing and hope they just go away,” I said, responding truthfully.  “But if I can unlock these powers of mine, then maybe you won’t have to...”  It was the least I could do for the kindness Ef and Danica had shown me. 
 
    The stables fell silent again as Mateus and Grenrich studied me with their weary eyes, their stares only interrupted by the snort of a lizard-like zilbeast.  Surprisingly, the edges of old man Mateus’s lips began to curl into a grin just seconds later, as if he knew more than he let on.   
 
    “Then I suggest you do what you must to unlock that... power of yours.” 
 
    I nodded, then glanced over at Danica who now had a wide smile on her face.  “Excellent,” she said as she paced back over to my side.  “Then I can take him to the city and gather the materials needed to make Lance here a full-fledged protectorate of Arcwind.” 
 
    “A-as long as you think the village will be ok while we’re gone,” Efray added, making a sidelong glance at Dalamin in the far stall. 
 
    Master Mateus chuckled.  “This village has withstood atrocities long before this boy arrived here.  It will survive a few more days.” 
 
    My grin widened as our plan began to come together, but I couldn’t help but glance across the stables to Dalamin and his counterparts.  “Fine, but we still haven’t decided what to do with that pair.” 
 
    Grenrich sighed as his gaze shifted to a rusted scythe resting on the wall, its wooden handle stained green from years of use.  “I’ll take care of them.  Go ahead and get out of here,” the demihuman said, running his oversized fingers across his cracked horn.   
 
    “Are you sure?” Mateus asked, placing a hand on the ram man’s shoulder.  “That’s a burden that not every man can-“ 
 
    “It’s fine,” Grenrich interjected, a bit more beast in his tone than before.  “These men and their brethren have done things that can’t be forgiven.  Besides, it’s probably best to leave the Houndmaster guessing.  Now go... no one else need dirty their hands with this.” 
 
    I managed to shoot Dalamin one final glance before we exited the stables that day, Efray and Danica once again at my side.  That bastard had served as my first real test here on Oracle, and we’d developed a sort of a rapport where he shows up and I beat his ass into the ground.  Honestly, it would almost be a pity to be rid of him for good. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    My thoughts of the man were fleeting as I began to imagine what the coming days would bring.  Tomorrow we’d be packing our bags and heading to the city of Tyrinell, a metropolis that began to sound more exciting by the moment.  Honestly, the thrill of adventure has already begun to course through my veins as thoughts of the wider world floated in my mind’s eye.  I mean, Arcwind was nice and all, but I wanted a taste of what this world had to offer.  I’d just have to make sure we were back in time to defend this place from whatever threat this so called Houndmaster posed. 
 
    Feeling a swell of confidence, I reached my arm around Efray’s thin waist and pulled her a bit closer, causing her cheeks to redden and her eyes to widen just a bit.  She didn’t move away though, but instead chose to embrace my touch as we made our way back towards the house of light. 
 
    And then, in the morning... to the open road. 
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    The Godsight Road 
 
      
 
    An endless wall of clouds hung in the air as I exited the house of light the following morning, creating a somber ambiance as we prepared to depart.  Oddly enough, I was the first one outside and raring to go, fully supplied and ready for whatever awaited outside the village’s non-existent walls. 
 
    Despite all of the action I’d seen the last couple of days, my black attire and red sash was still rather unscathed.  I’d also been gifted a sturdy-looking backpack equipped with rations prepared by Bruno, a pair of healing elixirs that Ezrielle had crafted, an old hunting knife and some rope.  (Honestly, I wasn’t sure what the rope was even for but it just seemed like one of those things adventurers carried around so hey, I went with it) 
 
    After a few moments of pacing, the door to the house swung open again and the rest of my party finally made their appearance.  Efray was the first out the door, her petite body now wrapped in green traveler’s attire, a loose-fitting hood pulled over her head and a curved blade now dangling from her belt.  Danica arrived next, though her choice of clothing was a bit less... practical.  Sure, the augmenter had switched to something more durable, but I couldn’t manage to tear my eyes away from the low-cut jacket that left those beautiful breasts of hers on display. 
 
    “We ready to go?” She asked, shooting me a grin with her rosy red lips. 
 
    “I think so,” I replied.  “Just waiting on Ez.” 
 
    “I’m staying here,” Ezrielle replied as she emerged from the house of light.  “One of us needs to stay behind and assist the village, and I’m the one most equipped to do so...  Besides, Danica has the best connections within the arcanist’s guild.  She can get you what you need.” 
 
    Heh, she sure knew what I needed.  Hell, I didn’t even have to look in Danica’s direction to know that she was shooting me a devilish grin.  I still looked, of course.  But that was beside the point. 
 
    “Grenrich should have our mounts ready to go by now,” Efray chimed in, though the quiver in her voice made it was clear that she had something else on her mind.  A second later, the woman broke down and rushed over to Ezrielle’s side, throwing her arms around the head weaver’s neck.   
 
    “This is Efray’s first real trip outside the village,” Danica whispered.  “As you can see, her nerves are a bit frayed.” 
 
    “That’s relatable,” I muttered, drawing a giggle out of her. 
 
    “Apologies,” Efray said as she rejoined us, wiping at her nose with her pocket cloth.  “Now, shall we?” 
 
    Moments later we found ourselves at the rear of Grenrich’s stables.  Opposite us was the stable master himself, an even look on his horned face.  However, my attention was entirely drawn to the reins in his grasp and the three lizard-like zilbeasts attached to them. 
 
    “You ever ride a scaleback before?” Grenrich asked, handing me one of the thick reins. 
 
    “Can’t say that I have,” I replied, giving the creature a quick look over.  It sort of reminded me of a giant scaled monitor lizard, save for its yellow eyes and the saddle strapped across its back.  Its legs were different as well, far sturdier and more upright than the type of trunks you’d see on this kind of beast. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll start slow,” Efray said before gingerly leaping onto one of the creature’s backs.  For someone who hadn’t traveled much, she sure seemed comfortable atop the beast. 
 
    After a bit of maneuvering, I managed to climb atop my violet-colored scaleback, causing its crest feathers to stick up with pride.  One of its yellow eyes immediately peered back at me and I could feel its tail begin to slap the dirt behind us.  It seemed.... pleased?  Maybe? 
 
    “It likes you,” Grenrich said, scratching the lizard beneath its chin as the beast let loose a joyous, high-pitched growl.  “Just take care of them...  all of them.” 
 
    “I will,” I replied, meeting his gaze with my own.   
 
    It wasn’t long before the three of us were saddled up and the edge of the village was within our sight.  Mateus, Ezrielle and a few of the other villagers had come to see us off, elders, demihumans, and even the group of children that had watched me train just a day or so previous.  Honestly, it gave our departure this sort of grandiose feeling that I didn’t feel was warranted.  After all, we would be returning in just a few days... wouldn’t we? 
 
    As our scalebacks trotted across the dirt road, I took a final glance at Arcwind, the quiet little village in the woods that had been kind enough to accept me in.  It was then I noticed the fresh dirt in the clearing behind the stable... the location where two freshly dug graves had been created.  I grimaced, quickly reminded of the gravity of the situation.  Then I averted my gaze to the road ahead and prepared for the open road. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Our plan for the days ahead was a pretty straightforward one.  It would take a day and a half to reach Tyrinell, so we’d travel til dusk or until we found a traveler’s outpost to stay at.  The following day we’d arrive at the city and meet with Danica’s contact to see what could be done about my inhibited power state.  After a night in Tyrinell, we’d set out for home the following morning, likely arriving back in Arcwind the following mid-day. 
 
    If everything went well, we’d be there and back in five days' time.  And with how sporadic and unorganized the bandits were, we had high hopes that we’d have this little trip completed before their next visit.  Ezrielle had even made the point that Dalamin was an outlier of the bandit clan and often spent more time lurking in Arcwind village than any of the others.  It was possible his absence wouldn’t even be noticed back at the bandit camp... at least not right away. 
 
    Things were in our favor.  We just had to execute. 
 
    The first leg of our journey proved to be rather quiet.  And honestly, I was thankful for that because it gave me a chance to catch some of the sights of this strange, new world.   
 
    As we made our way down the weathered road I managed to get a better look at what lied beyond the lake.  In the far distance, I could see a cluster of snowy peaks stretching across the horizon, overshadowing a stretch of foothills blanketed in a thick lavender tree line.   
 
    Eventually, we made it out of the surrounding woods and away from the lake area, taking a curved path that led us out of the village’s vicinity.  Ahead, the road appeared more open, cutting through what looked like miles and miles of grassland.  Occasionally, I spotted a weathered old tower or a broken column jutting out of the ground, but for the most part, the road ahead seemed rather serene.   
 
    “This is the godsight road,” Efray said as we trotted along on our scalebacks, passing by a large merchant carriage being towed by a behemoth-sized turtle-looking zilbeast.  “It’s one of the only roads that passes through nearly all of the northern continent.” 
 
    “Like an old world highway,” I muttered, adjusting myself on the rather uncomfortable saddle.  “I’m not gonna lie. I feel a bit... exposed out here.” 
 
    Danica let out this attractive little chuckle.  “You have no reason to worry Lance, at least not right now.  Attacks on the godsight road are quite rare.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked, my tone more than a bit incredulous.  Honestly, I had a hard time believing anything in this world was safe. 
 
    “Mhmm,” Danica replied.  “This is a mercantile road.  Most of the caravans traveling it are armed with guards, mages or both.  Then there are the trading outposts with guards of their own, and the fact that you’d be able to see an attacker coming from miles away make this road about as safe as it gets.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s called the godsight road,” Efray added.  “It’s so vast and open that it’s said even the gods can see it from the heavens.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “Wait, I thought the gods were dead.” 
 
    Efray shrugged.  “I suppose its just a nice thought, then.” 
 
    I peered up into the cloudless sky and imagined some deity dozing off in his celestial throne as he watched caravans trot along the dusty old road...   
 
    Perhaps it was a metaphorical title. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The twin suns shifted across the open skyscape as we made our way down the ill-named road, riding our scalebacks at a surprisingly brisk pace.  As we traveled, I saw a healthy number of travelers on the road, giving me another glance at the world at large and the... interesting people that inhabited it. 
 
    I spied several caravans towed by more of the turtle-like zilbeasts, most of them manned by bulky looking demihumans wielding swords large enough to carve me in two.  I even managed to grab a peek inside one of the armored carriages, where a twirly mustache-type man sat in lavish purple attire, a smoking hot babe cradled in each of his arms.  As he spotted my gaze, he immediately let out an annoyed huff before willing the door shut with some sort of arcane command.   
 
    Beyond that, I spotted a small group of demihumans that resembled lions, a reptilian that wanted to get just a bit too friendly with my scaleback, and even a hitchhiker (who happened to be just as shady as the ones on Earth). 
 
    Even this world had hobos! 
 
    Hours passed and the twin suns began to make their descent through Oracle’s sky.  However, something else had managed to grab my attention.  Just ahead, the godsight road appeared to veer off in multiple directions, making way for a large stone building.  Circular in build, the structure sported a large pair of silver doors and windows near its dome-shaped roof that were angled toward the sky.   
 
    Surrounding the outpost were a number of pole lamps all lit by white flame, acting as a beacon to welcome weary travelers off the road.  And speaking of weary travelers... at the far side of the building I spotted a group of people huddled around a fire pit, most of them in good spirits as they passed drinks to one another.  If I had to guess, I’d bet that they were the owners of the carriages parked at the building’s rear.  Hell, I even noticed a vacant stable attached to the back of the outpost for the mounts of zilbeast riders like ourselves. 
 
    “I tell ya, you shoulda seen the look on his face.  That horned bastard didn’t even see it comin when my boys drove a pike through his leathery back,” one of the travelers shouted, drawing a round of laughter from the others. 
 
    “Quite the animated crowd,” Danica said as we trotted around the building’s exterior, a quiet smile painted onto her perfect face.  I wasn’t certain, but it was almost as if she seemed a bit envious, as if she sought a world of greater adventure.  But why then had she settled down in such a small village like Arcwind?  Perhaps that would be a conversation around a fire of our own... 
 
    “This is Stargazer Outpost,” Danica continued, her gaze shifting to the stables out back.  “It’s one of the nicer refuges on the godsight road... almost inn quality in fact.  It’ll be our home for tonight.” 
 
    “You’ve been here before?” I asked. 
 
    Danica nodded.  “Once or twice...  now c’mon, let’s get these scalebacks settled in.” 
 
    Shortly after stabling our reptilian zilbeasts, the three of us made our way inside the large, circular-shaped outpost.  Given its location, the place was rather well kept with carved stone floors, finished wooden counters and all the amenities you’d expect at a decent inn.  God, it even smelled fresh inside. 
 
    As we approached the counter, a youngish woman with long, braided blonde hair greeted us, stealing my gaze. 
 
    “Howdy.  What can I do for y’all?” 
 
    “Just a room for the night,” I replied. 
 
    The woman smiled as her gaze briefly shifted to my two companions.  “We only have a few rooms available, sir.  And they only have one bed... if that’s ok.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, it’s-“ 
 
    “It’s fine,” Danica interjected before placing a small stack of coins on the counter.  Moments later, the lovely little blonde-haired woman guided us up a spiral staircase, dropping us off at a small wooden doorway down the curved hallway.  
 
    “Enjoy!” 
 
    As she departed, I pressed open the door and guided us into one of the coziest little rooms I had ever seen.  Illuminated by a hanging lantern, the room sported a single bed, a small sofa and a circular window that allowed us to gaze up at the stars.  With just a bit more space, it would’ve been perfect for a single night’s stay.  As it was though, I felt like our sleeping arrangements were about to get... interesting. 
 
    “I can take the sofa if you two want the bed,” I offered.  To be honest, I was almost certain my feet were going to hang off the edge, but I didn’t want to make things uncomfortable. 
 
    I left that to Danica. 
 
    “Nonsense,” the augmenter said as she slung her bag into the corner and began discarding her boots.  “Your much too tall to be sleeping there.  You can have one end of the bed and Efray or myself can have the other.”  Suddenly her gaze flickered over to her counterpart.  “So Ef, what will it be?  Would like the couch... or do you wish to share the bed with Lance?” 
 
    In an instant, Efray’s cheeks turned the brightest shade of red that I’d ever seen, perhaps more red than my dragon flames. 
 
    “I, uh....” she muttered, trying to pull the words out of her throat. 
 
    “Well?” Danica asked as she peeled away another piece of clothing.   
 
    “I- I’ll take the couch!” Efray blurted out before quickly turning to face the other direction.  As she turned I caught a split-second glimpse of her eyes and saw... was it regret?  Or perhaps just embarrassment?  Either way, the thought of lying down beside me for the night had her feeling some type of way.   
 
    “Why don’t we uh, settle in,” I said, failing miserably to alleviate some of the sudden awkwardness.  “We got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    Danica shot me a sly wink.  “That we do.” 
 
    To my surprise, the rest of the night developed rather quickly.  Efray kept to herself as she prepared for bed, using the tiny washroom in our room to change out of her traveling clothes.  In most fantasy realms that I’d read about, healers often ended their days with nightly prayer.  But here, in a world of dead gods, that prayer was absent.   
 
    Danica was a bit more liberal with her nightly routine, stripping down right in front of me and giving me an excellent view of her curvaceous form.  Honestly, those smooth thighs of hers and the sight of her large breasts barely contained by her lacey nightgown was enough to make my dragon blood heat. 
 
    “Feel free to come closer if you start to get cold,” she whispered before climbing into bed, drawing me in even further to her irresistible allure.  However, just moments after she climbed beneath the blankets I found her fast asleep, clearly spent from the days travels. 
 
    Gods, this woman was something else. 
 
    Unable to sleep myself, I climbed from my end of the bed and took a seat beneath the circular window.  Slowly, my gaze shifted to the starry sky awaiting just beyond the thin pane of glass.  It was vast and beautiful... perhaps more beautiful than any night on Earth.  I could only imagine what kind of wonders awaited beneath these same stars... 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    The question startled me back to attention as my thoughts had begun to drift amongst the stars.  But there, standing in front of me was Efray, her soft form wrapped tightly in a woven blanket. 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” she added, pulling her blanket just a bit tighter. 
 
    “Me neither,” I replied, offering her my hand.  “Care to join me?” 
 
    After mulling it over for a second, the weaver used my hand to climb down onto the floor.  Immediately, I reached my hand around her shoulders and pulled her closer, easing into her blanket until the warmth of her body radiated against me.  I could smell the lilac in her hair and feel the softness of her skin as it pressed against my own.  Of all the things I'd experienced in this realm, this felt so right.  It felt... it felt like home. 
 
    Several seconds passed as we sat in silence, her body pressed into mine as a soft light emanated from the window above.  It was the closest we’d been since we’d met in the forest outside her village, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t something I was yearning for.  Still, it felt like something else was on her mind. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to see the world,” Efray confessed.  “But I can’t help but wonder if it’s going to be too much.  All I’ve ever known is the village and-“ 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I interjected, squeezing the woman just a bit tighter.  “I’ve literally seen you heal wounds with your hands.  You're remarkable.  You’re going to take this world by storm and, well, I’m going to be right there with you...” 
 
    “Efray’s eyes locked onto my own as this feeling began to grow between us, as if electricity was passing through her touch and directly into me, flowing through my veins.  She held my stare for a second longer as a small smile appeared on her full lips before averting her gaze to the window above.   
 
    “The stars are beautiful, aren’t they?” she said, shifting the topic as her head came to a rest on my shoulder.   
 
    “Quite beautiful,” I added, though I wasn’t looking through the window.  No, my eyes had remained on her.   
 
    Efray met my gaze once more and for a moment, the world around me slowed.  Cradled in my arms with starlight reflecting in her eyes, she was perhaps the most beautiful thing I’d seen in this world.  So, without giving myself a chance to overthink it, I leaned in and did something I wanted to do since meeting the weaver... 
 
    I kissed her. 
 
    Immediately the tension within me released as I felt Efray’s soft lips press against my own.  She tasted sweet, more so than I ever could have imagined.  And the feeling of her body pressing against my chest as she leaned into our embrace... gods it was amazing.  It felt so good.  It felt… It felt genuine. 
 
    Our kiss lasted far longer than I expected, and was followed by several more.  But eventually, after many blissful moments, the fatigue of travel began to take its hold.  So, lying there on the floor with this undeniably beautiful woman cradled in my arms, I allowed slumber to run its course.  From there, I began quite possibly the greatest sleep I’d ever had in either of my lives... 
 
    That is, until I was woken by screams in the night. 
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    Arcana Unleashed 
 
      
 
    “What the Hell was that?!” 
 
    If the screams outside hadn’t woken the others yet, my shouting surely had.  Efray nearly jumped out of my arms and Danica shot out of the bed so fast that I was certain she had augmented her speed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” the augmenter asked as she reached for her pants, her eyes darting to the window. 
 
    “That’s what I asked!” I said, taking a peek of my own.  It had grown far too dark to make anything specific out, but I was certain there was something large moving around out there in the darkness.  The speckling of blood that had just appeared on the glass didn’t help things either. 
 
    “Should we help?” Efray stammered, clearly unnerved by whatever was out there.   
 
    I wanted to mull it over for a second but another scream and a sudden tremble in the floor beneath us told me everything I needed to know... 
 
    “We need to move,” I urged, yanking Efray to her feet before dashing towards the door.  “We don’t want to be sitting ducks when-“ 
 
    Before I could finish my statement, whatever was outside slammed into the side of the outpost, causing the building to shake so violently that I was nearly tossed to the floor.  From that point, it only took us seconds to dash through the hall, down the spiral staircase and out the front door.  Unfortunately, I don’t think anything could’ve prepared me for what I saw once I got outside. 
 
    “Oh fuck...” 
 
    Circling the rear of the outpost was a monstrosity, a dinosauric terror veiled in shadow.  Thankfully the beast was still several paces away, its dagger-like teeth ripping into the flesh of one of the poor guards. 
 
    My crimson eyes adjusted quickly as I focused in and the entire scope of this beast came into view.  The creature’s flesh was a mix of blacks and reds, with small horns jutting out of the top of its head.  Its spine sported a row of dull spikes that traveled the length of its tail, and its feet displayed three massive claws that could tear me in two.  Oddly enough, the beast didn’t seem to have any forearms, sort of like a wyvern.  But its neck was long enough that stepping into its range seemed like a dangerous proposal. 
 
    “What in the name of all the damned gods is a ravebeast doing around here?!” Danica growled.  “We’re nowhere near any ravelands!” 
 
    Huh, so this was a ravebeast... large, ferocious, terrible.  I now understood just how different these things were from their docile zilbeast cousins.  As the mighty creature finished gnawing away on one of the guards, it tossed the man’s body aside and looked to move on to new prey.  Immediately, I pressed myself into the side of the building and put an arm over Efray, trying to conceal us from view.  Unfortunately, the creature had found something else to sate its appetite with… it had set its sights on our scalebacks trapped in the stables. 
 
    [image: Diagram  Description automatically generated] 
 
    “Not good, not good!” I said, torn between two impossible decisions.  I could try to dash over and free our scaly mounts, then pray we got away.  Or I could take the safer route and flee with the others, though it likely meant our little trip would be coming to a sudden end… and with it, my chance at unlocking this power of mine. 
 
    Selfishly, I turned to Efray who looked back at me wide-eyed and full of fear.  She held her ground, but it looked like at any second she would turn and join the others fleeing the area... 
 
    Then something unexpected happened. 
 
    Out of the shadows stepped a vaguely familiar face.  Dressed in violet and black attire, the twirly-mustache mage came forward and squared up with the rampaging ravebeast, hoisting a crystalline sword onto his shoulder that gleamed with amethyst light. 
 
    “You disrupted my sleep, foul beast,” the man uttered, his tone about as dramatic as it could get.  “And for that, you shall pay!” 
 
    Suddenly a wave of energy pulsed through his sword, causing the weapon to nearly triple in length.  An instant later, he swung the mighty blade in the ravebeast’s direction, gashing its snout and forcing the creature to reel back. 
 
    “Oh, this looks fun,” another voice said as a second man stepped out of the outpost and passed me on my left.  He was a bit taller and leaner than myself, with short-cropped hair and a thin pair of spectacles.  Hell, everything about the man was clean-cut, from his all-white tunic to his gloved hands.  What demanded my attention though was the pristine silver bow in his hand crackling with energy. 
 
    With a quick non-verbal cue from the mustache mage, the bow wielder dashed forward and executed a strike of his own, yanking on an invisible bowstring and releasing arc lightning that blasted the ravebeast in its side, charring its flesh and forcing it to flinch 
 
    “Who the Hell are these guys?” I blurted out.  
 
    “They’re skilled arcanists,” Danica replied as a wild grin appeared on her face.  “Now watch them work.” 
 
    As the ravebeast tried to steady itself the two arcanists continued their assault, keeping the creature on its heels.  The violet mage let out a confident shout as he took another swing with his blade, channeling a pulse of energy into his palms.  As his weapon cut through the air, the massive sword broke into what seemed like a hundred pieces, sending shards of purple glass into the beast’s waiting face. 
 
    As the attack landed, the lightning arcanist refocused and launched a second attack of his own, charging his bow with another energy blast before raining hot white lightning onto the ravebeast’s back. 
 
    For an instant, it seemed like the pair had the creature backed into a corner.  Hell, even a few of the guards from one of the caravans had begun to move back in, ready to stick the beast with their spears... 
 
    That is, of course, until things broke down. 
 
    Wounded and surrounded, the ravebeast let out a roar, relasing a pulse of energy from its body that caused its attackers to flinch.  Then with an opening created… it lashed out!   
 
    With a quick yet violent swing of its tail, the ravebeast nailed the lightning arcanist in the midsection, sending his body skidding across the dirt in one direction and his glasses in the other. 
 
    The violet mage immediately went to his aid, regrowing his massive blade as he tried to position himself between his downed partner and the creature.  Unfortunately, the ravebeast had grown far too angry for that and clamped down on the purple blade with its powerful jaw.  A few quick shakes later and the man was sent skidding through the dirt as well, his head slamming into one of the lamp posts surrounding the outpost. 
 
    As I watched the battle unfold, I could feel my dragon’s blood begin to burn like fire within my veins, willing me to combat, to get in there.  To fight. 
 
    “I gotta do somethin,” I growled, unable to fight the urge as my fingers involuntarily curled into fists.  The other two looked ready to protest but I didn’t give them the opportunity.  We didn’t have that kind of time.  “Dani, augment me!” 
 
    An instant later, Danica’s touch sent a shiver down my spine followed by a wave of energy that carried through my muscles like wildfire.  She’d used this spell on me once before, though she never did tell me the name of it.  But Hell, the name I’d thought up for it was probably better anyway... 
 
    The arcane steroid. 
 
    Fully charged, I dashed in and began channeling arcane energy into my palms, focusing it into a red hot ball of flame.  Then like a pro quarterback, I took a small leap and threw a perfect spiral directly into the ravebeast’s midsection. 
 
      
 
    Spell: Flame strike 
 
      
 
    Perhaps not my greatest idea. 
 
    In its growing rage, the creature turned to me and began to charge in my direction, clearly undeterred by my fiery blast.  Immediately, I dug my heels into the dirt and tried to make a cut, but the beast proved to be too quick. 
 
    In an instant, the ravebeast’s jaws snapped on my upper torso, or at least they attempted to.  Razor-like teeth closed in around me as I extended my arms, pressing on the insides of the creature’s mouth to keep it from biting me in two.  It felt like my muscles were going to tear, like my arms were ready to give out as pearly white daggers drew ever closer to my flesh. 
 
    “Damn you!” I growled, fighting against the inevitable as my elbows began to bend and death literally closed in around me.  I was going to be eaten because of some idiot impulse.  I... 
 
    Or maybe I wasn’t. 
 
    As my muscles gave, I felt a powerful chain reaction go off inside my body.  First, a surge of adrenaline flooded my senses.  Then my spellbook materialized and flung open at my side, reacting to my body’s clear and present danger.  An instant later I felt a spell flowing through me, carried by a surge of my arcane power.  And then... then my spell manifested and the tide began to turn. 
 
    Blazing energy swirled around my palms as crimson scales formed around my knuckles, multiplying until they covered me from fingertip to elbow.  And with them came an immense boost in strength, as if each scale was imbued with some of my force energy.  I could feel it in my soul…  This technique, this massive boost of strength and defense was a pillar of the dragon bloodline…  
 
    [Dragonscale Armor] was mine! 
 
    With a grimace, I pressed my scaly palms into the ravebeast’s mouth, prying it open just far enough to escape its bite.  I didn’t relent though, not with the position I was now in. 
 
    Riding my wave of arcane strength, I dug my fingers into the roof of the beast’s mouth and held it in place, trying desperately to grip its flesh so I could rip its jaw in two.  However, just as I gained the upper hand I saw a flash of violet descended on my location.  A second later, the mustache mage brought his massive purple sword down on the ravebeast’s unguarded neck, severing its head with a swing powerful enough to split the sky in two. 
 
    A small round of cheers erupted as the remaining onlookers celebrated the creature’s defeat.  It felt good, honestly.  So much so that I tossed aside the beast’s severed head and began to cheer myself.  Unfortunately, I hadn’t yet figured out how to dispel my newly discovered technique. 
 
    Slowly, the violet mage’s eyes widened as he gazed upon my scale-covered forearms.  Then his mouth went agape, and he uttered some words that told me everything I needed to know about my current situation... 
 
    “Ho-ly shit.  Lad… y-you’re a dragon mage!” 
 
    Heh.  Yup, things were definitely about to get interesting. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    From the World of Oracle… 
 
      
 
    Lance’s Spellbook:  The Dragonblood tome 
 
    Offensive spells: 
 
    Ranged spells: 
 
    [Flame Strike]- fire type / 50% mastery 
 
    [Dragon Shot]- force type / 15% mastery 
 
    Defensive spells: 
 
    [Dragonscale Armor]- fire type / 20% mastery 
 
    Unique Spells: 
 
    None mastered 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The Violet Mage 
 
      
 
    No, of course I’m not a dragon mage. 
 
    Maybe I should’ve said something like that.  Maybe I should’ve tried to convince them that this technique they’d seen me use was just another ability born of some obscure or unknown bloodline.  But as strange as this sounds... I couldn’t. 
 
    The dragonblood flowing through me wasn’t just granting me power, it was affecting the way I felt, my attitude, my judgment.  And one thing that dragons had above all else... was their pride (big Vegeta vibes).  As much as Danica and the others wanted to keep my bloodline a secret, continuing to hide my new lineage just wasn’t something I could easily do.  The dragon didn’t want to be hidden... it demanded fiery acclaim. 
 
    “I’m just here to help,” I said, lowering my hands as my scales began to peel away, turning to ash as they fell to the ground. 
 
    The Violet mage met my gaze, clearly a bit unsettled by my crimson stare.  Then he glanced over at the now headless ravebeast that had nearly gotten the best of him and nodded. 
 
    “That you are,” he replied, passively playing with the end of his curled mustache as he gathered his thoughts.  I worried that he might change his mind about me and lash out with that growing blade of his but instead, he simply said, “Now why don’t we get this mess cleaned up so I can get you a drink.” 
 
    I nodded, relieved that he wasn’t prepared to push the issue any further.  A drink, eh?  Now that didn’t sound too bad at all. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A short time later I found myself seated at a small fire just behind the outpost, its soft glow reflecting in my crimson eyes.  To my right Danica leaned into me, quietly sipping on a bottle of some bluish beverage.  And to my left, Efray kneeled in the grass, quietly applying her healing arcana to the guard who had suffered some pretty gnarly bite wounds.  For a moment I watched her work, quietly admiring her selfless grace as white light poured from her outstretched hands, mending gashes that would’ve otherwise spelled death.  Honesty, it was amazing how much healing she could do, even if she was only considered a [C rank] arcanist.  Her techniques were almost mesmerizing…  however, the chatter of the group sitting across from us quickly stole my attention. 
 
    Seated at the opposite side of the fire was Candyr, the man I’d known only before as the Violet mage.  His arms were draped around two very lovely women (who he’d referred to as his wives), and a bottle of that blue alcohol dangled loosely from his fingertips.  When he noticed that he’d grabbed my attention Candyr smiled, causing his twirly mustache to rise. 
 
    “I have to say, this is probably the most interesting circumstance that I’ve ever met a fellow combat mage under,” he said, pausing to take a sip of his beverage.  “It’s not every day you come under attack from a rogue ravebeast... or meet someone from your, eh, esteemed clan.” 
 
    “I guess the pleasure is mine, then,” I replied, trying not to awkwardly shift on the log I was seated on.  
 
    “So...” Candyr continued, “how did an arcanist like yourself end up here?” 
 
    An arcanist like myself?  Gods, he must’ve been referring to my dragon blood lineage.  If I was going to have to shell out some made-up life story to every person I met then this was going to get old real fast.  Thankfully one of his wives spared me the trouble. 
 
    “Just let the man enjoy his drink, love,” Jessra, the raven-haired beauty said in her thickly accented voice.  “He already saved your life... that should be enough.”   
 
    “I suppose your right,” Candyr replied with a feigned chuckle.   
 
    Jessra nodded in triumph.  “Once in a while we need to set aside our inhibitions… especially when it comes to something as serious as life or death.” 
 
    “Yer right, yer right,” Candyr conceded.  “So travelere, wear exactly ya headin?” 
 
    “Candyr!” Jessra said once more, this time making Danica chuckle. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said.  “We have business to take care of in Tyrinell.” 
 
    Candry smiled.  “Aye, don’t we all.  Hopefully, the road ahead is a bit smoother for you.  I can’t say that I’ve ever seen a ravebeast this far away from the ravelands before.” 
 
    I immediately wanted to ask about these so-called ravelands, but I opted to hold my tongue and press Danica about it later.  Doing so now would only show these people just how little I really knew.  Instead, I merely nodded along, allowing my crimson eyes and superior physique to exude a sort of natural confidence. 
 
    As we sipped on our cobalt beverages, the Violet mage continued to make small talk.  He spoke proudly about his bloodline, the Blossom Blade, a bloodline that offered him access to both [growth arcana] and [blade arcana].  He also told us about his caravan, a small group from the Sand Hawk Clan heading to resupply his clan hall in the far north.  Despite a bit of arrogance, he honestly didn’t seem like a bad guy. 
 
    Eventually, Efray finished up stabilizing the young guard and rejoined my side, curling into me as the heat from the flames began to simmer. 
 
    “So, are these your wives?” Candyr asked, almost nonchalantly. 
 
    I gulped like an idiot.  “My... wives?” 
 
    “We’re his companions,” Danica corrected.  “You know, mutual goals and all that.” 
 
    As she spoke, I could see another devilish grin forming.  She was going to enjoy this little exchange, I was sure of it. 
 
    “Interesting,” Candyr said.  “As I remember it, the men I’d met from the Draconis clan had many wives.  Sometimes dozens.  And they weren’t all human either.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps we’ll get lucky enough and Lance here will choose to court us,” Danica said, placing a hand on my thigh.  “Right, Ef?” 
 
    “Y-yes, of course,” Efray responded, though I could feel her discomfort by the way she shrunk in my grasp.   
 
    In truth, I hadn’t considered the dynamic of our little trio since my feelings for Efray had begun to blossom.  But perhaps maybe it was time to.  Ef was the first person I’d met on Oracle, and her kindness and selfless nature had immediately shown through (the fact that she was absolutely gorgeous wasn’t a bad thing either).  She had offered to help me for nothing in return, something that was beyond rare on Earth.  And this instinct I had to protect her, it felt natural, almost primal.  It felt right. 
 
    Then there was Danica. 
 
    The augmenter was certainly the more outspoken of the two.  She was clever, sometimes loud, and the way she wore her cunning on her sleeve was just about as attractive as her irresistible body.  Though part of me wondered... was my attraction to her lust more than anything else?  And for that matter, was her attraction to me mutual?  Or did she have some ulterior motive that had to do with this bloodline of mine? 
 
    For once in my life, I had more questions than answers.  But with these two at my side and the endless possibilities ahead of me, it sure was a Hell of a place to be in. 
 
    For better or worse, Earth life was becoming a distant memory. 
 
    As the fire died out, Candyr’s small talk began to taper and he and his crew began to gather their things with eyes set on retiring for the night.  We followed suit, sharing a few final goodbyes with the Violet mage and his wives before heading back towards the outpost.  However, as we made our way towards the door, I noticed a rather peculiar sight. 
 
    Looming in one of the upper windows was the lightning arcanist from earlier, the one who had helped us fell that damned ravebeast.  Shortly after the battle, the man had retreated back into the outpost with barely a word said.  And now he was standing in the window like some sort of creeper.  It was... well, it was odd. 
 
    The lightning arcanist wore an oddly serious expression as he surveyed the area, carefully pressing his glasses onto his face with his index finger.  For the briefest of seconds, our gazes met.  Then he retreated into his room, quickly disappearing from view. 
 
    Definitely odd. 
 
    “Weird guy,” I muttered, drawing a chuckle out of Danica. 
 
    “Perhaps he was shy,” she offered.  “You know, some bloodlines can have quite the effect on one’s mood.  Those with the wandering shade bloodline are some of the kindest yet most reclusive arcanists in the world.  Battle just brings things out in people.” 
 
    Wasn’t that the truth? 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied, growing a bit too tired to speculate any further.  Then with a lengthy yawn, I yanked open the front door to the outpost and led the others back inside. 
 
    It was time for some oh so sweet sleep. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rhylin 
 
      
 
    As the night grew darker, Rhylin the spell archer watched the others with great interest.  As someone who was often calm and calculated, it was rare that something would surprise him.  Tonight, two things had done just that. 
 
    The first was the appearance of the ravebeast.  Normally those damned creatures only lurked in the ravelands, areas of the world that exuded a volatile form of energy known as rave energy.    Similar to bloodlines, this energy was born from the bloated bodies of the fallen gods, creating areas of Oracle filled with untamed arcana and chaos.  The creatures thrived on it.  They absorbed it, which often led to their extreme temperaments and violent power.  Being this far away from the ravelands meant they were on the move... certainly something to monitor.  More concerning though was that crimson-eyed combat mage he’d seen in action. 
 
    Rhylin had been around long enough to know exactly what he’d seen...  That combination of fire and force arcana, those ashen scales, that insatiable need to dominate and destroy whatever was in front of you... 
 
    That was dragonblood at work. 
 
    Slowly, Rhylin’s mind drifted to memories of the last time he’d encountered that dangerous bloodline.  It was during the final siege of the Draconis clan, where he and hundreds of others led by the Kel’sar clan had stormed the citadel of rage.  That night they used their arcana to slaughter the last of the dragon overlords and eradicate the Draconis clan from existence.  They had finally given this world a fair shot at peace... or so it seemed. 
 
    If this dragonblood arcanist was roaming around the countryside, then there certainly could be more of them.  And that meant the work of the Kel’sar wasn’t finished.  Not yet. 
 
    “Something wrong, sir?” Anna, Rhylin’s aide asked as he paced away from the window.  Orphaned for most of her childhood, Anna had been taken in by Rhylin during her teenage years.  He’d cared for her, brought her into the elite world of the arcane.  And since then, she’d served him without question.  Like him, Anna wore a pair of round spectacles on her face and held her blonde hair tied tightly behind her head.  She was petite and far less imposing than her arcanist counterpart, but her lack of magic was more than made up for by her martial skill. 
 
    Oh, and she also happened to be the keeper of an arcane familiar, a powerful night raven that remained perched atop her shoulder.  
 
    “I’m not certain...” he replied, finally answering her question.  “But there is most definitely cause for concern.” 
 
    “A new threat?” 
 
    “No, but perhaps an old one,” he said.  “Now, ready our things.  I want to leave before the suns begin to rise.” 
 
    Anna furrowed her brow, realizing that her chance at sleep was quickly fading.  “If I may, sir.  Where are we heading in the dark of night?” 
 
    Rhylin grimaced.  “Back to Tyrinell,” he replied.  “I need to speak with the Kel’sar.” 
 
    “You mean-“ 
 
    “Yes,” he interjected.  “Now quickly, have your raven track that red-eyed mage and his wives.  If my suspicions are correct, then it may once again be time to hunt dragons. 
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    The Arcanist’s Guild 
 
      
 
    My scaleback let out a gleeful growl as it dashed down the godsight road the following day, its crest feathers flowing in the breeze as it ran.  After our... let’s say interesting night, the three of us had been eager to get an early start towards Tyrinell.  Even more eager though were our scalebacks, who had nearly found themselves eaten the night before. 
 
    After a few hours of swift travel, the road began to thin out as it split in several directions.  Then on the horizon, it finally came into view.  First I noticed the tall, stone towers reaching towards the heavens followed by the larger than life citadels that loomed just below.  Beyond those were clusters of odd-shaped buildings sprawling in either direction.  And surrounding all of them, a wall decorated in the flags of dozens of Oracle’s clans. 
 
    Finally, the city of Tyrinell was within our sights! 
 
    “Oh man, this place is huge,” I said, gawking as we approached the city’s oversized gates.  “It kinda reminds me of New York.” 
 
    Efray furrowed her brow.  “Wait, is York one of Oracle’s island provinces?  Is your memory returning?  Tell me, what do you recall of the Yorks old and new.” 
 
    “It’s, uh...” Oh for god’s sake.  “Never mind.” 
 
    Our progress slowed as we closed in on the city gates and became stuck in a traffic jam of sorts.  It appeared that some of the other larger caravans ahead of us were being stopped and inspected pretty vigorously by a small contingent of armored guards.  A medieval border patrol, perhaps? 
 
    “By all the scaly gods, I can’t believe they’re still doing this,” Danica muttered as she slouched atop her mount. 
 
    “What exactly are they lookin for?” 
 
    “Synthetic arcana,” the augmenter replied.  “Some mad sorcerer concocted it in his lab and began distributing it for profit about a year or so ago.  It allows non-magic users to inject themselves with a serum that mimics the effects of our bloodlines.  It can be powerful but extremely dangerous for the user.  When things started getting bad the city militia began cracking down on the stuff.  They wanted to prevent a pandemic.   Now it's mostly found in dark alley deals.” 
 
    Man, this place really was beginning to remind me more and more of Earth.  They even had back alley wizard drug dealers for God’s sake! 
 
    “That’s intense,” I said, adjusting myself in my saddle as we finally approached the gate. 
 
    Danica nodded.  “Yes, and unfortunately they’ve become a lot more stingy about who comes and goes.  So let me speak.” 
 
    Soon a guard was at our side, giving us a careful inspection from beneath his green-armored guise. 
 
    “Business here?” He said, his voice almost robotic. 
 
    “I don’t know.  What time do you get off?” Danica replied, speaking in her sultry tone and leaning forward with that low-cut shirt of hers. 
 
    Despite the visor pulled down over his eyes, I could see the man’s cheeks suddenly turn seven shades of red. “Uh, well.  I, uh-“ 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said, placing a hand on his arm.  “I’ll be here all week, soldier.  For leisure, of course.” 
 
    “Well, p-perhaps I’ll see you around then?” he replied, grinning like a fool. 
 
    “Oh, most certainly,” she replied, leaning close enough that the man could feel her hot breath on his ear.  “I’ll be at the lazy ogre inn for the next few evenings.  Make sure you stop by... I just love taking care of our brave soldiers.” 
 
    “Y-yes, of course,” the guard said.  “Carry on.”  Then after stumbling through his words, he stepped aside and ushered us (her mostly) through. 
 
    Danica shot him a wink, and with that, we were through the city gates and into Tyrinell. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” I said, drawing a playful laugh out of Dani. 
 
    “I have my reasons,” Danica replied, shooting me a wide grin.  “That poor boy was so distracted that he didn’t even bother screening us.  Now we can move around the city without restriction as we please.” 
 
    “Heh, well played then,” I replied, once again realizing just how on point Danica’s street smarts were.  I made quick glance at Efray, who’d also grown a bit red in the cheeks.   
 
    I guess Danica just had that effect on people. 
 
    As we made our way past the gates, I peered over to Efray who’d been oddly quiet for the past few moments.  Though it only took a second for me to realize why.  Rather than interact with any of the nearby guards, Ef’s eyes were locked on the city ahead.  I could see by her expression that she was enamored by the sprawling cityscape.  Her eyes were widened, her mouth was slightly agape, and her grip on her saddle had gone slack.  Hell, I’d almost forgotten that she hadn’t seen much of the world outside of her little village.  She was in the midst of a bonafide culture shock.  We both were. 
 
    “It’s amazing!” Efray muttered as her eyes drifted skywards towards the top of some of the highest towers.  
 
    “What is?” Danica asked. 
 
    Efray smiled as her gaze shifted back to her augmenter counterpart.  “All of it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After dropping our scalebacks off at Tyrinell’s zilbeast menagerie, we began our trek through the vast cityscape.  Immediately, I took notice of just how many other arcanists were roaming the city.  Hell, I was pretty certain that I could even feel the energy circulating through them like some sort of weird-ass sixth sense for magic. There was a pair of red-robed zealots with fiery plumes dancing above their heads (not as hot as my flames of course, but ya know).  There was a man covered in dozens of shimmering blades, a lizard-like demihuman with sharp crystals growing out of his joints, and a panther woman with colorless energy swirling around her palms.  In fact, there were more than a few feline demihumans around. 
 
    There were plenty of non-arcane users around too, including a good number of demihumans with creature parts that I could only guess at.  Small tents lined the streets as vendors offered strange colored fruits, slabs of fish, or jewelry crafted by hand.  There was even an old grey lion strumming on something that resembled a guitar, collecting coins from those that passed by. This place wasn’t just a melting pot, it was a cauldron of fantasy world culture.  
 
    “Gods, I've never seen so many people in one place,” Efray muttered as she frantically tried to take it all in. 
 
    “Don’t stray too far,” Danica warned.  “Behind half of these smiling faces is a killer or a con lying in wait.” 
 
    Immediately, my mind drifted to a memory of mine, a childhood trip to NYC where I’d nearly witnessed a mugging go down.  The whole thing had happened so quickly but I remembered the unease I felt for quite a while afterwards...   
 
    I only imagined wizard muggings were a Hell of a lot worse. 
 
    As we walked, Efray scooted a half step closer and laced her fingers in mine.  Then she turned and shot me a warm smile.  “I think I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I gave her hand a soft squeeze, channeling a tinge of warm arcana into her palm. “Yeah, we definitely will.” 
 
    We continued our trek through the city, dodging small crowds that had begun to build.  It became increasingly difficult to take in the sights, but I did manage to lock eyes with an odd creature circling the air above us... a raven sporting iridescent wings.   
 
    Even the city had zilbeasts. 
 
    After a moment of traversing Tyrinell’s busy streets, we found ourselves approaching our first destination.  In front of us was a small promenade covered in etched stonework.  And at its center... the largest goddamned tower that I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Ah, the arcanist’s guild,” Danica said as her eyes drifted towards the top of the blue tower then back towards its bright red doors.  “The home of some of the most brilliant and most stuck-up arcanists in all of Oracle.” 
 
    “Sounds wholesome,” I replied.  “So, what is this place?  Like a research center or...” 
 
    “It’s far more than that,” Danica said.  “It’s a school, a political power, and a breeding ground for some of Oracle’s mightiest arcanists.  Clans from all over Oracle send their arcanists here whether it be to grow in strength, to study bloodlines, or for some absurd form of political posturing.  You know, it’s not unheard of for clans to provide donations to the arcanist’s guild in return for special treatment...” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose at the thought of bureaucratic wizard nonsense.  “Sounds slimy.” 
 
    “Fitting you’d say that,” Dani replied.  “The Draconis clan was one of the few sects to reject the Arcanist’s guild.  It caused quite a rift among Oracle’s elites that may have contributed...” 
 
    “To the clan’s downfall,” I said, finishing her statement for her.  For some reason, those words seemed to cause a stir in the pit of my stomach, as if the arcana flowing through my veins held not just spells and power but the memories of my clan’s betrayal...  
 
    As I shook off my unease, Danica led us through the bright red doors and into the tower’s entrance hall.  Unlike the house of light back in Arcwind city, this place had a sort of mesmerizing grandeur to it.  Everything about the place was ornate from the finely crafted stone walls to the majestic wooden furniture.  Even the air itself was filled with little specks of light, as if fireflies constantly inhabited the tower’s halls. 
 
    As Danica trudged forward I reached forward and placed a hand on her shoulder.  “So uh, we can just come and go as we please?” 
 
    The augmenter chuckled.  “Why wouldn’t we be able to?  I am alumni, after all.” 
 
    Of course she was. 
 
    After a few spiraling staircases and an elevator ride powered by arcane runes, we found ourselves at the entrance of what looked like a mix between a laboratory and a library alcove. 
 
    “So, is this our final destination?” I asked, doing my best to hide the anxiousness in my voice. 
 
    “Mhmm,” Danica replied.  “Though I gotta warn you, the arcanist we’re about to meet with is... eh, a bit of an interesting character.  During my academic phase, I used to flirt with him in exchange for a bit of extra help.  And well, he’s seemed to have developed a lifelong infatuation with me.  Of course, I’ve learned to spin that to my advantage, but...” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Well he’s a bit... clingy.  And eccentric.  And, well you’ll see.” 
 
    As we made our way in, I immediately took notice of the man in question... and damn was I surprised.  Positioned in the far corner was one of the most bizarre-looking arcanists I’d seen yet.  Protruding out of his black vest was not one but three pairs of arms, each gloved and manipulating a different vial or holding open an old tome.  His auburn hair was completely disheveled and his eyes were covered by goggles with a prominent green tint.  There was also this weird humming noise coming out of... eh, something. 
 
    He was an interesting sight, to say the least. 
 
    As we approached, the man glanced in our direction and a pair of leather-bound books immediately fell out of two of his extra hands. 
 
    “Dani!  Oh, you beautiful beautiful creature!  You’ve returned!” 
 
    Immediately I felt the dragon blood within me begin to heat, like some sort of primal reaction to the man’s comment.  God, dragons were so damn territorial. 
 
    “Alan!  It’s wonderful to see you again,” Danica replied, clearly fighting back some cringe as Alan squeezed her in a six-armed embrace. 
 
    “So, do what do I owe the pleasure, my dear?  Care for a drink on the veranda?  Or perhaps you’d like to continue your personal lessons?  You know, I’ve recently been awarded the title of [A rank] artificer.” 
 
    The man seemed to be basking in his own glory as he spoke at length about his recent achievements.  And Danica, she played her part masterfully, nodding along as she gave Alan’s shoulder a soft caress.  Efray and I shared an amused look as the two went on, trying not to laugh and risk fracturing this bizarre man’s fantasy. 
 
    “Actually Alan, I am here because of your... expertise,” Danica finally said.  “My friend here is suffering from a very peculiar ailment, and I was hoping we could use the [basilisk lens]...” 
 
    Alan’s smile immediately vanished as he shifted his gaze in my direction, a look of disdain forming behind those oversized goggles.  “What?  Is he cursed?” 
 
    I put my hands up in defense, but Danica stepped in front of me before I could say anything.  “Nothing quite that bad,” she said.  “He’s just suffering from arcane amnesia, or something akin to it.  You see, he’s a farmhand in my village and without his earthen arcana we might lose out on this year’s harvest.” 
 
    Farmer?!  Did she seriously just tell this guy I was her farmer?? 
 
    “Hmmm... very well,” Alan replied after a long pause.  “But if I do this, then I want something in return.” 
 
    “Of course,” Danica replied.  “What is it?” 
 
    Alan’s grin returned.  “I want a date.” 
 
    This time Efray covered her mouth as a chortle escaped from her lips.  Thankfully, Danica was swift in her response.  “S-sure.  After we help him.” 
 
    “Of course,” Alan said, finally shifting his gaze away from me.  “Now, make yourselves at home.  I need to gather my things.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    About thirty or so minutes later I found myself sitting in a stiff wooden chair as Alan finished preparing his device.  From what Dani had told me, this [basilisk lens] was an artifact that specialized in removing curses, ailments, enchantments, and any other sort of inhibitors from one’s body.  When used correctly, it cleansed the target by destroying the invasive arcana.   I only hoped that it didn’t royally fuck me up, especially since I still didn’t have a clue how I got here or any of this reincarnation stuff actually worked. 
 
    “Alright.  I think we’re just about ready,” Alan said as he made his final preparations.  Strapped to his face was the artifact itself, a giant runic lens that took up most of his face.  In fact, it almost made him look like a cyclops... a six-armed, messy haired, scrawny-looking cyclops. 
 
    “Now, when I activate the artifact, you’re going to feel some... abrasive energy flowing through you.  Don’t be alarmed, as that’s just the lens destroying any abnormal arcana inside your body.” 
 
    “O-ok,” I replied, trying not to sound nervous.  A pretty substantial part of me wanted to put a stop to this, especially since I didn’t actually have arcane amnesia.  But the more curious part of me had been convinced to go through with it.  I mean, Danica knew there was something in me stopping me from reaching the limits of my supposed [S rank] power (whatever it was) and this artifact seemed like the perfect remedy.  Then I could go back to my days of farming... 
 
    I let out a sigh.  Whatever was about to happen, I was glad I’d finally be done riding this whole arcane amnesia train.  Perhaps they’d believe me when I told them I was a valiant data entry specialist unknowingly set on fire and reincarnated by some smug dragon?  Gods that sounded ludicrous.  Damnit all, what a mess... 
 
    “You’re going to be fine,” Efray said, giving my hand a soft squeeze as she took a seat next to me. 
 
    “She’s right,” Danica added, shooting me a wink.  “Now, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a nod.  “Let’s do this.” 
 
    With the door to the laboratory shut and the lights dimmed, Alan began to activate the basilisk lens.  Slowly the runes on the device began to light up as soft, white energy began to flow from the device.  An instant later, the strange light of washed over me and a peculiar feeling began to manifest in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    Suddenly, my vision faded as the light completely surrounded me.  Then it returned... except I wasn’t in the arcanist’s guild anymore.  No, I was back inside of an inferno, like the river of flame that had led to my eventual fiery rebirth. 
 
    Unafraid of the scorch, I fought my way through the flames until I found myself in...  a room?  A chamber?  I wasn’t really sure what it was.  And I didn’t care to... because right now my focus was elsewhere. 
 
    There, seated at the opposite end of the ‘room’ in some sort of throne was a man who looked eerily close to me.  He had the same build, same hair, even the same face!  The only noticeable difference was the dark red scales covering various portions of his body. 
 
    The logical part of me said to tread carefully, but the primal side of me was drawn to the massive vacuum of flame energy that this man was creating.  And as I unwittingly approached, the look-alike’s face twisted into a devilish grin.  Then, with a voice slightly deeper than mine... he spoke. 
 
    “Well, look what we have here.” 
 
    “Who the Hell are you?” I spat, probably a bit brasher than I needed to be. 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me?” the man asked.  “Why, I’m you...  Now sit down, we have much to discuss.” 
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    Headspace 
 
      
 
    Ok.  So things had just gone a little crazy. 
 
    “What the Hell do you mean your me?” 
 
    The draconic lookalike snickered.  “Well, I'm not you you.  I’m more of a manifestation of your potential now that I’m you.  It’s complicated.” 
 
    I glanced around at the walls of fire and flame surrounding us.  “I got time.” 
 
    The lookalike rolled his eyes.  “Well, I suppose we should start when we’re first met.  Ya know, back in that dusty old antique shop on that dingey world of yours...” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Wait, you’re-“ 
 
    “Yup, I’m the one that dragged you into this world,” he said with a sort of smug pride.  “The name’s Asher Black, and I was the greatest dragonblood arcanist in all of Oracle.” 
 
    It seemed like Asher was expecting me to bow down in awe.  Instead, I let out a sigh, more confused now than ever.  “Would you quit speaking in god damn riddles!  First, you said you were me.  Now you’re telling me your name is Ash Black.  I mean, what is it?!” 
 
    Ash’s smug look deflated as he shifted in his seat, clearly a bit surprised by my outburst.  “I suppose I owe you a more concise explanation, seeing as I’m the one that brought you here.”  He shifted again, this time leaning forward in his chair as he gathered his focus.  “For starters, I was one of the Draconis clan elite.  I was the enforcer, the one who leveled the titans who sought to stomp out our clan... and I was also one of the last ones standing when our mighty sect fell.  In a last-ditch effort to preserve our great bloodline, our clan mystic took a fragment of my soul and plunged it through time and space, far away from those that sought to snuff us out of existence.” 
 
    “Is that how you ended up in the antique shop?” I asked as I folded my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Precisely,” Ash replied.  “I was sent in search of a biological match, a creature whose physical make up most closely resembled my own.  That’s how I found you... the perfect match.  And after you stumbled upon the relic that harbored my soul, I transferred what was left of me into your body and activated the final incantation, dragging you back into my world.  Essentially, what was left of me was absorbed into you.  So yes, I am you now.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to rub my head as a thousand more questions swirled within my thoughts.  “But if your me then how are you here?” 
 
    Ash shrugged.  “Technically, what your speaking to is a manifestation of me created by the dragon blood in your body.  Think of me as an imprint or a stored memory unlocked by that [basilisk lens].  And I must say, using that lens was an ingenious move.” 
 
    “…It was?” 
 
    Suddenly, a fiery core with three rings around it appeared in the air above his open palm. 
 
    “Well, when I transferred my power to you I intended to let you grow into it.  But that lens has shattered many of the inhibitors and roadblocks I put in place.  These rings here represent the inhibitors I created to slow your growth.  Initially, you possessed the power akin to a [C rank] arcanist…”  Suddenly, two of the rings faded away.  “But with the lens wiping much of that away you’re now closer to the power of an [A rank].  You won’t be at full power just yet, but you’re going to be growing into it quite a bit faster than I’d hoped. I just pray to the scaly gods that you can learn to tame all the power you’re about to inherit.  It’d be a shame if it tore you apart.” 
 
    Well, that was reassuring.  Just one more barrier lied between me and realizing my full [s rank] awesomeness. 
 
    So, it looked like this little trip was about to pay off after all.  For better or worse, the full power of an [S rank] arcanist would be mine a bit quicker than intended.  Now if I wanted to use it I just had to figure out where the Hell I was. 
 
    “You’re in your own mind’s eye,” Ash said, clearly able to share my thoughts.  “A domain created when that lens destroyed my inhibitors.  But don’t worry, the artifact’s work is almost complete and soon you’ll be back at that dreadful tower.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, suddenly growing concerned.  “I’m not ready to go back yet.  I’ve got more questions!” 
 
    “There isn’t time,” Asher said as he casually spun a ball of flame on his fingertips.  “The lens has nearly run its course.  And besides... you’re about to receive some unwelcome company...”. Seconds later, the flames surrounding began to close in. 
 
    “No,” I protested.  “I need to know why the Hell you brought me here.  And why every other person in this god damned world wants to kill me because of my bloodline!” 
 
    Ash merely chuckled as the flames began to draw him in.  “I brought you here to restore us.  Just know this little dragon... not everything you hear about the Draconis Clan is true.  Often times we paint our enemies as villains in order to justify the spilling of their blood...” 
 
    As Asher spoke his final words, the rest of the room was consumed in flame.  Immediately I could feel myself being pulled back into reality, drawn out of this pocket existence that had manifested within my mind. 
 
    Although my time with Asher had been brief, I did learn some valuable information.  Whatever was left of him was in me now, potentially making me one the strongest dragonblood arcanists in all of Oracle.  And all he desired?  Was for me to simply restore the glory of our shattered clan that seemed to be universally hated among the world’s elite. 
 
    Easy, right? 
 
    But before all that I had something else to take care of.  Because as I returned back to my body I wasn’t staring down Alan and his lens.  No, he was now cowering under his desk as all six of his arms cradled his body.  And in front of me, a trio of masked arcanists stood with rigid postures that displayed ill intent. 
 
    Things were about to get interesting. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Rhyllin 
 
      
 
    Hours earlier... 
 
      
 
    Rhyllin the spell archer folded his hands behind his back as he made his way down the imposing stone hallway, his assistant Anna at his side.  Earlier that morning, Rhyllin had arrived in the vast city of Tyrinell.  And now... now he was charting a path through perhaps one of the coldest places within the city’s walls. 
 
    He had entered the clan hall of the Kel’sar. 
 
    This wasn’t the Kel’sar’s main clan hall.  No, it was but a satellite location used to establish a foothold in the northern province.  Still, Rhyllin found this particular establishment unsettling.  And not just because his clan, the thunderbirds were subservient to the Kel’sar.  It was more so because of the icy arcanists that led this particular faction.  With their frozen sword bloodline, the Kel’sar had developed a rather tight grip on most of the continent.  And after dealing with the Draconis clan, their patience for transgressors was quite thin.   
 
    [Ice arcana] and [blade arcana] was a deadly combination… a brutal truth that he’d seen with his own two eyes. 
 
    With a deep breath, Rhyllin pressed open the heavy wooden doors in front of him and made his way into the next chamber, a room so frigid that he could see his breath.  It was a reflection of how the Kel’sar operated... cold, calculated, ruthless when necessary.  It was why they were the only clan able to orchestrate the fall of the mighty Draconis.  It was also why Rhyllin was here.  Alerting the Kel’sar to a stray dragon blood arcanist would certainly gain his clan favor.  Perhaps he might even be rewarded... 
 
    “Eyes up, sir,” Anna said as the pair approached their destination.  In front of them was a table made of wood and ice, longer than it was wide.  And at its end, a pair of arcanists.  One of them appeared older than time itself, hunched in his chair with a blue hood draped over his head.  That was clan elder Loris, an elite rank spell shaper and leader of the Kel’sar’s northern territories.  And at his side... his nephew, his protégé, a young combat mage with an affinity for exotic weapons and a penchant for dealing death.  His name was Kalor Iceborn (rightfully named after his mighty bloodline) and he was the one the Kel’sar sent when they wanted their problems... eradicated. 
 
    Elder Loris didn’t so much as look Rhyllin’s way as the lightning archer approached, instead focusing on the meal that he had laid before him.  Apparently, he’d arrived during breakfast... 
 
    Great. 
 
    “We have a guest, uncle,” Kalor said as he studied Rhyllin with those intense grey eyes of his.  For a second, Rhyllin entertained the thought of facing Kalor in a duel if it ever came down to that…. A bit of sizing up, if you will.  At first, Rhyllin tricked himself into thinking he could take the young man, kiting the nimble arcanist with his range before finishing him with a blast of arc lightning.  They were both A rankers after all and he was a renowned duelist… but alas, Kalor likely had rare elixirs pumping through his body that pushed his arcana far behind his rank.  Ah well, hopefully an encounter like that would never be necessary. 
 
    Kalor shifted as an uncomfortable silence set in, his spiky white hair unmoving as he turned to gaze at his uncle.  However, the ancient-looking man merely continued to suckle the juices from his ivory-colored fruit.  Fortunately, after another painstakingly silent moment, he finally spoke. 
 
    “Why have you come to my home during breakfast, Thunderbird?” Loris asked, clearly not in the mood for any niceties. 
 
    Rhyllin shifted on the balls of his feet, a bit taken back.  But he quickly gathered himself and responded. 
 
    “I wanted to be the first to warn you, elder,” Rhyllin began.  “Last night, on the godsight road... I saw an arcanist with dragon blood in his veins.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Lorin responded, almost dismissive of the lightning archer.  As he spoke, a trail of purple juice began to drizzle down his chin.  “You know as well as I do that those wretched mages were wiped out in the final siege.” 
 
    Rhyllin nodded.  “I know all too well...  I was there.  And yet, what I saw of this arcanist from last night, what I felt... I am certain it was one of them.” 
 
    Clan elder Lorin’s sunken eyes gazed at Rhyllin as he sought truth in the man’s statement.  It was an uncomfortable stare, one nearly as cold as the arcana that dwelled beneath his fingertips. 
 
    “Are you suggesting that an entire coalition of clans somehow let some of those blood devils slip through the cracks?” 
 
    Rhyllin shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “And if so, how do you know he’s here?  I see that you didn’t bother to bring me his head.” 
 
    Suddenly, Rhyllin was second-guessing his little trip here.  Instead of praise he was being met with blatant hostility.  Thankfully Anna was there to back him up. 
 
    “We used my scrying raven to track him here.  He’s currently somewhere in the arcanist’s guild tower,” she said, confident and unafraid in the clan elder’s presence.  “We didn’t want to slay the arcanist outright, in case the Kel’sar sought to use him for information.” 
 
    “Smart girl,” Lorin replied before taking another bite of his fruit.  “Perhaps we’ll see if your correct then.  Nephew, find out this so-called devil blood’s precise location and take a group of our scouts to investigate.  If he truly is what they say, then you shouldn’t have a problem with just one of them.” 
 
    Kalor nodded.  “And what would you like me to do with him once he’s located, uncle?” 
 
    For once Lorin’s face began to form into a crooked smile.  “If he’s an imitator then kill him where he stands.  But if you believe there’s any truth to it, then beat him within an inch of his life and bring him back to me.  We can freeze the blood in his veins until he begs for death.  Understood?” 
 
    “Yes uncle.” 
 
    Suddenly, Lorin’s gaze shifted back to Rhyllin.  “We will see thunderbird.  And if what you say is true, then perhaps your clan will be deserving of an... accolade.” 
 
    “Thank you, elder,” Rhyllin said, bowing low.  Then he watched as Kalor casually strolled by him, an iceforged dagger spinning on the tips of his gloved fingers. 
 
     Things were about to get interesting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    13 
 
      
 
    Guests 
 
      
 
    30 minutes earlier 
 
      
 
    Alan 
 
      
 
    “What in Oracle’s light have you brought here?!” Alan shouted as he tore off the basilisk lens and tossed it onto the desk beside him, clearly shaken up by what he’d just done.  Moments ago, the artificer had used the device to help clear up the ailments of this farmer arcanist.  Danica had advised him that it was likely a nasty case of arcane amnesia, but from what she spoke of it sounded more like a curse. 
 
    Now he was certain it was neither. 
 
    When Alan activated the [basilisk lens], the first thing he noticed was this boy’s strange makeup.  His arcane channels were unlike anything he’d ever seen.  Rather than laterals paths carved beneath his flesh, his channels were swirling rivers of energy, dense and encompassing most of his body…  Gods, it was as if he’d been born in another world.   
 
    Even stranger, upon delving a bit further, he found that the boy wasn’t suffering from any curse that he knew of.  No, what he encountered was a barrier forged from the arcana of old, a technique long forgotten.  And when the volatile energy of the lens began to tear that barrier down, he saw a powerful crimson guise staring back at him. 
 
     “What is it?” Danica asked as she stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder.  He immediately shrugged her off, the lying wench. 
 
    “You know what you’ve done,” Alan growled as he ripped the lens off and tossed it onto the table, clearly shaken.  “Gods, this isn’t some farm boy!  This man has been soulscarred!” 
 
    Soulscarring was a technique thought lost to the passing of time.  Such a powerful spell involved taking one’s soul and imbuing a large part of it into the body of another, often times transferring the caster’s power into that new body, scarring their soul, so to speak.  Alan was no expert on such ancient techniques, but he knew that one’s body wasn’t equipped to house multiple souls.  So either he was dealing with some poor boy that was now wielding perhaps the most dangerous bloodline in all of Oracle...  Or, he was dealing with one of the last dragon mages taking refuge in some commoner’s body.  Seeing that the ever prideful Draconis clan completely despised the aracanist guild, it was most likely the former rather than the latter. 
 
    “W-wait, that can’t be it,” Efray stammered as she approached the man’s side.  “He was a blank slate.  He-“ 
 
    “Yes,” Alan interjected.  “Because the arcana being used here is far beyond any of us.  And this boy... he’s not like anything I’ve seen in this realm.  He’s...”. Suddenly Alan’s expression morphed into one of rage.  “He’s some sort of agent of the Draconis, isn’t he? He made you bring him here to infiltrate the guild, didn’t he?!” 
 
    “What?  No!” Danica replied, though she was quickly cut off by a sudden loud pounding on the laboratory door.  Seconds later, a pulse of destructive arcana shattered the door’s latches, forcing the portal to awkwardly swing open.  And in walked... 
 
    Trouble. 
 
    Fast approaching were three extremely well-built arcanists, each of them sporting cobalt tunics and masks with a singular star-shaped eyehole.  Their hands were wrapped in dark leather gauntlets, and they didn’t have any weapons on them to speak of.  However, they were far from harmless.  These men were enforcers of the Kel’sar... they were weapons themselves. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?!” Alan growled, his eyes wide with anger as he watched the door of his precious lab precariously fall to the floor.  In truth, the artificer knew exactly why these men were here.  Somehow, the Kel’sar had been alerted of the dragon blood mage and they were here to snuff him out.  That was certainly fine with Alan, but if he didn’t play dumb then he’d likely be accused of harboring the illegal arcanist... and that was most definitely not fine. 
 
    “Step aside,” the center arcanist ordered, his singular visible eye rapidly surveying the room. 
 
    Alan grimaced.  “Certainly.  But be warned, if you harm one of my artifacts then the Kel’sar will be paying-“ 
 
    Alan’s words were cut short as one of the masked men raised his hand and fired a sphere of ice into his diaphragm, forcing all six of his arms to curl around his midsection.  Immediately, the man crawled beneath the table, no longer interested in anything to do with the icy trio.  After all, he was an artificer, not some sort of brute bred in combat. 
 
    Instead, he would take cover while the Kel’sar eliminated their prey.. and send a prayer to the dead gods that they were careful about it.  Because if any of his artifacts were damaged, then Danica would owe him far more than a date. 
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    A Level Up 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    So, something had definitely gone down while I was trapped in my own headspace.  Even with masks covering their faces, I could sense that these guys had bad intentions.  And with the way they were approaching, boy I could tell they were figuring that they could back it up. 
 
    With the fog in my mind clearing, I began to climb out of my chair.  However, Efray was quick to step in front of me before I could fully rise. 
 
    “Leave him alone,” she stammered, mustering all of her courage as she spread her arms out wide.  The centermost arcanist paused, cocking his head to the right as he gave the weaver a hard stare.  Then he casually drew his hand across his chest and snapped it forward,  striking Efray with a backhand that sent her falling to the floor... 
 
    The biggest fucking mistake he’d ever make. 
 
    Immediately my senses flared and I leapt to my feet, diving forward and catching Efray an instant before she hit the floor.  Her gaze softened as she looked up to me, the mark on her cheek beginning to swell. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said softly as I carefully released her from my grasp.  “Everything is going to be alright.”  Then I stood and faced our attackers, my crimson eyes glowing with unbridled rage. 
 
    “Don’t try to resist,” one of the masked arcanists said as he lifted his hand in my direction, icy arcana building on his fingertips. 
 
    “Resist?  Heh.”  No, I wasn’t going to resist...   
 
    I was going to fucking annihilate them. 
 
    As I lunged at the trio, I instantly felt a difference in my power level.  What once felt like a steady stream of arcana flowing through my veins now felt like a raging river, barely contained by the constraints of my human form.  And when I focused it into a strike, the reverberations of that power made my hand tremble. 
 
    The center arcanist saw my attack coming and immediately fell into a blocking formation, forming an icy shield in his palms that he used to block my attack.  I ignored the attempt and shattered the ice with a fist full of force energy, driving through until I connected with the man’s chin.   
 
    The icy arcanist’s head snapped back and his body nearly folded in half as he went skidding across the floor, only coming to a stop when he smashed into the wooden doorframe.  Despite my show of force, the other two didn’t show any hesitation.  Instead, they used the split-second opportunity to leap within range and latch onto my arms.   
 
    In the breath of a second, the pair began to channel ice energy into my limbs, causing a thick layer of ice to rapidly form over my hands and up my forearms, a clear attempt at neutralizing my offensive output.   
 
    So, this wasn’t going to be like my brawl with the bandits... these guys were engaging with strategy.  That was fine.  I’d destroy them all the same. 
 
    As the ice crawled up my arms, I followed my instincts and delved into my spellbook, allowing myself to fall into the power bestowed upon me by Asher Black.   
 
    Despite my lack of experience, this newfound power of mine was acting like a guiding force.  The knowledge of the dragon mages was in my DNA.  It flowed through me and I gladly accepted it, embracing the immense power that I now carried alone. 
 
    Arcane power flowed through my chest and into my neck as the book manifested itself at my side, Its luminescent pages glowing like flame as I cultivated the technique building within me...  then I opened my mouth and unleashed the newest ability in my repertoire... 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Dragon’s breath]! 
 
      
 
    Red hot flames flowed from my open mouth as I took aim at the masked arcanist on my right, engulfing him in arcane fire and forcing him off my arm.  The instant his grip loosened I swung my arm to my opposite side, smashing the third attacker with my icy club hand and leaving a sizable crack in his mask.   
 
    After feeling a taste of my power, the three icy arcanists were hesitant to re-engage, instead choosing to regroup near the lab’s entrance.  Meanwhile, Danica had grabbed Efray and taken her to cover behind one of the large wooden desks.  
 
    “Bring it,” I roared, lifting my ice-covered fists in the air like weapons.  The biggest advantage I had was my unpredictability.  And dammit I needed to press it! 
 
    A quick nonverbal cue and these assholes were coming at me once more, again generating icy cold arcana in their open palms.  I stepped up and confronted them with a play of my own, channeling force energy and slamming my trapped fists together in front of me with all the strength I could muster. 
 
    Shards of ice sprayed at the men as my hands broke free, slowing their approach for the briefest of seconds.  I used that time to switch energy signatures and channel flame energy into my palms, heating them back from near frigid temperatures.  In that instant, I realized just how much more powerful I was. 
 
    In a split second, my fists went from icy cold to glowing like hot embers, generating enough heat to manipulate the air around me.  Even better, I found that the energy needed to sustain this technique was minimal.  Was it elegant?  Hell no… but it was certain to put some heat on my punches (pun intended).    
 
    It just needed a name… [Ember fists]…  Hell yeah, that would work. 
 
    As my fists brightened, I leapt forward with insane speed, targeting the smallest of the masked men on my right.  Before he could recharge his arcana I battered him with a quick one-two, snapping his head back with a jab before catching him behind the ear with a right hook. 
 
    As my attacks landed, the volatile energy in my fists created small bursts of flame, similar to the explosive power a bullet generated on contact.  The added force caused the arcanist’s mask to shatter and his knees to buckle, and a third strike would’ve likely ended him for good.  Unfortunately, one of his cohorts was quick to come to his aid. 
 
    As the masked man charged in, I turned my hips and threw perhaps the most vicious uppercut known to man, launching the bastard into the celling with my outstretched fist and blasting a hole in his midsection with my technique’s errant flames.  An instant later I let his body fall to the floor and snapped a force empowered kick at my original opponent, sending him to the shadow realm and leaving me one on one with the final icy combatant. 
 
    With his face now revealed, I could see the trepidation in him, the unease.  Clearly, the threat I posed was a bit more than they expected... 
 
    Or perhaps, I was just getting too cocky. 
 
    “Lance, look out!” Efray shouted as the not so unconscious man lying near my feet reached out and latched onto one of my ankles, covering it in a thick layer of ice.  In the same breath, the unmasked arcanist leapt forward and attacked my immobile form, generating a large icy spike in his grasp as he closed the distance. 
 
    I poured all of my focus into the incoming spike and reached forward at the last possible second, catching the weapon in my grasp a mere inch from my chest.  The icy tool immediately began to melt in my clutch, its tip sharpening. 
 
    Drawing on my draconic might, I forced the spike up and in, turning the weapon on its creator and breaking off a shard directly in his exposed neck. 
 
    Fatality. 
 
    After channeling a bit of flame energy and breaking my boot free, I turned and gave the man near my feet a vicious kick in the temple, sending him back into twilight.  Then I shifted my gaze back over to Ef and Danica, a slight grin forming on my face. 
 
    They didn’t smile back. 
 
    “Who the Hell were they?” I asked as the glow in my fists began to subside. 
 
    “That is the Kel’sar!”  Alan interrupted as he frantically climbed out from beneath the table.   
 
    Ah, so it was some of those bastards responsible for the fall of my clan.  Perhaps I should’ve been a bit more… violent.  Was that even possible? 
 
    “They didn’t seem like much,” I muttered, folding my arms over my chest. 
 
    “That’s because those were merely scouts, likely B rankers,” Danica replied, clearly worried.  “Now gather yourself, we have to go before-“ 
 
    “Oh no, you’re not going anywhere!” Alan interjected as he stomped over towards the door to cut us off.  “I’m not going to be implicated in any sort of-“ 
 
    Suddenly, the man’s words fell silent and all six of his arms went limp as an icy blade appeared in the center of his chest.  He turned his head back in my direction and shot me a final glare, muttering the words “but I never completed my experiments…” before his body fell lifeless to the floor, leaving only his attacker standing in the doorway. 
 
    The man standing there had a certain arrogance about him, the kind that made you second guess approaching him in a fight.  His sculpted body was covered in another one of those cobalt tunics, though his arms were left bare, save for his runic tattoos.  His short white hair stood on end, and his grey eyes seemed to convey a short yet constant lifetime of strife.  What I kept my eye on though was the blood-stained blade of ice that hung in his hand, imperfect and deadly. 
 
    “So, the thunderbird was correct…” the blade-wielder muttered as he used his tall boots to callously step over Alan’s twitching body.  “There is a dragon in our midst.” 
 
    I quickly raised my fists and began generating arcane energy, preparing for whatever was to come.  “You better keep the fuck away.” 
 
    The man chuckled at that notion.  “Perhaps you don’t recognize me… odd, I think your brethren would have before I snuffed out their flames.  Or maybe you’ve forgotten, so I’ll remind you.”  The man lifted his blade and pointed it at me in some sort of exotic fighting stance.  “My name is Kalor Iceborn, though many know me as the dragon slayer…” 
 
    A chill echoed through my body as his words found my ears and a wave of his icy power passed through me.  It was likely an attempt to intimidate and weaken one of my strongest assets… my dragon’s pride.  And by the look on Danica’s face… I had reason to be worried. 
 
    But dragons refused to back down.
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    The arrival of Kalor Iceborn 
 
      
 
    Focus. 
 
    My eyes narrowed as Kalor Iceborn raised his blade and took a step in my direction. 
 
    Anticipation. 
 
    My muscles tightened throughout my body, ready to react in a split second’s notice. 
 
    Pride. 
 
    My veins flowed with the blood of the dragon, pumping arcane energy through every facet of my being as I readied myself for battle. 
 
    I may have been born as a mere human from earth, but that might as well have been eons ago.  As the will of my former, Asher Black began to settle within me I knew what I was… the final standard bearer of the dragon bloodline.  The last of my clan.  I was the dragon mage and I would not be denied my flame! 
 
    Kalor leapt in with a swift overhead swing of his blade, its icy form releasing waves of shimmering energy as it cut through the air.  I countered with a technique of my own, crossing my arms in front of me as [dragonscale armor] covered my limbs. 
 
    I managed to absorb his blow with ease, but his free hand came around and found its mark as an icy gauntlet formed around his fist and slammed into my midsection.  A jolt of pain passed through my body so I rolled away, avoiding the second swing of his icy sword.  
 
    Kalor pursued with a cold intensity, dismissing his gauntlet and manifesting a second ice blade in his off hand.  Before he could close the distance though I channeled a ball of flame and force energy in my scaly palm then launched it in his direction. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Dragon shot] 
 
      
 
    Kalor attempted to cut through it, but the orb erupted on contact, causing the compacted force energy to blow him back a few yards.  Unfortunately, the iceborn mage proved nimble enough to land on his feet, avoiding virtually any damage. 
 
    Once again silence befell the room as Kalor and I locked eyes, our arcane energy flowing around us like mighty auras.  I could see in his grey eyes that he was measuring me, evaluating his next point of attack.  And reflected in those eyes was my own crimson gaze and a look of unmatched will. 
 
    Slowly, I began to generate more force and flame energy in the palm of my scaly hand, readying myself for the man’s next attack…. Then something unexpected happened. 
 
    As Kalor began to move in, Danica lunged in from the side, a small augmented dagger held firmly in her grasp.  Clearly, what she’d seen of our skirmish thus far had led her to believe that I needed an added advantage.  Unfortunately, Kalor had somehow noticed it as well. 
 
    Rather than charge in, the iceborn sidestepped into Danica’s range.  With a quick swing of his blade, he managed to disarm the augmenter.  And with his other blade… 
 
    Danica’s eyes went wide as the icy weapon slid across her midsection, causing her lifeblood to spill out and her body to hit the floor with an unceremonious thud. 
 
    “NO!” I screamed, lunging at the man with reckless abandon.  As I closed the distance, Kalor hoisted his blades in a defensive formation.  Normally, it would’ve been the perfect formation to stave off my attack… that is, if I was targeting his body.  Instead, I went after the blades themselves. 
 
    Using flame energy to reinforce my dragonscale armor, I grabbed the blades in either hand and twisted with all my might, melting the masterful weapons until they snapped like twigs.  Then with Kalor exposed I drew flame energy into my throat and unleashed a red hot wave of [dragon’s breath]. 
 
    The iceborn showed an immensely high level of fighting prowess, dropping to his knees to avoid my technique before jamming one of his broken ice blades into my thigh.  My draconic instincts kicked in and flame energy flooded my leg, creating a patch of ashen scales that stopped most of the damage. 
 
    As I defended his strike, Kalor was already onto his next technique, forging an ice shuriken out of his other broken blade before launching it at my neck.  Again, I fell into my combat instincts and leaned out of danger, barely dodging the spinning shrapnel before back-flipping a safe distance away.  
 
    As I landed, my eyes immediately began to drift towards Danica who still lied on the floor clutching at her wound.   But with Kalor charging at me I had to quickly reassume my focus. 
 
    In an instant, the iceborn forged a pair of icy hand axes in his grasp and lunged in my direction, bringing the weapons together in a pair of horizontal slashes.  Again I backpedaled,  barely dodging the blow.  Unfortunately, I didn’t sense the lab table behind me and began to stumble. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Kalor (literally) dove on the opportunity and forged an ice pillar beneath his feet.  The construct propelled him into the air and onto my chest, allowing his boots to drive me into the table and onto the floor. 
 
    I tried to rise but a fresh layer of ice grabbed at my midsection.  I tried to fire off a [flame strike] but a boot quickly found my forearm, slowing me down just enough to expose me to his next strike. 
 
    Daaaaamit! 
 
    A smug look flashed on Kalor’s face as he lifted his axe into the air, a look he probably wore every time he slayed one of my draconic brethren.  Then he uttered the words… 
 
    “For the Kel’sar.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was movement behind us, a pulse of energy followed by a flash of black.  Kalor paused and an instant later, a pair of massive black tendrils tore through the lab, constricting the iceborn’s body… 
 
    And by the gods, they were coming from Efray. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” she howled as the shadowy tendrils flowed from her fingertips.  Gone was the woman’s soft demeanor, replaced by a dark, almost unnerving power.  This… this must’ve been the other half of her power, the other half of her star’s edge bloodline… 
 
    Light and shadow. 
 
    “Begone!” Efray shouted as her hands continued to weave dark energy, manipulating the shadowy appendages that she had manifested.  Though she’d never mentioned this side of her powers before, I could see that she had some mastery over it.  Her eyes shimmered like starlight and her shadow had lifted from the floor, now floating behind her like a dark cloak. 
 
    As the surprise began to wear off of Kalor, she willed her tendrils forward and launched the arcanist through the laboratory, jettisoning him out the window and into the veranda many, many stories below. 
 
    All I could do was sit in awe, blown away by not only her bravery but Efray’s sudden display of strength. 
 
    “We have to go,” she urged, pulling me out of it as she dropped her shadow veil.  “He’ll be back.” 
 
    I nodded and together we dashed over to Danica, hoisting the woman up by her arms.  She immediately groaned in protest, likely due to the massive gash in her stomach that had left her all but incapacitated.  Thankfully, none of her innards had begun to fall out. 
 
    “Ef, can you do anything?!?” I stammered. 
 
    The weaver nodded and placed a hand on Dani’s stomach, smearing lifeblood on her sleeve as she channeled light through the wound.  It wasn’t perfect, but it did enough to make the augmenter mobile once more… 
 
    And that’s the best we could hope for right now. 
 
    “We need to move!” Danica reiterated as some of her pain diminished and a bit of her resolve returned. 
 
    “Sure,” I replied.  “I mean, we’re only in the upper echelons of a giant tower.  No problem.” 
 
    “I may know a way,” she replied, her voice still labored from the wound she’d suffered.  “But first…” her eyes shifted to the broken doorway and the countless flights of stairs beyond.  “We have to get off this damned tower.” 
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    Fantasy Realm Free fall 
 
      
 
    My heart raced as we dashed down the hall, eyes darting from side to side as I awaited the inevitable attack.  What we’d done, dispatching the scouts from the Kel’sar clan and tossing one of their leaders out of a thirty-story window, well that was not going to be easily forgiven.  Plus there was the whole obsession with ending my bloodline thing… 
 
    The city was nice while it lasted, but it was time to get the Hell out. 
 
    I began to hear commotion as we dashed down our first flight of stairs.  Whether it was because of my duel that had mostly trashed the laboratory or the fact that we’d just launched a prominent arcanist from the head clan out of a window, it was clear we’d garnered some serious attention.  But perhaps we could use that to our advantage… 
 
    As we reached the floor below, a group of scholars rushed into the hall, nearly colliding with another wave of Kel’sar scouts that had ascended the far staircase.  I didn’t think twice, ducking into the crowd of scholars before sneaking into the now open door at my right. 
 
    The room we entered was now empty, save for the large open tomes left lying across the tables and the bookshelves lining the walls. 
 
    “Close the door!” I shouted, desperately trying to hide our location.  As Efray slammed the portal shut, I grabbed one of the bookshelves and heaved it over, further barricading the entrance.   
 
    “Do you think they saw us?” Efray asked, unable to mask the desperation in her voice 
 
    “If not, they’ll find us soon,” Danica replied as she allowed herself to sink into the far corner, her arm still cradling her wounded abdomen.  “The Kel’sar are as proficient as they are cold.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    As the commotion in the hall began to fade, I leaned over the bookshelf barricade and pressed my ear into the door.  I listened…. Nothing, nothing, nothing. 
 
    SKKIRT! 
 
    My eyes went wide as an icy shard tore through the door just inches from my face.  I immediately leapt back and prepared myself for the inevitable break-in.  It never came though.  Instead, deadly frigid air began to pour in through the small hole in the wooden door, covering everything it touched in a thin layer of ice. 
 
    “They’re trying to freeze us out!” Danica half-shouted as she forced herself back to her feet. 
 
    “Well that’s a new term,” I said, backpedaling away from the icy fog.   
 
    Efray immediately put her hands out as if she was preparing a spell, but instead chose to take another step back. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Ef.  We can’t fight through that!” Danica growled.  “There’ll be dozens of them up here in minutes.  It won’t matter how strong Lance is!” 
 
    “Then we find another way out,” I said, trying to bring some reassurance to the already frantic pair.  Quickly, my eyes scanned the room for an out, for something, for anything.  Unfortunately, my gaze kept going back to the singular window on the far wall.  I could feel the pressure as our space continued to shrink, as the icy miasma crawled through the air uncontested.  
 
    Then an idea surfaced. 
 
    “Ef, do you still have energy to shadow weave?” 
 
    She gave me a nervous glance then nodded 
 
    “Good, now listen closely…” 
 
    Seconds later, the glass shattered as the three of us dove out of the impossibly high window.  Danica’s arms were wrapped tightly around my neck, and my arms had found their way around Efray’s waist.  And in the weaver’s hands… a massive shadowy tendril! 
 
    The wind forced my eyes to tear up as we plummeted through the air, the shadow lashing now the only thing keeping us from gruesome death.  As we continued to fall, the tendril tightened its grip on the window sill above, slowing our descent.  I took that opportunity to plant my feet on the side of the tower and began a vertical sprint towards its base. 
 
    Immediately I could feel eyes on us as we descended the massive structure, gazing at us from the crowded streets below as we literally wall-walked the guild tower.  Well, at least some of them were.  The others were fleeing or gathered around the large crater likely created by tossing Kalor Iceborn down thirty stories. 
 
    “I can’t hold on much longer!” Efray yelled, clearly straining with whatever arcane energy she had left.  Unfortunately, we were still nearly a hundred feet away from- 
 
    “Ahhh!” 
 
    Efray and Danica shrieked in unison as Ef’s shadow tethering snapped and our fall became far more rapid.  With no time to think I grabbed the pair and cradled them into my chest.  Then I spun in mid-air, turning my back to the fast-approaching ground.   
 
    “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon!” I growled as fire energy flowed into my back, constructing a layer of dragonscale armor beneath my tunic… 
 
    Then came the smack! 
 
    A rather loud boom filled the street as my body collided with the ground, cracking the stone beneath me and knocking the air out of my lungs.  Thankfully, that seemed like the extent of my injuries thanks to a quick layer of dragon scales (though it did make me wonder what kind of mess lied at the bottom of Kalor’s crater). 
 
    Efray was the first one on her feet, and soon she was dragging Danica and I up by our arms.  “Lance, c’mon,” she urged.   
 
    I shook off my pain and followed, pulling Danica behind me as we entered the street.  In just a few moments though it was clear that we were going to have a hard time escaping this… eh, situation.   
 
    Humans and demihumans alike fled the area as we scampered down the street, uninterested in entangling themselves with a target of the Kel’sar.  Then there were the icy bastards themselves,  multiplying in number every time I looked around.   
 
    We had to get out of here, and fast! 
 
    “In there!  Now!” I shouted, pointing to a large wooden building just a few paces away. 
 
    Without giving them a chance to respond, I quite nearly dragged the pair in, moving far too quickly to bother reading the sign that hung above.  However, upon entering I quickly saw all that I needed to see. 
 
    What I’d just yanked my companions into was what appeared to be a rather rustic-looking tavern.  Unfortunately, it also looked like we were the only humans in the place, because staring back at me were the disgruntled faces of at least a dozen half-lion demihumans. 
 
    “Well, this is awkward,” I said, drawing a snarl out of one in the back.   
 
    Immediately, one of the lion men sporting a long, dirty-golden mane approached and pointed a clawed finger towards the door.  Slowly, my eyes drifted upwards until I finally met his gaze. 
 
    “Get out,” he ordered in a voice that almost resembled a growl.  
 
    I turned and looked back at the door, sensing the danger awaiting just beyond, then returned my gaze to the lion man.  This wasn’t going to work… 
 
    “Listen,” I said, trying to keep my voice low.  “If we just stay for a few-“ 
 
    “Get.  Out,” the brutish feline reiterated, causing some of the others in the back to stir.   
 
    C’mon, nice kitty… 
 
    I held back a sigh and slowly raised my open hands into the air.  Unfortunately, as I tried to plead my case the demihuman stepped in and delivered an uncontested fist to my face. 
 
    A few of the other lion men roared in approval while a group of lionesses near the back snickered.  But me?  I whipped my head back around and let my dragon rage flood my senses, causing my eyes to burn like hot embers. 
 
    “Alright, that’s it!” I growled before rebounding with a strike to the lion man’s abdomen that caused him to fold in half.  Suddenly, the tavern fell silent as over a dozen feral gazes fell on me… 
 
    Then all Hell broke loose. 
 
    I grabbed the nearest chair and gave it a violent swing, staving off my nearest attacker before clipping another demihuman in the head.  A second swing nearly shattered the chair against another’s chest, and a third left the seat in splinters and another lion man writhing on the ground.  
 
    As more of the tavern began to surround me, I picked up one of the broken chair legs and began waving it around like a mad man, staving off a lioness with dagger-like nails and holding the others at bay… barely. 
 
    Suddenly, another loud crash near the tavern’s entrance grabbed their attention as an icy spire tore through the wall, sending shards of wood and glass and the occasional demihuman spiraling through the air.  The Kel’sar had found us already…  
 
    Persistent bastards. 
 
    “Run!” Danica urged, grabbing my wrist and yanking me out of the fray as most of the lions turned their attention to the new threat at their door.  Moving with haste, the three of us ran towards the back of the tavern, climbing over the old wooden bar as we set our eyes on the kitchen.  The scraggly-haired barkeep tried to step in our way but a quick shove of force energy sent him crashing into a shelf of liquor, sending glass and alcohol spraying across the floor. 
 
    Without hesitation, I kicked open the swinging door and led the other two through the kitchen, barreling by a rather surprised cook and a row of steaming dishes until I found what I was looking for… 
 
    A rear exit! 
 
    In seconds we were out of the tavern and into a back alley behind the old window building… a reprieve from the lion’s den, so to speak.  My eyes darted to the right and my feet soon followed.  However, a series of shouts and commands from the next street over had me turning and heading in the opposite direction. 
 
    “We can’t allow ourselves to get trapped back here,” Danica said, panting as she still favored her midsection.  “They’ll kill us, or worse.” 
 
    Worse?  What could be worse?! 
 
    Immediately, I turned and began running in the opposite direction.  The sounds from the street grew louder as we navigated the broken alley.  I turned and dashed between two buildings, then turned and ran between another as our exit points were cut off.  Soon we’d be surrounded.  Soon we’d be in the icy clutches of- 
 
    I stopped dead cold in my tracks as a figure descended in front of me from one of the rooftops below.  This mysterious newcomer was covered from head to toe in sleek leather armor, accompanied by a long brown cloak and a mask that concealed their face.  Immediately, my eyes gravitated to the curved sword slung across their back, its blade resting inside an onyx sheath. 
 
    As I steadied myself I felt Danica’s hand rest against my back, ready to augment me with whatever energy she had left.  Likewise, Efray came to my side and held her palms out at her sides, suddenly unafraid and ready to tap into the shadowy side of her bloodline. 
 
    “Wait,” the masked figure said, raising a gloved hand in defense.  From the sound of their voice, it was clear this person was a woman, though what struck me was this odd familiarity that I felt.  Was it someone from the village that had followed us?  Or perhaps someone I’d ran into on the godsight road.  Damnit, who was this… 
 
    “Follow me,” the masked woman continued.  “I can take you to safety.” 
 
    “Or take us right back to them,” Danica spat. 
 
    The masked woman paused and put a hand to her ear.  As the screams and shouts of the Kel’sar filled the air, she nodded along.  “Feel free to disregard my advice, but I’d say your options are pretty limited.” 
 
    I scowled, mostly because she was right.  Efray on the other hand remained surprisingly resolute. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are or with what clan you reside…” suddenly her palms formed into fists and her body twisted into a rigid bow.  “But I would be grateful if you grant us safe passage out of here!” 
 
    My eyes widened, Danica cocked her head in confusion and the masked woman shook her head. 
 
    “Just c’mon.” 
 
    A few seconds later and we were in pursuit of the masked woman, following her down what appeared to be a dead-end alley.  Just beyond I could hear the shouts of the Kel’sar scouts… they were closing in fast. 
 
    The masked woman seemed to sense that and knelt onto the street, placing two fingers on the cool stone.  Then she spoke something in a language I didn’t understand and the ground seemed to open up. 
 
    “Come,” the woman said, leading us down what I could only describe as an arcane manhole… and a direct path into Tyrinell’s sewer system! 
 
    “Wait,” I said.  “The scalebacks…” 
 
    “Will be retrieved,” the woman said.  “Now come.” 
 
    For moments we traveled silently, following this masked stranger through the dingy tunnels beneath that massive city.  But was she a stranger?  There was just something so damn familiar about this girl… 
 
    “Wait!” I said, grabbing her shoulder and stopping her from trudging any further through the muck.  The woman immediately responded by rolling out of my grasp and unsheathing her sword in a single motion. 
 
    “Who are you?” I reiterated. 
 
    After a few tense seconds, the woman lowered her blade and relaxed her posture.  Even stranger though was this weird feeling I had that she was smiling beneath her mask. 
 
    Slowly, her hands rose to her veil and peeled away the disguise, allowing matted locks of red and blonde hair to fall to her shoulders and revealing a face that I knew all too well. 
 
    My jaw absolutely dropped…. 
 
    “Erin?!” 
 
    Erin Reed, my crush from Earth work was standing in front of me with a sword slung across her back…. What the fuck was going on? 
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    The Business of Hounds 
 
      
 
    The foothills near Arcwind village 
 
      
 
    A chill wind blew through the Begari barrows, causing a long, tattered cloak to flow with the breeze.  That particular cloak had seen better days.  Its green hue had lost its luster from many days in the sun, and its once impeccable design had been torn in countless battles.  This particular cloak, once a prized possession of some well-to-do mage, was now worn as a badge of honor… upon the shoulders of the man who had killed him… Hido Shourgrave, The Houndmaster. 
 
    Hido was a beast of a man, a scarred, rugged individual that towered over most others.  However, it wasn’t just his indomitable nature that made him an effective leader.  No, Hido was a true alpha, a primal force that demanded respect.   
 
    He was the Houndmaster, and the dogs of war heeled to his command. 
 
    Slowly, Hido’s gaze shifted across the horizon as the breeze brought down more of the frigid mountain air.  His gray eyes peered into the distance, past the woodsy terrain and beyond the crystal blue lakes.  Beyond all of that beauty lied a small village, one hidden from view amongst the trees. 
 
    This village had become a lifeline for his bandit clan.  The place was undefended and had little in the way of arcana.  But most importantly it was a gold mine of natural resources.  Unfortunately, the people of this particular village weren’t fond of sharing with his kind, and a bit of strong-arming proved necessary to convince them otherwise.  Hido didn’t take any sort of joy in it….  Hell, he even spared them the pain of occupying their quaint little houses and shattering their false sense of security.  But he wouldn’t stop taxing them for what they were worth.  
 
    It was more out of necessity than anything else.  His people, his clan… bandits as they were off referred to,  they were the forgotten men of this world.  Arcanists were the ones who claimed all the glory, the fame, the recognition.  But they weren’t the ones in the trenches.  Men like him, they were the backbone of Oracle.  They did the jobs that those damned arcanists turned their noses to.  They fought battles with blood and sweat, not arcana.   They carried this world on their back. 
 
    Hido shifted his gaze in another direction, unwilling to dwell on such thoughts any longer.  It was then he noticed a pair of his men approaching from their small grouping of tents. 
 
    “If you bring word, I hope they are good ones,” Hido said, his voice deep and resounding. 
 
    “Not so great,” one of the men responded as he ran a hand through his greasy red hair.  “Dalamin and the others ne’er came back from the village, an’ it’s been a couple days.  He ain’t e’er stayed this longer before.” 
 
    “Then he’s dead,” Hido responded, his tone colder than ice.  The Houndmaster had known Dalamin enjoyed spending time in the village, eating more than his share of food and ogling their women.  In fact, he’d done it so much that it came as a surprise when Dalamin the bull returned to him bruised and beaten.   
 
    The man had spoken of an arcanist at the village acting as it’s protector… something that would prove to be problematic for their little arrangement.  So, Hido sent Dalamin back with reinforcements, confident that his men could dispatch one backwoods arcanist from a no-name village. 
 
    It now appeared that wasn’t the case.  Ah well, mistakes were often made in battle, but the knowledge gained was what often won the war. 
 
    “Oh gods, whada we do now?” The red-haired man asked, clearly sensing the tension in Hido’s mood.   
 
    Hido shifted his gaze back towards the woods and tossed his tattered cloak behind him.  Who knew what had to be done, even if he didn’t take any joy in it.  Hido felt at peace out here in the barrows… the air, the quiet, the peace....   
 
    “Tell the men to gather their things.  We’re heading to the village,” he finally said. 
 
    “B-but what about the a’canist?” 
 
    Hido grimaced.  “We show him that even iron can cut down the arcane.” 
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    The Unplanned Arrival of Erin Reed 
 
      
 
    “Erin?!  How…”  I was at a complete loss for words.  “How the Hell are you here?” 
 
    I still couldn’t believe it.  Erin Reed, the drop-dead gorgeous woman I’d perused from my cubicle oh so many times was standing in front of me!  I mean sure, she looked a bit different… her blonde hair had a strawberry tinge, her ears were a bit more pointed than they’d been before, and her eyes were a crystal blue… but damnit, I knew without a doubt that this was her (and gods, did she look as good as ever)! 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” she said, grinning as she gave my new form a look over.  “Last time I saw you we were in that antique shop… ya know, when the room you were in went up in flames.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that…” I said, rubbing at the back of my neck. 
 
    “I tried to open the door,” she continued. “Figured maybe I could lead you to safety.  Instead, those flames sucked me in…” 
 
    My eyes widened as she continued her tale. 
 
    “I was pulled into an endless sea of stars where I floated for what felt like ages.  I lost all sense of time and feeling… until something found me.  I’m not sure what it was but it guided my soul here where I awoke like this.”  Erin lifted her arms and flexed, displaying a pair of surprisingly cut biceps beneath her thin armor.  
 
    “Damn,” I said.  She was looking pretty cut. 
 
    “Mhmm,” Erin replied, clearly pleased with herself.  “Thankfully I woke I found outside of that gods awful city.  I ended up in the den of a trio of forest demis… they sorta took me in.  They were really kind, but I still thank the stars that I'm strong enough to take care of myself.” 
 
    “Oh?  Do you have any… eh, abilities?” I asked, my interest piqued. 
 
    Erin’s smile widened.  “It was so bizarre, but it’s like I was reborn skills I never had before.  I can track, I can hunt.   I can use a bow… and by god am I wicked with this sword.” 
 
    “You're a sword stalker then!” Efray interjected, eyes wide as if this was her first time seeing such a person (and honestly, it probably was). 
 
    Erin winked.  “[A rank] Sword Stalker Erin Reed, at your service.” 
 
    At your service, eh?  Seemed like she was adapting just as quickly as I was to this new world.  Unfortunately, it didn’t look like everyone in my group was quite as… welcoming. 
 
    “Wait,” Danica said, giving Erin a quick inspection before turning her gaze on me.  I could see in her eyes that she was pondering something.  “The artificer, when you were under he brought some of your truths to light… he told us that you might not be from here…  from Oracle.” 
 
    For the first time since I’d met her, Danica seemed almost vulnerable.   
 
    “I tried to tell you that,” I replied.  In truth, I probably could’ve pressed the issue quite a bit harder back at the village, but we were past that now.  At least I’d be able to drop the whole arcane amnesia thing. 
 
    Danica gave me perhaps one of the most serious looks she’d ever given me.  “You did… briefly,” she replied.  “So I suppose it’s time to listen.”   
 
    My gaze shifted from Dani to Efray.  Then with a solemn nod, I began. 
 
    As we made our way through the lower tunnels I came clean about everything.  I told them about my life before Oracle, about the antique shop, about my meeting with the Draconis clan mage and my lack of knowledge about this world.  Honestly, it felt good to get it all out in the open, not just because it was the truth, but because they were finally believing what I had to say. 
 
    As I continued my tale, I shifted away from my old life and more towards my time here.  I told Erin about the village, about the bandits and about the lovely companions that now traveled at my side. Once I began talking about my power set though, I faced constant interruptions from Erin. 
 
    “So wait.  You can plate yourself in scales?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “And breathe fire?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And generate enough force to punch through a stone wall?” 
 
    “Probably two,” I replied, smirking. 
 
    Erin’s eyes widened.  “Can you fly?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “Ya know, I’ll have to get back to you on that.” 
 
    After I finished, Erin told her own story.  She spoke about waking in the woods on the Far East side of the city, and of the forest demis that found her and took her in.  She told us about her new abilities… her heightened senses, her super-effective hearing, her overactive sense of smell, her vision that allowed her to track creatures through multiple lenses and spectrums, and her uncanny ability with the sword.   
 
    So, she wasn’t just an arcanist… she was the damned predator. 
 
    “How the Hell did you find me?” I asked, a question that had been nagging me since I realized it was her. 
 
    Erin’s cheeks reddened.  “Well, it was sort of by accident.  I was in the city… eh, robin-hooding when I saw people falling out of windows.  Then I caught a glimpse of you and I just knew.  I mean, I figured if I was here then you had to be somewhere on this strange planet…” 
 
     My brow furrowed.  “Robin-hooding?” 
 
    Erin shrugged.  “Ya know, stealing from the rich, giving to me.   Girls gotta eat, ya know.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    After her tale was finished, a strange silence fell upon the group as Danica and Efray processed what they had just heard.  I imagine it was difficult hearing they’d been traveling around with someone from another world.  I mean, I was barely able to handle it myself when I first woke up on Oracle.  However, as we neared the end of the tunnels I felt soft fingers lace themselves within my own… ones that belonged to Efray. 
 
    “I’ve never met someone from another world,” she said softly.  “In fact, I’ve never done anything like this…” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” I replied with a warm smile. 
 
    “After this…” Efray paused as she considered her next words.  “Will you show me more?” 
 
    My smile widened and my hand tightened around hers.  “When this is over, we’re gonna see this whole damn world.” 
 
    As I stepped a bit closer the scrape of boots reminded me that we weren’t sharing this moment alone.  Quickly, my eyes darted over to Danica and Erin, though I was relieved to see smiles on both of their faces. 
 
    “I’m glad to see I’m no longer the only tail you’re chasing,” Erin said as she led us up an incline towards the tunnel’s end. 
 
    “Oh, we’re not demihuman,” Efray replied.  “We don’t have any tails.” 
 
    Danica chuckled and Erin made an interesting expression.  “R-right…” 
 
    Suddenly, Danica’s lips curled into one of her oh so devilish grins.  “You know, Lance here has declared himself the protectorate of our village. That, along with his rank and title as an arcanist afford him many luxuries in this world... such as a selection of wives.” 
 
    “Oh?” Erin said, either intrigued or feigning intrigue. 
 
    For fuck’s sake. 
 
    “Mhmm,” Danica said.  “As you can see, he’s already begun courting Efray here.  Perhaps you’d like to come back to the village with us?  It is quite lovely in the fall…” 
 
    “May-be,” Erin said as she shot me a sly glance.  It seemed like the Earthen woman had caught on to Danica’s… heavy-handedness.  Though, I couldn’t lie.  I really wanted to know just what was going through her head… 
 
    “Look!  Up ahead!” Efray said, tearing our attention away from the little verbal spar that was taking place, but for good reason.  Because up ahead was our saving grace… daylight! 
 
    Our conversation tapered as we reached the mouth of the tunnel.  Tall metal bars had once sealed off the circular exit, but a few of them had been bent out of place, allowing us access to the outside.   
 
    Honestly, I was surprised just how far the tunnel had taken us away from the city.  We were nearly a mile away from the city’s walls, located in a swampy area with red and gold wildflowers growing out of the muck and vegetation.  The noise of the city was barely a low hum now, replaced by the strange kaws coming from the bloated zilbeasts soaring above.  What caught me though was the smell, which I could only describe as a sort of pungent beauty… odd, but refreshing. 
 
    “My place is just up ahead,” Erin said, speaking as if she’d been living here for years.  Honestly, it wasn’t surprising she’d adapted to this place faster than I did.  Even on Earth, she had this way of handling whatever life threw at her.  She made it look too easy… 
 
    As we rounded a massive, twisted tree, Danica reached forward and gave my tunic a yank.  “Wait,” she said.  “I here someth-“ 
 
    Before the words could fully escape her lips, a trio of figures emerged from the trees.  They were armored in what looked like living wood, dressed in greens and browns that blended all too well with their surroundings.  More alarming though were the bowstrings pulled taught in their grasp and arrows trained directly on our vitals.   
 
    Immediately, my draconic senses flared and arcana began to flow to my palms but before I could move the snap of a bowstring echoed in my ears.  Despite my supernatural speed, I knew that I’d be too slow to intercept the attack… I only hoped that this particular projectile was aimed at me, and not one of my ladies. 
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    Erin Reed, [A rank] Sword Stalker 
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    Carnal Exploration 
 
      
 
    THUNK! 
 
    The arrow slammed into the ground between my feet, causing my adrenaline to spike.  I quickly formed a ball of fire and force energy in my grasp to counter, but Erin unsheathed her sword and held it out in front of me, bringing the skirmish to a quick halt. 
 
    “Wait,” the earthen woman said as she relaxed her posture and slid the blade back 
 
    Into its sheath.  “These are friends.” 
 
    “I told you to bring back food, not friends,” one of the bowmen responded as he stepped forward and retrieved his arrow out of the dirt.  Though as he got closer, I quickly realized that man may not have been the right word. 
 
    The living wood that I had previously mistaken for armor was actually flesh, and the green hair atop his head were… leaves, maybe?  Ah, a demihuman of the forest… a forest demi. 
 
    As the demi approached, he had a smirk on his face that rubbed my dragon senses the wrong way. I promptly folded my arms over my chest and glared at him with my crimson gaze, causing the smile on his treebark lips to quickly fade. 
 
    “Who are these people,” another one of the pointy-elbowed demihumans said. 
 
    Erin took in a deep breath.  “This here is Lance, another visitor from my world… and a friend.  Lance, ladies,  these are the Elmrick brothers, the forest demis that I told you about earlier.  Now can we get going?” 
 
    The Elmrick brother gave me a nod and his grin started to return.  I shot him a rather uninspired gesture back and together we began to follow Erin through the entanglement of trees.  Slowly, my gaze found its way back to the Earthen woman and the way her hips swayed in that mesmerizing sort of way.  And in that tight armor… gods, I almost couldn’t believe it, but once again I was chasing the tail of Erin Reed. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before we were out of the swampy basin and into a more thickly wooded area.  The trees here were thick like large wooden pillars and their branches twisted like gnarled limbs, entwining with one another to create a large canopy above us.  As we walked, one of the Elmrick brothers, the one with the stupid grin, spoke to us. 
 
    “So there I was, eating my stew when BOOM, my senses start going crazy.  I catch on to this lovely smell, so I walk into the main room of our cabin and there she is, sittin on the floor with this look’a bewilderment on her face.” 
 
    “It’s true,” another one of the brothers added, a slightly taller and leaner version of the other.  “I was sittin just a few feet away.  Turned my head for one second, and when I turned back she was there.” 
 
    “They thought I was a gift from a reborn god,” Erin teased.  “Still do, probably.” 
 
    “Not with that attitude,” the first brother retorted.  “More like a devil woman with that attitude if you ask me.” 
 
    Erin merely snickered, flipping her red and blonde hair back as if to say ‘yeah, so’.  It was pretty remarkable how quickly she’d adapted to life here, how she’d taken the reigns and just rode with it.  Neither of our lives on Earth were particularly remarkable, but even now she was proving that she’d always been cut out for so much more than just a desk job… perhaps we both were.  
 
    Soon we arrived at the home of the Elmrick brothers, a old cabin hidden in the trees.  Well, it wasn’t exactly a cabin, more like a home woven into the trees themselves. 
 
    Apparently, the trio had been living here off the grid for some time, foraging food and supplies from the city when necessary.  It was a simple life, but not one without its simple charm.  Hell, it sorta reminded me of Arcwind village…  Gods, was I missing that place already? 
 
    “Uh, we weren’t really expecting guests,” the long vine-haired brother admitted.  “But uh maybe-“ 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I interrupted.  “Once we collect ourselves and get Dani patched up we’ll be heading back home.” 
 
    Home.  It sounded so natural referring to that small village in the woods as home.  So much so that it seemed to bring a smile to the faces of Ef and Danica.  Erin on the other hand, gave me a quick yet somewhat poignant look before turning away.  After everything I’d told her, did she think I was staying?  No, but maybe I could convince her to go… 
 
    After settling in to the strange tree home, we offloaded what little gear we had and Efray went back to work tending to Danica’s wound.   
 
    “Is the village going to be pissed that we lost out scalebacks?” I asked, drawing a look of ire from Dani.  The thought of leaving those creatures behind bothered me more than I cared to admit, especially since we’d worked so hard to preserve them back at the outpost. 
 
    Danica let out a sigh, wincing as Efray continued to brush her glowing fingertips over her flat stomach.  “The creatures will remain in the city’s stables for the time being.  After things settle, we can send someone from the village to retrieve them… for a premium, of course.    
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “Won’t they be waiting for just that sort of thing?” 
 
    Danica merely giggled.  “Of course.  That’s why I gave the stable master there false credentials.  In a city that large, you can hardly expect people like that to remember faces.” 
 
    I smiled, admiring just how well the augmenter had navigated our situation.  Because of this and her little stunt at the gate, she’d been able to keep our time in the city off the records.  Hell, the only person there who even knew our names was that creepy six-armed artificer, and he was deader than dead. 
 
    “Don’t worry about your beasts,” one of the forest demis said as he made his way back towards the exit.  “Our kind can speak to such beasts…  I can help your scaly companions escape unnoticed and have them back here in hours.” 
 
    “That would be beyond thoughtful,” Danica said, wincing a bit harder this time as a piece of her skin knit itself together. 
 
    The demi nodded, then walked towards the exit, shifting through the wood and disappearing back into the greenery outside. 
 
    “Well, that settles that,” I said, suddenly far more appreciative of the bizarre tree men.  Though returning home raised another set of questions.  After a moment, I turned my gaze back to Danica.  “So, how the Hell did the Kel’sar find us?” 
 
    Danica began to respond, though she paused and grimaced as Efray’s arcana weaved the remaining parts of her torn flesh.  The augmenter gave her a quick glare, and Ef’s cheeks immediately reddened. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Danica’s gaze softened.  “It’s fine, love.  As for the Kel’sar, it had something to do with Alan unlocking that draconic power of yours, I’m sure of it.  Those bastards are rather crazed when it comes to hunting dragons, so they likely devised some sort of method to identify your arcane energy signature.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “You think they could track me all the way back to the village?” 
 
    Danica shook her head.  “That would take some [eternal rank] arcana to cover that distance.” 
 
    “Oh?”  So, there was a ranking system beyond what I’d already seen. 
 
    Before Danica could respond, the shortest of the Elmrick brothers stepped in and placed a few bowls of warmed stew in front of us.   
 
    “Zil gumbo,” he said with a self-satisfying grin.   
 
    I took a quick sniff and my stomach did a quick somersault.  Delicious. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Not long after we’d forced down some of the stew, the ladies and I split off for a few before the demi returned with our scalebacks.  The remaining Elmrick brothers seemed rather… enamored with Danica, and Efray had gone outside to catch a quick glimpse of the forest around us.  That left just Erin and me alone. 
 
    Slowly, we made our way out of the front door and down the dirt path leading behind the old wooden structure.  It was a walk reminiscent of the one we’d taken just moments before we’d left Earth… and yet, it was oh so different. 
 
    “Well, I never really expected our date to end up like this,” I admitted, drawing a smile out of her. 
 
    Erin shrugged.  “Yeah, most men buy a girl dinner before they send em to another dimension.” 
 
     had me there, I’m not gonna lie. 
 
    “So…” I began after we rounded another one of those twisted trees.  “What do you think about going back with us?” 
 
    “To what?  That village you adopted?” 
 
     “I’m sure they’d have room for you at Arcwind.  It’s not perfect…” I turned and look back at the strange wooden structure in the distance.  “But it’s better than that.” 
 
    Erin chuckled.  “The Elmrick brothers are actually really sweet.  I think they believe I’m a gift from some god.” 
 
    “Maybe you are,” I replied, drawing a grin out of the confident woman. 
 
     “Honestly…” she paused as her gaze shifted to the canopy of leaves above.  “I feel at home out here.  Something about being out in the wild… it’s, it’s like something inside of me changed when I was reborn.  Like you said… it feels like home.” 
 
    She couldn’t be serious, could she?  Was she actually considering parting ways with the only other person from Earth…  for tree people?! 
 
    “Ya know, there’s plenty of this around the village.  Except when it gets dark you get to go inside and enjoy a nice pastry cooked by this charming chef named Bruno.” 
 
    Erin smirked.  “What, you didn’t enjoy the stew?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  Now that I was thinking about it, some of the food in the village wasn’t the greatest either. 
 
    Cue chewing nightmares.  
 
    Soon we were deeper into the twisting grove where the sounds of the outside world were barely audible through the thick greenery.  It was lush, peaceful.  Intimate. 
 
    After another few steps, I turned and met Erin’s gaze, doing my best to convey the truth that I was about to speak.  “For what it’s worth… I’m sorry that whatever I did dragged you here.  I know you didn’t ask for it, but-“ 
 
    Surprisingly, she raised her hand and pressed two fingers to my lips.  “Don’t apologize.  What, you think I enjoyed my life as an office lackey or something?” 
 
    “Well, I know it wasn’t perfect, but…” 
 
    “But nothing. I’m everything I was and more now. I can wield a sword, I can track people down like a panther.  I feel powerful, Lance… and I don’t have to worry about paying rent or registering my car.  I’m free…” 
 
    I gave her a soft smile, admiring not only her near flawless features but her newly born confidence.  It reminded me of the reason I’d chased her those last days on Earth. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to go with us back to the village?” I asked, deciding to attempt this thing one last time.  “If you’re as good as you say with that sword, then we could use the help.  I’m about the only thing they have… well, literally. ” 
 
    Surprisingly, Erin’s smile widened.  “I’ll consider it.  But right now, it looks like someone’s waiting for you.” 
 
    My gaze shifted farther into the grove and my eyes immediately widened.  Nearly hidden from view was a small patch of lush grass covered in a canopy of twisting vines and vivid wildflowers.  Luminescent creatures that resembled butterflies flittered through the air, creating an aura of blue light in the area.  It was truly beautiful, but a sight even greater than all of that was the woman seated at the center of the hidden grove… 
 
    Efray. 
 
    At first, she barely noticed me looking at her from afar.  She didn’t see my eyes tracing the outline of her flawless legs, of her inviting thighs, of her soft breasts that seemed barely contained by her traveler’s blouse.   
 
    Slowly, her gaze shifted to meet mine and her look of gentle adoration began to draw me in.  Suddenly, everything around me seemed to matter just a bit less as I navigated the overgrown path, stopping only when I sat mere feet away from her. 
 
    “I was out clearing my head, but when I saw this place I just had to stop…” she said, her voice trailing just as her gaze begin to drift skyward.  I remained silent as I took a seat next to her in the soft grass, placing my hand over hers.  My heart began to race as I glanced back down the path, realizing that Erin had left the two of us alone. 
 
    “Ya know, I never thought id ever leave Arcwind,” Efray said, her voice so soft now.  “I didn’t think id ever go farther than the little lake by the village, but…”  
 
    “I told you, I’d take you wherever I go,” I reassured her, giving her hand another soft squeeze.  Her gaze hadn’t quite shifted back to mine, but from the slight pink in her cheeks and her heightened breathing, I could tell Ef had grown nervous. 
 
    “I know,” she muttered, smiling softly as her eyes once again traced the wildflowers surrounding us.  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s breathtaking.” 
 
    Suddenly, Efray’s gaze met mine as she realized I was no longer talking about the hidden grove.  Her bottom lip quivered and I leaned in, tossing aside any inhibitions… as we met in an impassioned kiss. 
 
    A feeling of warmth washed over me as I embraced the touch of her soft lips, as I drew in the sweet scent of her long, auburn hair. 
 
    Immediately, my fingertips began to trace the length of her thighs, exploring her body until I found her small waist.  As I pulled her closer, Efray’s lips began to part and a soft moan managed to escape her mouth, causing goosebumps to cover my flesh. 
 
    Slowly, our bodies drifted to the grass as my lips began to explore her neck.  I pressed my teeth into her flesh ever so softly, causing another moan to leave her lips and her legs to wrap around my waist.  
 
    “Claim me, Lance,” she whispered into my ear as her fingers tugged at the folds of my shirt.  I allowed the garment to slide over my head, exposing my solid core and drawing a look of awe from the woman. 
 
    She gave me a nervous smile before dropping her hands to the edges of her own blouse.  Slowly, she began to peel the garment away, revealing her pale stomach, her navel, and finally her soft, ample breasts. 
 
    Our eyes remained locked on one another as I leaned forward and kissed her lips once more.  My hand found its way to one of her breasts, cradling it as my thumb and index finger played with her nipple.  My other hand danced across her waistline, undoing the string of her pants. 
 
    As we parted, I used both hands to pull her final piece of clothing away.  And at that moment, I was left in awe. 
 
    Lying there in the grass, Efray was perhaps the most beautiful thing I’d ever laid eyes on.  Soft, pale, she looked like a damn goddess that I wanted to explore every part of.  Her eyes no longer looked back into mine though.  No… they were staring directly at my belt. 
 
    Suddenly, Efray leaned forward and tore at the piece of leather circling my waist, undoing the clasp that contained me.  Her eyes went wide with surprise as my pants slid away and she saw my cock stand at attention.  She didn’t back away though, but rather shifted to her knees.  I could see her mouth had gone slightly agape as her gaze focused on my member.  This may have very likely been the first time she experienced anything like this. 
 
    “Should I…” her voice trailed as her cheeks turned every shade of pink.  I responded by gently placing my hand on the back of her head and guiding her forward.  A feeling of ecstasy washed over me as her lips parted around my cock, accepting all of me inch by glorious inch. 
 
    Efray started slow, her gaze occasionally shifting to meet my own as her head bobbed up and down my length. Despite being new at this, the gorgeous weaver seemed to handle me with expertise, eagerly dragging her tongue across my shaft as she worked tirelessly to please. 
 
    After another moment of pure bliss, Efray lifted her head and locked eyes with me once more as her slender fingers wrapped around my cock.  I immediately noticed a thin line of saliva hanging from her lip, and it took everything I had not to leap forward and ravage her in that instant. 
 
    “Does this.. please you?” she asked in her soft, innocent sort of tone. 
 
    “Gods, yes,” I growled as I leaned in and my hands began to explore those thick, inviting thighs of hers.  A small smile began to form on Efray’s face as she fended off my grasp.  For a second, I found myself confused… that is, until I realized what she was doing. 
 
    Slowly, the woman shifted her body, climbing on her hands and knees before turning her back to me, giving me an excellent view of her glorious ass.  
 
    “Take me…” she muttered, sending my senses into overdrive. 
 
    Ef’s back arched and her head went to the ground as her curves invited me in.  I took my time with my approach, kissing her legs, her ass, then the small of her back as my hands found their place at her waist.  Then using the utmost care, I guided myself in. 
 
    Efray let out a small squeal of surprise as my cock began to press into her soaking wet opening, filling her up inch by inch.  Immediately, her hands went to my hips as she struggled to take all of me, slowing my approach as her pussy swallowed me up.  Then to my utter surprise, she dug her fingers into my thighs and pulled me in the rest of the way.   
 
    Efray’s body quivered as she took my length in its entirety, toes curling as waves of pleasure washed over her.  My hands shifted to her thighs as I began to pump faster, mesmerized by the sight of her ass bouncing on my shaft, by the feeling of her tight, pink lips gripping my cock.  Efray seemed more than happy to accept, pressing herself into me as I thrust myself into her. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” she muttered as I began to go faster.  I could feel my climax approaching. I was on the brink! 
 
    “Ohhhhhhhh!”  Efray yelled, body shaking as I filled her up with a final thrust.  Seconds later we collapsed into the soft grass, panting and covered in a fresh layer of sweat. 
 
    “That… was… gods, it was…” 
 
    “Yeah, it definitely was,” I said, cradling her body into my own as I planted a soft kiss on the back of her neck. 
 
    As we laid there and regained our strength, Efray shifted until she could see into my eyes.  I could see that she was contemplating something.   
 
    “Lance… do you truly intend to stay at the village?” 
 
    Clearly, the revelation of my otherworldly origins had shed some doubt in her. 
 
    I smiled, pulling her in just a bit tighter.  “There isn’t anything on this world that could make me leave your side.” 
 
    Once again the weaver’s cheeks reddened, though this time it was she who leaned in for a kiss, once again embracing beneath the wildflowers and luminescent butterflies. 
 
    “Good,” she replied.  “Then I’m all yours.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After rinsing off in a nearby stream and re-equipping our gear, Efray and I made our way back to the cabin.  I quickly spotted Danica leaning against the trunk of massive tree, her legs crossed and a piece of fruit pressed to her lips that closely resembled an apple. 
 
    She raised her brow as she saw us make our approach, a smile stretching across her face as she bit into the crispy treat. 
 
    As I got closer, I saw another figure standing just to her right.  Standing there with bag and bow slung over her shoulders was Erin, her hair tied into a long braid.  And behind her… our scalebacks, their crest feathers sticking up on end. 
 
    “You ready?” She asked, impatiently tapping a boot on the ground as her sword bobbed on her hip. 
 
    “Wait… you decided to come?” I said, honestly a bit surprised. 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes.  “Like I was going to split with the one and only guy from my planet.  I already said my goodbyes to the Elmricks…” she turned and gave the cabin a final glance.  “Now let’s hit the road and see this village your raving about.” 
 
    I smiled, giving the strange wooden house a final lookover myself (that was now oddly filled with a number of zil creatures) as the four of us began to make our way south, leaving behind the chaos that was Tyrinel. 
 
    By god, things we’re looking up, and once we got back to the village… they’d be even better. 
 
    

  

 
   
    20 
 
      
 
    The Battle of Arcwind 
 
      
 
    The trip back to Arcwind Village proved to be far quieter than when we departed.  Once again we followed the godsight road, though this time we kept our interactions to a minimum and avoided any caravans with possible ties to the Kel’sar.   
 
    At night, we chose to avoid any of the prominent outposts and instead built a fire of our own.  Much to my chagrin, Erin chose to entertain the others with stories about our life back in the office, and how I lived in perpetual fear of our old boss, Louise.  
 
    With the surprise return of our scalebacks, we were able to make excellent time.  In fact, by avoiding any unnecessary stops and skimping on our sleep, we were able to make the trip back in just a single day. 
 
    Unfortunately, our return proved to be a bit more turbulent. 
 
    Efray’s excitement grew as we passed through the woods and the village began to come into view.  As much as she’d enjoyed our little trip, I could tell that she couldn’t wait to return home.  She’d missed the place, and in a way, I did too.  I wanted to see the House of Light and Ezrielle again.  I wanted to indulge in more of Bruno’s sweet rolls, and to prove to crazy ole Mateus that I could protect this old village.  I had lived in the city before when I was on Earth, and I was done with that.  Even with everything this new world had to offer, I wanted to make this little village in the woods my home. 
 
    Then Efray’s shriek pulled me back to reality. 
 
    As the village came into focus, I immediately noticed something was very, very wrong.  A few of the buildings along the outskirts of town had been damaged.  Another seemed to be occupied by a group of men that I didn’t recognize.  And yet, another sight had my heart filling with pure dread…. Positioned directly at the village’s entrance was a trio of large wooden pikes.  And on each of those piles lied a severed head.  The first two were men that lived in the village, good men that weren’t built for fighting.  And the third…. It was Grenrich, the horned stable master. 
 
    “No…” Danica muttered, nearly falling to her knees as she stared into the man’s dull, lifeless eyes.  “Those bastards!” 
 
    “I smell lots of blood,” Erin warned as her hand found the hilt of her sword.  “Wh-what happened here?” 
 
    “I’ll kill them!” Is all I managed to choke out as my dragon’s blood began to heat within my veins.  I clenched my fists so tightly that my knuckles began to glow like embers.  I could feel that draconic rage building within me…. Those bastards, I was going to kill them all! 
 
    In an instant, I opened my palms and launched a blast of force energy into the ground, propelling myself through the air and towards the town’s center.  I landed with thunderous force, creating a ring of dust around me that quickly faded. 
 
    I guess I could fly. 
 
    My crimson eyes took a quick scan of the area, searching desperately for the source of this carnage.  Unfortunately, the number of potential threats in the area had my senses on edge.  Some of the villagers were present, but the pleading looks they gave me told me that they were in clear duress.  More prominent though was the presence of bandits in the village, using our resources, abusing our home. 
 
    Our gambit, our trip… we’d been too late. 
 
    “Who in the Hells er you?” One of the intruders muttered as he brazenly approached my side, a curved blade in his grasp and the smell of alcohol on his breath.  I immediately made an example of him, disarming him with lightning speed before hoisting him up by his neck.  His eyes went wide like a pair of globes. 
 
    “Where’s the fucking Houndmaster?!” 
 
    “Gghhhh…” the red-haired man choked out. 
 
    I loosened my grip on the man’s neck, allowing a bit of air back into his lungs.  Then I pulled him close until his eyes were less than an inch away from my own. 
 
    “WHERE?” 
 
     Before the fool could squeak out a response, the door to the House of Light swung open.  I immediately tossed the bandit aside, launching him several yards away before locking my eyes on this newcomer. 
 
    The man in the doorway stood like a mountain… tall and unshakable, broad and weathered.  A long, braided beard rested atop his rugged vest, and a ravaged green cloak rested atop his large shoulders.   
 
    This man hadn’t said a single word but a feeling in my gut told me exactly who this bastard was.  He was the Houndmaster… and his tenure in this village was over. 
 
    “So,  the village’s new mage has returned to claim his dominion,” the man said, his voice deep and unafraid.  “How noble.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze and took a step in his direction, ready to unleash chaos on this man when the opportunity presented itself.  But first, I needed to know…. “Where the Hell is Ezrielle?!” 
 
    The Houndmaster ran a hand over his beard, his cold expression unchanging.  “You arcanists, so brash, so unafraid, so prideful.  Why is it that you always look to take care of your own when there are so many others that can’t take care of themselves?” 
 
    “I won’t ask again,” I growled, taking another step forward.  I wasn’t going to be baited, and I sure as Hell wasn’t going to be denied. 
 
    “You all speak the same,” the Houndmaster said, continuing to ignore my question.  “As if your authority is absolute.  Well, sometimes it’s important to remind you that your godsblood drains the same as ours.”  He paused to glance back into the house of light.  “The girl that you speak of has paid the same blood price that my men paid.  She’s dead.” 
 
    “NO!” I roared, diving across the street in a single bound.  As I closed in, I drew arcane energy into my fist, causing fire energy to swirl around it like a ball of flame. 
 
    To my surprise, the Houndmaster was prepared. 
 
    Moving with unpredictable speed, the mountainous man shifted his body, avoiding my strike by mere inches before countering with an uppercut that hit like thunder.  My body immediately recoiled from the force of the blow, changing directions mid-flight until I ultimately slammed into the road several yards away.  I quickly leapt back to my feet, shedding any signs of damage as I awaited a follow-up to the Houndmaster’s blow.  Instead, the bastard began to stalk towards me with a sort of restless conviction. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with your kind too many times,” the Houndmaster spat as his hands went to the buckles on his vest.  “Before I was a warrior, I was locked in a cage… a pet for some arcanist madman.”  The clasps came undone as he spoke and his vest began to rise.  “I was trapped.  I was experimented on.  They made me a deviant, a creature with arcane power carved into my body…  It was like I was just some tool, a weapon to be enhanced.  Then, like a hound, I was forced to kill my brothers and sisters in dog fights.”  The Houndmaster removed his vest, revealing dozens of scars that glowed like runes.  “But I was the strongest.  That’s why my captors called me the Houndmaster…. And that’s why I killed them!” 
 
      
 
    Hido Shourgrave, The Houndmaster 
 
    A rank Deviant 
 
    Bloodline: /// 
 
    Power source:  Arcane scarring 
 
      
 
    The Houndmaster charged me with blazing speed, throwing a punch that nearly took off my head.  I ducked the blow and unleashed a ball of force energy into his chest, forcing the man back and putting a few feet of space between us. 
 
    Immediately our eyes met as the scarred warrior began to circle me, his hands curling into fists as if he were ready to brawl.  At the same time, his men began to flood into the area, surrounding us as jeers and shouts filled the air. 
 
    So, they wanted to see a fight, eh?  Well by the damned gods, that’s exactly what they were going to see. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Erin Reed 
 
      
 
    Erin looked on in horror as her group began to crumble before her eyes.  Efray dropped to her knees and wept, Danica seemed to be in shock and Lance leapt off into the village to track down whoever had severed the heads of those poor villagers.   
 
    Suddenly she felt like she was on her own again, just her and that magnificent stolen blade at her side… but she wasn’t.  She had allies, she just needed to rally them. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Erin dashed over to Efray’s side and lifted her tear-stained face out of the dirt. 
 
    “They murdered them…” the weaver muttered, her voice shaky and distressed. 
 
    Erin brushed her cheek, removing some of the dirt from her pale skin.  “And I promise, we can mourn them once this is all over, but Lance…” 
 
    “Needs our help,” Danica said firmly, finishing Eri!n’s sentence as she marched past the pair with a look of newfound resolve in her eyes.   
 
    Erin nodded before helping Efray to her feet, and the trio began to sprint towards the village border.  Unfortunately, that’s about as far as they got. 
 
    Even from there, Erin could see a crowd of armed men and women forming at Arcwind’s center, cheering for what?  A fight? 
 
     “Gods, Lance is in there.  He’s going to need us,” Efray blurted out. 
 
    Erin’s hand immediately went to the hilt of her blade as she took point next to Danica.  “Then let’s find a way in there.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After trading a few blows with the Houndmaster, one thing was for certain… this bastard was strong as Hell! 
 
    The wind howled as the man attacked me with a flurry of punches, moving with speed that no man that size should possess.  He was fierce and unafraid, attacking with a fighting style meant to keep his opponents on their heels. 
 
    But dragon’s didn’t retreat. 
 
    Dragonscale covered my arms as I went toe to toe with the brute, blocking his strikes with ashen scales and peppering him with counter strikes.  As the Houndmaster came in with an overhand right, I turned his fist away with my forearm and nailed him with a straight shot to the chin. 
 
    I was the equivalent of an A rank mage with my current unlocked power… why weren’t these blows decimating him?! 
 
    The man waded in with another attack, this time attacking with a straight left.  I nimbly ducked the blow with near perfect timing, drawing my hands together as I crouched, pooling energy into my palms.  And the second he fully extended… I unleashed my [flame strike] directly into his midsection! 
 
    Goku vibes! 
 
    The crowd hushed as their leader was sent spiraling into the dirt, a plume of smoke now rising from his already scarred chest.  Unfortunately, that silence quickly morphed into rage as the mob turned their sights on me. 
 
    My draconic instincts flared as clubs, maces and swords rained down on me from every direction.  I let out a primal growl, unleashing flame from my palms and burning a line of bandits alive as something smacked into the back of my knees.  As I stumbled forward, another weapon caught me just behind the ear, momentarily blurring my vision. 
 
    I tried to raise my hand but something slammed into my knuckles, pinning my hand to the ground.  Then came the swarm of kicks… gods, they were going to turn me into paste! 
 
    I fought to raise my head off the ground and for a split second I caught sight of the Houndmaster returning to his feet.  I had to get to him, had to cut the head off the hydra.  But with an army of bandits battering me into the ground… 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of wind chimes filled my ears as a pair of ruffians near me fell to the ground, clutching at fresh gashes in their throat.  An instant later, another pair of attackers were forced back as shadowy tendrils slammed into their torso. 
 
    As I rose to my feet I immediately caught sight of the force that had driven away my attackers.  At one side stood Efray, her hands outstretched as dark energy poured out of her palms and her shadow draped over her shoulders like a mantle.  And on the other, Erin unleashed graceful devastation with her glowing cobalt blade, aided by the awesome power of Danica’s arcane steroid.   
 
    United, the trio was deadly beautiful, with a large emphasis on the deadly part.  But I didn’t have time to focus on that right now… 
 
    I had to end this. 
 
    Drawing in my arcane energy, I gave the women a quick nod and dashed out of the perimeter they’d created around me.  More of the bandits attempted to cut me off but another surge attacks began to drive them away.  Rocks rained down on the bandits as the remaining villagers emerged from their homes and took the fight to them.  Even old Maetus was there, swinging his walking stick with all of the strength he could muster. 
 
    I gave the old man a quick non-verbal cue and leapt forward, landing several feet away as I unleashed a pulse of force energy into the ground.  The wave of arcana was enough to knock any nearby bandits off their feet… all except The Houndmaster himself. 
 
    Our eyes met once again and this time I saw something that I hadn’t seen before… desperation. 
 
    Suddenly, the scarred barbarian produced something in his hand and jabbed it into his arm… a vialed blade, something akin to a needle.  Before my mind could process what was happening a strange crimson liquid drained into the man’s vein, causing his arcane scars to glow something fierce and his eyes to go bloodshot.  
 
    The bastard began to tremble and for a second I thought his heart might explode.  But no, he managed to wrestle control of all the artificial arcana swirling through his body and charged! 
 
    Synthetic arcana… that fucking coward. 
 
    The Houndmaster’s skin hardened like rock as he closed the distance, echoing the artificial energy flowing through his broken veins.  I tried to parry but this time his blow felt like an avalanche of rock, driving me to my knees.  And the kick that followed I was certain had cracked more than a few of my scales.   
 
    The mountainous brute swung in for a finishing blow, but I managed to cross my forearms and absorb most of the strike.  An uppercut followed, quickly breaking through my guard and a second later I found myself hoisted up by the neck gasping for air, just as one of his men had moments ago. 
 
    “This power disgusts me,” the Houndmaster muttered.  “But I’ll do whatever it takes to kill off one of your kind.” 
 
    As my airway tightened, I reached forward and locked my hands around his wrist, drawing a grin on his bearded face. 
 
    “Your flames won’t burn though organic stone.” 
 
    I wasn’t counting on it, ya bastard. 
 
    Mustering all of the energy I could access, I sent a pulse of force energy through my palms, shattering his stone forearm and freeing me from his grasp.  The hound screamed in pain as he clutched at his stony stump, once again on the defensive as I began to step forward. 
 
    As I approached, arcane energy began to flow from my body, creating a red hot aura around my form.  My spellbook materialized and the pages began to turn rapidly, fueled by my anger, by my pride. 
 
    Rather than feed into the rage, I focused my anger, channeling it, pushing my limits farther as I reached for arcane omnipotence! 
 
    The Houndmaster’s eyes widened as I lifted a single hand into the air, drawing a line of flame and force in my grasp.  “You can hate me all you want.  Hell, I’ve hated myself plenty in the past.  But bringing harm to my family… is where I draw the line!” 
 
    The final ring containing my power began to falter as a surge of [s rank] energy flowed through my form.  That massive pulse of energy raced through my body and into my palm as the line materialized into a massive, gleaming force sword.  The Houndmaster lifted his remaining hand in defense, but he had to have known it was over, for in my crimson eyes was a reflection of nothing but sheer fucking will. 
 
    “Dragon fang Blade!” 
 
    The Houndmaster gave me a final, pleading gaze as my weapon passed through him, splitting his body in two as his flesh turned to ash, disappearing in the cool breeze.  Immediately I felt my energy levels plummet as my cloak of flaming hot energy dissipated and my blade returned to the ether. 
 
    Slowly I turned, ready to face whatever threat remained with what dwindling power I had left.  But to my surprise, the battle had ended.  With their leader slain and their ranks thinned, the remaining bandits had laid down their arms and surrendered.   
 
    My crimson eyes frantically scanned the crowd, searching through familiar and unfamiliar faces until I found them.  Erin’s face was speckled with the blood of her enemies, Efray’s brow was doused in sweat, and Danica wore a look of disdain.  But they were safe.  There was only… 
 
    My heart soared as I watched Ezrielle stumble out of the house of light, a look of relief now forming on her face.  Her lip appeared to be swollen, but the rest of her body was wholly intact.  That bastard had lied…  Thank the dead gods. 
 
    And now I could rest. 
 
    So, with my energy depleted and my senses frayed, I laid down in the street and let out a long, manic, much-needed laugh. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, I climbed the nearby hill that overlooked the village, reveling in the calm after the mighty storm that was today.  Finally, the blasted houndmaster was gone, and those that remained of his ranks would be cast off or absorbed into the village to strengthen its ranks. Perhaps with some civility, they could become assets to Arcwind.  We would rebuild what was lost, we’d make this place greater than any of them ever thought possible… 
 
    My gaze averted to the pair of setting suns and the soft orange glow that they laid upon the village, upon my home.  Suddenly, I winced as a pair of arms circled my waist from behind, giving my bruised midsection a soft squeeze.  Another hand laced my fingers and a third came to a rest upon my opposite shoulder.  
 
    I smiled, immediately recognizing the company that had joined me on the ridge.  Danica, Efray, Erin… the three beautiful women that I was lucky enough to call companions.  They were my rocks, and with them at my side, we were going to take Arcwind village to new heights. 
 
    God was it good to be a mage. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Thanks for reading, traveler! 
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