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	Prologue: Open Eyes
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	The arena fell completely silent. Not even whispers permeated the air as the crowd’s hero lay motionless. The audience witnessed Lucian’s hand magically vanish, but no one understood why or how. Instead, all they observed was blood spattering relentlessly as his hand slowly disappeared into oblivion. 

	Sage proudly stood over Lucian as he checked the severity of his student’s wounds. His eyes flowed from the top of Lucian’s head to the bottom of his feet. Sage noted the cuts and scratches peppering most of the boy’s body. Some wounds were superficial and would heal in a matter of days; others would clearly be more permanent, leaving evidence of Lucian’s struggle today. 

	Despite the wounds, there was little blood protruding from the rest of Lucian’s body. The real danger was his missing hand. He could lose his entire arm if left untreated, or far worse, his life. 

	Sage quickly cauterized the stub at Lucian’s wrist and stopped the bleeding. Now the only remaining danger was a serious risk of infection. Sage placed two fingers on the side of Lucian’s neck and felt a pulse, barely fluttering beneath the skin. Lucian’s vitals were weak, but still there. 

	Lucian, meanwhile, tried focusing his mind as his mentor stood and circled him.

	Sage paid no mind to their surroundings. His only concern was Lucian. The outcome of the Games would have to wait. The young mages in the other factions would later be commended for their valiant efforts. 

	Sage glanced at the cauterized wound where Lucian’s hand was once attached. He crouched again, his fingers lingering on the side of Lucian’s neck. He could once again feel his pulse weakening as the seconds passed. 

	He gazed at the rest of the allies and noticed with a start that Lucian’s condition eerily mirrored that of the other men. The group seemed exhausted, beaten until they were nearly broken. Sage’s face fell in sorrow. He fought back tears, trying his best to put on a brave face for the crowd. Deep down, he knew this was too much. Ancient or not, the Paragon Games were far too great a burden for anyone. He should have put an end to them long ago. Now a heavy burden of guilt weighed down his great shoulders.   

	A sensation of sharp pain stunned Sage out of his sorrow. Before his mind could register its severity, the sensation faded away. Sage finally lifted his fingers from Lucian’s neck and brought them to his lips. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth and his eyes grew intent on the scarlet substance now painted on his hands. Lucian’s missing hand so distracted him that he had overlooked the open gash on the back of Lucian’s neck. 

	Sage called for Victor’s help, but saw in horror that his closest ally was also bleeding out and lying motionless. Victor made no response to Sage’s voice, blood pooling around his prone body. Sage watched helplessly as Lucian and Victor lay on the verge of death, neither of them conscious of the disastrous events that led to their condition. 

	As Sage took his final breaths before light faded from his eye, the gray-bearded Master of Water loomed over them. 

	“Mer…” It was the only sound Sage muttered in a final plea for help. Within an instant, he was stirred from his slumber.  

	Sage awoke in a pool of sweat that soaked his sheets. His call for help had roused him from his ghastly nightmare. As he shook the cobwebs of away, suspicion slithered into his mind. He felt an unearthly presence. 

	He slowly scanned the moonlit room, his gaze bouncing from left to right. His eyes landed on a shadowy figure. It intently stared back at him. Sage reached for his weapon of legend, the sword that had no rival. 

	“No need for that,” the shadowy figure whispered. 

	It crept closer and closer until it towered over Sage’s large bed. A sudden chill filled the room and sent shivers down Sage’s spine. His eyes wandered over the mystical being’s figure, wondering at its curiously masculine and feminine traits.  

	Its body was an assortment of different parts, both male and female anatomy scattered throughout its features. One hip was shapeless; one side of its chest was broad, the other ample and full. Its neck was long and its face androgynous. The creature’s face was a marriage of characteristics: flat and wide, somewhat human, yet altogether something else. Its narrow nose mimicked that of a feline—large antlers created a maze atop its head and long golden hair with the brilliance of the sun fell to its shoulder.   

	There was something wonderous about this creature that could not be explained. Sage felt unable to peel his eyes away from the being’s remarkable beauty. 

	“Sage Fallon, ruler of Azadolan.” 

	The sound of its voice shook Sage’s essence. 

	“The Hunt begins with you. Your desire is my feast. But first we must hunt the boy known as Lucian Draco and all associated that stand with him,” the creature proclaimed. “….and I mean all.”



	
Chapter 1: 
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Holding On

	Two men stared at each other in painful silence. One man’s blue eyes held the other’s deep black ones. The blue-eyed man eventually broke the tension by shifting his sight to his companion’s cauterized wrist. A discolored and blistered stub replaced Lucian’s missing hand. Not wanting to draw attention, Ben looked away from the limb and fixed his gaze once again on Lucian’s black eyes. Guilt consumed Ben’s mind, unable to keep himself from sneaking small glances at the stub.  

	“I...” Ben stuttered.

	“Ben, this is not your fault. Stop apologizing!” exclaimed Lucian. 

	“You should have killed me. I deserve to die,” cried Ben. He broke his friend’s gaze and covered his face. 

	“Ben, there is far worse torture than me losing my hand. Trust me, I once thought you were dead at the fault of my own hands. If I had taken Ross’s life…” Lucian paused. He had not meant to bring up Ben’s haunted past. 

	Ben’s gaze softened and shifted to the floor, making Lucian fully aware of the pain his words inflicted. After a few moments that seemed like an eternity, Ben raised his eyes and guilt settled deeper into Lucian’s stomach, this time causing Lucian to look away. 

	Lucian, attempting to change the subject, blurted, “Have you seen King Odin yet?” 

	Ben shook his head. “No, have you?” 

	“Yeah, he stopped by yesterday morning before he started drinking. He made me spar with him before he granted my request.” 

	Ben smirked, “How did the sparring go?” At last, the tension in his voice had eased and for the first time in a while, Lucian recognized mirth in Ben’s eyes. 

	“As usual,” Lucian sighed. “He smacked me around for about thirty seconds, laughed, drank, and then helped me back up.”

	Ben said slyly, “Sucks to be on the other side, right?” 

	“Whatever, Ben. I was nowhere near that harsh during our last sparring session, not to mention during all the other rounds. As I recall, you always got the better of me. This sparring session was just one-sided and King Odin blasted me the entire time. But you’re right. It does suck.” 

	Lucian’s voice was laced with excitement as he reminisced old times with his friend. He allowed himself to slip into a carefree demeanor, but underneath he sensed his friend was now different. Fear emanated from Ben’s body and a sadness brimmed his cold, blue eyes. Lucian didn’t know if Ben would ever be the same. Occasionally, remnants of his once bright personality would appear and give Lucian hope. Other times, it seemed as if the lighthearted jokester was gone forever. 

	This time it was Ben who felt uncomfortable and quickly spoke up again to resume their conversation. “What did he say?” 

	“He’s keeping an eye on things in our realm. The school has returned to normal and Andrea was escorted back along with our other classmates. After Sage killed Professor McClear, Jason the Annex, and—”

	“Yeah, I know,” Ben interrupted, hoping to save his friend the trouble of saying the other name.

	Lucian continued, “Well, Madam Sha was escorted back to the castle where she remains a prisoner.”

	“How is she holding up in the dungeon? I just can’t see her in one,” wondered Ben.

	“She is not. They trapped her in one of the rooms and have her surrounded by guards at all times.”

	Ben opened his mouth to make a remark, but quickly closed it and instead his eyes darted to the ground. Lucian felt the same uneasiness and squirmed in his chair. Once again, they both sat in uncomfortable silence until the door creaked open and Anna popped in.  

	 “Hey freaks!” she shouted with her best smile. Her burgundy hair was tied up in a knot behind her head. Anna’s hands rested on the side of her hips as her eyes glanced at the boys back and forth, waiting for a reply. True to character, she refused to partake in her friends’ self-pity and awkward silence. “Oh my god! Freaks, quit moping around like this. ‘Oh, my hand! What am I going to do without it?’ and ‘Oh, I went on a murdering spree without any emotions! Oh, poor me!’” 

	Her two best friends gawked with their mouths wide open, appalled. They weren’t particularly hurt for themselves but her remarks about the other man left a bruise. After a very long second, the boys glanced back at each other. Still impatient, Anna walked behind Ben and began pushing him out the door. But Ben still possessed many of his vampire characteristics, the foremost being his strength. He dug his foot into the ground slightly, easily hindering Anna’s best efforts to move him from the room. 

	“So, that’s how we’re playing it?” asked Anna. She heated her hands to match the temperature of a burning furnace and slapped Ben on his rear end. He leaped forward with a yelp. 

	Lucian simply laughed. Anna’s good nature was contagious. In many ways, she filled the playful role that Ben had abandoned after his vampire transformation. Now, more comfortable in her anomalous character, Anna allowed her feelings to be explicitly known. 

	Lucian stood up and tightly wrapped his arms around her. He laid his head on her shoulder and whispered in her ear, “Thank you.”

	 


Chapter 2: 
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Lesson Learned

	The armor of two soldiers slammed together with a metallic clang. The guardians exchanged blow after blow, neither soldier giving way to the other. Lucian anticipated their every move as he slid toward King Odin’s side.

	“Lucian, what a surprise. I am so happy you are here to observe. This is the first time I have seen you here,” bellowed King Odin. He patted Lucian’s back, threatening to knock him off balance. 

	A smile crept across Lucian’s face, but the feeling faded into sadness as he thought of Victor. During Lucian’s childhood, Victor would congratulate him by patting him on the back and rubbing his head so hard that he would fall on his rear end. 

	The reminiscing lasted only a brief moment. The ceaseless noise from the two guardians’ collisions grew louder, recapturing Lucian’s attention.

	“I see my pets have caught your eye,” King Odin whispered in Lucian’s ear, his gray beard scraping over Lucian’s shoulder. The king’s breath reeked with a familiar stench of alcohol.

	Another loud noise erupted in the still air as the two guardians’ armor clashed together. Lucian focused on the guardians’ speed and technique, every gesture precise and made with deadly purpose. Guardians with this level of battle expertise classified as valuable knowledge to Lucian. He dilated his eyes and focused on memorizing it all, breaking down their movements step by step and searching for any moves superior to his own. The guardians’ motions became perfectly stored in Lucian’s mind. He also made sure to acknowledge their weaknesses, in case they ever became his enemies. 

	King Odin was amused at Lucian’s fascination. He respected the young mage. “Interesting. What do you see? Do you have a winner?” he asked curiously. 

	Lucian processed King Odin’s loud voice, but decided to ignore him and continued focusing on the two guardians. Their battle resembled a rhythmic dance, their swords and shields fluently shifting around each other in a blur. The beat of their battle continued to rattle in Lucian’s ears as he broke down their rhythm. After a while, he gained a sense for what would happen next and began calling out his predictions.

	“After three more hits, the soldier on the right will shift his weight and slide behind his opponent,” mumbled Lucian.

	 “So you say,” replied King Odin. He was impressed with Lucian’s ability to gather battle information and make such accurate predictions. Still, he wanted to teach the young mage a lesson. 

	The king focused intently on the guardians before blinking twice. Sure enough, Lucian’s predictions happened before their eyes, but instead the guardian on the left gained the advantage. Lucian frowned. 

	The king smiled in reply. “Never be so focused on the battle in front of you that you lose sight of the one around you.” 

	Suddenly, the guardians vanished in a puff of magical smoke. Lightning flashed, a thunderous roar echoing in its wake. Riding down the lightning was another familiar Asgardian. He wore similar armor, but with far less protection, and his legs were covered in a thin metallic mesh. He wore heavy golden boots and a buckled kilt. The Asgardian looked as if he was sculpted instead of born. His entire torso was grooved with deep scars, none of which as noticeable as the lightning symbol tattooed prominently across his chest. It had been forged by fire rather than the usual ink. On his right shoulder draped a red cape that appeared centuries old, filled with rotten holes. The Asgardian’s face bore the most protection and was fully covered by a horned helmet. The sight vaguely reminded Lucian of Lilith, the mother of demons. 

	A smile beamed across the King’s face. “My champion, my son, why are you here ruining my fun?” 

	The Asgardian approached King Odin and Lucian, strolling straight through the magical smoke where the two guardians had previously fought. As he stepped closer, two ravens emerged from the smoke and quickly settled beside King Odin’s chair. 

	Lucian admired the Asgardian’s physique. He was every bit as lean as he was sculpted. He stuck out his hand. “I’m Lucian.” 

	“Yes, you are the boy my father has proudly boasted about.”

	“I’m not sure about that,” Lucian laughed nervously, “but I can only assume you are Thor.” He wanted to curse himself under his breath. Of course this Asgardian was Thor, the god of thunder and son of King Odin. 

	Lucian eyed Thor with caution. Although he felt safe in King Odin’s presence, he was not sure if these Asgardians were friends or foes. He had once allowed himself to become comfortable with Sage. Too comfortable. That comfort ended up costing Lucian the life of someone close to him. Lucian’s thoughts turned to Ben and he wondered how much he could trust him. He stared at his missing hand, remembering what he had sacrificed to get his friend back. 

	Thor cleared his throat, breaking Lucian’s train of thought. “I am sure my father must have some reason for keeping you around. Maybe you can demonstrate it for me on the battlefield, since his previous entertainment expired. We would not want Father missing any action, would we?” 

	Lucian hesitated to accept a battle with this…god. The only god he had ever battled was King Odin, and that never turned out well. He searched for an excuse to give the impatient Thor. Raising his stub, he quipped, “I am sure the king would not be pleased to see you beat up a cripple.”

	“As I hear it, the king himself has been slapping you around daily. Let’s see how I measure up,” insisted Thor.

	Lucian sighed and dropped his head. He didn’t need his powers of knowledge to predict that a battle with Thor was inevitable.

	“Do not worry. I will hold back. You can use any weapon you choose and I will only use my bare hands,” offered Thor.

	Lucian sighed again, internally this time. King Odin had made the same suggestion the first time Lucian had refused to spar him. He turned around in search of King Odin’s help, but the only encouragement he offered was a wry smile. 

	“Fine,” scoffed Lucian, glumly conceding. He kept his eyes focused on his opponent as they approached the battlefield. 

	“We will make this fair. I will remove this left hand from the battle and you can use any weapon at your disposal. Of course, I will not use a weapon. That sounds even to me, yes?” asked Thor.

	“Let’s get this over with,” Lucian muttered in reply, suddenly impatient. 

	He refocused his mind and began anticipating his opponent’s battle skills. Do not let your situation squander your opportunity, he thought. He despised when people underestimated their opponents. As for him, doubting Lucian was the very fuel he needed to concentrate. If Thor wanted to give him a generous handicap advantage, then so be it. Lucian would make him regret that decision. 

	He began channeling his eminence throughout his body and released the encumbrance of gravity. In an instant, the battle began, and Lucian soared full speed towards Thor. Eager to use his weapons, Lucian quickly hardened his legs and came to an abrupt halt. He then launched wickedly sharp shards of stone at Thor’s body. 

	Thor was far more skilled than the two guardians that fought before him. With little effort, he read Lucian’s attack and shifted his body away from harm. Lucian hastened his approach and barraged Thor’s body with violent kicks. Thor deftly parried each kick with only his right hand, avoided any injury. 

	They continued to parry back and forth, shuffling in every direction across the battlefield. As their sparring persisted, Lucian gained more and more knowledge of his opponent’s battle tactics. He slowly learned to judge Thor’s reaction speed, improving his own response time as a result. But there was one factor Lucian could not anticipate: could the powerful punch of a mage harm even the god of thunder? He had never come close enough to King Odin to find out. 

	Lucian quickly increased the intensity of his attacks, forcing Thor to strengthen his defenses. Without thinking, Thor instinctively moved the left hand he had sworn not to use. However, just in time he remembered his oath and relinquished the urge to use the hand. 

	Lucian acknowledged Thor’s attempt and rolled into a single-handed handstand. He swung his legs at Thor with as much speed as he could muster, channeling his earth eminence. His legs hardened like deadly boulders, lending additional force to his incoming strike. Lucian’s single hand shifted around the ground as his legs rotated in the air, like a helicopter buzzing towards its enemy. With each twirl, Lucian gained momentous speed, forcing Thor to tread backwards. 

	“This is useless, child. You could never hit me with such a wild attack,” mocked Thor.

	Ignoring him, Lucian activated the invisible rune on his hand, his birthright from Salmu. The blade shot from his body, serving as an extension of his hand, very much like a claw. His range increased by the blade, Lucian swung directly for Thor’s neck. 

	Caught off guard by the swift strike, Thor once again moved his forbidden left hand. This time he used it to entirely halt Lucian’s attack, grabbing Lucian’s hand and arresting the blade aimed at his neck. Thor quickly released a series of forceful punches to Lucian’s ribs, spinning him upwards. His mind clouded with anger, he sent another punch towards Lucian’s face. 

	Lucian, realizing, smiled as the final punch sent him into oblivion. Blood spilled from his face and leaked onto Thor’s hand. 

	Seeing the blood, Thor instantly pulled away from Lucian. He had intended to put Lucian in his place, not kill the man. Incredulous, he stared at his left hand in disbelief, the same hand he had promised not to use in battle. Though he was technically victorious, Thor had forfeited the battle. 

	“You tricked me!” he yelled, his face flushed with anger. 

	Lucian lay flat on the ground, absorbing the pain radiating throughout his body. His ribs were cracked and his face felt like it was caving in. He reached for his ribs, green aura flowing from his hand. The healing powers from the snapped his broken bones into place. Lucian gagged in agony and waited for enough pain to subside before standing. His mind spun, most likely a concussion from Thor’s mighty punch. 

	“See, son? I told you he was impressive,” called King Odin, grinning widely. 

	“I cannot believe I lost to a mage. Here, of all places,” Thor hissed through clenched teeth. 

	His gleeful look fading, the King shook his head in disapproval of his son’s dishonorable actions. Thor turned away from Lucian and slumped towards Odin. For Lucian, it was another lesson learned: a soldier could anticipate the outcome of a battle, but therewas no way he could know every factor. King Odin and Thor were not aware of Lucian’s hidden blade and wrongly presumed that he would fight unarmed. It was a mistake that cost Thor his victory. Lucian carefully stored the information away for future use. There was much for him to learn about this world and as the heir of knowledge, it was his duty to absorb as much as possible. 

	Lucian approached the royalty and gracefully nodded at each of them. “Thank you.” 

	King Odin slowly stood from his throne and allowed his enormous frame to tower over Thor and Lucian. 

	“For what?” Thor asked, glancing cautiously at his father.

	“You have given me much to think about. Your battle skills could be very helpful to my future success.”

	King Odin roared with laughter. Lucian felt his powerful voice shake the ground beneath them. He smacked Lucian’s back, forcing him to one knee. “Child, you are hilarious! I would love to see you and Thor battle again sometime.”

	 


Chapter 3: 
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A Leader’s Burden

	Iris found herself unconscious and helpless after the Paragon Games. Although victorious, she realized her victory had come at a heavy cost. It was a burden she would have to overcome, not only for her sake, but for the sake of her kind. 

	She felt a deep and crippling torment after sensing the death of Jason the Annex—her father. A torturous knot clutched her mind and chest as she struggled to accept her father’s death. No resurrection. His life force was completely drained. Even over vast distance, the death of her father could be felt amongst all the wolves. 

	Minutes slowly ticked by. In a poor attempt to dull her pain, Iris periodically connected with Lucian’s mind from afar. His pain along with hers crippled her, opening a fear she was too afraid to confront. Through force of habit, she elected to view him strictly through their mental bond. Iris never allowed fear to guide her, but her brashness had cost her much. First, Michael and Angela…a family that had loved her as their own. Two of the kindest people you could meet. This war between the werewolves and vampires as old as time cared not for the innocent; it stole their lives. Just like Madison’s. 

	Madison, her love, the other half of the twin she called her own child. Not by blood but the one remnant of a serving family. Madison, a life so pure her laugh could warm the heart better than a sunrise on a clear morning. Now her father, her safety net, and her future was gone and possibly the future of her kind. 

	Iris increased the distance between her and Lucian. She wanted to strengthen his focus by separating their rings, thereby weakening the influence of their connection. She was uncertain if their recently strengthened bond was due to the Paragon Games or if the rings themselves were becoming stronger. Either way, Iris was certain her feelings for Lucian could not be. She needed to devote all her love and care towards her pack. At least, that is what she kept telling herself.

	She paced back and forth trying desperately to forget about Lucian. Yet the more she tried, the clearer his face rose in her mind. Her recent actions had cost the lives of two of Lucian’s loved ones, for which she felt immensely guilty. Nausea nestled in the pit of her stomach. Right now, the pack was more important. Her pack had to be the reason for her existence, the sole purpose for her life. Iris once again swallowed her feelings. 

	Sensing her turmoil, Bianka tried calming her down. “We cannot do much from here.” 

	“Maybe so, but we must protect Iris,” Isaac interjected. “We must protect the legacy!”

	“I do not need protecting,” Iris insisted, fighting back tears, her anguish obvious to her pack. “Isaac is right. We need a way back.” A way back to my kind before they are all wiped out, she thought.

	Bianka hated seeing her alpha in such a tormented state. “Have you talked to King Odin?” 

	“Yes. He said our best hope for transporting through dimensions was to find Baron. Asgardians have no direct way of leaving their own dimension. They can only travel with enough prayer from a follower.” Her response rang slightly with hostility and impatience.

	Bianka ignored her tone. “Well then, girl, did you talk to Baron?” 

	“I did,” Iris took a deep breath, “But...”

	“But what?” she pressed.

	“It’s complicated. To make a long story short…he will at some point.” 

	Isaac remained silent and never took his eyes off Iris, watching as she paced back and forth. Kobe remained near Bianka’s side, sitting quietly with his knees to his chest, his head buried between them. His emotions were surfacing rapidly and Iris felt him desperately trying to suppress them.

	Crap, she thought. She shifted her focus towards one of the closest people left in her life. In the midst of her grief, Iris had forgotten about Kobe’s close relationship with her father. Jason was Iris’s blood, but Kobe was just as close to him. The two wolves had lived together for centuries, and now Kobe was also grieving the loss of his friend and master. Not even his love for Bianka was enough to suppress the anguish within. Kobe had one reason left to live: to continue Jason the Annex’s legacy by protecting his daughter. 

	“I don’t understand, Iris. What could be so important about going back?” Bianka asked, attempting to bring Iris back from her musings.

	“It is important,” she answered solemnly.

	Bianka mustered as much confidence as she could. “More important than the fate of our entire race? Really Iris, don’t be stupid!” 

	Despite her best efforts, she was nervous about speaking so frankly to her alpha and the smell of her anxiety gave her away. Iris was no longer the inexperienced youth. She had grown into a fierce, battle-tested warrior and leader of their pack. Still, as her former mentor, Bianka felt responsible for steering the maturing alpha in the right direction. She battled with when and where to speak her mind and slowly lowered her head in embarrassment.  

	“It’s fine,” Iris replied. “Your words are true, but yes, it is still important. Not as important as the fate of our race, but it is important to me because it will be important to Luc—” Her voice softened. She could not bear to say his name in front of her pack. Even without finishing the sentence, her pack could smell Iris’s devotion to Lucian. 

	Bianka did her best to address the sensitive subject. “How is he doing, anyway? He is awake, but you have not visited him.”  

	“He is sad. He would not admit it, but Victor was everything to him.” Iris’s eyes fell to the ground, her heart aching for her mage friend. 

	Isaac rolled his eyes. “We have all lost someone here. Still, there’s a war to fight. It’s his job to protect you and it’s my job to make sure that he does.” 

	“No, it is not his job. He has done far more than enough to protect me, and it probably cost him everything,” snapped Iris. “It is my job to protect you and the other members of the pack. I am not my father.” She gathered a deep breath before speaking one of her greatest fears, “I do not...I do not think I can control so many alphas.” 

	“Child, please!” begged Bianka. She immediately regretted her tone again and gave Iris an apologetic look.

	“It’s fine, Bianka. You cannot help the way you feel. Just be yourself.” The corner of Iris’s mouth raised slightly. She secretly found amusement in watching her former mentor stumble over her words. 

	“I don’t think there’s a single pack of wolves we could not overcome,” continued Bianka. “Iris, we believe in you as the alpha—"

	Kobe interrupted, “Actually, there is one pack, maybe two. I hate to say this, but Isaac is right. We’re going to need the young mages to unite our kind. Either that, or Iris might need a wolf suitor. After all, male and female anarchy still exist within many packs and your dominance may not be enough.”

	Iris glanced at Kobe. He seemed distracted from his grieving. She couldn’t help but question the intent behind his words. She swiveled to face all three wolves. “Who are you worried about?” 

	The three betas glanced at each other with diverse expressions. Iris’s eyes darted back and forth at her betas, waiting for her pack’s response. She tried reading Bianka’s expression, currently directed at Kobe, hoping to gain a sense for what she was thinking: Go ahead, bigmouth. Don’t drag me into this. 

	Kobe’s eyes fixed on the ground, unwilling to look his alpha in the face. 

	“Someone speak,” Iris demanded, “I don’t care. I’ve been through enough. Tell me what pack I have to worry about. Now!” 

	Isaac was the first to speak up. “The two American packs. You must be mindful of the Louisiana pack and the California pack.” 

	Kobe hesitated before saying, “Maybe the Americans. I will admit that Langston is powerful. Regardless, I would be more worried about Syed’s pack.” 

	The other wolves gazed blankly at him. 

	He sighed, “Syed is a pack leader in Iraq. He is not particularly evil, but he will have strong opinions about females leading the pack. Not to mention, he leads the largest pack in the world.”

	“That is true,” Isaac agreed. “I always forget about him. Jason kept him firmly under his thumb. He didn’t even let Kobe and me handle him.”

	“That’s because without a pack of our own, we couldn’t have handled him,” mumbled Kobe. 

	“He’s that much stronger than you guys?” Iris’s forehead wrinkled in concern.  

	“No, not particularly,” replied Isaac, “but he is smart and can be...cruel.”

	Kobe chimed in, “Not to mention, he’s as old as I am. Your uncle is the one who sired him.” 

	Iris’s eyes widened, her mouth gaping. “No way.”

	“Hence my statement before, about the mages,” added Kobe. 

	The puzzle pieces began falling into place. Iris thought about the fur cloak her father gave Lucian. Did my father know he was going to die? But there was no way Jason the Annex would sacrifice himself and put the rest of the wolves at risk. There was no way he foresaw the betrayal at the Paragon Games. 

	Unless he did? Iris bit down on her lip. She would think about this later. “What is it about the American packs that I need to watch out for?” she asked. 

	“Both are opportunists,” Isaac answered. “You could easily overpower Greysen, but Langston is strong. He possesses pure dominance. I have only seen him outmatched by Jason.”

	“And he is ambitious,” Kobe said. 

	“Suitors,” Iris suggested, catching his previous meaning. The thought of needing one made her shiver. 

	“Correct,” Kobe replied. “They will propose a union. Which, to be honest, would make this transition much easier for you and the wolves.”

	“What do you mean?” She internally worried about how much faith her wolves placed in her. 

	“A union is hard to imagine because your father was so strong alone. However, two become one in marriage,” said Kobe. 

	Iris still did not fully understand Kobe’s meaning and shook her head in confusion. Did he not think she could rule alone?   

	“They say that union combines the separate dominance of two wolves into one. With someone as powerful as Langston, your newly increased dominance would rival your father’s strength,” he explained. 

	Iris stared intently at her betas. She sensed that Kobe and Isaac were having a private conversation between themselves. 

	“What is it?” she demanded. 

	“You already started a union,” Kobe muttered. He glanced at the ring that bonded her to Lucian.

	“I don’t think so. At least, not the union you have in mind. Lucian is a special case, but my focus is on the wolves.” She scrambled to change topics. “Besides, you two males are extremely strong. If the union is so important, why not have me combine power with one of you?” 

	“That would do no good,” interrupted Bianka. “Iris, you are the alpha. You are Jason’s daughter. You have to lead us.” Her tone was serious but encouraging. She attempted to lighten the mood with a smile. “Anyway, you are much stronger than both these male wolves combined. However…” She turned to Kobe with a sly grin. “A union between us might not be so bad.”

	He attempted to retort but knew his words were useless against Bianka’s razor wit. A pregnant moment passed before they glanced back at their alpha.

	Iris threw her hands in the air. “Don’t look at me. A union between you two is your decision! I’m here for support whenever you need me.” She turned and gazed at the door. “I need to find Baron.”

	 


Chapter 4: 
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Breathe

	Ben fidgeted with his hands soon after Lucian left the room. He closed his eyes tightly, as if that would force the unsettling thoughts from his mind. The darkness made the violent images only more vivid. Every slaughter, every feeding, every death was imprinted indelibly in Ben’s memory. He shivered and quickly stood. I have got to get out of here. 

	He wandered the halls looking for a distraction. Soon he spotted a familiar but not so welcome face. 

	“Benjamin,” sneered Curtis, his successor and sworn enemy. 

	Ben felt a flash of anger as his enemy approached. “Hey mate,” he replied with a smile that was clearly disingenuous. 

	The men held each other’s stares with immense tension. Ben hated Curtis for many reasons, the main one being that he’d replaced him among his friends. Ben had been forced to abandon Lucian and Anna after his vampire transformation and Curtis all too conveniently filled the vacant spot. Now, he feared he was no longer enough for his friends. For some reason, Lucian and Anna trusted Curtis and accepted him as one of them. For their sake, Ben concealed his hatred and pushed away the savage thoughts flooding his mind. 

	“What brings you out of your slumber?” Curtis taunted.

	Ben’s face warmed with anger. He despised any reminder of his previous state, one he could not help. He struggled to compose himself but responded with difficulty, “I’m looking for Lucian and Anna, see them anywhere?” 

	Curtis shook his head at the absurdity, “Anna said she was going to the armory again.” 

	“And Lucian?” 

	“Nah, haven’t seen him. To be honest, he always seems to be in the room with you. Have you not seen him today?” 

	Ben slapped himself on the forehead and shook his head, immediately berating himself for the stupid question. “Shite, of course. He mentioned going to look for King Odin and possibly getting some training in. It bloody slipped my mind.” 

	Curtis stared inquisitively, then shook his head in profound disdain for the vampire-mage.

	Growing increasingly uncomfortable, Ben began retreating down the hall. “Thanks mate, I’m going to head out.” 

	“Sure, enjoy.” 

	Ben slowly walked away, never turning his back towards Curtis. As history had proven, Curtis loved stabbing people in the back. Curtis’s parting words nagged at him. “Sure, enjoy,” he thought. What was that supposed to mean? Like “Enjoy this time before I kill you” or something? He could not help but take the words as a subtle threat, feeding the fear that he no longer belonged among his friends.  

	Ben’s breathing quickened. Technically, his vampire body did not require oxygen, yet he could suddenly feel his soul battling all his vampire remnants. His body began to quiver, his jaw tensing. He didn’t need air, yet began gasping for breath. He didn’t have a heartbeat, yet felt pain spike his chest. A dizziness swept over him and he plunged towards the ground. 

	An eternity seemed to pass. Ben lay paralyzed on the ground, struggling to regain control over his body. He had no idea how much time went by before an enormous shadow loomed over him. It was none other than King Odin.

	“The anomaly himself,” he boomed. The king patted Ben’s back with a force great enough to rattle Ben’s brain, causing a violent fit of coughing.  

	He inhaled deeply in an attempt to calm the cough. After a while he managed weakly, “Thank you.”

	“Thanks for what?” the King asked with a clueless smile. “By the way, unnatural one, I have been meaning to talk to you.”

	Unnatural one? What is that supposed to mean? Another wave of insecurity flooded Ben’s mind. “Talk to me about what, Your Majesty?” 

	“Well, my friend, I have seen your troubles. Far be it from me to tell someone how to live their life or even how to deal with their issues…” King Odin lowered his voice and whispered, “Alcohol does it for me. Oh, what I would give for another one of McClear’s famous shots.” His voice rose again, “Oh well, death unfortunately is final for you mages, even him.” 

	The king wandered into his own consciousness as if Ben were no longer there. Ben stared in profound confusion. Catching himself, the king continued, “Apologies. As I was saying, I think I should show you something that you have been seeking. Or, should I say, a couple of things that you have been seeking.”

	The king placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder and guided him forward with a smile, one that felt familiar but Ben could not quite place. 



	
Chapter 5: 
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The Untold Story

	Lucian began formulating a plan to transport out of Asgard. The first step on his agenda was to find Baron, his biological father. Baron remained his only connection to Jötunheimr, the land of giants. Seemingly, he was also the only mage who knew how to portal out of Asgard. 

	The thought of Iris unexpectedly came to Lucian’s mind. I need to connect with Iris and figure out what she and her wolves are planning. He found himself continually gaining a deeper sense of Iris’s emotions. Above all, Lucian felt how important it was for Iris to lead her wolves into a new age. Sensing her love and care for her pack, he was reminded about his dedication to his own friends. 

	Lucian made his way back to the room he and Ben had previously shared. He was nowhere to be found. Where could he have gone? Where would he go? He scanned the room, searching automatically for sign of potential trouble. There was no struggle. Lucian’s guess, or hope, was that Ben left the room for only a few minutes. He left the room to search for him, but was immediately halted by Baron’s sudden appearance. 

	“Lucian, finally caught—” 

	Baron was interrupted by a violent spree of coughs. Lucian started in concern. Baron’s eyes were bloodshot. Upon closer inspection, Lucian noticed that Baron’s skin had lost the vibrant color it once possessed and was now extremely pale. As Baron’s feet continued to churn forward, Lucian could see the strain in his father’s stride. He seemed heavier and heavier with each step and struggled to gather enough oxygen. 

	“What happened, are you…” Lucian paused. 

	Unlike Lucian’s ring connection with Iris, Victor’s and Baron’s thoughts were linked by their blood. Bound by blood. Lucian remembered his father using those words at some point. Studying their blood connection, Lucian realized he already knew the answer. 

	“You’re dying,” he stated. 

	“If it wasn’t for this thing, I’m sure I would already be dead,” Baron said, flicking his hand at the red emerald that linked his soul with the Red Dragon. “But…” The elder mage nodded in defeat. It was not the defeat of a dying man, but that of disappointing his son time and time again. 

	A wave of disbelief washed over Lucian’s face. Baron caught a glimpse of anger flickering in his eyes. Father and son both fought back the pain within their hearts. 

	“How long?” Lucian asked. His words held multiple meanings. How long did Baron have to live? How much time did they have to learn portal magic? He knew Baron was his only chance at transportation out of this realm. There was no guarantee his father could muster enough strength to do anything, much less teach him this vital skill.

	“A few days, maybe a week,” Baron replied, wheezing. 

	“We have to fix this. What can we do to fix this?” Lucian begged, his voice beginning to crack.

	“Oh Lucian. This was predetermined long ago. I was never the true bearer of this life. Victor took a weak and feeble soul and bound his eminence to mine.” 

	“What do you mean?” Lucian demanded uncertainly. 

	Baron thudded against a nearby wall and slowly slid to the ground. He chuckled hoarsely. With a deep breath, he replied, “Well. Victor should have been the true successor of the Red Dragon. You see, you are quite unique, my son.” He drew another deep breath. “Unlike the Black Dragon, the White and Red Dragons do not have to be completely in sync with their host’s soul. As you witnessed at the Paragon games, Emmett’s ring possessed the power to absorb souls.” 

	Baron paused again as anger swept across Lucian’s expression. The Paragon Games were still a sensitive topic for him. 

	He continued gently, “The more souls the ring absorbs, the stronger our brother becomes in this realm. If the soul itself was pure enough to inhabit the White Dragon’s soul, he would show himself.”

	Lucian stared as Baron took another long pause to regain his breath. His wide chest expanded, taking one deep breath after another. His lungs were working hard but the oxygen still wasn’t enough. 

	“Maybe you should rest,” Lucian urged. 

	“No. It’s not going to get any easier.” Baron took another deep breath. He fidgeted against the wall before returning to his subject of the past. “Victor and I were already close before we ever stepped foot in Valiant. Many centuries ago, we grew up together on the streets of Egypt. I manifested my abilities first, if you can call them that. Victor and I were the best thieves in the city. We were young boys, but I swear we could lift anything off of anyone. We were like yin and yang, two peas in a pod.” 

	He leaned his head back, remembering. “I may have manifested my abilities first, but Victor soon was far better at it. He became stronger, faster, and his stamina was unnatural. 

	Baron gazed off into the distance as if reliving the scene. “One day he lifted the wrong item off the wrong person. It cost Victor multiple stab wounds to his chest. By that time, I had developed a decent affinity for healing, similar to your powers. Back then I didn’t even know what the ability meant, but I used the powers to heal him. I couldn’t let my friend, my brother, die.  

	“After that, Victor took it as a personal debt and felt like he owed me his life. But I’d saved him because he was my best friend, not because I wanted him to owe me,” he paused, deeply pained. He wiped the tears streaming down his face. Inhaling deeply, he continued, “Years later, Victor became Victor. As we matured, he became increasingly stronger while I did not. One day, the dean of the most prestigious magic school came looking for him. His life was about to change for the better. I thought mine was too. But the dean only wanted Victor and not me. I was told someone from another school might eventually seek me out, but not to hold my breath.” 

	Baron paused to appreciate the irony and gasp again for air. “Despite the generous offer to study at a prestigious school, Victor refused, not wanting to leave me behind. I saved his life. At least, that is what he always said. So he postponed the offer and we left to focus on me, searching for something that would lend me enough power to impress future institutions.”

	“What did you find? Another ring like the one Iris and I share?” 

	“No, we found a witch. A witch as powerful as any mage. Let me correct that,” he interrupted himself, “she found us. She was the first one who told me about the story of the Azag Sha, the legend of the Three Dragons.” 

	“Who exactly was she?”

	“I have no idea. I have not seen her since, but I will never forget her words.” 

	Baron paused and rubbed his hands in circular motions across his temples. He hoped the massaging pressure would relieve his headache as he sorted through his memories. 

	Despite their past, Lucian hated seeing the agony in Baron’s face. He gently took a knee, placed his hand on his father’s shoulder, and stared him in the eyes. 

	Baron accepted Lucian’s compassionate look and smiled weakly. He continued with a sigh, “The witch turned to Victor and said, ‘You have the gift, but the power would corrupt you.’” 

	“What does that even mean?” 

	“It means Victor should have been the bearer of the Red Dragon. However, his strong and powerful eminence combined with the Red Dragon’s power would have completely corrupted him. You know the mage proverb? About power tending to corrupt people, and absolute power corrupting absolutely? Well, that is what Victor Draco would have been. Completely corrupt.” 

	Lucian stared, his thoughts forming rapidly. “I have been corrupt. I have always had a temper. I have always felt socially inferior to others. My powers just put me on an even playing field with people who were not so socially awkward.” 

	 “The dragons are not connected and not reincarnations. Shamu the Red Dragon and I were likely kindred beings. Even though he is gone, I still feel his consciousness buried deep within me. It is like two minds are intertwined with one another,” Baron replied. 

	“You are a little different. The host for the Black Dragon had to be you. The connection would have been too much for anyone else’s mind and soul.”

	“The power of the Red Dragon is transmitted through my necklace. It feeds me unlimited prestige and allows me to channel its pure energy. However, your entire body is a conduit. You can gather as much prestige as you need. You can also channel its pure energy with your sway. These are rare gifts that not every mage is born with.”

	“So why did the witch link you and Victor together?” 

	“It was Victor’s idea. He thought our profound power needed a checks-and-balances system. The witch was right; mages with too much power often become wicked and corrupt. Take Sage, for example. His great authority has made him greedy and immoral. Though he was not always like this. He was once a young apprentice under Professor McClear who always did what was right.” 

	“What changed?” 

	“Too much—again, this is not a first-hand account as I was not alive during this time. Once Sage gained more authority, he became increasingly worried about assassins. Sage was a particularly gifted mage whose body could render prestige into his muscles. It made him faster, stronger, and the greatest warrior I have ever seen. But mortals began to fear mages as more and more came into this world. His family suffered for it. His pregnant wife became a victim of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The mob kidnapped her and burned her and their unborn child at the stake.”

	Lucian’s mind wandered back to stories of Professor McClear and his banishment, when he was still known as Merlin. “That is what started the original war. Sage wanted revenge. He wanted to wipe out all human life, leaving only mages,” he thought aloud. 

	“Yes, but was trapped in as Azadolan by his closest friend and comrade, something he would not let happen again. Especially while he took out James and Victor.”

	“Why did you? Do you think Sage knows about your link?” 

	“No, I do not think he knows about the link. I think he has been preparing this takeover for a while and I just wasn’t a part of the plan. I haven’t been seen in years. We were surrounded, but that didn’t matter. He went after James and Victor. He feared they would be able to thwart him. We were just a box to check off on his mission of conquest.”

	“He will pay for underestimating us,” Lucian solemnly answered. 

	“He didn’t. From what I have been told, he underestimates no one. He is like you in many ways. He knows you’re a threat, and I assure you, you are now at the top of his list.”

	Lucian sank to the floor beside Baron, hands cradling his face. He fought to grasp the enormity of what Baron was telling him. “Sounds like this is far from over. As Professor McClear stopped him from taking over the human realm, I will take up the mantle of my mentor to stop him.”

	 


Chapter 6: 
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The King’s Court

	Sage, bored by the tedium of ruling, allowed his mind to wander. Between long yawns, his eye scanned the room, his finger rubbing the smooth table that had stood as long as his reign. He pictured flashes of the many subjects who sat in each of the twelve seats surrounding him. Today, only five enjoyed that luxury.

	He stared in turn at each of the men around his table. His heart fluttered in excitement knowing they were pawns under his control. Sage enjoyed ruling over Azadolan for the sheer power it gave him. He allowed a few trusted men with delegated tasks. This meeting was for such delegations. 

	 The chair to Sage’s right always remained empty, but next to it sat Sage’s royal counselor, Felix Day. Felix was a small man. His narrow, fully bearded face reminded Sage of a weasel. He had never given the king cause for concern about his loyalty. Sage found him more than adequate at his job, handling the many tasks the king did not care for. 

	The man on Sage’s far left was his newest captain and commander of the royal guard, Liam Payne. Liam was tall, athletic, and had risen quickly through the ranks. His skill with a blade was second only to his king and mentor. Seated next to him was his younger brother William, another rising talent. He seemed to be taking his responsibilities slightly more seriously. Sage still found him barely tolerable. He much preferred his older brother.

	The infamous Winston, new Lord of the Dead, occupied the seat across from Liam. Winston had gained a reputation throughout Azadolan for secretly planning a coup with Sage against his prior master. Winston sat calmly, his body radiating a confidence Sage hasn’t seen prior to Emmett’s death. 

	Being new lord of the vampires must have its perks, Sage thought. 

	Winston being the successor to the Ring of Souls, his strength nearly matched that of his predecessor. His eyes glowed like a white tent, a clear identifier of Azag Sha. 

	Sage knew little about Azag Sha, only a few details James had shared during his second life. His obsession began once he met Baron, the first reborn of the serpent-like creatures. Sage observed as the vampire sipped fresh, warm blood from his bowl.

	The former head of the royal guard, Klundus Björn, stood protectively behind Winston. Björn was a mountain of a man, towering over any creature in the room. He was at least a head taller and his shoulders triple the thickness of his replacement. Before his timely change into a vampire during the last Paragon games, Bjorn had been an effective leader, commanding the royal guard with an iron thumb. 

	Sage noticed his eyes dart back and forth between Liam and Winston. He never took a shine to him. Or possibly he knew deep down he would’ve been better at Liam’s job. For better or worse, Bjorn now answered to Winston. He might have lost his ability to wield magic from the transformation, but in return he gained strength and speed on top of his already formidable combat skills. 

	When Bjorn’s eyes weren’t glancing at Liam, they were glued to his master’s bowl. His stoic demeanor made the trembling of his hands appear more noticeable. His eyes glowed with lustful desire. A man dying in the desert had less want for water than Klundus Bjorn’s craving for blood.  

	Winston called for Sage. “My king? My king?” 

	Sage snapped from his reverie. “Please drop the formalities, Winston. As I said before, just call me Sage.” He gazed firmly at the vampire.

	“Of course, my liege…I mean, of course Sage, whatever you say. You seem so deep in thought. You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

	“I am fine,” he lied.

	But Sage knew anyone could observe the plain truth. If the constant yawning wasn’t enough, the dark circles beneath his eyes and dilated pupils gave him away. The truth was, sleep eluded him from the night the mystical creature found him. Being proclaimed as the next leader of the Wild Hunt both frightened and excited him.  

	His thoughts turned to his task. At heart, Sage was very meticulous. He tended to bide his time. It took centuries rebuilding his friendship with James McClear before pursuing his goals for magekind. Many lifetimes ago, the old mage had stopped him, but in Sage’s mind he played his sister far more than his friend. He found himself trapped in this world because of her sacrifice. A magic he hadn’t been able to undo. This new title might just be strong enough to allow him to step foot on the human plane once again. With James out of the way, along with the so-called strongest mage, little obscured his path. Hunting down a measly teen would be no large detour, though James’s interest indicated Lucian might be formidable. 

	But even the formidable fall beneath his blade. There was no denying why the Hunt chose him, Sage thought, fondling the hilt of his sword.  

	“Master Sage, you okay?” Liam cried. 

	“We are not in a lesson. Remember your place on duty! It’s ‘sire’ or ‘liege,’” Sage berated the young captain.

	“Of course, my liege,” Liam bowed his head.

	“I have been meaning to ask—how is Klundus doing for you?” Sage  glanced at the brute standing over Winston.

	“He is great, my ki—he is great,” said Winston, stumbling over his words.

	“Excellent. He was an outstanding leader for me and mine. Too bad your ring stole his soul during the trial along with so many of the the Gathering Troop.” 

	“Apologies. That was Emmett’s doing. If I could, I would give them back.”

	“I’m sure you would.” Sage’s thoughts once again turned to the matter at hand. “Winston,” he called, "I want to be absolutely certain that this Bjorn fellow and the others can be trusted.”

	Winston hurriedly set down his bowl. “Sage, they, as am I, are an extension of your will. They are still your, what is it called…Gathering Troop. They are helping extend your legacy through the undead.” His hands fluttered through the air as if reciting lines in a play.

	“Good. And what stops them from killing you and me and taking over themselves? With the first opportunity, you did it to Emmett.”

	“It wasn’t the first opportunity,” Winston protested, “it was just the first opportunity for success. Don’t worry, my lord, I have taken measures to ensure their loyalty.”

	“May I ask how?”

	“Of course. I have programmed them all to have complete loyalty to you. Not even I can overrule your order. If you asked Bjorn to rip off his finger if needed, he would do so.”

	“Is that so. Bjorn, remove your fingers and eat,” Sage ordered without preamble.

	With no hesitation, the giant man wrapped his hand around two fingers. He grimaced, but the order was absolute. His fingers separated from his hands, but no blood spilled from them. He shoved the fingers in the mouth and began chewing until he’d gobbled it all with a huge swallow. He stood once again at attention, his torn hand still shaking from his ravenous desire. 

	“Excellent. Now pick Winston up by the neck,” Sage commanded, testing his control.

	As before, the massive vampire grabbed Winston by the throat, lifting him directly in the air with his feet dangling. 

	“Stop this! Put me down!” Winston demanded. 

	His eyes glowed, attempting to reverse the command. But Sage’s orders could not be undone. 

	“Sire, please release me!” Winston pleaded, realizing nothing could prevent him from being slaughtered by his strongest warrior.  

	“Release him.” 

	As Bjorn set Winston down, his eyes stared daggers into Sage. The lack of elasticity in his skin amused Sage. Bjorn looked more like a model trying too hard than a dangerously angry vampire.

	“I see I have your attention. I merely wanted to test my boundaries. But from the looks of it, you thought a simple command would overrule my own. There’s no need to lie to me, Winston. I am fair, unlike Emmett.” Sage gestured in a conciliatory manner. “Now, with that said. Allow me to fix your mistake. Klundus Björn III, I order you to obey every word Winston gives you, even over my own, unless he attempts to betray me at any point in his life. Immediately.” Sage paused, his gaze falling back to Winston, who seemed to have regained a measure of control. “That seems fair. What do you think, Winston?”

	“Fair indeed, Sage,” he muttered. “Fair indeed.”

	“Felix, if anything else needs my attention, make sure to handle it,” Sage ordered, rising at once and striding from the room with a flourish.

	 


Chapter 7: 
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A Trusted Bond

	Iris burst in on the room where Lucian and Baron had been conversing. She trembled vigorously, her heart racing ever faster. 

	Calm down. The words had become her mantra. Calm down, calm down, calm down. 

	Her heart ached as her eyes fell to Lucian. The closer the two became, the more her anguish intensified. Upon her arrival in Asgard, Iris had approached Baron knowing he was her only escape out of this realm. However, when she found herself in the same room, her priorities suddenly shifted. Iris could smell the decay of magic along with Baron’s dying body. She grieved for Lucian. Victor and his mentor are already dead, and now he’s losing Baron too. 

	The intense silence between the two mages forced her to step back. Her eyes fixed on Lucian’s hardened exterior. Now on his feet, his dark, black eyes were cold and bitter, his muscles rigid with tension. He was trying to hide his inner grief and confusion from her. However, he could not conceal his true feelings. She already sensed every emotion. Right now, she was feeling his anger and frustration. 

	Baron, her former enemy, struggled to stand and uneasily moved back while Iris approached Lucian. Her arms opened wide as she wrapped herself around him in a tight embrace. Her lips opened to speak, but she thought better of it.

	Baron cleared his throat and braced himself to interrupt. “Son, I know you have experienced great loss, but so many people are counting on you. I know this is not fair. No kid should be thrown into something this important. But Victor was a symbol for the world. No matter what happens, I am proud that you turned out like him.” 

	Iris dropped her arms. She felt Lucian trying to hide his feelings again. He searched for any reason to emotionally detach himself from his dying father. Yet, he still mourned his inevitable fate. 

	Lucian nodded and mouthed to him, “Thank you.” 

	Ready to bury their troubled past, Iris acknowledged him as well. “We have to find a way out of here. I have to get back to my wolves.” 

	“About that. I think I have enough strength to take you to my home,” Baron replied. He squinted, pondering the problem. “The real question is, do you know where you want to go? I wouldn’t recommend Valiant. Sage must have agents there waiting for you.”

	Iris felt remorse settle in the pit of her stomach. If they traveled outside of Asgard, she would be asking Lucian to forsake any chance of helping anyone left behind. Lucian gave her a concerned glance. Against her best efforts, he could read her mind just as easily as she could read his. She wondered if he also guessed at the source of her internal conflict every time she thought of him.

	 Lucian stepped in to help. “Baron, could you still teach us how to make a portal?” 

	“Possibly. Although, with your low connection to eminence, I do not think you’d have enough energy to produce one right now. Your mage friends Anna or Ben could possibly learn to make one, but it would take a while,” he answered.  

	Lucian wrestled with those words. A while. It was simply too long. He needed the portal now. “They’re genius mages. They’ll get it quickly, and I have ways to produce the energy I need.”

	Iris wondered at Lucian’s outward confidence, but her assurance slowly faded as she glanced at his dying father. 

	Baron gathered himself to speak, his voice weakening with each gasping breath. “If that is the route you choose to take, then I will show you. Although, let me warn you—this is dangerous. You could be stuck here. Both of you,” he warned. 

	Lucian gave Iris his best trust me smile, the same smile that always assuaged her fears. The look on her face replied, Okay. They nodded in agreement that this was a risk worth taking. Not to mention, it was their only option for transporting out of Asgard.

	Baron admired their courage. “Okay. Meet me outside in an hour or so. I need to rest.”  

	Lucian nodded and patted Iris’s shoulder in confirmation. 

	She breathed a deep sigh of relief as they left Baron alone to rest. “You really think you can learn how to do this so quickly?” 

	“Yes,” he confirmed with no hesitation.

	Iris watched Lucian hold his head higher and smile with radiating confidence. Taken by his charm and determination, she couldn’t help but smile back at him. “Well then, how do you plan on learning so fast?” she teased. 

	“It’s hard to say because I have never actually created one,” Lucian smiled back, “and there are many unknown variables. Honestly, I’m excited about expanding my knowledge in magic. As a student, I’ve always relied upon our teachers to help me travel. With the Paragon Games, the Gathering Troops. Regardless, traveling between dimensions is a skill that will be useful beyond this journey. On top of that, if we can return to Valiant and Jötunheimr, then I’m sure we can recruit allies for this inevitable war.”

	“We need to return to my wolves,” Iris insisted. “They would make better allies than anyone else.”

	“Them too,” he beamed with enthusiasm.

	Iris could not place where Lucian’s sudden fervor was coming from. She fiddled around with their connection and dived deep into his thoughts. He was remembering his friends, who teased him about always overexplaining things, about always being a know-it-all. 

	She felt Lucian abruptly kick her out of their mental connection. His eyes darted to the floor. The previously confident mage was now staring at the ground with a concerned look on his face.

	“What, Lucian? What is it?” 

	“I don’t know. Whenever you speak about your connection with your wolves, there’s something that worries me. I know the feelings are because of our ring bond, but I can’t figure out why I feel so bothered.” 

	I wonder if he feels the same way I do, thought Iris. She was still hesitant about adding more pack members. She was definitely hesitant about creating a union and mating with another alpha to gain the support she needed. If she was being completely honest with herself, she was also unsure about creating a union with the mage standing in front of her. Iris shook all thought of the topic from her mind. 

	“You okay?” Lucian asked with a boyish grin.

	Iris squeezed her eyes shut and peeked one eye open. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Grinning awkwardly, she lifted her hand and pointed to the ring that bonded them. “It’s the ring. You sense my worry about having more pack members.” She hoped the partial truth would prevent Lucian from digging for more details. 

	She quickly changed the subject. “We will come to that issue when we get there. For now, you need to learn how to make portals and get us off this rock!” 

	Lucian bowed down and widened his grin. “As you wish.”

	 


Chapter 8: 
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An Unwelcome Truth

	Ben’s head still ached from his paralyzing spell on the hallway floor. King Odin was escorting him to his throne room with a wide smile, showing off his perfect, pearly white teeth. Ben attempted to back away but was halted by the king’s unyielding strength. 

	The throne room was narrow and seemed unending. Ben’s eyes followed a mountain of stairs leading to Odin’s throne. Golden trim followed the throne’s curves like a gilded snake. The throne itself did not seem comfortable, wide enough for Ben to lie in a fetal position on its side. It was tall enough for him to look over it even while standing in the seat. 

	Windows ten feet tall surrounded the back of the throne. Ben peered through them but met no image of the outside world. Instead, he could only see a black void.

	“I’m curious about why you brought me here,” he wondered. 

	“I have seen your tortured soul, and as a master of tortured souls, I may be able to help you heal,” King Odin replied solemnly, scratching the bottom of his cheek. 

	Ben stepped back and took full sight of the king. Unsure of Odin’s intentions, the vampire-mage wondered, Is he trying to help me? Or is he just bored?

	“So many stairs. I hate walking up stairs,” groaned King Odin. 

	He bent slightly at the knees and within an instant made a mighty leap, soaring through the air until he reached the top of the staircase. 

	“Wow, no wonder Lucian had such a hard time,” mumbled Ben. He shook his head in appreciation of King Odin’s physical prowess.  

	The King released a ceremonial sigh of exhaustion. “Hurry, you have slowed my fun for long enough!” He plopped onto his throne and loosely draped his arms over the side. 

	Ben sprinted up the stairs as fast as his feet would carry him. Wanting to impress, he exploited his vampire speed to ascend. In the process, he felt his soul resisting his vampire abilities. Once again, Ben wrestled with being part vampire and part mage. His vampire side wanted to rival Odin’s skills, but the mage within him resisted such urges. 

	The confusion distracted him and caused him to trip at the top of the stairs, collapsing at the king’s feet with a bang. The cracking noise echoed throughout the throne room. 

	“Whoa, that seemed like it hurt,” mumbled King Odin, slightly teasing but mostly concerned.

	Ben stood slowly, pride smarting from the embarrassing plunge. His wrist and shoulders ached from bracing himself against the fall. Even worse, his knees began throbbing and caused him to limp towards the king. 

	Odin was grinning from ear to ear. “I must say, that was entertaining,” he chuckled loudly.

	“Smashing, glad you’re having your fill,” Ben muttered in pain. He was surprised to find the pain had already subsided. Am I more vampire than mage? 

	“You are probably wondering why you no longer feel pain?” asked the king. 

	Ben simply stared with a puzzled expression. 

	“Well, my unique friend, your power is finite. Having your soul back allows you to reach out and grab…what do you mortals you call it…” King Odin snapped his fingers trying to jog his thoughts. “Oh yes, eminence. As a vampire, you had no soul. I know you did horrific things, but that was not you. With your soul back, you no longer need to feed on blood to maintain your life. However, your physical body is another matter. It already passed the point of no return. It was forced to adapt to the body of a vampire, but now with your soul back, it needs circulating blood to heal and work properly as a mage.”

	“I’d rather die,” said Ben, lifting his head high.

	“Don’t be so selfish. What about your friend who sacrificed his hand in exchange for your soul? He gave up his purpose.”

	“What do you mean?” 

	“Focus,” he commanded. His posture straightened and his smile quickly faded. It was King Odin the God who now stood in front of him. “The point is, your life means more to him than anything else. Keep that in mind before you plan something stupid.” 

	King Odin lifted his hands to the windows above. Upon closer inspection, Ben realized they were mirrors. 

	“Which brings me to why we are here,” continued King Odin. He waved his hand, revealing three pristine mirrors. “These are the Three Mirrors of the Norns. They allow you to see your past, present, and future. I will permit you to see how your past actions currently affect those you care about in the present. However, the mirror to your future is strictly off limits.” 

	“That seems a bit dodgy. How is that going to help me?” Ben’s stomach twisted in knots at the thought of seeing all the people he’d harmed. 

	“Trust me. Just look in the mirror and think of what you want to see. I will leave you alone.” King Odin sailed down the stairs and exited the throne room.

	Ben focused on the mirror of his past. His mind drifted to the one image he craved to see. The mirror obeyed his will, the image of the innermost workings of Valiant. 

	“Ver—” he whispered, unable to say her full name. He reached out to touch the woman of his dreams. In a trance, Ben gazed upon her flowing hair and deep, brown eyes. 

	Vera, his one true love. 

	She was seemingly in the middle of teaching a class. That’s right, Lucian said she was a teacher now. She looked beautiful and healthy. Her toned muscles were lost within a fuller frame than he remembered. Her once vibrant movements were sluggish and dull. 

	As his eyes darted back to her face, Ben once again became lost in her beauty. He wanted to tell himself her smile was real, but he knew she was just giving a performance for her students. 

	It all came back to him so suddenly. The troubles in her life had started with him. Ben revisited the scene in his head from the last time he saw her. Her dead boyfriend returned from being a soulless monster and her mentor and closest friend were killed by a magical tyrant, he thought with remorse. 

	He watched spellbound as Vera began speaking, moving back and forth among her class. Ben placed his hand on the mirror. “I am so sorry,” he whispered.

	He fell to his knees before the mirror and began to weep.

	 


Chapter 9: 
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The All-Seeing God

	Lucian left Iris and began searching for Anna and Ben. Any passerby would have noticed his blushing cheeks and the smile lighting his eyes. The thought of Iris had that effect on him. 

	Focus, he berated himself. 

	He thought Ben would be the easiest to find since he mostly confined himself to their room. At least, Lucian hoped to find him there. Anna, however, would be very difficult. Her extreme sense of fascination carried her around the realm, trying every flavor of life it offered. 

	Luckily for Lucian, he knew just who could help him locate those two. He’s probably going to make me fight him again, Lucian thought, brushing his hand against his last bruise from the king. 

	It was easy to predict his whereabouts. There were three places Lucian could find King Odin: the tavern, the sparring grounds, or the throne room. Considering the time of day, the king would most likely be found drinking in the tavern. Lucian let out an exaggerated breath and traveled to the tavern. 

	Lucian’s first impression of King Odin had aligned with everyone else’s: he was an old and foolish drunk who spent little time governing his realm. After getting better acquainted with him, Lucian realized this perception was far from true. The king was an exemplary ruler. His vast knowledge equipped him to understand practically any event happening in Asgard. 

	As suspected, the king was drinking straight from the barrel. The dark brown liquid flowed directly into his mouth without a single drop landing on his expansive beard. Lucian bowed his head, waiting for him to finish. A grand smile swept across King Odin’s face as his eyes fell upon Lucian. 

	“Lucian!” He lustily slammed the barrel to the ground, shattering it in the process. He reached out to grab Lucian’s cheeks, but Lucian quickly evaded him and extended his hand. The King grasped it heartily. “You have made it at last. Join me for a drink, son.” 

	A mixture of beer and saliva sprayed Lucian’s face. Unwilling to refuse, Lucian wiped his face and nodded.

	“Excellent,” replied King Odin. He grabbed a beer and handed it to his drinking mate. The King proposed a toast. “To friendship and alcohol. Mostly alcohol, a man’s best friend.” He chuckled and slammed his bottle against Lucian’s. King Odin had a habit of turning everything into a contest, especially when it came to alcohol. 

	To stay in the king’s good graces, Lucian decided to put up a good fight. If I can get the information I need without him pummeling me, then I will call that a win. 

	The men raised their bottles high and opened their mouths wide. Without speaking another word, their drinking battle began. 

	Lucian poured liquor into his mouth at a rate that seemed humanly impossible—so much that his body was struggling to compensate for the trauma being done to his brain and liver. When he reached the last drop, he slammed the bottle down in unison with the King. 

	“I knew we were kindred spirits!” Odin bellowed. “Few people can drink like us. Another?” 

	“Few indeed. Maybe later, Your Majesty. In all honesty, I came here seeking a favor,” Lucian answered, his words slurred. Not even Lucian’s healing powers could purify the high amount of toxins circulating through his body. His mind remained sharp, but there was no way he could continue this drinking contest. After all, King Odin was a god while he was a mere mage.   

	“A favor, you ask? I believe you have earned such a grace.” King Odin’s shoulder slammed into Lucian’s. 

	Lucian forced his eminence to brace for impact, lessening the severity of the pain. “I need to find Ben and Anna.” 

	 King Odin gasped at the simplicity of the request. “Is that all? That is no favor.” He closed his eyes and searched the realm for Lucian’s friends. “Anna is in the armory, while Ben is still in my throne room, where I left him.” He opened his eyes. 

	Lucian dropped his head and shoulders in thanks. Suddenly the king’s hand entered his field of vision. Regardless, it would be good practice, he thought.

	Lucian rolled with the momentum of Odin’s blow, the force increasing his rotating speed. His head tucked between his legs as he rolled to the ground.  

	“Well, that was impressive, if unnecessary.” The king let out a booming laugh. He glanced absentmindedly at his hand, as if unaware of what would cause such “unnecessary” action.  

	He’s playing the long game, I think? Lucian thought. Bowing again, he stepped away to leave Odin to his thoughts. “Maybe for you, Your Majesty, maybe for you.”

	The king held up a hand to pause Lucian’s retreat. He warned the mage about Ben’s fragile state upon viewing the Mirror of the Past. 

	Lucian thanked him and quickly exited the tavern.

	From previous experience, he knew having Anna by his side would make comforting Ben easier. He’d stop by the armory first.

	Lucian had already memorized the layout of the Asgardian town and reached his destination in short order. He scanned the room, surprised by the armor’s mediocrity. On earth, the armor would be seen as treasure. Mirroring everything Asgardian, practically every inch of armor and weaponry was adorned with lavish jewels, emeralds, gold and silver. 

	 Even so, there was nothing special about the craftsmanship in the armory. Nothing that couldn’t be accomplished in the human realm. “There has to be something of importance in here, something legendary,” he mumbled to himself. 

	At that moment, he saw his friend’s pearly smile gleaming from across the room. “Hey you!” he yelled.

	“Freak, oh my god!” screamed Anna. 

	Lucian couldn’t help but smile. “What’s got you so excited?” 

	“Seriously, freak, this place is amazing!” Anna lifted her hands and pointed at the armor.

	Her enthusiasm amused him. “From what I can tell, it’s just stone, silver, and gold. Any skilled blacksmith could make this on earth.” 

	“I know, but think about the cultures that have made up our Norse lore. It shows a direct connection to what Vikings plundered for the sake of their gods. It’s just fascinating!”

	“Yeah I guess, but we basically already knew that,” he shrugged.

	“But this is proof, firsthand knowledge that you should be more excited about, Mr. Heir of Knowledge,” she teased. 

	“Wow, no freak this time?” he joked.

	“Freak,” she responded with a wrinkle in her nose.

	He raised an eyebrow. The debate was distracting him from finding Ben. “I am more interested in this world’s magic. How could someone so old and so big move faster than anything I have ever seen? I have rivaled the strongest of the strong on earth. Yet, King Odin and Thor are on a different level. They wiped the floor with me without even breaking a sweat.”

	“Lucian, you’re supposed to be the smart one. There is no way you could beat them in their own world. The concept is instinctively built into the realm,” replied Anna matter-of-factly. 

	“That idea does not seem complete to me.” But he sighed, conceding. Deep down, Lucian acknowledged the truth in Anna’s statement. Logic from earth did not fit this realm. Their similarities were uncanny, but all a picture created by the imagination and thoughts of men. Norse mythology might be only a folktale in many parts of the world; even today it lived strong in the imaginations of many. It was all built upon the faith of people from many lifetimes ago. 

	Lucian allowed one fleeting thought before moving the gods to the back of his mind: I wonder how I would stack up back home.

	He directed his attention back to Anna. “What about magic? Find anything useful?”

	“Their magic defies belief! Look at this, freak,” she answered, undeniably giddy as she slowly unwrapped a long object from some type of animal fur. 

	With each turn, a weapon beneath was gradually revealed. First a long hilt roughly 90 centimeters long, then the crossbar with an angled point leading into the grip, followed with what appeared to be a ruby pommel. The next fold revealed the blade. At first glance, Lucian took it for a traditional Carolingian sword. The sheath was made entirely of gold. Somehow, the weapon seemed to call out to him. Lucian reached out and wrapped his hand around the grip, leaving two fingers to caress the crossbar. As soon as he grasped the hilt, a shot of clarity beamed in his head. The feeling was so jarring, he instinctively snapped his hand back, gazing at Anna in shock.

	“I know,” she exclaimed. Her smile intensified. 

	“What is that?” he asked, bewildered. 

	“It’s my new sword.” 

	Lucian noticed a peculiar focus in his mind. He quickly realized it was bloodlust, similar to when he went berserk so many years ago. Lucian inspected the sword, his mind piecing a puzzle he didn’t know he was looking for. 

	“Is that the Dáinsleif?” he asked in astonishment. 

	Anna replied with a goofy grin. “I know, freak. It took you long enough to figure it out. I haven’t unsheathed it yet, but I can’t wait until I do!” She tightly gripped the handle as if ready to release the blade’s wrath upon some unlucky foe.  

	Lucian grinned. “Soon. First we have to find Ben and learn how to create portals.” 

	 


Chapter 10: 
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Second-Smartest

	On their way out of the armory, Lucian filled Anna in on Baron’s promise to teach them portal magic. They navigated their way to King Odin’s throne room and, to their surprise, found Ben at the top of the stairs with his hands covering his eyes. The sound of his sorrowful moans and violent weeping could be heard from far across the throne room. 

	Lucian and Anna gazed at each other saddened and shocked. Anna’s eyes filled with tears. Wasting no time, they ran up the stairs to comfort their friend, Lucian activating every enchantment in his body to enhance his speed. As he channeled his earth and air eminence, gravity lessened and his muscles carried him without restriction. He flew up the stairs with Anna close behind him. Moments later, they reached their friend and found Vera in the mirror. 

	“What are you doing to yourself?” snapped Lucian. His tone was harsher than he meant it to be.

	Ben wiped his puffy eyes and stared bleakly at his friends. He opened his mouth to speak, but quickly closed it before any words came out. His hunchback posture seemed so defeated. 

	A bit frightened, Lucian stood tall. He was done allowing his friend to wallow in self-pity. “Get over your damn self. I gave my hand in exchange for your soul. You have killed, raped, and tortured people while you were soulless. Your fault or not, sitting here crying won’t change anything. We need you. I need you now more than ever. I get it, you will never be the joyful and lovable Ben from before…” Lucian’s voice softened as he reached out to touch Ben’s shoulder. “But my friend, I still need you.”

	Ben wiped his eyes, swearing to himself. No more self-pity, he thought. His eyes still bore sadness but Lucian figured he could tolerate that. After all, his old friend would never be the same.

	“I am such a bugger when it comes to this, mate. You’re right, I need to do something. Soulless or not, I did those things,” Ben said. His eyes darted to Anna. As usual, he hoped she could offer some wisdom. 

	“If you feel you need to atone for what you did, live a life of true meaning. Like you did before you were turned,” Anna urged.

	Lucian knew his friend was in a fragile place, but such words needed to be said. He watched as Ben dropped his head, his eyes on the ground. He was unwilling to look up at them. 

	Did we take it too far? Lucian thought. He looked over to Anna for perspective but she stood strong. 

	“He just needs time to think,” she mouthed back. “Lucian, what’s next?” 

	Lucian’s expression fell flat. “Well, to be honest, Baron is dying. He had a blood pact with Victor and now that Victor is dead, his life is dwindling with every passing moment.”

	“Lucian, I’m so sorry,” Anna mournfully replied. Her eyes began watering again as she placed a compassionate hand on Lucian’s shoulder. 

	He shrugged her hand away, refusing to feel pity himself. Besides, there was nothing he could do to save Baron. Blood pacts were finite; Victor’s death cemented Baron’s death as well. He looked to his friends. “It’s fine. We don’t know how much time he has to live and we need to learn how to travel between worlds, fast.”

	“Let’s go then,” said Ben. His eyes were finally dry and his posture straight. He was determined to move forward.  

	Hopefully he can keep growing from this, thought Lucian. 

	Together, the three friends raced out of the throne room to meet Baron. It was time to learn how to make a portal. 

	They found Baron where Lucian had left him, sound asleep and resting. His body looked feeble, as if every movement caused fresh pain. 

	Their arrival awakened him from his slumber. 

	“Good, you three are here. I don’t know how much longer I can stay awake,” he yawned. He quickly gathered himself and put on a brave face. 

	“Are you sure about this?” asked Anna. 

	“We do not have a choice,” he replied. 

	Lucian stared at his dying father and mouthed, “Thank you.” He was so grateful Baron was willing to spend his last moments helping them portal out of Asgard. 

	“Okay, let’s get started. Portal creation is not simple. You are linking your magical imprint to another realm from a different location,” Baron began.   

	“Magical imprint?” Lucian asked skeptically. 

	“Yes, that is my own simple phrase, not some technical term,” answered Baron. “It’s just like my son to be the know-it-all,” he couldn’t help but add. “I was never much of a scholar. Anyway, everyone’s prestige and sway flow differently. Even their link to the elements is different. For example, one fire mage’s imprint may be different from another fire mage’s. Same goes for air mages and so on. The portals we create are linked through connective threads to the magical spectrum,” he explained. 

	“How did anyone figure that out? You can’t even see the magical spectrum.” Lucian tried making sense of Baron’s words. 

	“Jeff, the most brilliant time-travel mage to ever live, was obsessed with quick travel.” 

	Lucian shrugged his shoulders at the thought of another mage being more brilliant than him. Even so, he felt astonished that the concept of portal creation was invented before properly understanding life sciences. For now, Jeff deserved the title of the most brilliant time-travel mage. Lucian made a mental note of stealing that title away for himself someday. 

	“I have no issues with that, but I am wondering why there is no recollection of his process. Any worthwhile scientist would have scribed detailed notes. Yet I have found very little detail about portal creation, let alone about its creator.”

	“To be honest, that does not surprise me. Jefferson was not a people person. He did not write notes, yet he expected everyone to be on the same page as him,” explained Baron. 

	Anna interrupted, “Sounds like a dick.”

	“Not really a dick per se, but misunderstood. Yeah, I think misunderstood is a better way of putting it. From what James told me, he nudged him in the spotlight’s direction. But his notoriety became famous. I mean, before that, he was just another one of James’s weak apprentices, the one that could use magic.”

	Anna was completely dumfounded by the news. “Jefferson Swallow was an apprentice to Professor McClear?!” 

	Lucian was slightly less surprised, as he suspected McClear was much older than he’d ever admitted. 

	As if on cue, Anna asked, “How old was Professor McClear?” 

	“I don’t know, but I am pretty sure he was the oldest mage to ever live,” said Baron. 

	The word echoed in their ears. Was. Professor McClear was like a father to them, all four of them. The mages held a moment of silence for their strongest ally and most powerful mentor. 

	The tribute was interrupted by a cough so violent that Baron’s blood splattered into his hands. The sight sent chills through the mages; they sensed their time was running out to create the portals. 

	Baron did his best to continue. “Lucian, do you keep notes? It has been said that Jeff had a remarkable memory, quite like yourself. The rumor is he only made his public works known when he expected them to be solved or recognized from something else. They would say he took the challenge of stealing people’s ideas, resolving any problem before they could get the chance.”

	“So, he was a dick,” Lucian observed.

	“Yeah, I guess so. Regardless, we have him to thank for the invention of portal transportation,” replied Baron. 

	“How do you manage it? You don’t have any connection to eminence,” Lucian remarked. 

	“True. That is why people do not enjoy traveling with me. Force magic has its own footprint. It makes an uncomfortable ride for anyone else who travels through the portal with me. The good news is, I generate so much prestige that as long as my body doesn’t give out beforehand, portals are quick for me to make. You guys, on other hand, are going to have to settle down and create enough of your own imprint so you can connect to it later.”  

	“Freak. Are we talking minutes, hours, or days?” demanded Anna. 

	Baron glanced at her worried face. “Honestly, that depends on you. All three of you are powerful for such a young age, but every mage is different. Usually, the biggest obstacle is generating enough of your imprint. Just watch.” 

	Baron extended his hands and used his mind to channel the surrounding prestige. The other mages could see the power emanating from his body. He lifted his hands and radiated a white glow. The world in front of them split into a small circle opening from thin air. Through the circle, Lucian recognized the other realm as Jötunheimr. He screeched a frustrated sound that sounded like a cross between a growl and snort.

	“What was that, freak?” Anna jumped. The awkward sound had caught her off guard. 

	“This makes no sense!” he answered. “I can see the power radiating. I can even see how he is forming the portal. Yet, I do not see how it connects to his energy.” Lucian was second-guessing his ambitions of becoming the most brilliant time-travel mage to ever live. At a young age, Lucian had achieved what most scholars would consider magically unachievable. Yet this seemed utterly impossible.

	Baron stared at his frustrated son. “Lucian, you are overthinking this. There are many mages much dumber than you and portal magic did not escape them, did it?”  

	“Sometimes you just have to do things without worrying about all the details,” Anna stated. She smiled before casting a withering glare at Lucian. “Freak.”

	 


Chapter 11: 
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Stepping in the Anax’s Shoes

	Iris was completely captivated by Lucian’s tenacious spirit. His demeanor remained strong and confident despite all the stress. She admired his constant drive to improve his skills and remedy the strife within Asgard. It both inspired and attracted her. She sensed through their bond that in terms of ability, Lucian was more dangerous than ever. 

	Iris tried pushing him from her mind, but the thought of him was all-consuming. He made it difficult to focus on honing her own skills. As alpha of the pack, she needed to improve if she wanted to avenge her father’s death. 

	Ever since her father’s murder, Iris could feel her alpha instincts rising. Her wolves submitted to her increasing dominance. That is, all the wolves except Bianka. Regardless of how compliant Bianka felt, her motherly instincts always overpowered her hesitance, compelling her to speak her mind. 

	She now nudged her shoulder against her alpha’s. “Girly, get out of your head.” 

	“I swear,” Kobe muttered, “How are we ever going to get anything done with you always so infatuated with that boy?” 

	“He’s still not good enough for you,” Isaac growled.  

	“Enough!” yelled Iris, abruptly silencing all three wolves. Isaac immediately bowed his head and looked away. Iris could deal with their teasing, but she would not tolerate her wolves badmouthing Lucian. At times, her urge to protect his honor felt instinctual and caused her to behave impulsively. The aroma of her passionate outrage forced the other two wolves to also bow in obedience. 

	Iris stared at the betas, acknowledging their meek posture. She took a deep breath and relaxed her mind. Tension abandoned her muscles and her body melted into a state of serenity. The other wolves sensed her relaxation and felt permitted to finally look up at her.

	Iris warmly greeted their glances and calmly said, “What can I expect? How can we get the wolves on our side?”

	 “You can expect them not to accept you, even if you are more powerful,” Kobe said. “We know your mom was human. Her good genetics paired with Jason’s vast strength made them a perfect breeding pair.”

	“I know all of this,” Iris muttered in frustration. She felt the tension creeping back into her body, and so did her betas. She paused and thought of Kobe’s words. “What legacy?”

	“Yes. The Anax’s second primary duty is to bear an heir capable of succession,” Kobe said.

	“How do I get around this?” 

	A frown masked Bianka’s face, “Sweet, you can’t. If anything happened to you, the wolves would have forced Jason to find another mating partner.”  

	“Are you telling me that he was just waiting to whore me out once they murdered Alex? I cannot believe he would do that!” Iris yelled. 

	“He kind of already did,” whispered Isaac. He pointed his finger to the glowing ring on her hand.

	Iris fiercely shook her head in denial. “No! No way! There’s no way he would have done that!”

	 “Well—” Kobe interjected.

	Iris whirled. “What!” she screamed back, eyes blazing. 

	Her rage forced Kobe back a few steps. Lowering his voice, he continued, “I can’t say this with absolute certainty, because I never heard it from Jason directly. Although, there were rumors that a seer warned Jason about his foreseeable death.” 

	Iris stared blankly at him. Her mind was ravaged with thoughts like a swarm of flies. She recognized the truth behind Kobe’s words but could not imagine her father trusting the seer’s prediction and refusing to warn her. 

	Yet…if Jason did believe the seer’s prediction, then it wouldn’t be too far-fetched for him to take precautions. 

	“So what? He wanted me to mate with Lucian because he didn’t think I could rule on my own? I knew he never expected me to be his successor,” she muttered, still attempting to rationalize her father’s actions. 

	Bianka attempted to assuage her. “Don’t be silly. Iris—,” 

	 “No. What he did was plain as day. I wasn’t born to take the Mantle of Annex. Alex was. He was supposed to be in this predicament. The Annex…He knew those bitter old wolves would not accept me. It wouldn’t matter who my parents were or what honorable actions I’d done...their old stubborn minds were set in stone. So he whored me out to Lucian,” she spat bitterly. “Let’s just call it for what it is!” 

	Iris felt her temperature rising as anger coursed through her body. Her fierce eyes blazed bright yellow, the hair all over her body standing tall. The other wolves stepped back. She was slowly shifting into her werewolf form. 

	It’s all because of this cursed ring, she thought, resentful. Iris wrapped her hand around her fingers and pulled at it with all her strength. This troublesome bond clouded her thoughts and hindered her ability to lead her pack. Face straining, her muscles bulged but the ring did not budge. 

	Iris screamed in frustration and finally threw her hands into the air. She fell to the ground in frustration. 

	“Foolish child,” muttered Bianka. 

	Enraged, Iris rose from the ground as if to charge towards her. But with one look at her mentor’s face, her anger melted away.Bianka’s eye sparkled with loving sorrow. A tender aroma wafted from her body, the closest thing Iris would ever have to a mother’s love. 

	“I am only speaking the truth,” explained Bianka. “That is how you are behaving, like a foolish and immature child. Jason gave you an opportunity to broaden your power and create an alliance with the mages. Particularly, a mage who you can’t seem to stop thinking about you. What you make of this opportunity is up to you.

	“If you didn’t already know, everyone considered your mother to be your father’s equal. She didn’t have our physical strength or our other wolf genetics, but her beauty, kindness and intelligence still transcended our most dominant wolf. Besides, there is no guarantee that you mating with another wolf would bring good fortune. Lucian possesses many of the same characteristics as your mother: he is smart, kind. And very good looking,” she teased. “You would be the alpha to unite our two species; the mages and wolves could form an alliance. Your children could seal that alliance for generations to come.” 

	“I thought you hated Lucian,” Iris wondered.

	"Nonsense. I hated his father. And I have no love for the mages." 

	"Hated?!"

	"You know the situation; again, I have no love for the mages. Yet, Baron isn't all bad. He did save your life. Lucian can strengthen our pack. And I already mentioned how good-looking he is. Your kids will be beautiful," Bianka added gently, smiling at the prospect. 

	The fury within Iris shifted to uncertainty. Would Lucian want any part of our pack? Does he even have romantic feelings for me? Could I do this with him by my side? She knew she could count on Lucian to be a great friend and a trustworthy partner. But romance? She could read Lucian’s thoughts, but struggled with understanding whether his feelings for her were platonic or romantic. She thought about their fateful future. He could be your downfall, or you could be his. Or…together we could strive for greatness.

	Iris looked to Bianka. “I will talk to him.” 

	 


Chapter 12: 
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Portal to Portal

	Days passed as Lucian and his friends cultivated their magical blueprints for portal transportation. Ben, channeling his eminence with water, had been the first mage to complete the task. Anna, never far behind, had used her connection with fire to create her own blueprint. Lucian, however, had not come close to finishing. Even with his vast pool of prestige, the connection between his body and the flow of eminence was so slow that it barely registered. He scribed down as many rules as he could remember yet fell short of finding his unique blueprint. 

	Today they were in the courtyard practicing. It was a cloudless, sunny morning. A cool breeze wafted through the trees, birds chirping a lively song. Lucian, Ben and Anna stood alone on the exquisitely manicured lawns. It was the perfect weather for a brisk hike or the team’s favorite game of nails and hammer. Baron slept against a tree nearby while they trained .

	Despite the light wind, sweat dripped down Lucian’s brow. “Ugh, this feels like when we first started training,” he muttered, raking his hand across his forehead. He stomped the ground, kicking dirt over his most recent failed attempt.

	“Not even, freak. You were much easier to tolerate back then. You knew you knew nothing. Just a humble kid who wanted to learn and improve.  Now look at you, memorize the library and think everything is just going to be so easy,” Anna teased.

	“Please, I was wildly frustrated back then. I just had Shamu to help calm me down.” 

	“Well, he still lives somewhere within you, right? Just imagine what he would say,” she suggested.

	Lucian shrugged. “He would most likely tell me to calm down or take a deep breath.” 

	Anna gestured for Lucian to follow his advice. He glanced to Ben, smiling at his friend slinging waves of water through the air. Ben’s cool demeanor came alive again while using water magic. The reinvigoration of his soul also revived his powers. 

	“I need a break. You two up for sparring?” Lucian turned to his friends.

	“Sure! This time you won’t catch me off guard. I know you’re a monster now,” joked Anna.

	He smiled back. “What about you Ben? How about a little game of sparring?”

	Ben simply shrugged. He knew there was no point in refusing his friends once they decided it was time to spar. “Anything goes?”

	“Of course,” answered Lucian. He recognized a familiar look of mischief on Ben’s face, as if he had something up his sleeve. 

	“Heads up, freaks!” Apparently, Anna had decided to begin. Hoping to catch Lucian off guard, she quickly fashioned a ball of fire. The air separated as the flaming sphere flew from her hands and soared in Lucian’s direction. 

	She smiled. Revenge for their last sparring match seemed close at hand. 

	Lucian felt the heat from Anna’s fireball brush his forearms and quickly evaded the attack. Anna channeled her hands and prepared to strike again. Shoving her palms into the air, she sent another flaring ball of death. Lucian zigzagged with such speed that his body became a blur. Anna spotted another blur directly behind Lucian. Suddenly, Ben grabbed him by the back of the neck and lifted him off the ground. 

	Lucian’s mind sped into overdrive as he began searching for escape options. He didn’t want to hurt his friend, but he also was not ready to concede the match. He glanced at his missing hand, then his remaining hand, considering the hidden blade. After hesitating a heartbeat, he drove the blade towards Ben’s head, intentionally impeding the speed of his attack. 

	As expected, Ben immediately evaded and moved out of harm’s way, releasing Lucian’s neck. He stepped forward and grabbed Lucian’s wrist, his grip clamped on Lucian’s arm like a deadly vice. Stepping back, Ben gave a sharp pull. Lucian surged forward with the momentum, contorting his shoulder as he spun his foot towards Ben’s head. It landed directly on Ben’s neck, his legs hardening on impact. Ben staggered backwards, releasing him. 

	Lucian immediately closed the distance between them and stepped within striking distance. But Ben rolled onto his shoulders and vanished from sight before Lucian could strike. Lucian’s eyes darted left and right trying to focus on Ben’s blurry image, but he could not keep up with his vampire speed. Acquiescing to Ben’s superior prowess, he sighed deeply and shifted his focus towards Anna, who seemed pleasantly occupied watching her friends fight. 

	When Lucian raced towards her, she immediately channeled her eminence into a shield of fire. A smile beamed across her face, radiating fire and determination. Her boldness reminded Lucian of Iris. Her image flashed in his mind. Inhaling, Lucian pulled on his bond with the alpha werewolf. The world opened to him, his nose flooded with an aroma not privy to humans. 

	His nose picked up a scent from behind. Ben. As Lucian honed in on Anna, he had to admire Ben’s approach. It was nearly flawless. But it was no match for Lucian’s eye for pattern and predictability. He hardened his leg and kicked, aiming for Ben’s sternum. Direct hit. 

	Even hardened, Lucian’s bone fractured, along with Ben’s sternum. Ben gasped, clutching his chest and reeling backward. They both toppled to the ground.

	“You idiots! You freaking idiots!” Anna yelled, running to her injured friends.

	The two men lay motionless, grunting in pain. Ben’s head popped up and eyed Lucian. They grinned as if acknowledging each other’s stupidity. Lucian sat up with a groan and channeled his healing eminence while Ben’s vampiric nature allowed his body to naturally heal. 

	“What were you freaks thinking? We train hard, but we’re not trying to kill each other!” scoffed Anna. She seemed to have already forgotten the danger of whirling balls of flame compared to physical blows.

	“I just wanted to catch Ben. I haven’t lost in a while,” Lucian defended himself. He winked at Anna to remind her of her previous failed attempt at defeating him. 

	She bristled, hands on her hips. “I am pretty sure I’ve saved your life more times than you have saved mine. Just because you two are actually freaks does not diminish what I bring to the table.” She wiggled her nose at Lucian. “Now that you guys have gotten that out of your system, can we get back to portal training?”

	Ben looked at Anna sternly, “I think that would be a good idea. Contrary to what he is saying, I think Lucian might be jealous of me.” He rubbed the middle of his chest to verify that his wound was fully healed. 

	Lucian was ready to retort, but suddenly felt uncertain seeing Ben’s smug expression. Was that a joke? he thought. Ben scratched the back of his head and squinted his eyes towards Lucian. 

	“Our boy made a joke. A terrible one, but a joke nonetheless,” confirmed Anna. She walked towards Ben and tugged on his cheeks.

	“Yeah, maybe so. I sort of lost my skills in that area,” he confessed.

	“No, it was about as good as it was beforehand. I tended to just laugh out of pity,” she taunted. 

	“Please. I was hysterical and you know it!” 

	Anna shook her head in mock disagreement, smiling uncontrollably.

	Lucian cut in, “Anyway, guys. I really need to get this portal magic down before we can make our next move.” 

	“Sounds hunky-dory mate,” Ben replied.

	Lucian smiled back. “Excellent.” 

	Anna gazed at him curiously. “What is it? I know that smile.” 

	“Nothing. I mean…just that we have grown so much stronger. These practices aren’t much safer, but to—having us three together again, I wouldn’t change it for anything,” he declared. 

	“Me neither! Speaking of practice, Curtis is getting the raw end of this deal,” worried Anna. 

	“You’re right. He’s part of the team too. I’ll go get him,” suggested Lucian. 

	“No, let me. After all, I already finished creating my blueprint,” mocked Anna. “Like I said earlier, I’m always covering your slack, freak.”

	“Ha, ha,” Lucian replied, turning his nose at her.

	“I’ll be back, boys. Try not to kill each other!” she half-joked, running to retrieve Curtis. 

	Almost as soon as she’d left, Anna materialized in the courtyard, dragging Curtis by the hand. His didn’t bother looking up at them, one eyebrow lifted and his mouth slanted to one side. Lucian could see his smugness was pretend, his nose picking up the happiness from Curtis’s scent.  

	“See, together at last,” Anna sighed in relief. Her hands rubbed Curtis’s shoulders as she pushed him forward. “Sorry, we probably should have brought you here for the beginning part of this,” she explained. “Baron is showing us how to create portals so we can get out of this rock.” 

	“No need. I already know how to make portals. I have enough eminence gathered to make one back at school, our rooms in Azadolan, and back home.”

	“You do?” Lucian couldn’t believe it.

	“Home?” Ben asked.

	“Yes,” Curtis replied, turning to Ben. “Singapore.” 

	Lucian, Anna, and Ben stared at each other. “Singapore?” they asked in unison. 

	Curtis lifted his chin and broadened his shoulders, “My dad was born and raised there. My family owns multiple bio-enhancement corporations: medical, agricultural, pretty much anything related to that field.”

	“Curtis, you’ve been holding out on me,” grinned Lucian. 

	“Honestly, I’ve been trying to keep you away from my dad. He might replace me with you. Or he could kidnap you and study you like a lab rat.”

	“What a wanker. He sounds lovely, mate,” Ben muttered under his breath. 

	Curtis rolled his eyes. 

	“Actually, that makes me wonder if you three can move between anywhere,” Lucian mused. “You have high magical concentrations.”

	As if Lucian’s words triggered something, Baron rose from his nap. Lucian noticed the rest had done little for Baron’s burdened posture. His body slunk, his arms pushing him up from his knees. His breathing became increasingly labored and blood again filled his eyes. 

	“Shouldn’t you rest some more?” Lucian urged, deeply concerned.  

	Baron looked to his son. “It just slows the inevitable. And you need guidance. Do not worry about me. To answer your question—” He was interrupted by a violent spree of coughing. After a few moments, he gathered himself. “Sorry. It’s about a fifty-fifty chance. Ben most likely won’t be able to because his footprint has completely changed with his new genetic disposition. Being a vampire-mage is rare and unfamiliar territory. It might even make you guys sicker traveling with him because his body is not technically alive. Anna has been doing magic since she could walk and might have enough stored in various locations to create a link. If I had to guess, she could probably go anywhere she trained consistently. Your portal might only allow for one or two people, but I have faith in you, Anna.”

	“Baron, thank you. Lucian is right; I think you should rest.” As she reached to place her hand on Baron’s shoulder, his body collapsed to the ground. Anna panicked. “Freak! Freak! Freak! Freak!” 

	Lucian flew to lift Baron off the ground. “I’m taking him to the medical facility.” Filled with concern, Lucian’s friends ran behind him every step of the way.

	 


Chapter 13:
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The First Horseman

	A menacing laugh echoed around Sage. “Ha-ha-ha-ha!”

	The awful noise rang in his ear from a voice he knew could no longer exist.

	“What do you want now?” Sage asked the echo. His head swiveled as he searched for the origin of the sound. 

	“It is not me. You might have bit off more than you are willing to admit,” the voice reverberated around him.

	“Merlin!” Sage shouted.

	“Ha-ha-ha, that name has no meaning now. You killed him, and for what? To satisfy your arrogance and superiority? Ha-ha-ha,” the ominous laughter echoed again. “Besides, only my friends from ancient times call me Merlin. I think we are far past being friends, don’t you?” 

	“Fine, Professor James McClear it is. What a stupid name anyway,” grumbled Sage. 

	“No better than yours, Sage,” replied the professor. 

	“What do you want?” Sage demanded. He was already tired of the dead old man. 

	“I am dead, remember? Or, did you miss that part of the conversation? Besides, it is not about what I want. It is about what you want from me. Forgiveness, perhaps?” Laughter once again bounced around Sage’s head. 

	Sage squeezed his eyes shut and pounded his fists against his temples.  I do not have time for this, he thought over and over again. He waited in agony, hoping the incessant echo would fade away. 

	After a few moments, the laughter stopped and Sage gathered courage to open his eyes. He scanned the room for intruders. “Alone at last,” he sighed. 

	Just after the words left his mouth, an image of James McClear in a bloodstained robe appeared before him. It was the last memory Sage had of his once mentor. 

	The vision inched towards Sage and whispered in his ear, “Not even a little.” 

	Sage leaped back and let loose a terrible scream. The sound instantly sent his guards barging through the doors. They searched the room, but found no evidence of harm. Instead, they saw only Sage, frightened and alone. Skeptical and not a little confused, the guards hesitated to make eye contact with their king. The men were well-trained and stood ready to act, regardless of how secure the situation appeared. Their bodies channeled eminence and awaited Sage’s orders. 

	Sage raised his hands in a placating gesture. “I am seeing shadows,” he said in a quivering yet tranquil tone. “I am fine. I have not been sleeping well, is all.” 

	The guards traded uncertain glances, each waiting for the other to relax. Sage recognized their confusion but refused to justify his reasoning for screaming. 

	“It is probably guilt,” whispered Professor McClear. 

	“Silence!” ordered Sage. 

	A guard spoke up. “My king, are you—” 

	“I said silence!” he thundered. 

	The young guard flinched and bowed. Both cried in unison, “Apologies, my king,” backpedaling out of the throne room. 

	As the door closed, Sage rushed towards Professor McClear and yelled, “Listen here! Dead or alive, real or unreal, you have no bearing on my actions!” As his voice rose in volume, the vision of Professor McClear faded into oblivion. 

	He took a deep breath and reassured himself that he had conquered this fear for now. Wits regained, he approached a nearby drawer containing a small blade, ink, and a quill. The blade was no bigger than his hand. He decided to keep it under his robe. Before hiding the blade away, he carved the weapon across his hand and squeezed flowing blood into an empty canister. He grasped the quill with the penmanship and precision of a skilled calligrapher. Dipping the quill into his blood ink, he lowered it to paper and began to write, starting with triangles on top of each other, the points facing opposite ends. 

	The symbol made a six-pointed star. In an ancient script unknown to him but given by the angel himself, he wrote Lucifer, the name separated by all six points. 

	From deep in his chest, Sage screamed, “Herne the Hunter, I call upon thee!”

	A brilliant glow of fluorescent light shone from the star. The host of the hunt appeared.

	“You rang,” the angel said.

	“I am ready to get on with this,” Sage bellowed. He walked ..startlingly looking up at the tall being.

	“Please, you are crowding me,” Herne said, turning his back to Sage. “You gave yourself a year to process this and get your affairs in order…but if you wish, my Conquest.”

	“Conquest?” Sage muttered.

	“Yes, you might lead the party, but you are the instrument that set it all in motion. As you have conquered many men, you must conquer the three that will sit beside you. I feel one is already close. You only need to make it official. You will be a fine hunter indeed; my body simply shivers with the possibilities, my heart leaps within my chest.”

	“You do not have a heart,” Sage insisted. 

	“Maybe not. It was just a figure of speech,” answered the creature. 

	“It was a lie,” pressed Sage.

	“Please, it was simply a manipulation of your vile language. I do not lie, but if I ever do, as always I will obey any wish you ask. I’ll even bring one back from the dead if you would like.” 

	“You do not have that power,” he shot back.

	“I do not lie, and I assure you I have the power,” replied the creature. 

	The angel’s demeanor was assuring, yet uneasy. Sage would use it to catch this creature in a lie. If anything happened to the girl, his death would follow. He could use that. But first he would have to expose his dishonesty. And to do that, he would need to fulfill his hunt.

	“Of course. Where are the rest of my riders?” asked Sage. Fear gripped his feet to the ground, his eyes darting to his blade. It was ready to cut anything. Sage wondered if that could include the devil. This creature had no one’s interests at heart but its own. The king feared his actions would doom the very mages he swore to protect.

	“Smart decision,” the angel replied, as if reading his thoughts. “I would hate to get that lovely girl in the other room to lead my hunt. That would be after I show her your head.”

	Panic cleared Sage’s mind. Abandoning protest, he fell to one knee and bowed. “I will carry out your order. Please leave her out of this.”

	“Excellent. Now find your other three riders. They must be an accurate exemplification, as brilliant as you are.” 

	Having given his orders, the angel vanished into thin air.

	 


Chapter 14: 
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The Last of His Generation

	Lucian carried Baron across his shoulder, his legs dangling with each step. Baron’s labored breathing worsened as time passed. Lucian made a decision: Baron’s comfort couldn’t be his man concern. 

	Lucian activated his runes, his feet speeding through the halls and leaving his friends far behind. He lessened gravity’s pull, but Baron’s insurmountable weight still slowed him down. To his surprise, Ben reached the palace ahead of him and was waiting at the door. The boys made a few twists and turns throughout the palace before finally making it to Asgard’s medical facility. 

	Lucian laid Baron on the medical pads and quickly closed the hard, translucent covering that was attached.A coagulated substance covered the inside of the chamber as it flowed around and through Baron. His dying body relaxed as it fell into a natural slumber.

	Suddenly Lucian heard a rustling from somewhere behind him.

	“Lucian. Lucian,” crackled an unfamiliar voice. “Lucian, you returned to me.” 

	He whirled around and saw a tall woman with eyes of many hues. In them shone embers of brown, green and blue surrounding deeper red close to her pupil.  A long stream of hair flowed from behind her neck to the side of her chest.

	“Have we met?” he asked. 

	“We have.” She pointed to Lucian’s missing hand. “I told you to come back and seek me out.”

	Lucian’s eyes fell to his stump of a hand. The sting of the memory forced him to glance at Ben. His body began to shrink a little, but not as badly as before. 

	“I assure you…” Lucian paused, uncertain. 

	The woman gathered his meaning. “Eir. You may call me Eir.”

	“Thank you, Eir, but I know my…Baron has been visiting here for treatment.”

	“Yes. There is not much I can do for him. Unfortunately, curses are a nasty business. Once activated, there is little I can do to reverse it. But that one there is stubborn. He refuses to just die, despite the pain he suffers.”

	A puzzled expression crossed Ben’s face. “Love, what do you mean?” 

	A breath later, Anna and Curtis popped into the room.

	Eir smiled at Ben. “His body started shutting down weeks ago and most of his organs have decayed. For the last few days, he has been relying on pure energy to keep his body going.”

	Lucian’s face fell. “How long can he keep that up?” 

	“I assume as long as he needs; he has already beat the odds of logic. I suspect without the chamber even his will would have its limits.”

	Lucian’s mind simulated previous conversations in his head. He knew there was nothing that could be done for Baron. “How long will he need to be in the chamber?”

	The goddess looked at him questioningly. “So you are what all the fuss is about. I see why the old goat likes you so much.” She raised her hands over her mouth, giving the impression she accidently misspoke. “I mean, our majesty likes you so much. It is rare that you mortals think before you leap, let alone speak. I’m looking at you, barely a decade out of diapers, and yet you seem to understand life more than most of your elders. If you were as old as I, you would truly be a force to reckon with.” The goddess giggled. “I’m sorry, I tend to babble. I would say no sooner than when the day will end,” she gravely gestured at Baron.

	Lucian faced his friends and said, “In the morning.”

	Anna asked, “Lucian, what do you want to do?”

	“There is nothing we can do. This is Baron’s decision to make. We have to learn to make these portals.”

	“Again, I already know how to make portals,” Curtis pointed out. 

	“Correction. I need to figure out how to make these portals.” Lucian did his best to separate his feelings from the situation. 

	Taking a final glance at Baron, he gently placed a hand on Curtis’s shoulder as he walked out of the medical room. 

	“Freak, we’re coming with you,” Anna called. 

	“What about your hand?” asked Eir. 

	Anna glanced back at the goddess. “I will bring Lucian back to you, but we will have to revisit this issue in the morning.” 

	The team traveled back to the training yard where Baron collapsed. Now that Baron was dying, Lucian couldn’t help but think of mentors from his past. The recollection of Professor McClear, Jason the Annex, and his father’s murder fueled his desire for revenge. 

	With such thoughts, he planted himself in the yard and began channeling eminence. He marked the ground in front of him, creating tiny runes throughout, hoping to forge a stable imprint. Even with a vast amount of prestige, his magic only attached to a small amount of eminence. The runes spanned from small to large as he tried hundreds of words, but nothing seemed to work. 

	Frustration bubbled up, but he clamped down on the feeling. Lucian refused to let his lack of success govern his emotions. Let’s slow this down, he thought. 

	He reached toward his back and grabbed his scribed knives. Their solid presence reminded him that it was possible to break the rules of magic. Just because one says it must be done a certain way, does not necessarily mean it has to be. The knife he held was able to hold fire eminence according to the symbol scribed on the side. 

	Lucian ran to a tree and carved gateway in the LiDievit language. He stared for a moment, then lifted his hand and slowly began pushing fire eminence into the rune. Lucian paused again until he felt satisfied the rune was properly holding that image. He then approached another tree and carved gateway entrance. He pushed more fire eminence through the carved symbol until he could feel it once again even out. His eyes glowed gold and his perception increased. Searching, he could see no thread or connection between the two carved symbols. Something’s missing, he thought. 

	He took the scribed knife he’d used to carve both symbols and imbued it with the same fire eminence. Hurling it directly into the second symbol, the engraving of the tree was untouched as the blade flew out of the first symbol. Unimpeded by momentum, the blade shot directly toward Lucian, who caught it midair, flipping it around his finger. 

	Shaking his head in understanding, Lucian drew another blade, this one bearing the symbol of water. Just as before, he flooded the blade with eminence of water. He tossed the fire blade into the gateway again, simultaneously shooting his second blade behind it. Both blades hurtled toward the second portal just as before. But after catching the water blade when it came out the other side, he saw it had been dulled and worn after only a split second through the portal. 

	 With more and more practice, Lucian fumbled through the symbols until he constructed one that could hold and maintain his own magical imprint.  

	“Oh my god, freak, it looks like you figured it out!” 

	“For the most part. Unfortunately, I still don’t have the ability to travel anywhere. Once I do, I think I will be able to make portals much faster than you guys.”

	Anna rolled her eyes. “Took you long enough.” 

	“Anyways, how are you guys doing?”

	“Actually, better than expected. Between Curtis and I, we should have the ability to travel to quite a few places. Lucky for you, I am far better traveled then the rest of you.” 

	“How so?” 

	“Freak, it’s amazing—I just got the hang of it in the last few minutes! Making a blueprint is like…freak, I mean…Agh, it’s hard to explain. It’s like seeing your essence in magic form. Once I create a portal, I can see all the places where my essence has built up over time.”

	“So where can you go?” Lucian asked, already reaching the conclusion on his own but deciding it would be better to verify.  

	“Well, I have multiple locations back in Valiant, even one in the back part of Azadolan where I practiced during the Paragon Games. Ben has the most. With all his years of poor control, many are unusable, but nonetheless he still has a lot of areas filled with his blueprint. And—”

	“Curtis already told me his,” Lucian interrupted.

	“You got it, freak.” 

	“Oddly enough, that is the hardest part of creating the portal. It doesn’t link to me directly.  I have to tell it what location through a separate inscription,” Lucian mused. 

	Anna smiled, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Lucian, my friend, this is one explanation I do not need to hear.”

	“Fine,” he relented. “Seems like we’re all set. I’m going to check on Baron. With any luck we can get out of here and start our next plan.” 

	Lucian ran towards the medical center where he had left Baron to rest. Bursting through the door, he found Baron clinging onto life.

	“Are you awake?” he asked, fear choking his voice. 

	A hoarse whisper drifted from the elder mage. “Not for long, my son.” 

	Lucian stared at Baron’s pale face and stiff body. It was obvious his will to live was fading. 

	Baron’s sad eyes looked upon Lucian. “I am so sorry.” The words emerged as another grating whisper, so soft it could hardly be heard. 

	Tears streamed down Lucian’s cheeks. “I forgive you, Father. This was not your fault. I know what you did was not easy.” 

	Baron reached for his son’s hand and gasped for more breath. “Thank you, son. I can tell by the determination in your eyes…that the right man raised you.” He coughed, struggling to let out the words. “Though, I must warn you…your power can be passed down. Your brother will guide it and give it to someone who is worthy. You tru…” His words faded into nothingness as his last breath escaped his lips. 

	Lucian’s hands filled with the emerald necklace once forged by the Red Dragon. He released an agonizing scream, clutching his father tight in his arms. 

	The Red Dragon was dead. 

	 


Chapter 15: 

[image: F:\New folder (3)\ewyoo.png]

Goddess of Love

	Iris fell to her knees and grasped her chest tightly. She gasped for breath, her eyes flooding with tears. 

	“Lucian,” she whispered. Her connection with Lucian was overwhelming her mind. Her eyes peered up at her wolves who were staring back with concern.

	"What is it?” said Bianka. 

	Filled with grief, Iris looked at her with pained eyes. “Baron is dead.”

	Mixed emotions radiated off the wolves into Iris’s senses. A few of them held a grudge against Baron for his part in killing Alex, while others were worried about their future.

	Bianka looked sternly at her alpha. “I think it is time. You have been holding off talking to him for days.”

	“I know, but what do I say now? ‘Hey Lucian, sorry your dad died. I think it’s time we leave, don’t you?’” She waved her arms in frustration. 

	“That sounds fine to me. I have no love for Baron. Our pack must come first and you must get back to the other wolves,” Kobe answered. 

	“Don’t be an idiot. We’re only standing here because Baron helped us,” Bianka reminded him. 

	“Saved you guys.” Iris interjected.

	“Exactly. Saved us. Our pack owes a lot to that man. So maybe we should hold his death with a little higher regard,” Bianka firmly replied, meeting each wolf’s gaze. 

	Kobe admired Bianka’s dominant personality and could do nothing but bow his head and smile. An odor of arousal caused Iris to lift her head. 

	“Yuck, get a room,” she said, a small smile creeping across her face. 

	Despite her pain, she was satisfied that two of her closest friends still had each other. Kobe and Bianka were her family, almost like an aunt and uncle that obeyed and respected her.

	“You should get going. You might not want to see what happens next,” teased Bianka.

	“I’m going, I’m going.” 

	“My girl, do not worry. You will figure it all out,” reassured Bianka. She gave Iris a final nod as she left the room.

	Iris made her way out the door towards Lucian. She entered the medical facility and immediately spotted him. He was so drowned in grief, he didn’t notice her entrance. As she approached, she gently pushed her bond with the young mage to make him feel her presence. 

	His eyes immediately found her. She wrapped her hands around him and pulled him close. They held each other tightly for what seemed like an eternity. 

	“Thanks for being here,” Lucian whispered in her ear. 

	“I am so sorry,” she whispered back.

	They separated and stared deeply into each other’s eyes. 

	“No need,” Lucian answered, attempting a smile. He was grateful for Iris’s presence, though he felt flooded with anger and confusion. He wanted to lash out and to make even tenfold what he had lost. But with all the friends in our lives near, he wallowed in his pain. 

	Iris cradled his face in her hands, forcing him to gaze directly upon her. She gently wiped his tears with her thumb and nudged closer in body and spirit. Gently and with careful concentration, she used their bond to guide him through his clouded emotions. 

	In that moment as she held him, something clicked in their bond—a feeling of rightness somehow. Both their bodies began to ease as their bond drew them closer, their foreheads touching. The connection had no form of love or sexuality—only oneness. 

	Iris stared into Lucian’s eyes. “I know you’ve lost a lot, but there is more to be done.” The words came from her mouth, but her consciousness had a little influence. Their connection guided her as if speaking through her. 

	The two locked gazes, their eyes mirroring each other, a golden glow intertwining between Lucian’s Dragon Sight and her own. Iris’s mind flowed as one with Lucian’s, her connection growing as she held his face. His brain becomes a filter for her thoughts. She couldn’t help but wander down the infinite maze of his mind. So many possibilities. It was simply amazing that this was how Lucian lived his daily life.  

	“Wow, you just came up with all of this,” Iris whispered as she removed her hand from his face. 

	Lucian gave Iris the best smile he could manage. “You’re right. We still have a lot to do.”

	Minimal conversation was needed as their bond continuously filled in the gaps of communication. Together, they pondered other ways of escaping Asgard. After a moment of silent conversation, each knew what the other needed to do next.

	Iris left Lucian in an attempt to find King Odin. Just as their bond told, he was in the castle pubs, singing a tune to a beautiful woman with a scowl of displeasure on her face. The god’s deep voice filled the room, his pitch resonating perfectly with the loud drums and guitar that followed.

	“My Skin soft, I am but the gentle God.

	You are my iron, unfair but true.

	Release your anger, as I release my heart to you.

	This mead our only share, if only you will nod.”

	Odin fell to one knee as if proposing, lifting his huge mug of mead in the air. His words seemed to have an effect, as the woman’s mouth begins to smirk upwards.

	“Freya, Freya,” the room began to chant. 

	Freya's stern face began to crack as her brilliant smile shone through. Her head shook as if complaining about her decision. Giving in, the woman took the glass, inhaling the entire container in a blink of an eye.

	The room erupted in cheers. Odin lifted a hand in the air in triumph. Scooping the woman up, he swung her around as loud shouts of glee drowned out the music.  

	“Put me down, my love. We have a guest,” Freya nodded to the door.

	Odin gently lowered her to the ground and turned to Iris. “You finally made it to me,” he said, beaming a smile much larger than what Iris felt it should’ve been.

	“Please, you scoundrel, don’t crowd the girl,” the woman interjected, pushing herself between the king and Iris.  She held out her hand. “Freya.” 

	“Iris.” 

	“Yes, that is an adequate name,” Freya remarked as she took Iris’s hand into both of her own.

	Iris felt so at ease with the woman. “I need passage to Jötunheimr,” she blurted, unwilling to lose her wits from the goddess's captivating gaze.

	Freya squeezed her hand and she pulled Iris close, wrapping her arm around her shoulders. “I think that’s something we can take care of.”

	 


Chapter 16: 
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For Lucian’s Sake

	Ben and Curtis walked on opposite sides of Anna as they made their way back to Asgard’s medical center. Ben felt alert anytime Curtis stood in close proximity. There was no doubt in his mind that Curtis would eliminate him if given the chance. 

	Anna felt the tension and exclaimed, “Freaks, you two have to get over this! Honestly, ‘too bad for me,” she mimicked, “’I made my friend lose his hand, and without a soul, I did some pretty unforgivable stuff.’ Oh my god, freaks, like seriously get over it. It wasn’t you. Now put on your big boy pants and honor his sacrifice. I would have done the same thing.” Anna looked at Curtis earnestly, her lips pressed in a thin line. “For you, yes, Ben was kind of evil at some point. Maybe he tried to kill us. All that doesn’t change the fact that you are a dick. You also tried to kill us, or at least Lucian, multiple times.” 

	“Whatever. I am not going to sleep knowing he’s in the same room. Trust him if you like, but I don’t,” retorted Curtis.

	“I have nothing but respect for Curtis. Dick or not, he was there for you guys when I wasn’t,” said Ben. Curtis lifted his chin slightly and his shoulders straightened. “But I can feel his animosity towards me, and I have too much to atone for to be ostracized by my successor.” Agh. Too far, he thought, regretting the second part.

	Curtis suddenly jerked away, motioning with his hands. He was channeling his eminence with air and releasing swirls of wind from his palms. Ben raised his hands in defense and apologetically smiled. Anna followed suit, channeling her fire eminence and sending flickers of fire to disrupt Curtis’s swirls of wind. The heat burned Curtis’s hand, abruptly halting the flow of eminence.

	“Fuck!” he yelled. 

	Anna smiled tauntingly. “My bad, freak.” 

	Curtis rolled his eyes, inspecting his palms. Luckily, there was no external damage, but the heat still lingered uncomfortably. 

	Anna continued, “So now you’re going to attack him? He gave you a compliment, don’t get caught up in the semantics. You are his successor. Doesn’t make you any better or any worse. Try not to be an asshole, contrary to what people think.” 

	Ben chuckled, barely able to speak. “Anna, when did you become so vulgar?” 

	“Yeah…freak, I thought you would enjoy that. Someone had to take control.” 

	Curtis widened his eyes as he stared back and forth between the two. He forced a stern look. “In all seriousness, Lucian is fragile right now. Ben, I know you’re only a few eggs in the carton from cracking yourself, but I have been around him more than anyone. I’ve seen what happens when he snaps. All I can say is, God help anyone who gets near him on a bad day.  

	“There were stories about him. The boy who slaughtered hundreds of vampires. He became a tad of a bogeyman. One that even the monsters feared.”

	“I saw, and he wasn’t anywhere near as strong as he is now,” Anna said. “He was only seconds from killing Professor McClear or vice versa. It was too intense for me to tell. Now he’s balancing another emotional creature who has just lost everything and gained all the responsibility at the same time.”

	“Anna, what do you mean?” asked Ben.

	“Oh yeah, you weren’t there. During the Paragon Games, Lucian and Iris were forced to unite their minds and souls,” she explained. 

	Ben furrowed his brow in confusion. “They are married?” 

	“No, much closer. They are actually bound together through their thoughts and emotions. Above all, if one of them were to die, then the other one would be fated for death as well.”

	Ben saw Curtis nodding in agreement. “I should have picked up on this,” he whispered. How could I have missed it? 

	 “This isn’t on you,” assured Anna, as if reading his thoughts. 

	Ben's eye fell on Curtis but only for a second as it darted back to Anna. His voice was earnest. “What can we do?”

	Anna was beyond annoyed. “Well, you two have to stop fighting. We have enough enemies, we don’t need any more inside of our circle. Curtis, imagine what kind of monster you would be without a soul?” 

	Curtis tried responding, but Anna quickly cut him off, her face reddened with anger. “It was rhetorical. I swear, you boys!” 

	“I was going to say fine. I will trust him as much as I can. For Lucian’s sake,” mumbled Curtis. 


Chapter 17: 

[image: F:\New folder (3)\ewyoo.png]

Groundbreaking

	Lucian used the next couple of days to perfect his portaling. It was limited as he wasn’t able to transport his friends, but because the connection was instantaneous, he could use his portal as an effective weapon. 

	At the moment he was in the courtyard, Iris sitting nearby to observe. Lucian was still shaken by his increased connection with her and struggled with no longer having his innermost thoughts purely to himself. Regardless of the lack of privacy, one constant thought flooded his brain. What do I feel for her?

	He simply could not wrap his mind around their relationship. He felt like they were friends, but wasn’t quite sure if that was it. After all, they barely spent any real time together. He couldn’t deny that he was physically attracted to her. Iris was the most beautiful creature he had ever met. On top of that, her kind nature made him feel warm inside. 

	Iris noticed him staring at her. “What?” 

	“It’s not like you don’t know.”

	“Unlike you, I am not constantly poking through your brain. Speaking is still a valuable option for communication,” she teased. 

	“Please, I know you are,” he answered, incredulous.

	“That’s right, you’re not a wolf. We are born with other people constantly in our heads. This is much different.” Iris paused. “Outside of the fact that you have so many thoughts.”

	“I can feel your access to what I am thinking, as I have to yours. I know you know what’s going on.”

	 “Lucian, how many books have you read, just—”

	“84,060,263,064,” he quickly recited. Observing the annoyance on her face, he said, “Sorry. I didn’t realize the question was rhetorical.” 

	“Because,” she continued, “Anna told me you’ve read almost every book in the library. Constant information floods your brain. It would drive you mad if you chose to address all of it at once. This is no different. If I choose to recall the information, I know where it’s at. But I could simply just ask you and we talk about it.” Her mouth curled in a smile.

	Lucian’s body visibly relaxed, nodding his head as he went into deep thought. 

	As he stared at Iris, he could read her misgiving, his body language replying to the thought she was trying to shield from him. Suddenly a thought popped in his mind.

	A marriage between you and my daughter, Jason had said when they first created their alliance. What bothered Lucian now, being privy to Iris's experience, was that she never knew her father to make a joke. They both came to the understanding that this was the plan: Iris the Annex and he her mate. 

	If she wanted that, he would support her. As for Iris, she wasn’t entirely against that plan, but didn’t feel ready to go that far yet.

	I don’t feel the same about her as I did about Andrea, Lucian noticed.

	Consumed with such thoughts, he barely noticed when Odin appeared with Freya and Thor. 

	Freya glanced at Iris. “Where are the rest of your wolves?”   

	Iris gawked in awe of the goddess. “I just called for my pack. They should be here within a few minutes.” 

	“Excellent.” 

	“What about your friends?” asked Thor, turning to Lucian. 

	“They are retrieving my father. We are going to bury him outside his home.” 

	As if on cue, Lucian’s friends arrived with his father’s casket. 

	 “Thanks guys,” Lucian said. He placed his hand over the casket. It was every bit as shiny as the armor the guards wore. It was crafted with a glass top and seemed to be powered inside by flowing oxygen. He glared at his friends with a puzzled expression.

	Anna explained, “It’s supposed to preserve his body. It’s how they bury the dead here.”  

	They fell into a solemn silence as they stared at the casket, waiting for Iris’s pack to arrive. A few minutes later, the three wolves bounded into the courtyard.

	Unwilling to break the silence, Bianka used their pack bond to ask, Is everything all right?

	Everything is fine, an unfamiliar voice answered. Lucian smiled at Iris and Bianka.

	“This is new,” Bianka said, giving Iris an enthusiastic smile.

	“Yeah, I guess my connection has gotten stronger,” Lucian said. 

	Iris refocused their attention to the problem at hand. “We need to find as many allies as we can and find a way to overrule that tyrant.”  

	“Yes, but for now I just want to bury my dad. And hopefully see my friend,” said Lucian.

	Your friend? Iris thought. “Oh, you mean Regal!”

	The thought of the overgrown teddy bear put a smile on Lucian’s face. He was excited to see the gentle giant. 

	“Am I interrupting something? Are we ready?” asked Odin.

	“We are ready,” Iris and Lucian replied together.

	Collectively, they stood around Baron’s casket and walked in silence behind the king and queen to the edge of the floating fortress. At the border, the air split and a figure formed from nowhere. His silhouette was similar to the god of thunder, but his body was covered from head to toe in armor. If it wasn’t for such an imposing presence, Lucian would have taken him another guard. 

	He looked directly into the being’s eyes, an orange-brown tint staring back at him. Like in Thor’s presence, Lucian could feel this new god’s power, but his eyes told a gentler story. 

	A smile crossed the god’s face as he turned to the king. “You summoned me, Father?” 

	“No, no, no. Wasn’t me, Meili,” Odin grinned enthusiastically at Freya.

	“Apologies.” he bowed to the queen.

	“My innocent boy, rise. I want you to meet my friends.” Freya waved her hand to the group. A chorus of voices greeted him. Even Isaac managed a nod.

	“And what is it that you need me to do?” Meili asked.

	“They need safe travel to Jötunheimr and I would love for you to take them there,” she stated. 

	Lucian’s curiosity overcame his silence. “I have always been interested in you, Meili.” 

	Odin immediately started laughing, “See, there is a person more interested in you than Thor!”

	Meili rolled his eyes at his father before turning to Lucian. “Is that so, my young mage?”

	“You are mentioned very little in my world.”

	“That was not a question,” Meili countered. 

	“I’m sorry. You misunderstood. No question, I’m just interested. I’m sure my curiosity will be satisfied while we travel together.”

	Meili smiled. “You are a fascinating little human.” He reached out his hand, seemingly eager to become better acquainted with Lucian. 

	“No Bifröst. Or what’s his name…Hamdal,” Curtis said, his attention on another conversation of moving Baron.  

	“Heimdal,” Lucian and Meili corrected in unison.

	“Whatever.” 

	Meili said, “We could, if you have three or four years to spare. The Bifröst travel is still part of time, and because of that, distance matters. Most mages have the ability to travel through portals, but even that is still bound by time a little bit.”  

	“So what? Are you not part of time?” Curtis asked. 

	“No, I am. Just not bound by.” 

	“Whatever,” Curtis said again, attitude heightening. 

	“As I surmise, you all must be in a bit of a rush. Please, everyone lay a hand on this mage’s shoulder,” instructed Meili.  

	“Lucian,” Lucian added.

	“So it is. Please, do as I said.” 

	Meili urged the group to gather closer until they were all touching. The god of travel stretched his arms out wide and placed a hand on Lucian’s chest. He bowed his head and forced the dimension to split open. A beam of light flashed and the gravitational pull beneath their feet intensified, forcing everyone but Lucian to their knees. 

	Lucian used his eminence with earth to harden his body and resist the force. Unfortunately, Anna and Curtis were yanked to the ground and felt shards of pain down their legs.  As powerful as the two mages were, they had no enhancements to deal with the planet’s pull. 

	As the pull took hold, their ligaments began to tear from the pressure. If it wasn’t for the grueling pace with which Anna had trained Curtis on Asgard, their bones would have shattered instantly. But that wasn’t the only problem. Their blood begun to slow as their heart worked overtime to fill their body's needs.

	Lucian immediately saw their predicament. “How could I be so stupid?” he yelled. He channeled his earth eminence and carved out a small circular sign on the ground. 

	 “What are you doing?” Ben shouted. 

	Lucian ignored him and remained focused on carving his sign of gravity. As the earth transformed, a bead of sweat fell from Lucian's forehead. His earth magic was his strongest of the elements, but moving that much earth was difficult for him as he still ranked no higher than a High C mage. 

	Once the LiDievit symbol formed, he poured as much eminence and prestige as he could muster. A cloudy fog glazed over Lucian's vision, as the control of so much earth magic weighed on him. He doubled down on his concentration until he felt the rune’s magic level out.  Gravity yielded to Lucian's written word as an invisible barrier lifted from the carved section. 

	“Quick! We need to move.” 

	He and Iris grabbed Anna, leaving Benjamin and Bianka to snag Curtis. They placed both mages in the center of the circle. Lucian recovered quickly from the struggle, but his friend lay in agonizing pain. A green aura flowed from his hand, healing their damaged ligaments as best he could. As the pain stilled, they both relaxed.

	“How did you do that?” Curtis asked, moving his knee as if making sure it was still intact.

	“I just created a gravity inscription.” 

	Anna was skeptical. “Don’t you mean anti-gravity inscription? Last time he used that on my shirt I felt like the thing weighed a ton.” 

	“No, it was the very same inscription. I have never created an anti-gravity inscription. The gravity inscription channeled my earth eminence to force gravity to flow in opposite directions.  It doesn’t limit it altogether, just lessens it enough that you guys are no longer screaming in pain.”

	Meili couldn’t help but notice the incident. “Impressive, mage. If you need anything, just pray to me and I will arrive with no sacrifice needed.” 

	No sooner did the words leave his mouth than the group arrived on Asgard.


Chapter 18: 
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The Mantle of Death

	Two sleepless nights had passed since the Mantle of Conquest and leader of the Wild Hunt was bestowed on Sage. The Hunter gave him time to get his affairs in order before the hunt would begin. He kept himself busy, visiting his people daily in the kingdom. On this day he found himself in the market, only a triangle formation of guards creating a buffer between him and the crowd. All eyes fell upon him. His people peered through windows, doorways, and the streets to get a peek at their ruler.

	What do they want from me? he wondered. Some stared smiling while others glared with anger. The latter fueled his concern. He guessed the guards were too intimidating for the crowd to approach.

	“Leave me,” demanded Sage.

	“Sire, we were ordered not to leave your side,” one of the guards whispered. 

	“Now.” 

	Sage’s tone left no room for debate. The three guards glanced at each other and back to their king. They slowly backed away and shouted in unison, “Yes, sir!” 

	Sage nodded in appreciation. He has trained them well. He suspected they would scout the area for potential danger. Better that than to hover over him. Besides, Sage was perfectly capable of protecting himself without an escort. 

	He began traversing the marketplace, hoping his people would interact with him more. Even without the guards, he still received a mixture of smiles and blank expressions from the crowd. As he moved toward them, they did not scatter or make any sudden movements. Sage was about to give up when he felt a tug on his shirt.

	“Your Majesty,” a young boy begged. 

	He couldn’t have been more than six years old. He wore a white T-shirt embroidered with the face of Sage’s mentor. Underneath the face was embroidered bright red lettering, James McClear. 

	Sage looked about for the child’s guardian and noticed a woman frozen in place. Her eyes widened as she anxiously gazed on them. Sage took a knee before the boy.

	“What can I do for you, my friend?” he grinned. His smile must not have been as kind as he intended, because the boy immediately snapped his head back. 

	“Please don’t stick me, sire,” the boy pleaded.

	“Did you do something wrong?”

	“No, sire.”

	Then what would make you think of something so horrible? Sage thought, afraid of the answer.

	“You smiled the same way. You know, before...you know, you like sticked him,” the boy stammered, pointing to his shirt.

	The boy’s words felt like a stab to the chest. Sage did his best not to flinch and remained focused on his smile. “What is your name?”

	“George,” he answered, not with a little anxiety.

	“George. That is a fine name for such a fine young man. George,” Sage knelt a little lower, “I am sorry you had to see that gruesome sight. In fact, it still pains me to even think about it. I loved that man just as much as anyone, but I love my people more. You, my small friend, deserve more than just a pocket world. Humanity has run its course, but you are the future.” 

	Concern faded from George’s eyes. “Can I see it?” he asked earnestly.

	“Of course.” Sage pulled his sword of legend from the scabbard and handed the hilt to the boy. 

	George grabbed the sword with wonder in his eyes. As Sage released the sword, the weight became too much for the young boy to bear and he dropped it to the ground. 

	“I am sorry!” George exclaimed. 

	The sight of seeing the king pull out his weapon must have been jarring for everyone nearby.  The mother and several people around her moved closer. George’s mom shifted her feet, nearly stumbling. “Your Majesty, I am sorry. This son of mine doesn’t understand boundaries.”  

	“Nonsense. I am here amongst you all. Don’t worry about it,” Sage replied. “But…” he looked at George, “we have to do something about that grip.” He picked up his sword and twirled it between his fingers before handing it to George once again. The kindness in Sage’s voice shifted to instruction. “Put out your hand like you are going to shake someone’s hand.” 

	George did as he was told and reached his hand out. 

	“Good.” Sage placed the hilt once more into George’s hands. Moving the hilt until his little hands fit snugly against the guard, Sage commanded, “Now grab it tightly.” 

	On cue, George gripped the sword as tightly as he could.  

	“Now take your other hand, and grab towards the bottom of the hilt,” Sage ordered. “Excellent.”  

	“Ma, look! I’m holding it!” shouted George. 

	Sage placed his hand on top of the boy’s head. “I think you have the makings of a fine swordsman. Please, nurture this gift and you could one day lead my royal guard.” 

	“Wow,” George breathed in amazement.

	His mom seemed concerned, but she simply nodded at Sage. “Thank you for being so kind, Majesty.”

	Sage’s affection towards George seemed to please the crowd. He felt a newfound sense of acceptance. He did his best to smile courteously while walking through Azadolan. 

	As he stepped, the tightness around his eyes seemed to lessen; instead, it formed around his jaw.  For the first time in many trips, Sage found himself the target of more and more smiles. A few other people found the courage to speak, but none warmed his heart like George. 

	Good kid. He would make a good playmate for Sam, thought Sage as he returned to castle grounds. 

	His guard greeted him. “Your Majesty. Pleasant luck, I hope,” one said.

	“Very much so. Before I leave, arrange for that the young lady and her son George to accompany me for dinner,” demanded Sage.  

	The guard's eyes widened, his chest no longer moving, but managed to speak as the consequences of staying silent would be far worse. 

	“My lord, what young lady?”

	Sage’s gaze fell upon the guard with unyielding fierceness. The guard seemed shocked, but his eyes never blinked as if afraid. A silence fell upon the two men.  

	“Yes sir, right away, sir,” he stammered, bowing as he scurried off to find George and his mother.

	As soon as the guard was out of sight, Sage quietly let out a small chuckle. “I might have overdone it.” 

	He traveled to his castle and marveled at the stone construction that he, Mahesa, and James had built together. His musings were soon interrupted as William approached him.

	Sage sighed. “Yes, William?”

	“Apologies, my liege, but he is here,” William sternly replied, not remotely bothered by the king’s annoyed tone.

	“Good. Lead the way.” 

	William escorted him to the conference room to meet Liam and the newly self-appointed King of the Undead.

	“Winston,” Sage declared as he entered the room. The vampire made his way to Sage. “No, please sit. Don’t mind me.” 

	“You summoned me. How may I be of assistance?” 

	“I have been appointed from an authority that exceeds my own.” Sage smiled, leading Winston to a chair before sitting next to him.

	“A higher authority than you? Who?” 

	“Don’t ask questions above your station.”

	“Apologies,” Winston said, bowing his head and attempting to hide the frown that he now wore.  

	“What matters is that he has bestowed the Mantle of Conquest and tasked me with finding Famine, War, and Death. That is where you come in.” Sage grinned as the King of the Undead leaned closer. 

	 “What, are we to bring about the apocalypse?” Winston quipped, weakly attempting to relieve the tension.

	Sage stared intently at Winston. “Maybe. If the apocalypse happens, it happens. The hunt must begin.” 

	 


Chapter 19: 
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Cheater

	The group found themselves in Jötunheimr much longer than they expected. The gravity felt so intense that the mages struggled with their basic human functions. Lucian left his team behind in search of his father’s home. He instructed the werewolves to carry the mages on their back to him when he gave the signal. In the meantime, he would make preparations for his friends.  

	Lucian kept his eyes open for his friend and lovable giant. But as he traversed the mountainside, Regal was nowhere to be found. Not so much as a print could be seen. 

	When he flew to the top of the mountain, he found Baron’s home just as he’d left it. Lucian breathed in the familiar aroma, his nose picking up the wizard’s scent. Even the presence of Baron’s prestige made the hairs stand up on Lucian’s arms. He took a deep breath and allowed his body to process this emotional moment.  

	“Okay. Time to get the work.” 

	And just like that, Lucian pushed his grief to the back of his thoughts. He released his prestige, his Dragon eyes shifting, the golden irises calculating the room’s surface. An image formed in his mind’s eye: a rune filling every inch of the abandoned home. 

	Lucian began carving the ground from edge to edge, using the entire surface of the mountain from the cliff. As soon as he finished drawing the runes, he placed his hands on their surface, powering the enchantment and releasing the gravity. He stopped just shy of the earth’s level of gravity, which would still have been largely difficult but would allow their organs to function properly. 

	As he finished, satisfied with this work, he turned to jump off the cliff. His feet slid to the edge, attempting to catch him. At that moment, a large sign on the ground caught his eye. 

	GING HONE was written in great big letters on the ground.

	“You taught him how to write…ish,” Lucian said, speaking over his shoulder as if Baron’s presence was near. Attempting to translate, Lucian mumbled to himself. “Must be, GOING HOME. I wonder if he went back to the Giants for real.”

	With the area prepared, Lucian reached out for Iris’s presence. Close, moving fast, he thought as he jumped off the cliff to meet them at the bottom.

	“Take them up. And you guys rest too,” Iris instructed her wolves, who carried certain agonized mages with them. Curtis was completely passed out across Bianka’s back, his arms full and his breathing labored. Anna was still awake, but barely. She smiled at Lucian, her fist balled into a thumbs up. A scowling Kobe carried her.

	“Does he ever smile?” Lucian asked.

	“Just at Bianka,” Iris said.

	Benjamin and Brian both showed up last, Baron and his casket gliding between them.  

	“Thank you guys,” Lucian called as they made their way to him.

	“Indeed.” Brian trudged up the mountain himself. 

	Ben lingered. When Lucian turned, he saw his friend staring wide-eyed at him, as if he was a bored child looking for someone to play with. “So mate, what’s the play here?” Ben said.

	“Honestly, I want to know too,” Iris added. 

	Lucian pointed to Baron’s body. “First I’m going to bury him. This was his home. He deserves to rest here. It’s the least I can do. We haven’t been able to bury anyone else we lost.” Lucian turned to Ben but his eyes quickly darted to the floor. “Something I just need to do.”

	“Well, it’s not something you should do alone. I will help,” Iris insisted.

	Lucian could feel the agony deep in Iris’s core. She might not have wanted revenge on Baron, but the simple truth was, he had committed the act that caused her so much anguish. However close their bond made them, it would never change the fact that Lucian’s father killed her brother. And it would take far longer than a couple of months for years of hatred to simply wash away. 

	“You don’t have to,” Lucian answered, attempting to give her an out. But with their bond becoming more familiar, he could feel her emotions were set. No words would change her mind. 

	An awkward silence flowed between the three of them.

	“You have any shovels?” Ben jumped in, lifting three fingers in the air.

	“Good question.” Lucian guided Iris and Benjamin to a tree. It happened to be the smallest tree in the vicinity, sixty feet high and two feet wide. “Tada!”

	“Great!” Ben smiled widely.

	Iris, lost in the banter, stared blankly at the two. Lucian’s eyes rolled as he turned to the tree, hardening his body and, like an axe, chopped the bottom with his shin. The cliffs echoed with thunderous booms after each chop. 

	After scarcely a minute, the tree came tumbling down with a bang that echoed for miles. Lucian began splitting the trunk into three sections. His connection with earth eminence was still lagging far behind the other mages’. But a mage’s sway could manipulate miracles with enough material. 

	As he laid his hand on each woodblock, he transmuted them into a perfect replica of a shovel. Carving his hardening rune, he reinforced them to be as hard as steel.

	Lucian, pleased with his work once again, looked up with a flushed face. Ben stared, an indignant smile on his face. “You asshole.”

	“What?” Ben shrugged innocently, holding a shovel made of ice. It was the closest thing to his lighthearted smile that Lucian had seen since having his friend back.

	“So you did all that for a joke,” Iris said.

	“Well, I knew he wanted to show off some new fancy skill.”

	Lucian could do nothing but laugh hysterically, hands clutching his stomach. No one could invoke such emotion like Benjamin Franklin Smith. Ben immediately joined in, and even Iris managed a chuckle. 

	The vampiric mage placed a hand on Lucian’s shoulder. “Let’s bury your dad.”

	The process was quick. Lucian’s emotions stayed steady as he said his final goodbye. A sense of closure washed over him. It was the first time truly saying farewell to someone close to him. “Let’s go check on the others,” he said as they all made their way back up to the mountaintop.

	Everyone was asleep, the day ending. Lucian didn’t expect anyone to wake before morning. Ben finally parted ways with the two bonded leaders, yawning a goodnight as he strolled away looking for a place to sleep. 

	“How do you do this?” Iris said as they walked back towards the edge of the cliff.

	“What?” Lucian replied, truly puzzled.

	“Not sleep. I want to pull my hair.”

	“I sleep,” Lucian attempted, but Iris’s brows were raised. She pointed to her ring. “Fine, I do. But it’s very sparingly. It’s just empty time that I find ways to fill. Does the bond make it so you don’t sleep?”

	“Somewhat. Nowhere near what you can do. My brain assesses the rest. After a few days, they just blend. It’s really freaky.”

	“It’s not causing me any distress. Think about all the things you’ll be able to accomplish with additional time,” Lucian suggested.

	Now Iris raised both eyebrows. She gave him a sweet, innocent look. 

	“Stop that, you know what I mean!” Lucian blushed, knowing she was just teasing him. But their bond also let him know it was only partial. He guarded his next thoughts carefully. Stay calm, find your happy place. Man, she is gorgeous. No!! There’s no icy rivers near.

	 Iris smiled, clearly pleased with his frustration. “So what are we going to do?”

	“I need to find Regal. The village he was from is only a couple hours’ run from here.”  

	“Let’s not waste time. They’re asleep and we are up. We can find him and be back before morning,” Iris offered. 

	Lucian nodded, hoping for just that response. He had planned on leaving anyway. Deep down, he was nervous for his friend. 

	Lucian grabbed his bag of holding, taking out a notebook and pen. Went to find Regal. Iris and I will be back in the morning, he scribbled. 

	“Okay, let’s go. Race you to the bottom!” He leaped off the side of the mountain. Before the mountainside covered his presence, Lucian managed a salute with two fingers. 

	Iris smirked, following suit and leaping in, diving headfirst. Her momentum carried her. The closer her hand fell to her side, the faster  gravity pulled her in. Lucian felt her mind go blank. 

	Does she not have a play? Lucian thought. 

	With little time to react, he dove to halt the wolf’s descent. As soon as he did so, Iris wrapped her arms around him, pinning his body against hers. They fell suspended in midair as if the keeper of time acquiesced to give them this moment. Iris’s eyes glowed golden—not her normal wolfish eyes, but ones that mirrored Lucian’s Dragon Sight. She leaned in, their lips meeting. Lucian relaxed and in that instant, she released him.

	Processing the world around her, Iris lifted her knees to her chest, propelling her feet into Lucian’s. The momentum created the space she needed. In an instant, she stretched out her hand, four claws expanding, digging deeply into the cliffs of gravel. Her fall slowed and her foot gently touched the ground.

	Lucian followed closely behind, hardening his arms and using his short blade to slow his fall. The speed was still too great for him to deal with the impact, so he catapulted off and rolled to soften the blow. As he landed, a crack jolted his shoulder. “Not fair,” he remarked, reconnecting his arm into the socket, then cleaning any scar tissue with a swallow. He moved it around until satisfied with his mobility.

	“All I know is, I won. Now which way?” Iris said.

	“You did. This time.” 

	 


Chapter 20: 
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Justification

	Lucian stood over Iris as he whispered. “This time, you might want to change into a wolf. I believe in making things fair.”

	What is he up to? Iris thought.

	“Regal’s village is 38.3 miles in that direction,” Lucian pointed west. “Winner is indebted to the other.”

	Iris shook her head in agreement as she stripped her clothes off, handing them to Lucian. Although in her culture nudity had little meaning, Iris had rummaged enough through Lucian's head to know it would be a distraction. 

	“I don’t like losing,” she whispered as she began to smile. Lucian’s expression took her aback. To her surprise, Lucian was taking her in with his eyes. His reaction wasn’t a feeling of lust, but determination to be present, along with a sense of curiosity. Iris’s transformation seemed magical. She had invoked the change immediately.

	That’s impressive, his voice echoed in her mind. It was the first time she could hear him so clearly. 

	The large gray wolf closed her eyes. She projected her thoughts back to see if Lucian could hear her. Sharp fangs quickly became visible as Lucian gave her a thumbs up. 

	Lucian streaked away, his legs moving far faster than humanly possible. He jumped and dived and even went on four legs to keep pace. Iris ran as fast as she could, but with the unpredictable terrain, couldn’t reach her top speed. No less than thirty minutes later, they could see the large village on the horizon. A clear field now stood between them and their destination. 

	Iris doubled down, attempting to reach her top speed. But so did Lucian. His shoulders rolled back as his muscles seemed to reinforce them. He ran just like a wolf, but seemingly unencumbered by the world’s gravity. 

	Lucian began to pull away, his legs elongating with every stride. His muscles tensed, bearing the brunt of the impact as he moved. Iris could do nothing but gaze at him in amazement. She kept running, but her heart was no longer in it. It would take nothing short of a miracle to catch him. 

	Moments later, they arrived. Iris dived back into her Andras form. Her naked body stood tall and flawless as Lucian once again took her in.  

	“Clothes please,” she directed.

	Lucian reached into his bag of holding, handing her the clothing. She noticed he also took out a large, bluish-white metal. A slight sense of discomfort jolted her core as Lucian activated one of the small black blades, the same ones she had seen him use in battle. He carved into the metal, his eyes glowing golden as he focused intently to pour magic into the two circles. The stone elevated in the air like a balloon.

	“What’s that?” 

	“Osmium.”

	“What’s that for?”

	“You’ll see.”

	Iris glared at him, then quickly dressed. She turned to look at the fortress before them. “This is primitive,” she whispered.

	“Yeah. Regal spoke little of his home, and giants are so volatile I normally avoided asking.”

	Trees wrapped around what seemed about fifteen to twenty acres of land. The supposed barrier had no reinforcement—it just slammed into the ground as if it had materialized there. It would take just a simple storm to destroy the makeshift wall. There was no door, but the simple hole looked like it would fit maybe two giants at a time. 

	As they walked, a gray-skinned giant intercepted them. “Snack,” he grumbled, reaching for Lucian. 

	Iris froze, caught off guard by her first encounter with a giant. His body and demeanor turned her stomach. His upper half was shaped like an ape. Hair covered his whole body, thick and silky. There was no center to his eyes, and for a second Iris thought the creature was blind. She could only see a blue tint emanating from his eye sockets. His lower body was covered with serpentine scales, his midsection covered with fur cloth. Only his feet were naked and worn. 

	Lost in a trance, a yell jolted her back to reality.

	The giant’s hand jumped back as if touching something too hot. Lucian stood still, his hand behind his back. Looking over his shoulder, he gave her a shrug. “Put some fire to that, or you will continuously bleed,” he ordered.

	The giant’s eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open. “Fire,” the creature roared. His voice echoed the air, setting off alarmed shouts from behind the fortress wall.  

	“What did you do, Lucian?”

	“Spoke to him plainly. Most giants like F-I-R-E.”

	Before she could respond, twelve giants made their way to the now screaming creature, all of them larger and, from her guess, more vicious than the one before them. 

	“What’s the play here? This doesn’t seem like a valuable ally.”

	“It’s fine, I don’t think they have any common tongue. They communicate with action.”

	“Lucian, what the hell does that mean?” Iris spat, getting frustrated.

	“I am going to have to get forceful,” he answered, giving her another wink.

	The giants pushed and shoved their way out the door, knocking over tree after tree. They formed a semicircle around the two. Lucian put up his hand, indicating for them to stop. The charge froze as he beat his hands against his chest. Picking the largest giant of the group, he pointed to him.  

	The giant snarled, walking to the front of the group. The rest of the Giants made space. He beat his chest, mimicking Lucian. His muscles flexed, veins protruding the more he yelled. With every stomp the world shook, lifting mounds of dirt into the air.  

	What is he doing? Iris thought. 

	Lucian sat to the ground, his back now facing his opponent. The giant now seemed infuriated. He yelled again as he bumbled towards the unprotected Lucian. Iris closed her eyes tight, hoping to invoke Lucian’s sight, but nothing happened. When she opened them, the monster was upon Lucian. 

	His arms swiped downward as if to splatter him like a bug. Iris winced, releasing a small cry. The giant’s hand struck the ground, sending wind in every direction. Dust and debris formed a small cloud, covering the giants’ sight. The remaining giants clearly expected the same outcome Iris did; their cheers were deafening. 

	Iris blocked it out as she reached out with her bond. Relieved, she felt Lucian’s presence. He was slightly hurt. Maybe a cracked rib, she thought.

	When the dust settled, the giant stood frozen. Lucian looked as if he hadn’t moved. He sat in nearly the same position between the giant’s massive fingers. From her vantage point, Iris could tell he had moved forward so as not to get squashed. Lucian stood, beating his chest again. He climbed up the creature’s head and sat on its shoulder. The giant didn’t move. Moments later, the giant collapsed. Lucian flipped off and approached the rest of the giants. 

	As the creature toppled over, Iris got a glimpse of osmium near Lucian’s bag. 

	“He couldn’t have. Maybe? Maybe he can.”

	 


Chapter 21: 
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Unexpected Turn of Events

	Lucian looked at all the giants, pounding his chest once again and pointing at the rest of them. The greatest giant in the village lay unconscious at his feet, leaving Lucian unscathed without so much as lifting a finger. So they thought. 

	He did his best to keep a straight face. But the wind alone had cracked his ribs. As the giant's hand had slammed to the ground, he’d hardened his body and increased his gravity so he didn’t go flying. The impact itself had still felt like a sledgehammer.

	“It would have been far easier just to kill,” he whispered, pain shooting up his ribs. Lucian would have healed himself immediately, but feared the green light of the swallow would have been detected. Since none of the giants took Lucian up on his challenge, he walked closer and screamed out, “Regal!” 

	The giants parted, leaving a pathway for him to walk. Lucian turned back, Iris nodding at him significantly. He could only hope it was a nod of approval. Showoff, Lucian swore he heard her voice in his head. 

	It’s getting stronger, he thought. 

	As they passed through, Lucian could feel Iris’s disdain with the environment. The entire area reeked of feces, urine, and rotten meat. There was no housing or any sort of civilization among the giants. Twenty or thirty of the aggressive creatures lay asleep, despite the commotion. 

	“I hope no one else attempts to challenge me, but just in case…” Lucian whispered. As he spoke, he created a small swallow under his shirt and slowly healed his wound. 

	The closer they came to the center of the camp, the cleaner the area became. To Lucian and especially Iris’s keen nose, the stench was still almost unbearable. In the center, a makeshift tent stood. Its top comprised a luscious white fur, and a humanoid giant sat in the center.

	“Regal!” Lucian yelled, running towards his friend. 

	Many other giants begin to stare and intercepted Lucian as if protecting the once exiled creature. Lucian turned his head, genuinely shocked at Regal’s presence.

	“Lucian!” the giant belted back, picking him up and hugging him tight. 

	Lucian quickly activated his runes to harden his body. “Well, it’s good to see you haven’t changed, but it still hurts.”

	“Sorry,” Regal nodded in apology, setting Lucian on the ground.

	“Like always, no apologies needed. So, what’s new?” Lucian said, gazing at Regal’s now calming companions.

	“You look much more human than the rest of them,” Iris interrupted. 

	Lucian knew this wasn’t her first time meeting the lovable giant. But in retrospect, seeing him against the other creatures was a bit jarring. “As you see, giants are quite primitive. Sex is no different, I suspect,” he clarified. 

	“Primitive, don’t know,” Regal answered. “But, Mom used lost humans for fun, then food. Stories they gave.” Regal pointed to the other giants.

	Lucian and Iris made eye contact. Her eyes widened and her head jerked back as if slapped. Lucian chuckled at the comment. 

	“Moving on,” she hurriedly responded.

	“What made you come back, and why are they treating you like a king?”

	“Baron told me to come back, took over.” Regal put his hands up in a boxing stance. “One, two,” he said, mirroring the jab cross that followed. 

	“Wait, you telling me they bow down to you because they can’t fight?” Iris chuckled.

	“Yes.”

	Lucian looked down at Regal’s feet. He hid his deformity there still. But the way his body shifted, his weight seemed mostly proportional, even his two left feet no longer holding him back. He also lost some of the blubber in his midsection, his back and legs slightly increased in girth. 

	Impressive. Even in such a short time, he had enhanced his body, mind and living quality.  

	“Lucian,” Regal said, regaining Lucian’s attention. “Why here now?”

	“Sorry. I got your letter. One, to make sure you’re okay. I also came to speak to the leader for aid in upcoming war.”

	“War?”

	“King Sage killed my dad, Professor McClear, the Annex and Baron. He’s—"

	“Baron…” Regal reeled. “Master Baron… is dead!” He screamed in wrath. 

	Lucian was taken aback. He wasn’t sure what was more surprising—the anger in the gentle giant’s voice, or how clearly he had spoken. “Yes. Baron died shortly after from his injuries. We just buried him near his house.” 

	The giant’s eyes begin to fill. Mounds of raindrops flowed down his cheeks, his body trembling.  “I will kill them all.” Hatred thickened his voice, increasing with every drop.  

	“Hold up, big man. There’s only two people to pay for this: Sage and the vampire who’s holding the White Dragon birthright.”

	 Regal covered his eyes and whelped for his last mentor. 

	“Don’t worry, we’ll pay it forward. My friend, are you able to get all of your kind to follow you?”

	“When need, I be there,” Regal grunted, his fist clamped to his chest as he bowed his head. 

	The rest of the giants followed suit, kneeling on the earth. A crowd of around fifty able and willing giants circled Lucian and Iris as if they were royalty. 

	“Thank you. We will be back. We have to get more allies,” Lucian said. He turned to Iris with meaning. He knew uniting her people was a top priority for her. Yet, he could feel her fear of what it would cost to do so. 

	What he didn’t know was what it would cost him. 

	Lucian reached for his prestige, his body shaking as he attempted to fill his carved runes with eminence. He stared at his body, then peered up at Iris, who looked back in concern. He did his best to give a reassuring smile. The trip itself had only cost him a few hours, but Lucian had to admit he felt exhausted. He had never pushed his limits so far. Between the challenge of forming portals, crafting antigravity runes to protect his friends, and constantly channeling prestige through his body, the last few days had him completely spent. 

	“Let’s get back. I think I could use some rest,” he declared.

	“Honestly, me too.” 

	Together they ran back to the camp, but at a much slower pace. Lucian was glad she didn’t entice him to another race. He had no chance of replicating that performance. He felt Iris knew it as well. She stayed close beside him, the pace slow enough that she stayed in her Andras form. 

	As they arrived at the camp, something clicked in Lucian’s mind, a primal instinct that pushed into his psyche. Sweat dripped off his body. Gazing at Iris, the same seemed to happen to her. He turned around to view his sleeping friends, then Iris’s pack. With an innate urge, he reached out, his right hand cradling Iris’s cheek as her lips met his for the second time that day. 

	His body relaxed, giving into her impulses. Her dominance flailed and settled into him. The kiss lingered, her arms wrapped around him. That final click settled in place. Both of them collapsed into the ground as their consciousness faded.

	 


Chapter 22: 
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Paladin of Anhur

	The moment Sage appointed Winston as the representation of death, power seeped into them both. The Wild Hunt's magic intensified the new horseman.  As if marked by the change, an ominous dark cloud formed out of his body. 

	Sage sensed the difference in his ally. The more power existed in Winston, the more flowed into him. That intoxicating feeling excited him to pursue his next candidate. 

	“Liam, we leave this evening,” Sage ordered with authority. 

	Liam bowed as he gave the order to one of his subordinates. Quickly, he continued to follow behind Sage as if to protect the king. Sage sensed the man’s anguish but remained silent as Liam followed him closely throughout the day.  

	“What is it?” Sage asked, beginning to become frustrated with his captain. He took a deep breath and glowered a Liam, his dark eye attempting to break Liam's silence.

	All Liam could do was bow; he opened his mouth, but remained silent.

	“My patience is wearing thin, Liam. Speak your mind.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty,” Liam finally responded. “Where are we traveling? I thought the curse your sister placed on you  forbade you from leaving Azadolan.”

	“No need for you to worry about that.”

	“Your Majesty, if I didn’t worry about it, I wouldn’t be good at my job,” Liam retorted.

	“You have a point.” Sage’s facial features softened. “I will be fine. I have an additional barrier keeping me safe from her wretched curse. Regardless, bring five of your best men, including your brother, to accompany us.”

	Liam bowed, turning away to do the king’s bidding. 

	Sage thought for a heartbeat. He didn’t want his leaving to cause a fuss throughout the kingdom. “I know this goes without saying,” he added, “but I would like to keep this quiet.” 

	Liam sat in his position waiting, his face not as intense but still showing caution. Liam was loyal to a T and one of the few people Sage trusted. He scurried off the moment his king gave the word: “Dismiss.”

	Sage had a hard time concentrating. His mind’s eye fled to other places every time his earthly eyes were closed. Yellow fur with sharp white protrusions was the only thing he could make out. He pushed himself to focus on his last engagement as king before he left his kingdom for the first time in centuries.

	King Fallon stepped into his great hall, the aroma of his meal reaching his nose. The true marvel was the genius that plucked at her harp like it was a extension of her soul. His heart settled as he heard the soothing music playing through his ears. The delightful tune always eased Sage, no matter how his day concluded. 

	He inhaled deeply as the sound washed through his body, shoulders relaxing. He fought to keep his eyes open, as he didn’t want the glaring image to lessen the mood.

	His gaze fell upon the girl who was once a prop in his schemes, but whom he now viewed like a daughter. At least as much of a daughter as a man like him could have. The young woman was lost in her playing, strumming strings as her feet paddled effortlessly. Her neck flowed with the sound, her hair bouncing playfully as if dancing alongside the music. 

	Sage could do nothing but smile, welcoming the familiar warm feeling he felt daily as he saw the girl so content.  

	She finally looked up and immediately stopped playing. She smiled, her teeth wide over her bottom lip. Her eyes quickly darted to the floor. 

	“Beautiful as always. Samantha, are you hungry?”

	The girl nodded, her eyes fixed on the ground. Sage put a hand out, gesturing for Samantha to lead the way. She giggled as she grabbed his elbow, practically skipping to their meal. 

	The food had been prepared for them in advance, limiting the contact people had with Samantha. Metal cloches covered the elegant dishes. Sam swayed her head as before when she was playing. Air swirled from her body, lifting the cloche and unveiling the food. She placed it gently next to the plate, never making a sound. 

	The two ate in silence until the girl ran up to the king and kissed him on the cheek.

	Sage didn’t move, only settling into her embrace before she ran off.

	“Goodnight sweetie,” he whispered, knowing she would hear.

	He fell back into his seat. His head lolled backward and his eyes stared at the ceiling. He remembered the challenges from when Samantha first lived with him. The second part of his curse thrust upon him from his wretched sister. Her word scarred him, as much as the action of killing her did. He removed his old blade from its sheath, examining its point.  

	“I guess McClear was just déjà vu. McClear,” he scoffed. “What a stupid name. He was betraying me just as you did, sister.” He pushed the thought out of his mind, allowing his eyes to finally close. Immediately, the face of a lion appeared, roaring as it shaped its body into a man’s. 

	The creature’s power pushed against his own, but only for a moment as his mind seemingly tamed the power. Sand flew in the air, revealing the god’s presence and forcing Sage’s eyes open. He stood abruptly, striding away to find his royal guard.

	He did not have to look far, as he knew Liam would be close.

	“Ready when you are.” Liam led the king down the long hallway, deep into the castle’s innards. The hallway met a dead-end. Awaiting them were four of Azadolan’s best warriors, all highly skilled mages forming a protective circle, ready for any magical obstacles they could face. 

	Sage was accustomed to all his royal guards. He made it a point to know their names, their families, and enemies. The only one he didn’t care for was Liam’s brother. Only because he was far too unpredictable. But many fire mages were.  

	“Where to, Your Majesty?”

	“Wait. We have one more,” Sage said, holding up a finger. Waving his palms in an upward direction, black mist flowed around them. He gripped the tendrils tightly. The Mantle of Conquest gushed through his body as it guided his instincts. Moments later, Death itself appeared next to him. Winston stood tall, covered by a black coat. Only the bottom half of his face could be seen. 

	“My liege,” Winston said, a smirk of happiness on his face. King Fallon heard every bit of pleasure in his voice.  Death seemed enamored with his new title. 

	“To the Temples of Seti,” Sage ordered.

	“My liege.” A tall man stepped forward whom Sage knew as Evard.  

	Evard was Azadolan’s best portal mage since he had a small connection with every type of eminence.  It made traveling easy for parties with different magic abilities. The mage was also well-traveled personally, as he’d spent decades with the Gathering Troops. 

	He raised his hand, his prestige swaying the eminence as it formed a circle. An image appeared of sand and stone.  

	They all rushed the portal, the sky dark and the moon barely visible. Wind blew from the north, whipping up particles of sand and dirt. 

	Sage stepped down, his eyes meeting his first in command. Liam stared back, never blinking, the rest of the men scouting the area. Liam’s face revealed nothing to his men, but Sage recognized worry. A purple mist flowed from the skin of the king. 

	Liam’s eyes moved off Sage to Evard. Communicating through preparation, the mage created a portal back to Azadolan.

	Sage raised a hand, ordering them to stop. The guard tensed, but even the gestures of the king were law. “I’m fine.”

	The moment the king spoke, the black fog rose from Death’s mantle. It covered Sage to combat the purple curse. The two mists began to combine as they swirled to a point, dissipating into the air. 

	Winston smiled, please with his new abilities.

	“Excellent. Just as I thought,” Sage spoke with condescending calm.

	“Your Majesty, are you truly okay?” Liam managed to speak without his voice cracking.

	“As I’ve told you, I’m fine. Now, shall we?”

	The four mages moved in formation, one the king was only too familiar with. Their job was to protect him, but he didn’t want to feel them protecting him. He walked with purpose, Liam at his rear, closer than he preferred. 

	However righteous his intentions are, that is something I must rectify immediately after we’re through, Sage thought, filing it in the back of his mind for later. Winston was even further behind, nearly invisible. Just how I like it.

	Sage’s eyes darted to the temple surrounding them. He took in the beauty of the stone architecture, its design and longevity calling to him. It wasn’t often Sage saw something older than him. Carvings filled the walls with ancient stories. The mantle to lead the hunt had guided him to this location. He was sure of it. 

	Sage and his men were the only souls that occupied the temple, empty of life, but not of power. He could feel the gods from before. But he only needed one. 

	He closed his eyes again, seeking the vision from earlier. Like a ceremony scripted his word. He spoke with conviction. “Anhur, come forth. The time is now; the war is here. I command you to take your place by my side. The Mantle of War commands you.”

	Power flowed out of the king as a luminous red aura emanated from his body. His men covered their eyes, unable to bear the sight. The aura flowed into the sky, wrapping around a figure. 

	A lion-shaped face growled, its eyes cold as it stared at Sage. “You dare command me, human,” Anhur sneered.

	Sage stood tall, unthreatened by the god’s display. He held Anhur’s gaze, his will connected with the red power. 

	The god shifted, uncomfortable from the pressure of Sage’s eyes. 

	“My words have been spoken, and are final,” Sage pushed, collapsing his will. 

	But to the credit of the Egyptian god of war, he yielded gracefully. The creature laughed an unnatural sound, the deep bellows of his growl matching the intensity of his hate. The royal guards’ eyes shifted. Without pause, they all began channeling, ready to strike the beast.

	“You are interesting indeed, human. You may have my power, but I have no body. How do you plan to remedy this?”

	“What do you require?”

	“A durable body, one not afraid of combat. One with fire and hatred. One who accepts me in his heart and soul.”

	“And what would happen to this…sacrifice?”

	“He would be mine, of course. His body would belong to me. Even after your business is done.”

	“Very well.” Sage had expected the request. He looked at the mages accompanying him. Liam was probably the best candidate, but too valuable to lose. All the men there were too valuable to lose. Almost all of them.

	Sage raised his hand to William.

	Liam interjected at once, “Please, my lord, use me, not him,” he begged.

	Sage’s head snapped towards Liam, his eyes intense. “Child, a god can’t defy me. What makes you think you should? Your job is to do what I say to the letter. Don’t forget it again.” His words quieted Liam as he turned back to William. 

	William’s eyes filled with water. The boy stood tall, only a single drop falling down his cheek. 

	“William, you have served me well and will continue to do so. You will be closer to me than ever with a seat on this glorious ride. Accept Anhur into your heart and take your rightful place next to me.”

	William fell to his knees. His arms stretched wide and his eyes closed. The god of war’s essence rushed into him. Screams of agony ripped from William’s mouth. His body expanded, his soft tissues hardening. As his frame grew, the fat from his face fell, his jaws morphing into a hard, sculpted line. His armor burned away and his clothes tore like paper. 

	Standing before them was no longer William the royal guard, but William the Paladin of Anhur.

	“It is done,” William said from his knees. His voice remained, now slightly deeper and commanding.

	“Good.” Sage approached the kneeling Paladin. He placed a hand on his shoulder and spoke the ceremonial words again. “The time is now; the war is here. I command you to take your place by my side. The Mantle of War commands you.” 

	Just as before with Winston, the mantle settled in place. A red glow filled Sage’s eye, the king’s power increasing.

	 


Chapter 23: 
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The Lady of Truth

	Ben’s eyes opened, his lungs heaving in shallow breaths, his body laboring for oxygen. His lungs attempted the familiar inhalation movement, but breathing was no longer a requirement for him. 

	Ben searched the small cot, the dark restricting his vision. His eyes settled, his vampire instincts taking over. His nose picked up an aroma he’d missed. His body relaxed as he took in the scent. He gazed at the wolves nearby, their chests no longer rising. The sweet aroma wafted from the ground, covered with the rest of their life’s fluid.  

	“No! What have I done!” Ben cried, his eyes darting for his friends. 

	He ran for Anna in panic, sprinting into the other shallow room. He met the back of a tall figure outlined by the room’s only candle, standing at the same height as Ben himself. A cold aura rushed Ben, a sense of exhilaration. His stomach turned, goosebumps rising on his skin. The scent of blood washed over him, even more concentrated and fresh.

	An unpleasant sound flooded the room. It was the creature laughing. As he turned, a fiery amber color flowing up to the scalp met Ben’s eyes, her mouth open wide and her eyes empty of life.

	“Anna!” Ben screamed. His body tensed and he moved to rush the monster. But his body didn’t react with the speed he commanded. He moved no faster than a human as he stepped forward until the creature vanished. 

	Ben didn’t even see Anna’s body fall to the ground, an unknown momentum carrying him to the wall. As his eyes refocused, fangs of a vampire suddenly appeared in his face. Blue eyes met, identical to each other. The vampire latched on to him viciously as the firelight flashed on Ben’s face.

	“No!” Ben fought, trying to push the creature off.

	“Only a matter of time,” the vile sound screeched in his ear. 

	“No!” Ben sat up, the dream vanishing as déjà vu faded from his mind. 

	The room was quiet. Everyone slept peacefully. Kobe seemed to be moving because of his outbursts but closed his eyes again once he assessed no danger. 

	“Sorry,” Ben mouthed. 

	He stood, entering the room where the human mages lay. Both Anna and Curtis slept peacefully. Relief flooded his body as he stepped out for fresh air. 

	He mentally took stock of who slept in the cave home. I wonder where they went, he thought, realizing Iris and Lucian were both gone. He turned back, unable to fight the image of the dream. Doubt slowly crept in his mind. The fear of the creature he just saw from escaping again? 

	That life was part of him; nothing he nor anyone could say would let him escape from that past. He had to endure it. He shivered at the unbearable thought. 

	“I need to get out of here,” he whispered.

	Ben had spent most of the last few weeks moping over his current predicament. He barely used his abilities, only feeding from Odin when he forced him inside the throne room, and only because it seemed necessary to heal his body fully. The dream was the first time he’d felt that hunger since he’d received a soul again. 

	As he climbed down the mountain, the world’s gravity suddenly seemed to take a toll on the vampire mage. The moment he made it to the bottom, he saw the footprints of Iris and Lucian leading directly into the forest. Ben elected to go in the opposite direction, not wanting to run into them.

	He decided not to use his gift of vampire speed. He ran simply as a human, no faster than Curtis would have been able to manage. He jogged for an hour, then two. The longer he ran, the more his hunger called.

	“Piss off you fucking curse!” Frustration building, he slammed a fist into a nearby tree. He repeated the motion, pounding relentlessly, now slamming both fists. He raged at the trunk, screaming with resentment. 

	Turning his back to the assaulted tree, he covered his eyes and slumped to the floor. “Get a hold of yourself,” he blew out bubbles. 

	As his hands fell away from his eyes, he saw a lake, its edge stretching as far as he could see. Mist steamed from the body of water, limiting some of Ben’s sight.

	Where the hell did that come from?

	No sooner than the thought crossed his mind, water splashed from a figure slowly approaching him, step after deliberate step. As the being got closer, its outline became more visible. The mist seemed to follow as it circled around the female figure. Ben slowly raised his eyes to her face, his body melting as Vera’s gaze stared back at him.

	“Please, don’t take my appearance as an insult.” The creature said. 

	Benjamin’s first instinct was to lash out when he realized she wasn’t Vera. “Why in the bloody hell would you use her face?” he spat.

	“Because you love this woman.” She paused as if her answer was enough.

	“Need more than that,” Ben barely managed, his teeth grinding and his eyes slowly changing to a bloodshot red.

	“I forget sometimes…your human soul gets absorbed in the details that matter little. Very well. I needed to speak to you. I believe I can help you. This face procured the best chance to avoid you attacking first. Is that enough?”

	Satisfied with her answer, Ben relaxed slightly. “Fine. How do you think you can help me? Why should I trust you?”

	“Trust is a decision all your own. More than likely, it is I who would have to decide to trust you.”

	“Okay, fine. Why should you trust me.”

	“I shouldn’t, probably. But you’re part of the cycle now. In fact, you may be a true barer.”

	“Vera, what are you talking about?” Ben said, pausing abruptly. He’d let his guard down, eased by the vision of her face.

	“Vera. What a lovely name. That must be the face I wear. I can see your heart, your love for this one. I think I might trust you. A soulless creature with a soul. The ring itself would honor you and you it.”

	“What ring?”

	“Your wit matches the role as well. I am not here to give you all the answers you seek. I am here to help.”

	“Bollocks! I don’t even know who you are!”

	“You are many things. I am nothing. I am truth, I am redemption, I am the equality of the world. But first and foremost, I am here to help…if you’re willing to be helped.” She glided closer to him. 

	Ben stared, butterflies churning in his stomach. Her calm aura left him in a trance. His head dutifully nodded in acceptance as she edged closer. 

	“One drop and your pain will be released; more and the curse will live. Feeding will never forsake you.” The creature’s arms lifted as she reached out for Ben, one hand caressing his hair while she laid him gently on her chest. She offered her arm, encouraging him to feed. 

	Ben opened his mouth desperately, his fangs protruding as he plunged into her wrist. His body heaved with a satisfying gulp. But it wasn’t enough. He wanted more. It was more satisfying than anything he could imagine. 

	His hands reached up, locking her arms in place as he took another gulp, then a third and fourth. His body filled with her intoxicating power. 

	The creature screamed, pure energy blasting out of her, forcing Ben back into the tree. The impact caused Ben to lose consciousness. The last thing he saw before fading away was a blinding bright light. 

	His eyes closed. 

	When he awoke moments later, he saw no sign of what had happened. Ben searched his memory for evidence of what happen. The details were vague. It took a minute to gather himself. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he felt better. His cravings were curbed. For some reason, he could now place the cause of his hunger. 

	He headed back to his friends, using his vampire speed the entire trip. As he climbed the mountain, his friends lay motionless near the cliff’s edge.

	“Lucian!”

	 


Chapter 24: 
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New Grounds

	Lucian’s eyes snapped opened, his head bouncing as Ben shook him. Panic marred his voice. “Lucian!” Ben was screaming.

	“I’m good,” Lucian whispered back. He attempted to move, but pain shot through his body. His hand moved to shield his eyes, the bright morning sun intensifying a sharp headache. 

	“What the hell happened!” Ben yelled.

	“I don’t know yet,” Lucian replied, holding a finger for a moment of silence. 

	Ben remained quiet, his hand on Lucian’s back for support. Lucian labored to stand. He immediately thought of Iris. His mind scrambled to figure out what happened, where she was. He whirled around and found the alpha werewolf lying motionless. 

	Relief filled him as he saw her chest slowly expand, her breathing normal. Lucian walked closer to her, his headache subsiding the more he approached. He could feel the change in his body, the connection acting on it like a primal instinct. Their bond was like a beacon forcing them closer together. 

	Iris’s eyes opened as he neared. She sat up with a groan. “What the hell happened?” she said, her body processing nearly identically to Lucian’s. 

	“I think it was the rings. The bonds seem to be complete. At least I hope so.” Lucian answered, his voice cracked. He bit his lip, his shoulders shrugging. 

	The motion was unnatural. Iris looked up to him, chuckling. Lucian immediately recognizing her laugh was at his expense. It wasn’t malice or unkindness—more just satisfaction that he was human. That he could be uncomfortable. 

	She stood slowly, Lucian quickly moving to help her up. “I’m fine,” she insisted, testing for any unknown injuries. 

	It didn’t take Iris long. She adjusted to the bond seamlessly. Lucian knew she could feel his constant probing in her mind. She didn’t seem to mind it, only settling in as if wearing a new hat. As for her, she was already concentrating on their next step. 

	“Benjamin, can you wake your friends? We need to plan.” She spoke calmly but directly. 

	Ben nodded and ran into the cave to get Anna and Curtis. 

	Iris turned her gaze upon Lucian with a predatory hunger. He stood tall, unyielding to her intimidation. She smelled her own aroma and offered a smile, both filled with satisfaction.

	“Lucian, I think it’s time for you to gather the rest of the pack, don’t you?”

	Lucian grasped for what she meant. The knowledge of how to use their pack bonds settled in his mind’s eye. He reached out, his conscious thought grabbing his new subordinates. It’s time to move, he simply commanded. 

	He could feel them approaching. Their mental complaints flooded his mind, but they were moving all the same. It wasn’t entirely because of him; Iris nudged his command in the right direction.

	“Can’t be having your first command being disobeyed, can we?” She tapped her finger to her chin, pondering. “We will definitely have to rectify this. And I mean immediately.”

	The wolves burst through the foliage, beating Ben and the wizards who followed closely behind. All the wolves’ eyes bore daggers into Lucian.

	“How dare you summon us?” Brian hissed. 

	“What? I didn’t summon you; I called as Iris asked me to do. I was just practicing,” Lucian protested. In part, he knew what he was doing. The power to control the wolves was a bit intoxicating. His words said one thing, but his dominance communicated an entirely different reaction. 

	“Is that a challenge?” Kobe pressed. 

	“Yes, it is,” Iris interjected.

	Lucian stared at her, his mouth open. He quickly shut it as he gathered her intentions. This was for his sake. His and hers. For better or worse, Lucian was part of the pack. And he had to take his place next to her or beneath her. 

	“Fine. How does this work? You three versus me?”

	“You little shit. You think you can take all three of us on,” Kobe snarled.

	Brian let out a howl, his body expanding into his Lycanthrope form. 

	“Brian, stop. You know the rules,” Iris ordered.

	“What rule?” As Lucian spoke, the information settled into his head. All challenges are done in the Andras form.

	Yes, but that’s to keep from injuring our other wolves. Iris responded, reading his mind. She then turned to her wolves, “Transforming into Lycanthrope has no benefit when the other person can as well. All you’re going to do is increase the likelihood for serious injury.”

	“This boy is not a wolf, not a true one. He can’t transform. Therefore, our transformation gives us an advantage. We should be allowed to use it,” Kobe countered.

	“He’s right. We should be allowed to use all of our abilities,” Bianka added.

	Lucian could feel Iris’s doubts. But they weren’t for his safety. She knew the danger of his blade. If he chose, he would slaughter all three of them with little effort. 

	He winked, flashing her a smile that he hoped would soothe her. He beamed back to her not to worry. He wouldn’t hurt her family. As a new member to his team, he would protect them with everything he had. Even so, He had to make sure they would respect him and follow his orders no matter what. If they were going to make it out of this situation, they would need to work together and with him at the Halm.  

	“That’s fine, use whatever you think you need.” Lucian stood tall, projecting as much confidence as he could muster. “And yes! Attack together whenever you’re ready.” 

	Fear rushed him again, but now it was a nervousness for his safety. Iris felt the emotional connection of their bond constrict as Lucian attempted to concentrate. 

	Bianka took the invitation as an opportune time to attack. Already free from her clothes, she dove towards him in her Liekos form, teeth aiming straight for Lucian’s neck. 

	Time paused in his mind, a survey to gather information about all three opponents. Kobe and Brian both were shapeshifting. Even without the head start, the eldest wolf seemed to be ahead to his Lycanthrope form. 

	Lucian turned his attention back to the wolf attempting to tear out his throat. He raised his amputated arm, simultaneously activating his earth runes. The force of the four-hundred-pound wolf knocked him over.  In a flash he activated his short sword, the black blade slicing through the air only inches from her eye. For a split second, it obscured her vision. The female wolf shuddered, her life flashing before her eyes. 

	Lucian took the moment of confusion to hop away from her. Bianka growled at him, but her aroma wasn’t in it. She was an intelligent warrior, but if Lucian had so wanted, she would be dead. 

	Kobe, now steaming with anger, was next to attack. In his Lycanthrope form, Kobe stood at nearly five hundred fifty pounds. His long black fur curled around his overly muscled figure. As he took step by thunderous step, chunks of earth separated from the ground. He began to swing, his arm swishing through the air with deadly momentum. His power and speed compensated for any area Lucian could exploit due to Kobe’s massive size. 

	Lucian allowed his mind to process the battle again. His biggest concern was Bianka, the wiry elder wolf and the hardest to predict. She also seemed to have the quickest transformation time between all three wolf forms. Lucian knew she wouldn’t have any permanent psychological damage, but for this battle, he needed it to be unsteady. Brian might be the strongest physically of the three; his size kept increasing, looming even more extensively than the monstrosity in front of him. Lucian’s mine calculated his growth rate versus Bianka’s transformation speed. 

	Another right hand from Kobe was flying towards Lucian’s face. He evaded, ducking into his blind spot. The wolf could keep up just as before; his speed allowed him to anticipate Lucian’s movements. Lucian kept ducking, circling continually to the same side. The wolf’s claws inched closer and closer, a grin adorning his mouth. He could feel the connecting blow nearing. 

	On the sixth swipe, Kobe’s heel slid slightly forward. Using his other foot to keep his balance, he swiped at Lucian again. The mage, already anticipating the stumble, swung his hardened heel, connecting with Kobe’s foot. The collision sent the massive wolf reeling. Kobe attempted to catch himself, his hands sprawling to the ground to stop the impact. His hand occupied, he was temporarily defenseless. 

	Lucian shifted his weight, activating his earth and air runes, and struck again. The collision to the Lycanthrope’s neck had ten times the force of a sledgehammer. The white of Kobe’s eyes showed and he fell unconscious. The exchange had only lasted seconds.

	Seeing Kobe collapse jolted Bankia out of her discomfort. Urgent to help protect him, the female wolf shapeshifted back to her Andras form, transforming mid-stride as the naked female form slid to the ground, scissoring her legs in an attempt to sweep Lucian. Lucian stepped back, cutting an angle to block the sweep and shifting smoothly into a more dominant position, stopping Bianka’s momentum with his knee on her stomach. He increased his gravity so the wolf couldn’t lift him off. 

	Her arm shifted in a blink, a massive claw flying to his throat. Caught off guard, Lucian had to retreat, relieving the gravity from his runes and diving out of harm’s way. Brian, who had finally finished transforming, snarled at the young mage.

	Great, this might be a little more difficult, Lucian thought. He stepped farther away to remove his shirt. Through every bit of movement, the increase in gravity already incapacitated the eldest of the wolves. Lucian hadn’t even dropped a bead of sweat. 

	“This kid’s not normal. We have to play it smart,” Bianka cautioned the American wolf.

	Brian in his wolf form just huffed, nodding his agreement. Lucian could feel his aggressive temper settling. Bianka seem to keep a level head, reinforcing Lucian's assessment of her as the most dangerous of the three. 

	The wolves circled Lucian as they took positions on opposite ends of his flank. Lucian moved his ear to his right shoulder, then his left, giving a loud crack with each motion. “Good thing I’m finally warmed up,” he said hopping on his tiptoes. “Ready when you two are.”

	Both wolves leaped forward, moving with even greater speed and precision than before. Lucian would have to earn his status with the pack. They couldn’t quite match his speed, but any unprotected attack would severely injure him. There was no margin for error. Every swing scraped mere inches from his body. 

	Lucian’s eyes glowed golden, his mind processing every movement his opponents might take. Iris and Ben also stared in anticipation. Knowing he held Iris’s attention, Lucian began to move the fingers of his good hand into a countdown. He pointed three fingers downward, then two, and with only his index finger left Lucian winked at the alpha wolf, just as he did before the match started. His body radiated confidence; for just one second, Bianka and Brian paused in caution. 

	Lucian braced, curling his remaining fingers into a tight fist. Once again manipulating his body, he struck Brian directly on the jaw. The force alone wasn’t enough to knock the wolf out, but the precision of the connection was key. Wolves’ anatomy, especially in Andras form, was much different than humans’. Shockwaves rattled the wolf’s brain, making him stagger back to his butt. A dazed look crossed his face. His body wouldn’t respond. 

	Lucian’s blow to Bianka was far less pleasant. His fist collided directly on her temple, sending her sprawling in a position almost identically to Kobe’s.

	In that moment, Lucian felt the wolves’ mental attitudes change. Kobe and Bianka would fall in line. They had been bested. But the American wolf was a bit more stubborn. He would listen to Iris, but Lucian felt he would continuously push his limits with the mage. If they were all going to survive, Lucian couldn’t allow that to happen. 

	When Brian finally gathered his senses, he found a black blade against his throat. Lucian loomed over him authoritatively, a picture of death. Brian shrank in fear. Dying here would do little; Brian had sworn to protect his alpha. And the only way he could do that would be to submit to Lucian. Lucian counted on his loyalty, his eyes gazing downward in intimidation. 

	Not saying a word, Lucian stepped closer, his golden eyes never leaving the wolves. In his mental presence, he could hear Brian saying, I yield. 

	Lucian turned back to the alpha. His words left his mouth, but were not of his own making. “I am yours.”

	Iris stiffened, her eyes widening as she stared back at Lucian. His aroma was so enticing. For the first time, she began to think how he could be good for her kind. If she took Lucian in, his genetics could push the wolves’ walls of limitations into a new stratosphere of power. His skin was still dry, not even a glisten of sweat from the fight. His body was simply far beyond anything a human should be able to achieve. 

	But he’s not quite human, Iris thought as her eyes roamed up and down over him. He’s not just a mage. He’s a reborn god, a deity of something that lived far before this life. She smiled at Lucian, holding out her hand and whispering, “I know. Glad you finally came to that conclusion.”

	Lucian too, her hand and kissed it, then took a stand next to her as an equal.  “From this day, you will be my partner and we will win this war together. However, you did a doozy on them.” 

	Iris went to her unconscious betas, placing a hand on their prone bodies. A rush of power shot through them. She wasn’t quite sure how it worked, but she could vividly remember her father doing it to Bianka many years ago. Neither wolf was in the danger she had experienced, but any opportunity to practice healing would be invaluable for the team. They both awakened, but the action made Iris feel a little woozy. 

	Brian sat in astonishment, unmoving. “He beat us. He beat us all in a single blow.” He looked at his comrades in wonder.

	“Yeah, I didn’t even see that one coming.” Bianka rubbed the side of her temple.

	“He can protect her far better than we could,” Kobe acknowledged, rubbing the back of his neck.

	“Nonsense, we are one pack. They might not be wolves either, but they are part of us now. The only way we can succeed is if we do it together.” Lucian replied, pointing at his mage friends.

	“Well, we have to make this official. If you two are going to lead us, we have to make the rest of the wolves submit to you as well,” Iris said.

	“Freaks. I’m glad that’s out of the way, but how are we going to do that?” Anna cut in, feeling an opportunity to interject. Ben had grabbed her and Curtis before the fight began in case of trouble.

	“Good question.” Lucian turned to Iris for an answer. 

	“We have to go home. All the wolves will be gathered to choose my father’s successor.” Iris stood tall. 

	Lucian looked on in admiration. She embodied her father’s daughter.

	“How do you know that?” Kobe answered in confusion. 

	“Because I just summoned them.”

	 


Chapter 25: 
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Misdeeds

	Sage hadn’t slept in days. The intoxicating feeling his newest horseman provided left him wired and wanting more. While he strolled through the castle garden, his servants walked on eggshells, doing their best to avoid the king. At least, as long as the Mantles of Death and War stood by his side, which seemed to be every waking moment.

	 The only time the king left William was during the hour he spent at dinner with Samantha. After she had gone to bed for the night, however, he allowed both Winston and William to enter his dining chamber.

	“Any word yet, Your Majesty?” William asked, fire burning in his eyes. 

	Since taking on the Mantle, William’s sense of strategy and tactics was far more natural for him. He had organized his troops more efficiently, and commanded absolute obedience. If Liam wasn’t careful, his little brother would take over as head of the royal guard. If he survived the battle ahead. 

	“Nothing yet,” Sage replied.

	“Do we have any word on where our prey is?”

	“Not as of yet. There’s been no evidence that they have made it back into this realm. However, there has been suspicious movement among the fleabags. They are trying to do it quietly. As quietly as the mutts can manage,” Winston mumbled.  

	“Where are they headed?” Sage demanded.

	“Jason’s old island,” Winston answered.

	“Of course. And we have no portals because that wolf wouldn’t allow anyone near. Except that old wiry fart,” Sage added.

	“Sire!” William interrupted.

	“For some reason, Blaze and that big oaf befriended each other many centuries ago. He’s actually the way the wolves reached our city for the Paragon Games. Other than that portal, there’s no other way on that island,” William said.

	“What about by boat? If you could get ashore, I could destroy them myself,” Sage said.

	“That seems to be how the rest of the wolves are getting there,” Winston chimed in.  

	William glared at the vampire, then answered his lord, “They would have defenses, and a boat would be all too easily destroyed. There is no guarantee that we would be able to make it to shore.” 

	“I can’t swim not going to give them the opportunity for victory. We will force them to us. Not to mention we are not permitted to hunt until we are whole,” Sage reminded them, referring to the remaining horseman. 

	“Of course. But might I suggest we cause a little mischief while we wait?” Winston said.

	“I’m listening. What do you have in mind?”

	“Since we know the wolves are moving, with Jason dead Syed has the most to gsoain. He is likely intent on killing his biggest rival.” 

	“He wasn’t a rival, he was a pawn,” Winston protested. “Jason kept him around because he was powerful and stupid. A very dangerous combination.” His voice filled with disdain every time he spoke about the wolf.  

	“Exactly, someone you could easily manipulate into doing your bidding.  Or at least making sure they don’t gain other allies,” William replied.

	“Not bad, William. Yes, instead of sitting idle we could put a bit of a damper on whatever Lucian is planning. Winston, what is the location of the Iraqi pack as we speak?”

	“They are set to leave tomorrow, but my lord…are you sure about this? He is very hostile even to those inside his own pack. What’s to stop him from trying to remove your head the moment he sees you?”

	“I am not a damsel; you know that better than most, William. If he finds the need to lose his temper, and his life…that will surely be his decision. If need be, I have no problem destroying his whole pack.” Sage shifted, his voice switching to a commanding tone. “William, you and your brother make plans. Bring a small team of no more than six, including us. In fact, I will pick. Have him bring me your four best men.”

	“As you wish,” William said, bowing with his hand across his chest. 

	Liam and four other royal guards stood at attention in the same hallway they left from only days ago. Liam seemed to constantly fidget around the king, likely uneasy about William’s new persona. But his feelings weren’t Sage’s concern. If Liam got out of line, he would meet the same fate as anyone else who betrayed him. Sage doubted that would be the outcome. Liam’s brother was still there, just improved. Maybe it was jealousy. 

	Sage pushed it from his mind as he took stock of the four guards in front of him. 

	Two had accompanied them on their last journey—Evard and Atlantes, some of Liam’s most trusted guards. They had both previously entered the ranks beneath him. Izak Beattie, a short, bold mage, was another hothead, but reliable. 

	Sage looked him up and down, almost wanting to laugh. The mage’s muscles burst out of his armor. He looks ridiculous, Sage thought, examining the warrior. Despite the muscle, nearly everyone towered over him. 

	Last was Katalina Weaver, the newest member of the guard. A well-balanced mage conjuring air, water and earth, she was nearly the same size as Izak, but slim, not quite unathletic. Her hands were rough and damaged, her hair poorly groomed and unkempt. Something about her held his attention.  

	“Interesting crew you have assembled for me. Are you sure they will be up to the task?” Sage mocked, glancing over to his general.  

	“Of course. We have nothing but the best, as you know, my lord,” Liam responded. 

	“I agree. They are all very capable,” William interrupted. 

	As he spoke, Sage noticed a small twitch of Liam’s eyebrow. It disappeared as fast as it came. It seemed Liam felt a little tense around his little brother.  

	“Very well. I will take you all. Can never have too many of my best men at my back,” Sage said.

	“Yes, my lord,” they all said in unison. All but the vampiric horseman, who stared lustfully at the team. 

	Evard stretched out his arm and opened a window back to the human realm. A yawning tear in the air revealed blue waves crashing against the ocean floor. Warm sunbeams pierced an array of clouds. All eight visibly relaxed as the sun embraced their skin.

	“This is beautiful,” Katalina breathed. She suddenly realized she had spoken out of turn.  Her head snapped back to attention, lips tightening. 

	Sage pretended to pay her no mind. But his rider of Death couldn’t let it slide.

	“Have you never seen water before, child?” 

	“No sir. I just graduated from Abolition just last year and never had the opportunity to be missioned near water.”

	“Pathetic. Let me guess—you come from nothing. A poor little mage who has made it all on her own,” Winston's condescending tone dripped out of his mouth until he was quieted by a yell.

	“Enough!” William stepped forward. 

	“I am here to serve,” Katalina quickly tried to end the matter. Her face relaxed, not a bit worried about the vampire’s words.  

	Sage nodded in satisfaction at the girl’s demeanor and confidence. “You’re selling it short. No parents, no family. Katalina—do you mind if I call you Kat?” He moved on before she could answer. “As I recall, she was accepted in Liam ammorta on dedication and hard work alone.  Not to mention being accepted in the royal guard in her first lifetime.” 

	Kat beamed, bowing low to Sage. “You honor me, lord.”

	“I only stated truth. Regardless,” he returned to the mission at hand, “where are we, Liam?” 

	“Based on Winston’s intel, roughly ten kilometers from Syed’s rendezvous with his ship.”

	“Yes. He is expected to board the ship any time now,” Winston added.  

	“What is his expected number of wolves?”

	“Ten to twelve, my lord.” 

	“He doesn’t have a lot of faith in himself, does he? That is quite a lot,” Sage mused. “Very well, I hope they don’t all stand in my way. It might affect our chances for success. 

	After Sage spoke his piece, he took a moment to enjoy his surroundings once again. He loved his home but felt trapped seeing the same stone walls day after day. It was good to get out. The cool breeze from the water flowed across his face. His heart pounded as he let out an exhilarated sigh. “The world I always wanted.” Finally free from the curse, there was nothing to stop him. 

	A chill rushed over Sage. He just needed to find a way to make this permanent. That way he could take back what was his. The ruler of all realms the as he plained all those centuries ago.  

	“They are nearing, my lord,” Atlantes broke into his thoughts.  

	“Excellent. Forward then.” He headed the march, his body cracking as he moved. 

	All eight headed out in a quick jog. The guards barely broke a sweat as they traveled through the sandy terrain. Sage kept the pace to a minimum, taking the time to enjoy the land. 

	As they made their way, the vampire could feel the heartbeat of his sword. He put his hand against it, whispering, “In good time.”

	They marched in silence until they were stopped by a large brown-skinned man, presumably an underling of the pack. Behind him stood three more wolves already in their Liekos form, snarling at Sage. Beyond that, a camp stood fifty feet from where they were being intercepted. 

	The man yelled, “Stop! What’s your business?” 

	Sage stood tall. He continued to walk forward, unwilling to allow such a weakling to interfere with his progress. 

	“I said stop!” he called again, this time stepping forward to cut off the king. The moment he moved, the guards drew closer, ready to strike the moment the wolf got too close. 

	Sage raised a hand, ordering them to stop. He turned his gaze to the poor soul in front of him. The wolf had no choice but to step back with a growl. The other wolves could smell his fear and retreated as well, senses attuned for any danger.  

	“I am Lord Sage and I demand an audience with Syed. Take me to him at once,” he demanded. He turned back to his men. “Whatever happens, don’t interfere.”  

	Liam nodded and gazed at his men with a significant look. 

	Sage peered at the wolves carefully. For a split second, all their eyes were closed. But once they opened, their intent was clear. 

	In a flash, three wolves lunged at Sage. The royal guard tensed, but not one would dare break the king’s order. In a blink of an eye, the wolves were within arm’s reach of the king, each attacking a different quadrant of his body. One aimed for a leg, one the opposite arm and one his neck. 

	Before they made contact, a whistling swoosh rang in the air followed by a whimpering cry. The wolves lay motionless, their lives forfeited from their alpha’s order. No one watching could even see the king’s movement. As Sage returned his blade to his scabbard, the same whistling sound rang again.

	“Unless you want to join them, now would be good to take me to Syed,” Sage said.

	The head wolf nodded his head, his body trembling. Jaw tense, he led Sage to the camp and the rest of his pack nearby. Syed traveled with nearly thirty wolves, a force larger than any other pack in the world. Sage hoped his demonstration would persuade Syed to avoid violence. 

	As they made their way, he took mental notes of the pack. Most of them were Iraqi men and women. Only a few were in their Lycanthrope form. But all stood ready to protect their leader.  

	“Who are you, mage? Why shouldn’t I kill you where you stand for this disrespect?” A man emerged from the center of the crowd. 

	He must be Syed. Sage took in the alpha, his keen eye judging Syed like a prize horse. He seems much taller than I imagined. I suspect he might be taller than me. Maybe even Jason. 

	He wore a hat and had a long thick beard. His gleaming eyes were intent on Sage, bright hazel orbs that contrasted sharply with pale brown skin. Syed’s gaze would have been intimidating for any other man. 

	Sage returned the favor with an unyielding stare. “No disrespect. Only opportunity,” he returned.

	“Opportunity for what,” growled the man.  

	“Opportunity to be king. To lead your people by my side.”

	“I follow no man.”

	“Good, because I am no man. I am a lord.”

	“Please. You humans get a little power and think you can rule all you see.” He stood and walked towards Sage.

	“A little power…? I am power. Take a long look and see no lie. If you challenge me, you will die and you will die where you stand. I only ask little: become the Annex. You will have only one to answer to: me.”

	Syed continued to approach. As he moved, all the wolves began to fall to the back. They whimpered as Syed’s power grew. With every step, he drew upon his wolves. The ground shook beneath his feet. 

	Sage's royal guard flinched at the demonstration of power; even his horsemen seemed taken aback. 

	Sage wanted to laugh at the threat before him. He had seen a wolf’s true power; Jason could have been a threat, at least before Sage took up the Mantle of Conquest. But this pup was only using borrowed power to bolster his own. Sage thought about ending him now, but replacing him would be too great an effort.

	As the wolf closed in, his body began transforming rapidly, as fast as any wolf Sage had ever seen. The wolf became the size of Jason’s daughter in the Paragon Games. Its joints aligned with each step, his size increasing. He now stood over a foot taller, less than five paces away from Sage. The werewolf stood tall, his blackish fur swimming away as a gust of wind flowed throw the camp.  

	Sage estimated he was eight feet tall, nearly five hundred pounds.  “Not bad. I must say, I think you are the largest werewolf I have ever seen,” he said, eyebrows raised. “In fact, you will do nicely.” 

	The werewolf was still safely out of the king’s reach. At least that’s what he thought.  

	Sage drew a deep breath and relaxed his body. Hair fell from beneath the wolf’s chin, so close that his skin was showing as if he’d shaved. Syed dropped to a knee, eyes wide.

	That ought to do it, the king thought. Sage left just enough speed that it was obvious an attack was coming, but the wolf could see he had no chance of stopping it. Syed only cared about one thing, and that was himself. Once he knew death was assured, his cooperation would follow. 

	“I think you get the picture. But as I said, since you have challenged me, my offer still stands. Bow your head as a vessel of your lord. Take your rightful place amongst your kind as the Annex of the wolves. Conquer anyone who stands in your way. But Lucian… Lucian is for me.”

	 


Chapter 26: 
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Back to Reality

	Lucian and Iris squared up their plans with the giants. The conversation was long, but Regal promised his constituents would obey, even if by brute force. Lucian was confident in his fried. Regal wouldn’t let him down as long as he had breath. 

	With the way time flowed in the realms, Lucian calculated that it would be a few weeks before they were ready to act. He urged his friend to keep them organized and limit casualties among themselves. 

	They shook hands and Regal left with a shrug. “I will do my best.” 

	Lucian smiled at Regal’s manner. 

	“What’s so funny? I should be the only person to put a smile on your face like that,” Iris teased. 

	“No, it’s Regal. He’s the same as when I first met him. Kind and...”

	“Goofy,” Iris finished. 

	“Well yeah, but at the same time he’s been able to be true to himself and rule at the same time.” 

	Irish shrugged as if not impressed. Lucian could feel her skepticism. She had little respect for the giants. 

	“He’s learned a language in months and martial arts even faster than any human I know. The giants are intelligent creatures; they just don’t have civilization. Eat, sleep, sex, that’s all they do because that’s all they care to do to survive,” Lucian answered defensively. 

	Iris shook her head, but her smile did not fade. 

	Lucian started biting his lip, his nostrils flaring. 

	“I’m finished, freak,” Anna announced, clearly trying to pull him from his thoughts.   

	“Brian is going to take you close to Regal’s camp.”

	“The gravity.” Anna shuddered thinking about it.

	“It's fine. It’ll probably be only a few moments. I've already extended the barrier after this mountain ridge and made space for you to work within the gravity released.” 

	There weren’t many things that made Anna nervous. The pain from the gravity must have been intense. Lucian knew he could rely on her. Anna the only one of the lot strong enough to make a portal to bring the giants to another realm.  

	“I’m fine, freak. I just don’t want to be out there too long.” 

	Brian stood on all fours. The nearly five-hundred-pound wolf lowered his head, his mouth open. Anna probably could have seen a smile if it weren’t for the eight-inch canines protruding from his maw. She sighed as she draped her leg around the creature, straining to get her arm around his massive neck.

	“Just grab his fur. You won’t rip it out, trust me,” Iris advised. 

	With Anna holding on for dear life, the wolf clawed his way down the mountain. 

	Curtis and Ben both settled on top of the mountain where gravity remanded normal.  Lucian and Iris tasked Curtis with getting them back to their realm. Lucian worried his prestige would limit him from getting them all home. He had taken to portal magic like a cow in a horse race. He had all the tools but  it took him twice as long to produce enough prestige to transport all eight of them.

	“Done,” Cutis said, beads of sweat dripping off his forehead.  As he fell back, he caught himself with his hands.

	“Nice job.” 

	“Yeah, sure. How do we know the one on the other side is going to be good?” Curtis jabbed.

	“It’s right outside my house. I spent years training there. It's the only place I’m sure I can connect us all to travel through,” Curtis said.

	“Perfect, get some rest. We’ll leave when Anna returns,” Lucian demanded.

	Curtis nodded and fell to his back, too spent to stand. 

	To Lucian’s surprise, Ben appeared nearby, his hand stretched out. “Let’s go. You need to make sure you can rest.”

	Curtis opened his eyes. He took Ben’s hand and let him hoist him up, helping him to the cot they were sleeping on. 

	“Didn’t expect that,” Iris remarked.

	“Me neither,” Lucian answered. “To be fair, I didn’t like Curtis when he first joined our team. But once you get used to him, you realize he’s a pretty good guy.”

	“As long as you’re close to him and or an animal,” Iris said, pulling from Lucian’s memory. “Good thing he will be able to count me as both.”  

	“Sure, I guess so.” 

	“You’re sure about this, right? This isn’t something that we can take back when it’s all said and done.” Iris could feel his doubts.  

	“We don’t have much of a choice. But yes, I’m sure. You should get some rest. I know you’re not used to it, but you don’t want to get fatigued. There’s no telling when you’ll be able to again.”

	“Fine. As long as you stay. I need a pillow.” Iris wrapped her arm around him and dragged him to the floor. They sat outside the cave and she fell asleep immediately. 

	Lucian could feel her thoughts were quiet. He looked down and tucked her dark hair behind her ears. Her features were so unique, it made her beauty stand out all the more. She snuggled her head tighter against his chest and rolled to her back. Her breathing deepened and a rattling noise came from her nose. 

	Lucian couldn’t help but chuckle. He leaned down to kiss her forehead. “Cute.” 

	Iris's nap was short-lived, interrupted by an jarring flash from an opening portal. Anna stepped out with a grin.

	“I’m back, freaks. Did you two sleep out here again?” She pointed at them.  

	“She slept. I waited,” Lucian corrected.

	Iris sat up and rubbed her eyes. “You look so fresh. I expected that to take more out of you,” she called.  

	Anna’s eyes were wide and alert.  She had no signs of fatigue from creating the portals.  Curtis, on the other hand, looked like he was going to hurl.  

	“Next to me, Anna has the most prestige of any mage in Valiant,” he wheezed.

	“Next to us,” Ben interjected, coming back from helping Curtis.

	“To us,” Lucian corrected. 

	“Please, your control is shit,” Anna scoffed. 

	“Anna. Language, young lady,” Ben teased, mimicking Anna’s father from school.  

	“To put it simply, she’s stronger than all of us. He has as much eminence to fire as Ben has with water, she has as much sway as Curtis and myself, and she can get as much prestige as anyone,” Lucian added.  

	“Wow, girls rule. What a badass,” Iris nodded, impressed.

	“It’s all in a day’s work. Someone has to keep these two alive,” she nodded back solemnly. 

	“I died already,” Ben quipped. When no one laughed, he followed up with, “Too soon.”

	That got a chuckle out of the rest. Iris could feel the genuine pleasure glowing from Lucian.  

	Iris’s wolves then joined the group.

	“No laughter before breakfast.” Bianka rubbed her eyes.

	“Where’s Brian?” Kobe asked.

	“He’s on his way back. Didn’t want to take the portal back if he didn’t have to. Said it make him feel too weak,” Iris answered. When Anna looked at her in confusion, she just pointed to her head and winked.  

	“Badass yourself,” Anna mouthed. 

	A comfortable silence fell over the group. Lucian took in his friends as they all waited for Brian to make his way back to the mountain cave. Even Curtis seemed to recover from his short nap.

	“I am ready to go home,” he said, words cushioned by a long yawn.

	“You sure you have the energy for that? You could barely stand up a few minutes ago,” Ben said.

	“Like I said, I’m ready to go home. Shall we leave? Don’t forget, be on your best behavior. Remember they are normal humans from Singapore and have no idea about our world,” Curtis chastised.

	Everyone nodded in agreement, edging the Air Mage to begin. Curtis raised his hand, allowing the essence of his magic to reach across dimensions. It circled, forming a window as an outdoor image appeared. 

	“Home,” Curtis said as his body sank into relaxation. 

	One after another the group walked into the human world. 

	Lucian took stock of his allies’ health. The wolves seemed completely unbothered by the transport. Anna somehow had even more vitality than when they left. Ben, on the other hand, looked in dire straits, his already pale skin now colorless. The vampire fell to his knee, fangs protruding from his mouth. 

	“Ben, you okay?” Anna began to approach him but halted when he lifted a finger. 

	Lucian could feel the tension from the wolves. Bloodlust filled their scent. He ran to Ben, his blade materializing in his fingers. He sliced the sharp blade into his palm. “You still have to eat. When was the last time you fed?” he whispered. 

	Ben’s muscles tensed, his body shaking with desire. He looked up with wide eyes. 

	Lucian gave him as genuine a smile as he could muster. “Seriously man, it’s okay. We need you at your best.” 

	No longer able to resist, he grabbed Lucian’s hand, gulping life essence from the cut. After a second, he gained composure, but his eyes never left the ground. He only whispered, “I’m okay.”

	The wolves visibly relaxed. With everyone healthy, Lucian could now take in the beauty surrounding them. The back of mansion was made of hand carved wood trim, reinforced with concrete but surrounded with glass. The glass was a two-way mirror, unable to offer views from the outside. 

	Curtis’s head shook back and forth, his eyes darting around. “Good. No one’s back here,” he said. “Welcome to my home.”

	“I always knew you were a rich prick, mate,” Ben said, finally joining the rest. He was still fighting to get his labored breathing under control.  

	Lucian couldn't help but wonder why. Ben didn't need to breathe, which only left a mental agony that he need to work through. Nothing Lucian could say would have helped. But it was good to see him standing on his own two feet and making jokes. 

	“My dad is rich,” Curtis commented.

	“That’s what all rich pricks say,” Anna joined in. 

	“Spare me, can we go?”

	“What’s next?” 

	“We have to get transportation to my home. Only one mage can portal through. So we either find Blaze or a ship to take us there.”

	“My dad can do both,” volunteered Curtis.

	“What do you mean?” Iris demanded. 

	“He knows Blaze well. He used to visit quite frequently.  Go on, relax. Help yourself to anything you might need. I will reach out to my dad.”

	“Why are you just telling us now?” Ben asked in an accusatory tone. 

	“First time I have been included in the plans outside of making the portal here,” Curtis answered as he looked at Lucian.  

	As soon as he spoke, Lucian could feel the hurt in his voice. It wasn’t that Lucian was trying to exclude him. It was more that he never included anyone. Sometimes asking too many questions was counterproductive. But Lucian couldn’t bring himself to apologize. In his heart of hearts, he felt he did nothing wrong. 

	“What are you thinking now? Tell me I can help us get back to Iris’s island,” Curtis demanded.

	“It’s not that, I just think a boat would be best. Going around asking about Blaze might arouse too much suspicion. Iris, we are going to need precise coordinates.”

	Iris gave Curtis the exact coordinates to the island, a smile crossing his face as he took the information. 

	“Just relax. Give me a couple hours.”

	A few hours later a portal opened in thin air with Curtis stepping through.

	“I was able to procure our yacht. Apparently, my dad is up in arms about us going missing. I won’t be able to leave until tomorrow when he returns.”

	“That’s too long. We need to leave now. We have to find a way back,” Iris said.

	“No worries, I’ll be safe here. I stayed clear of any of my mage relations. I made sure to make these arrangements with my human contacts. Give me a couple days and Anna can come back and get me.” Curtis turned to his teammate.

	Anna simply gave a thumbs-up.

	“Great. This is time sensitive, so we need to leave now.”

	Lucian thought again about being more open to Curtis. 

	Maybe you should, he heard Iris’s voice in his head. 

	It’s going to be weird that we aren’t talking, he responded. 

	Just to the mages; they will pick it up eventually, she teased. 

	 


Chapter 27: 
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To Stand Above the Rest

	Iris’s lips peeled from constant nibbling. Fortunately, her werewolf abilities healed the wounds before they even scabbed. She anxiously twirled her long curly hair at the task before them. 

	Curtis had been true to his word. The ship the group traveled in far was more luxurious than any that had docked on the island previously. 

	“What you thinking, freak?” Anna asked.

	“Oh, sorry. The ship’s going to draw too much attention. We need to swim from here,” Iris said.

	“I just had to ask. Captain said we were five miles away. How do we even know where to swim to?” Anna shrugged.

	“I can feel them, I can feel them interrupting my home,” Iris pressed. “I can tell they’re bothering my locals. And I know they are waiting for us. Besides, a five-mile swim is nothing for the best like you, right?” 

	“Freak,” was all Anna could say before she began taking off her shoes. 

	“What about the vampire? He’s just going to sink to the bottom,” Kobe said.

	“What are you talking about?” Anna whirled, but immediately spun back to Iris as she began to answer.

	“Vampires’ bodies are animated strictly through magic. This is why they don’t need to eat, breathe, or even bleed. The magic gives the body enhanced durability, strength, and mass. It would be like carrying six of him.”

	“7.34,” Lucian added.

	“You knew about this too!” she accused Lucian. “Of course you did. Freaks, as soon as I can, I am going back to Curtis so we can be left out of the loop together,” she threatened.

	“Don’t be silly. After fighting for centuries, it’s just common knowledge amongst us werewolves. It’s probably something even Benjamin didn’t notice.”

	“Like you said earlier…of course he did,” Bianka cut in.

	As if reading her mind, Ben gave her a wink and the universal symbol for okay. “Don’t worry about me, love. I’ll be fine. Vampire or not, I am still water mage. We are surrounded by a lot of water.”

	“Hey freak, keep my clothes dry,” Anna said, stripping off her outer garments and handing them to Lucian. He put them in his bag of holdings, doing the same for his own clothes, but for some reason he stripped entirely.

	“Lucian!” Anna squeaked. She spun away from him only to come face to face with all the wolves, dressed in the same breezy attire as Lucian. “Haven’t you guys heard of underwear?” 

	“Freak,” Lucian said.

	“I hate you sometimes.” Anna dove in the water.

	Everyone but Ben followed suit. They paddled below, staring as he stood at the edge of the yacht. He lifted his hands, releasing his sway over the water. Then he leaped off the yacht. The water froze on contact, and with every step, his will froze the water underneath his foot. “See you guys there!” He sped off towards shore.

	As if his words were a starting gun, they all raced full speed after him. They soon realized that none of them would be able to catch Ben. Lucian, however, was clearly the fastest swimmer. Activated by magic, his hands sliced through the current, flowing as one with the water’s pull. Anna held her own, at least for a human body; she kept up seamlessly with Iris’s betas. 

	She would make a good alpha one day, Iris thought.

	The second time you’ve been overly impressed with her. Trying to go change my friends, are you? Lucian’s voice floated in her head.

	Only stating the obvious. It will be our job to grow the pack. Find leaders that we can trust.

	Let’s just get through this first. But I agree, she’s a great leader. There’s no one I trust more.

	Lucian, don’t say that, we are literally sharing consciousness!

	You know what I mean, Lucian teased, breaking the connection.

	At that moment, they all approached the shoreline and slogged up the beach. Dragging on their clothes, they soon noticed there was no one in sight. This part of the island seemed vacant, and probably had been since Iris slayed the basilisk. The moment she stepped foot on shore, she could still feel her own aura. This was the moment that she had begun to gain respect amongst her kind. A jolt of energy filled her: her inner wolf, the mindset that made her kind so unique. 

	Iris stood tall, allowing her presence to be felt. Even the humans seemed affected, staring at her in awe. Her wolves knelt, heads bowed. 

	Lucian ran to her and flooded her mind with thought. Not yet! We went to all this trouble; don’t let them know we’re here just yet!

	Iris heard his voice; it mimicked her own intuition screaming the same thing. But she didn’t care. These were her wolves. This was her island. Everyone needed to feel her presence. 

	As her dominance spread, Lucian flared his own.  No wolf could tell Iris what to do. But her equal Lucian had to match it. 

	He grabbed the side of her neck, his thumb caressing her chin. He spoke softly, “This is yours, and they will follow you. Trust me, this is not fear, but the best way we can protect everyone.” 

	Her heart fluttered at his words. “My mate, you are right in time,” she replied with a predatory grin.

	“Hey freaks, where’s Ben?” Anna chirped.

	Suddenly they noticed the vampire mage was nearly a football stadium away from where they originally stood.

	“He must’ve needed to get out of your dominance; it spread about that far before you calmed down,” Lucian said, looking at Iris.

	“But my ire wasn’t pointed at him?”

	“It was rage. And there’s not many things that you have rage towards besides vampires. Think about it—your entire life you’d been taught to hate them. And now you have one that hopefully you’ll be close to.” Lucian crossed his fingers.

	It didn’t take long for Ben to return to the group. Even without blood to circulate through his body, his face still glowed a reddish tint. Iris knew it wasn’t possible, but his embarrassment was so palpable she could practically see him blushing.

	“Sorry, Ben. I don’t know what came over me. Well I do,” she corrected herself, “but it wasn’t geared toward you.”

	“You sure, love? Felt like it was geared to anybody not kneeling. Not going to lie, your bloodlust scared the shit out of me.”

	“We saw,” Lucian teased.

	“In all seriousness, Ben,” Iris continued, “as I see it, you’re every bit a part of this pack. You are part of Lucian’s pack, he’s part of mine. You got me?” Ben nodded in agreement. Iris placed a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t forget it,” she whispered. 

	She then ordered everyone to make camp to allow Anna to finish her magical blueprint.

	“That’s very convenient,” Kobe commented.

	“Yeah. Just in case we need to hightail it out of here,” Anna responded, sweat beading off her head. It was the first time that journey she’d showed any sign of exhaustion.

	“May I ask, how many of those can you make?”

	“Honestly, I don’t know. But they are starting to get harder with every one.”

	“There’s not a lot to go on. It’s also gonna be dependent on how many of them they are,” Lucian added before giving her a chance to respond.

	“So that means you’ll always be able to portal to our island,” Bianka said. She did her best to hide it, but her expression radiated concern.

	“Unfortunately, it’s not something I can take back. Lucian and Iris both asked me to do it.”

	“I did, and there’s not a mage I would trust more. We have to get over it. Things will be different now. Wolf or no wolf, if you’re part of this pack, you are part of the pack. Anna, this will always be your home, from this moment on,” Iris ended the conversation.

	“Fr—I mean thank you,” Anna said.

	 “Any word yet?” Bianka asked. 

	Iris began to reach out mentally to Brian, whom she’d ordered to scout ahead. Before she made a link Lucian interrupted. 

	“He’s fine. All the wolves are gathering near a large cliff. He’s keeping his distance but said we need to hurry. Many of the wolves are really riled up, but no one knows we are here yet.”

	“He spoke to you?!” Kobe asked in shock. 

	It took a moment for Iris to realize her mouth was open just as wide. For Brian to recognize him as chosen would go a long way with the rest of the wolves.

	“You might’ve made a good choice after all,” Bianka winked at Iris.

	“Freaks, what’s so amazing about that. Can’t you all speak telepathically now?”

	“Yes of course. Let’s just say Brian is a bit overprotective of his alpha. “Take an overprotective brother, then multiply that by a hundred. The fact he recognized Lucian at all is a bit of a miracle.”

	“I’m feeling a little lost here. I know you’ve allowed Lucian into your pack and that ring somehow links you two together. But the way you’re speaking, it definitely feels a little more intimate than that,” Anna said, stumbling over her words.

	“Girlie, what you are asking?” Bianka demanded.

	“She wants to know if this is some type of marriage,” Lucian translated.

	Everyone turned and looked at him, then back at Anna. She shrugged, nodding in affirmation. 

	“What can I say, I speak Anna,” Lucian said.

	“Marriage is a term built in your society,” Iris answered, “but to put it simply, he is to become my mate through and through. My wolves recognize him as that even without us consummating the bond. These rings seem to have brought us closer than expected.” Iris raised her hand, flashing the emerald-colored ring.

	“I don’t see how that is. I’ve rarely seen you guys together. And never even talking. Freaks, don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to cast judgment. I’m just curious.”

	Iris laughed. The sound relaxed even her own ears as she appreciated the fiery mage in front of her. As Brian was to her, Anna was to Lucian. The big sister who always felt she needed to protect her friend. She’d already searched Lucian’s mind to see if there was more. She’d found a former flame that had been extinguished. The love he felt for her had no romantic involvement—just joy and pride in the woman he admired so much. 

	“I assure you, Anna, this bond between me and Lucian is mutual. When I say this ring has brought us closer than I expected, it’s almost like we share the same consciousness. It’s to the point that our souls are entwined, allowing our fate to be one.” Iris took Anna’s hand into her own. Their eyes met. Iris hadn’t even realized she was holding her breath, but her next words exhaled softly. “I would never harm Lucian. My love is deeper than the one you ought to show yourself, than you ought to show your children. It’s not from learning each other’s habits, but knowing what’s inside.”

	As Iris made her proclamation, Lucian’s eyes filled with water. She also fought tears.

	“Oh my god, freak, you are really serious there.” Anna turned and wiped her eyes, attempting to hide her emotions. But Iris could smell the happiness radiating off of her. 

	“Like she said, Anna. We are one pack now, for better or worse. Our group might not have the same hierarchy. We have always been a team, we just now have additional members.”

	“What about Andrea? Is that no longer a thing? Sorry, kinda missed that story,” Ben cut in.

	“It is no longer a thing,” Iris replied with conviction.

	“Yes. We broke up right before the Paragon Ball. Apparently with my blades cut, it can’t be healed by magical means. So the blow to Richard was fatal, and she blamed me for his death.” Lucian’s calm statements were void of emotion, at least on the surface. But Iris could feel the sadness that he tucked away. Not on account of this Richard character’s death, but for being accused about it from someone he’d given his heart to.

	It was something she would have to help him with, maybe when all this was over. But right now they had to take their rightful place amongst the wolves. 

	“If we have no more questions, we should head to the clearing,” she instructed. “We don’t know who we can trust. This is why we have to conceal our presence. Control your dominance as we move closer. Mages, you are not allowed to use any magic. Your magic is easy to sense, it has a unique odor.”

	They set out, Iris and Lucian leading the way by feeling Brian’s presence. They found him kneeling behind a stone pillar just outside of the wolves’ assembly range. They could hear any conversation above a whisper. At least, the werewolves could. 

	“What’s going on?” Anna asked.

	They realized the humans were clueless.

	“Nothing yet, they are all still coming in from the village,” Brian answered.

	“Quiet, girl. Syed is about to speak,” Bianka chastised. 

	Anna flinched, her hand raised in apology. 

	“Don’t worry, I will fill you in.” Ben placed a hand on her shoulder. 

	“My fellow wolves,” a voice rang out, “we are all here today to gather in such sad yet hopeful circumstances. I know we have lost our leader of many, many centuries. Jason, our beloved Annex, was powerful, smart, cunning and brave. He would never ask any of us to do something he wouldn’t or hasn’t done for himself. He will be missed.”

	“Lie,” Iris whispered under her breath. The word nursed the spark of a growing flame, one that would fester into a wildfire. Not even Lucian would be able to tame it. 

	It wouldn’t be long before they were noticed. Iris didn’t want her presence to be acknowledged until the very last moment. She knew the wolves would have been able to discern any deceit as long as Iris asked direct questions. Her thoughts turned to Lucian as well. She worried her kind wouldn’t accept Lucian as her chosen mate before even hearing him out. This is why they needed to wait until the last moment. But that moment but never came. 

	As Syed paused to gather his next words, the flame within her burned even hotter. In a flash she began to stand, quicker than thought. Her mind froze in time and focused on her internal dilemma. On the one hand, remaining hidden could be taken as sign of weakness. If Lucian was going to be part of this world, he would have to inherit the rules. And there was really only one that mattered now. Dominance and power ruled over all. 

	Immediately reading her intentions, Lucian reached into his bag for the blackish red fur of the Annex, stretching the fabric of space as it formed out of his bag. With a flourish, he wrapped it over his shoulder and stood proudly next to his mate. A final click nestled in their chests, their bond finalized. Their eyes glowed golden, a mixture of Iris’s wolf sight and the sight of the deity Lucian had procured as his own. 

	The rest of the pack formed behind them, human mages, vampire and wolves alike, standing on common ground. Iris and Lucian began to stride into the assembly. Their pack walked behind them, chests and chins held high. 

	Lucian released his dominance, entwined with Iris’s. They walked with purpose toward the center. All around them, wolves fell to their knees, many others to their backs, throats exposed. 

	This is one way to make an entrance, Iris said to Lucian.  

	Hey, had to adapt. You belong here. And as much as you belong here, I belong by your side. Let’s show them why.

	 


Chapter 28: 
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Gaia’s Revange

	Sage was pleased with influence he’d wielded over Syed. The alpha indicated little loyalty to the wolves. Sage pegged him just as expected; he would serve whoever he had to in order to get on top. The wolf might have been headstrong, but like any creature, he knew his place. 

	Their agreement was simple; Sage would spare his life, and in return, he would interfere with anything Lucian and Iris had planned. After comprehending the intent of the gathering, Sage surmised that the two were gathering an army to attack. 

	Syed didn’t stack up much to the standard of warriors Sage was used to. From the display of the Heptarchy Games, he wouldn’t be much of a match for Iris, even with the presence of so many of his own pack. What Sage found compelling about Syed was his ability to lie. Sage’s skill paled in comparison to the werewolves’ sensual ability to detect lies. He pictured Syed bowing in fealty to Sage but itching for the first opportunity to stab his old claw in Sage’s back. 

	“I will follow this man. He has the best interests of your kind at heart,” Syed yelled the moment the wolf whom Sage had assumed was his first beta whispered to him. 

	The wolves all cheered, seemingly proud to stand behind such a courageous wolf. Sage took no offense. In fact, he was pleased that the werewolf could lie to other werewolves. This was more than he could ask for in an informant. If Syed could manage to stay alive, the conquests of the wolves might be easier than the rest of the factions’.  Then the supernatural world would fall under the order of a just world. His world. 

	Sage licked his lips with delight at the thought. “I must find this last horseman,” he whispered.

	“My lord?” Liam questioned.

	“It’s nothing, Liam. Just contemplating my next move.”

	“Of course. Once we get you back home, we will set our course to you desired location.” As Liam spoke, his eyes darted around on high alert, even though the field was clear. 

	Liam’s seriousness was one of the things Sage had long admired. Liam undertook every task with complete drive; he embraced the grind to be the best. 

	Maybe he can be my last horseman. The moment the thought entered Sage’s mind, pain shot through his skull. He covered his face, his jaw as tight as a drum.

	“My lord, are you okay?” Liam asked in concern.

	“Yes, I’m fine.” 

	Before he could open his eyes, the pull from his mantle guided his thoughts. The seats of each horseman were already fixed; he had no choice in the matter. His eyes squinted as if fighting off a headache. As they opened again, his thoughts started clearing. A mental transparency followed like a pathway lit by a glowing beacon. 

	The second his eyes opened, they fell on Katalina Weaver. She stood as ready for action as her captain. She didn’t move. Is she more worthy of the title than Liam? he thought. 

	He pondered it while they walked back to the portal, uncertain what set her apart. His mantle had spoken—he was sure of it.  

	“Back home we go,” Liam said, hailing Evard to portal back to Azadolan.

	“Great, I’m starving!” Evard lifted his hands, channeling his eminence for the portal.

	“I am as well,” Katalina added.

	“No. We aren’t going back home yet.” The king fixed his eyes on Katalina. 

	“My lord…” Liam paused as the cold icy stare transferred to him. He cleared his throat with a cough and continued. “Where to, my lord?”

	Sage responded with only a calculated smile. “We are going nowhere. Kat and I are going to take a stroll. When we return, a remission can begin.” Sage reached his hand out and nodded his head to the female mage.

	Reflexively, Katalina’s eyes darted to Liam, but she wouldn’t dare hold long enough to see his reaction. She quickly turned back to the king and gave him her hand.

	“Don’t worry. Are you able to ride a horse?”

	“I am proficient, but not skilled enough to protect you on one my lord,” she hesitated.

	“I don’t need protection, just for you to keep up. Liam, head back and get us two horses. Quickly.”

	“Yes, my lord,” he answered, giving Evard the nod once again to create the portal back home.  Within moments the portal leading back to Azadolan’s stables was there. Liam stepped through and disappeared. Five minutes later, he stepped back through with two beautiful horses, one dark brown all over and the other black with white feet and muzzle.  

	As efficient as ever, Sage thought. “Which one would you like?” he turned to Katalina.

	Without answering, she jumped on the brown horse. It began to trot off, but Sage pulled the reins and it turned back.

	“As for you, Liam, you will be camping here tonight. We will be back in the morning,” he said matter-of-factly. “Don’t follow me.”

	“My lord, surely we should accompany,” William objected, gesturing at Winston.

	They must feel it too, Sage thought. “You would probably do more harm than good, William. Besides I need you two here. We will be back. It will be easier this way.” 

	Sage turned and snapped the reins, setting off at a gallop away from his men. He and Katalina alternated between galloping and sprinting to allow the horses their breath. Their pace slowed with every hour—sand flowed from in the air, restricting their vision. The sun's heat bore down upon them as if its only job was to melt the fabric of their being. Throughout flowed an expanse of long grass that nearly flowed to the king’s chest once he jumped off his mount. The shorter Katalina brushed grass away from her face. She released her earth eminence, the grass shrinking under her will.

	“A little help please,” Sage gave her his best smile.

	“Sorry.” She quickly removed the grass from his area as well. “My lord, what is our goal here?”

	“You are to take your mantle next to me. This is the land that first gave life. The overabundance of all.”

	Sage appreciated the look she gave him. The female mage tried to play it off but clearly thought he was crazy. 

	She looked away, her arms crossing over her chest. One shoulder shrank. What does he really want with me? she thought.

	“Don’t worry, I don’t have time for trivial things,” he encouraged. “At least not today. What I need from you is to create a portal exactly where you stand. One filled with earth, water and air eminence.”

	“I don’t have portals anywhere else. I barely know how to make them,” she protested.

	“Don’t worry about it,” he said once more, “just make one. The world will do the rest.”

	“Of course. If you say so.” She released the eminence as she was taught, embedding her magical DNA to one day connect to. The moment a link connected to her essence, a pull from something greater than her took over. Her hands began to shake violently, her prestige rushing out of her body until she was completely drained. The girl slumped to the ground, chest flat and blood dripping out of her nose. 

	“About what I expected,” Sage announced, examining the mage’s handiwork. 

	The portal was void of any image on the other side. A green aura pushed out, wrapping around the girl like a infant’s swaddle. 

	Sage lifted the girl over his shoulder, closed his eyes and stepped through the portal. His boots met solid earth. Before he could even open his eyes, he heard a whistling breeze rustle through trees overhead. Cool air embraced his skin, his body instantly relaxing in the new environment. As his eyes opened, a fluorescent green flooded his senses, brighter and more alive than anything he had ever seen or felt. The land was unvexed by the stain of human interference.

	Sage took a deep breath, his body enjoying the fruits of the rich oxygen. A beautiful dove soared through the sky, stealing Sage’s attention. The bird’s wings flapped as it descended, positioning lightly on Sage's shoulder. It nestled into him, his head closing inwards as it rested. 

	The king turned slowly, surveying the area as Katalina lay helpless in his arms, her hair flowing to his knee. Just before completing a full circle, yellow eyes gained Sage’s attention. A lion stared directly at him. 

	Sage took a step back, fumbling for his sword. The lion roared and Sage tensed, preparing to attack. The next moment, the lion yawned sleepily and ambled toward him, rubbing against him before retreating until no longer visible amid the abundant foliage. 

	He glanced down in concern at Katalina and placed two fingers on her neck. Her pulse was still strong but she would likely be unconscious for a while yet from using so much magic at once. He gently laid her on the ground, caressing her hair behind her ears. The gesture was not an affectionate one; he wanted her to as presentable as possible for what would come next.  

	In the ceremonial tone that was not his own, words flowed out of his mouth, planted by his Mantle as Conquest and Head of the Hunt.

	“Gaia, mother of nature, come forth. The time is now; the war is here. I command you to take your place by my side. The Mantle of Famine commands you. To the mother of life and goodness also comes the responsibility of death and hunger.”

	Small tremors shook the earth as the earth separated, trees and vines sprouting from underneath the ground. They moved in harmony as twigs and leaves swirled to form the shape of what seemed like a female figure. 

	The Mother of Earth began to walk towards him. A groan not his echoed in his mind. She began to speak. “The last time I saw you was a day of sadness. Your champion murdered my child. The fight had been won, but he did it anyway.”

	The thought occurred to Sage to use his mantle and bypass the conversation. He could force the god into submission, but a willing participant would be far more effective than a slave. “You are right; it is Lucian whom I hunt. He was not who I thought he was. He escaped my grasp after that unfortunate event. Help me now, and he will surely pay for his transgressions.”

	“My form is bound to this world. Even if willing, my presence can only be felt by the guidance of my own children.”

	“Indeed. Hence why I bring you a child myself.  Katalina comes from line of druids. She became a soldier in your name even if she doesn’t follow the practice as your murdered child did,” Sage said, intentionally adding salt to the wound.

	“Wake the child. I must speak to her.”

	“I cannot. She pushed her body too far and needs time to rest.”

	“Rest is not needed here,” Gaia said. Tree limbs lifted from the ground and twisted into a small makeshift bowl. Before Sage’s eyes, the bowl filled with water up to the brim. “Give this to her. She will wake.”

	Sage reached gingerly took the bowl and knelt by the sleeping mage. He lifted the back of her head and gently poured the bowl’s contents. No sooner did the water touch her lips than she began to drink. Her eyes popped open and she lifted her arms to grab the bowl. She drank, but her face filled with confusion.

	“Don’t worry, child. All is well.” Sage attempted to give his most reassuring smile, but the gesture was awkward from lack of practice. 

	Even so, it seemed to help Katalina’s nerves relax. “My lord, where are we? What did I do?”

	“We are in the land of promise, the first garden of earth. You brought us here, just like you should have.”

	“It’s…it’s…perfection,” Katalina breathed, taking in the magical world around her. Her eyes landed on the female creature before them. Her mouth dropped and she draped her hands over her chest. “Gaia!” 

	“You recognize me. Good. There might be hope for you after all.”

	“Of course! I have been able to feel your presence my whole life,” she exclaimed. “I could never mistake you. But why are we here with you?” Katalina asked, turning to Sage.

	“Yes,” Gaia said. “Your king has summoned me in my own home—this garden that I created so long ago, when things were simpler.”

	“You created this paradise?” she wondered.

	“Yes. I was tasked by the Father of All to make it for his newest creations…you humans. But now for the more important question…what makes you think you deserve my power?” 

	Katalina's eyebrows lifted, the smoothness from her forehead vanishing as horizontal lines furrowed her brow. Her jaw tensed and she forced her mouth closed. Her eyes locked onto the goddess, unable to force them away. Her heart raced like a drum echoing through the silence. 

	She kneeled in front of Gaia. “I don’t,” she managed softly. “I would only wish to protect your legacy.” 

	There was honesty in her voice. Gaia circled the girl as air surrounded her and began to pull her upward. Sage took in the sight of his subordinate embracing a power she could have never imagined. 

	The wind now lifted her entirely in the air. Gaia’s essence flowed through the air as it filled Katalina’s body. Sage inhaled sharply; the power ricocheted, fueling his own. 

	Katalina caught herself as gravity pulled her back to earth. She kneeled in front of Sage.

	“I accept your place in this hunt as the Mantle of Famine.” Katalina spoke, but her voice was Gaia’s.

	 


Chapter 29: 
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The Bladed Hand

	The moment Iris and Lucian revealed themselves, eyes found them like a magnet. The excitement and encouragement of the wolves died abruptly in silence. 

	“My family trust, I will…” Syed paused as his words fell on deaf ears. 

	Their eyes were glued to their queen, heads bowed in her reverence. Iris and Lucian walked a circle float around noon parting as they moved to the center where Syed had spilled his lies.  

	They changed their tune quickly, Lucian said mentally.

	No offense to you, but they’re terrified now; I am the strongest wolf here. 

	Strength speaks volume for your kind. 

	Relax your nostrils, then inhale slowly, she instructed.

	Lucian took a deep breath in, his abilities as a wolf coming into their own. The sweet aroma turned to passion and anger as his mind translated the scent from the surrounding wolves. Right now, the wolves were petrified. And Iris was only half the problem. They feared they future, what Lucian represented as her mate. They were all angry at losing their king. 

	A small tug pulled Lucian’s hand. He looked down to see Iris’s hand in his. Her feelings swelled in his mind; the anger and anxiety was not just the wolves’, but hers as well.  

	“Don’t worry. We’ll get through this together,” Lucian encouraged. 

	“I know we will. But first we have to deal with this liar. I know I am asking a lot of you, but you’re going to have to earn the right to be by my side. To them. To me, you’ve already done that.” Iris’s face slightly flushed with pink. 

	Lucian winked back, but his smile quickly faded as they made their way to Syed. 

	The alpha offered his charming smile. 

	Lucian’s body wanted to recoil. His leg lifted to take an involuntary step back. No! he insisted, putting it back in the same spot.

	What happened? Iris asked. 

	He was trying to bully me. I’m good now, Lucian explained. 

	He is trying to invoke dominance over you.  Don’t let him upstage you. Stay diligent.

	I told you I got you, he repeated. 

	“Syed. Thank you for coming. Thank you all for coming,” Iris called, turning to the crowd of wolves surrounding them. “I know, my wolves, that this has been hard for us all. My father’s murder could be felt across any body of water and any realm. He was father to all of us. But his strength and passion for our kind still live in all of us today. You all loved and respected him greatly.” 

	“And feared,” a wolf yelled out from the crowd, causing a rumbling of laughter and reminiscing between them all.   

	“Yes. Even feared,” Iris acknowledged, giving Syed a wink. She sent forth a surge of energy, exerting her dominance over Syed. He stepped back, giving the queen her space.

	Nice, Lucian projected, giving her the semblance of clapping in her mind. 

	“Yet fear isn’t how he governed,” she continued. “He allowed us to be ourselves, make our own rules. As long as it was for the protection of us all. If you all will have me as your queen, I plan to do the same and lead us through whatever obstacles come our way.” 

	The crowd erupted in cheers. 

	“We never doubted you!”

	“Long live the queen!”

	“We believe in you!” 

	Lucian wondered at their admiration. They truly meant what they said, the lot of the wolves and its leader willing to weave their fate with this young girl’s. Her strength was the driving force behind their obedience, yet her kindness would be the link to their absolute devotion. Iris’s warmth was known since her childhood, to humans and wolves alike. 

	She began to feel warm inside, goosebumps rippling through her arms.  But the feeling was short-lived. The chants echoed away as Syed raised his hand.  

	“Princess,” he answered, emphasizing that her queenly title was not official. “We never doubted you. You will make a phenomenal queen with the right mate beside you. As you said earlier…one thing indeed is true. Jason our great Annex knew the importance of tradition. Would you not agree?”

	“Yes, b—” 

	“As tradition holds, you deserve a bond mate as devoted as you. It would take great convincing for us to believe that a human mage would have our best interests…let alone yours…at heart.” He lowered his hand as he gave Iris a refined smirk. 

	His words provoked the reaction he’d intended. Her hands tightened so tensely that her fists popped.

	Lucian did his best to mentally soothe Iris. Syed was clearly trying to get a rise out of her; it was a tactic he employed all too often. Lucian needed her to be her calm and focused, right now more than ever. He projected his thought onto hers, trying assuage her feelings. 

	He saw her body relax and her hands opened. He could feel the tension in her mind dissipate like a diver sucking in his first breath after a long stint below water.

	“You are right. Tradition is important,” she answered, loud enough for all to hear. “In our old ways, we would demand a combat to show strength and a hunt to solidify leadership. But this is not about the old ways. This is about what is true, and what is best for our people. Many of you see me as young,” she continued, turning to the crowd. They acknowledged the fact with a small murmur. “But my father believed, as I do, in Lucian Draco, adopted son of the late Victor Draco. And biological son of Baron Black.” 

	The crowd hushed once again, stunned at this revelation. They turned to each other, eyes wide. Before mumblings could begin again, Iris cut in. “Yes. The same Baron Black that murdered my brother. It’s a fact that has troubled me for months now. Though I know the fault did not solely belong with Lucian’s father, the facts are that his hands did the deed.” She paused. “But to all of you, I make the public announcement that I forgive Baron. In our old ways, the lives my brother took, regardless of any manipulation, were recompense for the father’s sin.” 

	She turned and faced Lucian. “Therefore, I disallow any obligations you may feel for his actions and apologize for my family as well.” She bowed at the waist.

	Lucian stepped forward, returning the bow. As he did, he grabbed her hand and raised her up. “I am not here due to an obligation. I am here for you. Whatever challenges you deem necessary to prove my worth, consider them completed.” 

	He spoke with conviction. Iris could feel his emotions were beginning to win over the wolves closest to the stage  

	“Then it’s settled. For your challenge, you will have combat in the morning,” Syed announced. “I hope the mage rests easy before he is utterly dismantled. The wrath of our kind is undeniable; with that said, all alphas willing to claim the throne may participate.” The corners of his mouth lifted, revealing gleaming teeth. He punctuated the announcement with a slight chuckle.

	“I agree. At first dawn, all willing to battle Lucian and Syed will have their opportunity. I am sure Syed will desire to continue in Lucian’s stead. If he’s managed to survive tomorrow’s combat, that is.” Iris muttered to the crowd, some of whom allowed a chuckle. “Now, enjoy my island. There’s food, dance, culture that you have never experienced before.” 

	The massive gathering of wolves cheered and began to disperse.

	“You may leave as well, Syed. I am sure you will need your strength to compete tomorrow morning.”

	“Of course. But I am curious, young princess,” he sidled closer. “Do you really think this child has a shot? Because forcing me into this match will be his undoing. I had no desire to be Annex. I was happy with my large army. Even your father left me here alone and out of the affairs of other wolves. But you’re right, I was being too selfish,” he interrupted himself, “not ambitious enough. My place should probably be next to you…guiding you and all the wolves in the right direction.” Syed put his hand to Iris’s chin, forcing her to meet his eye. 

	His smirk vanished when Iris said, “That hand should never touch me. Don’t worry. After tomorrow you and Lucian will have more in common.”  

	“We will see.” Syed turned on his heel, following the rest of the wolves out of the clearing. 

	“That was intense,” Lucian said out loud as the rest of the group approached them.

	“No shit, freak. I was waiting for you to just slice that thing to pieces.”

	He only smiled.

	“I don’t think they’ll try anything,” Kobe added, “but it would probably be best that we camp in the woods for the night. Syed seemed very confident. He might try anything to attack our young king.” 

	They all agreed, walking deep into the forest away from civilization. The open air felt fresh and pure. The night creatures’ sound, infused with the calm breeze, seemed to relax the group. 

	Anna created a fire with here prestige. They all sat and shared stories amongst the group. Even Brian felt comfortable reciting tales from his long life. 

	Eventually everyone fell asleep, leaving Lucian with his thoughts. Even Iris was deep in slumber, mentally exhausted with the maneuvers of the day. 

	As they all slept, Lucian began training. The first thing he needed to discover was his actual physical limits. The healer of Asgard had indicated his hand could be mechanically engineered. The caveat was, nothing could guarantee performance. 

	Any form of magic would interrupt its functionality, Lucian thought, remembering her words. “Not something I could risk,” he said aloud to himself. 

	Not wanting to disturb the group, he distanced himself from where they were sleeping, his mind racing about the limitations of his hand. He forced himself into a kneeling position, inwardly thinking of a solution.

	Now I wonder… the thought shot through his brain as he examined the mark on his other hand representing claws. 

	His birthright was a part of him; like a tiger's claws, his blades were retractable. The magic that made him Azag Sha, the same that blinded him to his birthright blades, made them captive in his body like blood until called forth. Lucian examined his hand, inspecting the symbol with careful deliberation. He slowly began studying and translating. 

	Suddenly, recognition came to him. Claws, he thought. The word the symbol represented. 

	In his mind's eye, he forced the possession of my in front of claw. Referring to the word as my claws. This was a simplistic translation of the LiDievit language. When spoken out loud, the mark read weapon of knowledge. The translation fell in line with the looseness of the language, part of what made it so perfect for scribing.  

	Lucian activated his birthright. On the nub of his arm, he carved the same symbol. Once finished, he poured eminence into the inscription, weaving the powers of the written symbols into reality. A surge of pain flowed from one hand through his chest to his other arm. 

	As if ripping the flesh through the skin, black metallic material formed into the shape of his missing hand. Attempting a balled fist, Lucian’s hands barely moved. He forced it open with his free hand, then attempted to close it once again. With every attempt, his mind gained connection with the limb. Lucian then began moving his thumb, touching each individual finger, forcing his body to wield his hand as if he was born with it. 

	He labored most of the night until he finally felt familiar with the hand. With only hours before fighting the other alphas, he had to be sure he could call forth his blade as well. Just as he predicted, his hand vanished, the sword forming on his opposite side. To his delight, his body responded with ease. Regaining his motor skills only took thirty seconds, as if his hands had been asleep from sitting in an uncomfortable position for too long. 

	Lastly, Lucian reached out, grabbing his bag of holdings and calling forth the glove. He slipped it on then headed back to the campfire where he began his breakfast ritual with his family. 

	He pulled food from his bag of holdings, waking them with a feast they would remember for years to come.

	 


Chapter 30: 

[image: F:\New folder (3)\ewyoo.png]

Don’t Leave

	Meanwhile, a strong gust of wind whistled through the trees, sending a flurry of leaves spiraling downward. The wolves still slept in peace. Iris dozed calmly, her tousled hair tossed about her face. Deep sleep eluded her, the upcoming days nagging at the back of her mind. She had faith in Lucian; she knew his ability better than anyone. But how she would lead her people caused her grief. 

	A stray leaf brushed her nose, fully awakening her. She stood. 

	Lucian noticed her move but didn’t pay any attention. With intense focus, he inwardly shielded her from his mind. Even with his blocked signals, Iris got glimpses of Lucian’s awareness, protecting the group as he’d promised.

	I have to go to town; don’t worry about me, she whispered in his mind. 

	Lucian never responded, but a reassuring flood of emotions washed back to her. Whatever he was doing was taking all his concentration—at least, everything he had left. Pressure pushed against her mind, their bond opening the more they were connected. Lucian himself needed to focus; and Iris needed to separate herself as much as possible from him. Their bond was absolute, and regardless neither one of them had found a way to sever it. Deep down neither wanted to. 

	Iris smiled. They enjoyed the feeling of belonging to one another. They had lived most of their lives in isolation, different from the world. Lucian had found solace in his friends while Iris had her family. Loved ones she had chosen and ultimately sacrificed. The memory sent chills up her arms and she bit her lip to stop it from quivering.

	Mason, she thought. The only living survivor of the Michaels household. The family that took her in when she had run away from the island. The family the vampires stole from her, a power play for her father. Before she left for the Paragon Games, she’d wanted the boy to come live with them. It had been years since she’d seen Mason, but she knew he was still here somewhere.

	“What would a peak hurt? Just to see how he’s doing,” she said to herself. 

	She made her way to the clearing where Lucian’s trials would begin. A few werewolves were already settled in, no doubt competing for a better view of what a human could offer them as the Annex’s mate. Their tiny island now hosted hundreds of werewolves, more wolves in one place than ever before. The mind of every wolf attempted to create some type of link to each another, causing her to be the catalyst as the Annex. This was a responsibility that Iris felt she was ready take. 

	She could feel the magic that linked them to the moon and gave them strength. Many called it a curse—some a disease. If Iris was honest with herself, she would have agreed not that long ago. Through the struggle of life, she had matured. 

	Reminiscing, Iris then found the rock where she, Bianka and her father had trained. It was the last happy moment they had spent together. She swept her long dark hair behind her ears as she gazed up the cliff she used to climb. Her father used to stand in the same spot, yelling that he would have scaled it far quicker than she had…that the near ton of weight dragging her arms and legs would have been nothing but a paperweight. She had lost her grip, the weight pulling her back down. 

	This particular memory was engraved in her psyche. Her bones had shattered into pieces from the impact, but it wasn’t the pain that she remembered. It was the look Jason the Annex gave her as she lay still. It was the first time she had seen fear in his eyes. 

	Now as the Annex herself, Iris understood the pressure of leading so many. She already felt the struggle of balancing personal connections with the pack and her responsibility to lead. In that moment which now seemed ages away, she saw Jason’s love for her. She knew that in his eyes, everything he did was for her and the pack. 

	A lump rose in her throat. Iris swallowed hard to calm herself, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. She would make her father proud, emulate his successes and improve upon his failures. Like her father, she would remain relaxed, a protector from chaos, covering her people like a blanket in a sandstorm. She was born to lead. She kept in mind her emotions, controlled her urges in order to do what was best for her pack. Something her father had often done. 

	For years she had blamed him for sacrificing their relationship to guide the pack. It was her responsibility to pilot them through this war. She had to think like a leader, but she didn’t want to be cut off from what was important to her. 

	History is a moniker of what is to come, and when one learns from the past they can always achieve more. Iris could feel the wisdom playing through her mind; it wasn’t from her father, but Lucian’s. Her link with him was bleeding some of his memories into hers. 

	Strengthened by the thought, Iris grounded herself. She had to see Mason. At times she felt like a mother who had lost her children. Madison, the twin she’d lost…she had given herself up to save Mason. She’d forced Ross to push the memory of this dreadful day from Mason’s mind, along with his memory of her. 

	“I can’t believe I waited this long, so much so that I don’t even know how he’s doing. What a mother that makes me,” Iris scolded herself. The constant reminder of how much she had failed Mason flooded her with fear. But she had to push it aside. This is for the best; the boy doesn’t need any more losses, she thought as she made her way back through the huts of her village. 

	The night air was calm and quiet, not one person awake in the village. Iris carefully tiptoed through until she found her old home. She snuck inside, hoping to get just a glance of Mason. As she’d expected, he lay quietly in her room, his breathing calm and steady.

	He looks so peaceful, she thought. 

	She held her breath, drinking him in with her gaze. His skin was slightly bronzed from the sun’s rays, highlighting the freckles on his cheeks. His hair long and unkept, no doubt at Mason’s insistence. Iris tore her eyes away from him, slowly turning around. 

	Memories washed over her. The room looked nearly identical except for the wooden fighting staff leaning by the door. It was expertly crafted, no doubt by Oren the village craftsman. She hadn’t known him to make weapons. Mason did always love fantasy. The thought made Iris chuckle.

	She turned back, taking him in one last time. She then realized how much the boy had grown. His little body had begun to fill out with the early stages of puberty. His muscles had grown and lengthened, no doubt from training with his staff and working in the field. There was no doubt in her mind that he would be larger than both of his parents. He must be getting some of his genetics from the grandparent.

	She leaned in closer, smoothing his hair from his face. She planted a kiss on his forehead, whispering, “I want nothing but the best for you. I wish I could stay. But for you to survive, I think you must wait for me just a little longer. Then I promise to be the parent you deserve.” 

	With his hair out of his face, Mason looked much more like his father. Iris smiled again, remembering the kind older man and how handsome he would have looked in his youth. “I must leave you today, but when this is done, we will be family forever,” she spoke in a hushed voice.

	Mason’s body twitched. His breathing was too controlled. 

	Iris sucked in a breath, her eyes wide. Her hands shook as she quickly looked around to escape. It was too late. Her emotions had allowed her to be too careless. Mason had been awake the whole time. 

	The rhythm of his heart confirmed her fears; it raced even harder after she spoke. He opened his eyes, a smiled washing over his longing face. “You came back!” he said. He leaped up and wrapped his arms around her neck. “I miss you so much! They said you would be back,” he cried. His legs dangling, he held her tight, his head pinned across her chest. 

	Iris melted into his arms. Her worst nightmare had come true. Not only had she been absent from his life, but Mason had remembered everything about that painful day and somehow hidden it from everyone. He had been suffering on this island, no one aware of the torment he must have endured. 

	As if reading her thoughts, Mason spoke up. “Big sis, it’s okay.” 

	The old nickname sparked a glimmer of hope in Iris’s heart, replaced immediately with guilt. 

	Stealing her from her own mind again, the boy continued, “Yes, I remember you.” 

	His intuition was remarkable for someone so young. “Mason, my boy…but how?” Iris stammered, unable to return the boy’s wisdom. Water began to spill from her eyes. Somehow she’d missed this child more than even she had realized. 

	“I don’t remember everything,” he explained. “There’s a gap where the bad man looked at me and everything went blank. All I know was I ended up in a foster home; I was playing with some toys when everything flooded back. The time between, it’s really…you know, blurry, kind of.” The boy struggled to articulate his thoughts. “I know everyone said there was a fire at the farm, and no one believed me when I told him monsters kinda killed them. They said I was in electrocute.”

	“You mean shock,” Iris corrected.

	“Yeah, so I figured it was better to keep it to myself. I didn’t want to talk to any other people with glasses.”

	“Doctors.”

	“Yeah, I heard them say I was broken. My mind was broken. So like I said, I kept quiet. Then someone came to me, he said a wealthy woman named Iris heard my story and wanted me. I knew it was you, big sis, so I kept pretending and waited. I knew you would come back for me!” He hugged her again.

	“I’m sorry, Mason. I’m sorry it took so long.” She leaned forward, her lips touching his forehand.

	Mason lifted his head to look at her. “It’s okay, big sis, you’re here now.” He wiped her tears from his forehead. “Now we can be together, right? The people here told me so much about you.” His voice filled with hope and excitement. 

	"Mason, do you know what I am?“ 

	"The people here say you are a werewolf, but not just any werewolf! You’re the werewolf of all werewolves! Whatever that means. It sounds amazing!” His voice cracked.

	“We call that the Annex," Iris replied, “but that was my father. I am supposed to take his mantle. But right now, I am just a lone wolf. And a man that I’ve somehow fallen in love with is going to compete to stand next to me. Sitting here, I do know one thing for sure: there is one young man I love more than anything.” 

	“Who?” he chirped.

	“That’s you, silly. And I think you would be the perfect person to be the first young wolf in my new pack.”

	“Now you’re silly; I’m not a wolf,” he chided.

	“True. At least not yet,” she added. “You see Mason, not all wolves are born. I can give you my blood to turn you into one. But before you say yes, there are some risks and consequences. Giving you my blood would do one of three things: transform you into a wolf; nothing, if your body rejects it; or act as a lethal poison. But because you’re so young, I wouldn’t even risk it. Being a werewolf is not all it’s cracked up to be. There will be many nights you would be in more physical pain than you can imagine.”

	“It won’t hurt more than us being apart,” Mason stated matter-of-factly.

	“Okay then. I have no doubt you can handle it. You’re stronger than any boy I have ever met.”

	 


Chapter 31: 
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Next Step

	Sage wiped the sweat from his brow and looked down at his pupil. “You have improved; I would be impressed if you didn’t have the greatest swordman as your teacher. Not to mention you have been training since you were a child.” 

	“Maybe you’re just a crappy teacher,” Liam retorted.  

	“Possibly,” Sage replied, unperturbed by the insult. “I think it’s more your brutish nature. Honestly, you wield that thing around like a hammer instead of an extension of your own body.”

	“Don’t you mean arm,” Liam corrected.  

	“That’s your problem. No. It’s an extension of you—every part of you, from your soul to your limbs.” His tone was serious. 

	Sage didn’t mind Liam’s frankness. He had raised Liam, always viewed him as the son he never had. As his monarch, he had to maintain a certain distance, but during their sparring sessions they spoke freely. Sage had never shared the same love for William; he always felt the boy was dead weight. He tolerated the warrior for Liam’s sake. But with the recent change, Sage had to admit William’s usefulness had greatly increased. 

	“Regardless,” Sage refocused, “you’re far better than you used to be. I doubt any man with normal skills would be able to touch you.” He pointed his sword at Liam.

	“Thanks, but it’s easy for you to say; you move three times faster than anyone else,” Liam protested.

	"Please boy. You know better than anyone how much I restrain my speed. Besides, I'm not the one who can control the elements. My prestige only fuels my body." 

	"Maybe, but you gotta admit, it's a huge advantage, even if our skills were equal. With your speed I would never even be able to touch you. You’ll move just fast enough to stay out of reach,” Liam retorted.

	“Excuses—I have used no more than necessary. Don’t blame me for your weakness. I’ve taught you better than that. To me you are like a toddler swinging a stick; you’re not enough of a threat.”

	“Sure, whatever,” Liam said, irritated.

	“Like I said before, I doubt any normal human can hold a torch to you. Take the compliment.”

	“I don’t know about that,” Liam stubbornly continued. “I can think of a handful of people I’ve seen recently who are stronger than me.” He paused, choosing his next words carefully. 

	Sage gathered his meaning. He wondered if Liam’s caution was from fear of whom they hunted or the fact William might have surpassed him. He waited a long moment, allowing him to gain his thoughts. "Go on," he finally pressed.

	"Even my little brother seems to be far stronger than me. Now as a general and as a warrior."

	So it was the latter. Sage could see the wrinkles on Liam’s eyes, now dropped to the floor, refusing to meet the king's face. 

	Sage waited again, giving Liam the opportunity to say his piece, but nothing came. “Liam, look at me,” the king commanded, steel in his voice.

	Liam stood obediently and finally looked upward.

	“You probably wonder why he chose him over you. Part of you is wondering why he would gain the honor when I favor you so much more. And part of you is relieved not to hold the burden of your little brother.” 

	Liam looked up to protest. His mouth opened but quickly snapped shut with a wave of Sage’s hand. 

	“I know you better than anyone. To be honest, I don’t care for your brother that much,” he confessed again, as he had in the past. “He has been a useless tool for this army for decades. You carried the weight for both of you and still succeeded. He is now useful. I expect more from you since I removed that burden of watching out for him. If you allow your emotions to fester and take on that encumbrance, William will soon be far more valuable than you. Take it as a present and move forward. I had given him more than he deserves only out of my love for you.”

	“But Master,” Liam cut in. “I didn’t—”

	Sage cut him off with the voice he used to command armies with. “That’s enough! That was more than you deserve to know. I am your liege; don’t forget it. He is a soldier first. He is my soldier, but I have nearly raised both of you boys. To put it frankly, the man was useless. William had no purpose as you do. As a leader, I had to make the most of my resources. As the Avatar for War, your brother is now more useful than he could manage, even if he took his own potential seriously, which he never would. So, honestly, Liam, you should thank me.” 

	“What do you mean, ‘thank you,’" Liam answered with slight heat in his voice. The moment the retort came out, he stood straight, the blood leaving his skin. 

	Sage glossed over the irritation in his voice, realizing Liam knew his mistake. But he still wanted them to speak freely during this time. “Yes, thank me. For saving you from yourself. He would've eventually gotten you killed; your skill would have only taken you so far, and now you no longer have to focus on him. You can make more of yourself, without that burden holding you back. Like I said, thanks is in order.” Sage’s eyes bored daggers into his apprentice. 

	Liam gritted his teeth as he met Sage’s gaze. “Thank you,” he muttered.

	“Very good. Now continue. Attack me,” he ordered.

	For the first time in their conversation Liam seemed to agree. The warrior ran forward, his sword screaming the anger he was forced to hide. His anger acted as a catalyst, his muscles tightening, fueling his speed to greater heights. 

	Sage took the time to make this another lesson. Even with his increased speed, Liam’s anger flooded his senses. Sage stepped forward, now in Liam’s guard. He swung his elbow inside and connected with Liam’s chin. Liam’s guard hand snapped back, exposing his throat. His sword hilt struck the exposed area, causing him to gargle. 

	Turning the blade to its side, Sage attacked his apprentice, relentlessly clubbing his body with flat edge of the blade. Bruised all over, Liam collapsed to a knee. Pleased, Sage attacked one final time. As the hilt met his face, Liam’s eyes rolled backward and his body went limp.

	Sage examined him calmly. “Guards!!” he yelled. It took only half a second before two men flooded in. “Take him to get healed,” the king ordered. He turned and sat on his throne as the guards picked up their superior. 

	Sage’s handiwork was fully visible; the boy was clearly battered.  

	Maybe I was too hard, the king thought. “No. He needed that,” he whispered, pushing the thought to the back of his mind. It was now time to look forward, the final stages of his plan coming to fruition. He was happy with his choices. His newest recruit was far unlike any of the others. Revenge, however, could be a powerful ally. And a ruthless enemy. 

	Gaia wanted Lucian to suffer, her favorite vessel destroyed by his hands. Knowledge tended to war with Mother Nature, the reality of progression built upon the suffering of the natural world. Gaia would be the perfect Mantle of Famine. The mother of all fruits on this planet was now the taker. 

	Who could do it better? 

	Sage found himself chuckling in his chair. She might be the strongest vessel. Then there was Winston, the new vampire lord and now a vessel for Death. His power and influence had grown exponentially since joining Sage. He enjoyed every bit of that power and might be more loyal to any of them. His ability as a vampire mixed with the Horseman of Death made him a very formidable opponent indeed. 

	Sage’s thoughts turned to William. The Mantle of War. Anhur the Egyptian god filled the void quite well. The god was fueled by fire, and admittedly enough, Sage knew William served as an excellent connection with his fire eminence. It was his lack of commitment and dedication that remained lackluster. The war god would change that. He would take a man arrogant and weak and grow him into something useful. A figure that could create chaos out of love.

	In the end, everything fell to Sage—the Mantle of Conquest, the leader of the hunt. The King of the Hunt himself had bestowed this honor on him. The creature that he desired and feared. 

	Sage tried to push to monstrosity from his thoughts, but the more the power flooded into him, the more the creature took shelter in his thoughts. Sage was all but ready to give in to his desire. His heart fluttered and his hand scraped across his body, his own touch sending tingles to his toes. 

	His rational mind knew what he thought of: the filth of the creature was unnatural. Yet rationality was a lie. He craved more. The thought of the creature was like pouring gasoline on the bonfire of his impulses. A fire that burned so hot, it melted away the nature he controlled so well. 

	Drunk in his own lust, his mind shot from his fantasy when a guard rushed in. “My lord! My lord! Apologies, I have news you’ve been waiting for.”

	Sage wanted to leap across the throne room floor and slit the guard’s throat. How dare he interrupt him, even if he had already given the order? He restrained himself. “What is it,” he hissed through clenched teeth.

	“News from the island. Syed has met to rile up the village. Reports state that the female werewolf hasn’t made it to the island, yet he has 70% of all werewolves backing him. There is little chance Lucian will gain the wolves’ support.”

	 


Chapter 32: 
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Commandment of Dominance

	As before, the wolves clambered about the clearing where the proclamation for the challenge had been hailed. The wolves seemed intently focused, as if their very existence was tied to the upcoming events. 

	Lucian tried to ignore the pressure. But the moment didn’t feel much different from the Paragon Games. If it wasn’t for Sage’s interference, winning or losing the tournament could have changed the very fabric of the supernatural societies.  

	Iris went ahead of the group, not wanting to show any additional favoritism. The wolves all knew whom she had chosen. But the queen needed play it neutral. 

	“Relax freak, you got this,” Anna slapped Lucian on the back. 

	“Thanks,” he answered, convinced no one could hear the attempted sarcasm in his tone. Despite the attitude, his bold aroma couldn’t be masked. Apparently, from his pack’s expressions, his acting wasn’t as good as he thought.

	“Honestly, Lucian, no one ever buys your modest approach. We can see you are confident in your abilities.” Kobe shook his head.

	“Yeah, I know, he always has some need to try and not be cocky; it’s so cocky though,” Ben added.

	“He shouldn’t be this confident. I mean really, the wolves might not initially be much stronger than us. But they’ll be able to draw on all the wolves that sired them. Realistically, Iris made this much harder for you by forcing Syed into the match as well. I’m sure he’s already schemed with some of the other wolves to take you out. This is going to be nearly—”

	“No, Bianka,” Anna interrupted, “he’s usually confident for a reason. One thing you can count on: Lucian is going to give himself and his team the best chance to win.” 

	“Being nervous doesn’t help me,” Lucian explained. “The fact of the matter is, I’m going into the lions’ den and I’m the only source I have.” 

	“Wolves’,” Ben corrected.

	“Right, sorry, wolves’ den. What really makes it difficult is that murdering any of them would hurt her just as much." They all understood he meant Iris. “Once I get there, I will assess. Like Anna said, hopefully give myself the best chance to win.”

	The group left it at that, not wanting to put any more pressure on him. As they approached the clearing, wolves spread out before them, paving the way. Even some humans from the village turned out to watch the event unfold. 

	Iris stood above everyone on the ledge overshadowing the clearing, gazing down, a young man at her side. His normal peachy complexion had tanned into an even golden bronze, so much so that Lucian didn’t immediately recognize him from Iris’s memories.

	Mason…she went to Mason. Of course, he thought to himself.

	The boy stood tall, unnerved by the menacing predators around him. Lucian’s team made his way through the crowd and stood below the ledge. Lucian looked for Iris’s signal to join him on the clearing, but she refused.

	You have to stay there; trust me, it’s for the best, she whispered in his mind. 

	She raised her voice and addressed the crowd. “Good morning. Before we begin, I would like to introduce you all to my son. This boy might not be my blood, but he is my son all the same. I know that deep down you all think me a young immature pup. This is in part why I bring Mason here today. This boy has suffered more than anyone should. Because of my presence and the vampires’ viciousness, they murdered his entire family in front of him. A family that at the time I as a pup could not protect. But today I stand in front of you as your queen. And as queen I offered Mason the same right as anyone on the island.” 

	Whispers rustled through the crowd. 

	“And he has accepted,” she announced. 

	The murmurs grew louder. 

	“Therefore, on his birthday, he will undergo the Commandment of Dominance. This will make us blood; therefore, as of this moment I am the alpha of only one: the boy who stands next to me. I renounce my leadership among my own pack, allowing all responsibility to fall upon Lucian.” 

	The moment she spoke, Lucian could feel a connection breaking. Not his connection with Iris herself; no amount of wolf magic could strip them of their bond. But the influence of the other wolves clouded his senses as their emotions flooded his consciousness: fear, anger, some betrayal, but mostly understanding. Iris was doing what was best for the pack, even if it did give Lucian the best chance of victory.

	“With this, I offer up my hand to the victorious,” she announced. “I will only watch as your queen, no more and no less. You have my word. I will not interfere with the outcome…Unless I feel it has been manipulated by an outside source.” Iris paused again her eyes, piercing Syed. He clearly had the most support, a large crowd backing him. “With that said, may the best champion win!”

	The wolves burst into applause. All chanted the name of their alpha of choice, attempting to drown out the others. 

	“Iris!” 

	“Lucian!” 

	“Syed!”

	Lucian pushed the voices out of his head, focusing his attention on Iris. He could still feel the connection between them but couldn’t reach her mind. She had locked everyone out. True to her word, she would remain neutral. 

	She turned around to sit on a large rock. Her presence seemed so royal, the stone might as well have been a throne. She kissed Mason on the forehead, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him close. 

	Lucian attempted to read her lips as she whispered to the boy. 

	“It will work out fine, Lucian. Good luck. I believe in you!”

	Sly girl, he thought. This was far more than just a simple battle amongst contestants. This was for him to prove he was worthy of leading them. A foreigner from a different world, really a different species. His was an uphill battle. He needed to take his first step with purpose, just like when he started magic school. 

	Lucian raised his eyes once more to Iris. His job was to ensure the one standing by her side was him and him only. He mentally pulled on the pack, his body filling with the strength and perseverance of every member. He thought of not just the wolves, but Ben and Anna. Vitality rose in his heart. With an air of much practice, he closed his eyes and cleared his mind.  

	The crowd stepped back from the clearing to make room for the battle. 

	Lucian mouthed to his pack, “Thank you.” 

	He stepped forward, no other alpha yet ready to meeting him in the center. 

	“I am ready to prove myself to you all,” he called in a ringing voice. “I accept all challenges, but know I will not hold back. If you step forward, you are risking your life. As much is I need all of you to survive, no wolf is worth the safety of the entire pack.” 

	He spoke the words as if they were his own, but knew it was truly the memory of his bonded partner. That alone solidified his decision. He wasn't seeking to murder any of the alphas; they were essential to the wolves' existence. But he would not forfeit his life first. His death meant Iris’s soul, and her life was worth more than all of theirs combined.

	The first to step up was one of the American pack leaders. Lucian easily recognized him from the many books he had read on werewolves. Langston Wilde. He was the most vocal werewolf to outside species and had the strongest relationship with human mages. 

	He now stood tall and confident, despite leading one of the smallest packs of all. He flashed a brilliant smile, one that sparked a memory of Lucian’s from a book from where the giant wolf stood next to Jeffrey Swallows. 

	Langston raised his hands, demanding silence. “I do intend to challenge you. Not because I want the throne…or even our lovely queen. My intent is to weed out any deception. We’ve discussed tradition. And tradition is the strongest leader.” 

	Langston paused as he turned to Iris. “I challenged your father many times behind closed doors. His first beta Kobe hadn’t even been aware of this allowance. With every challenge, never once did I come close to victory. Jason was my alpha, an alpha who deserved to lead and one who did it with graciousness and honor. Initially, I believed no one would be capable of taking his place. Then I saw you, my queen. And in you, I see him. If Kobe and Bianka have enough respect for this mage to follow him, then I will allow him to prove them right.” 

	He faced Lucian once more. “But as of now, you are a boy. And you must prove if you can lead as a man.”

	The crowd listened in silence. Langston flexed his dominance, warding off any unworthy challengers. 

	Some ignored his signals.

	Greysen LeBlanc strode into the clearing. The Louisiana native ran most of the North American packs. Kobe had once described him as a brilliant strategist and an organizational mastery. “I would also like to take part in this challenge.” 

	Lucian carefully analyzed his demeanor. Greysen-Lee was strong, but something felt off. Lucian looked at Syed out of the corner of his eye. The grin on his face was more than enough evidence of his schemes. 

	Next was a towering, lean Japanese wolf. Lucian remembered reading about him once. The Anax’s hitman. Giichi Aoki was alpha of the Japanese pack. Wide-eyed, he grinded gleaming teeth, eyes glued to Lucian. He practically salivated with glee over his plans for Lucian. With no time for words, he simply muttered, “Me too,” in an unpleasant and guttural voice. He started to flex his dominance, matching that of the Louisiana pack leader. 

	The last to enter the clearing was a wolf Lucian knew as well as any. He was the only one born outside Jason’s lineage, instead hailing from Jason’s older brother’s. It was information that were aware of, something Lucian secretly cherished. He had pieced together the wolf’s history from reading old children’s books, timelines and lineage chronicles in preparation for the Paragon Games. It became all too apparent when Lucian was given the cloak from the Annex himself.

	Ekon Garba, with Jason gone, was the world’s oldest werewolf. Unlike other wolves, Ekon was noticeably frail, his aged body matching the appearance of a natural man who had already reached his first century. But his thunderous voice commanded attention. “I am too old for this life. I never thought I would outlive my friend. Strength can be finite, but love and legacy will live forever…with the right foundation. I believe it was Langston who spoke of our tradition of strength. That is what creates our leaders: strength in mind and body. We have held onto this idea that the strongest shall lead. I will follow the example of my friend who chose his daughter. I give you Akachi Garba, the strongest and uniter of our African packs and the newest alpha.”

	Akachi Garba stepped forward and bowed to Iris. When Lucian met her eyes, he realized she could not be much older than thirty. It wasn’t an exact science, but something about wolves’ eyes revealed their age. Nevertheless, she emanated as much confidence as any of the other wolves in the circle. She flexed her dominance as well, also matching the already exquisite showing of strength. Lucian notices her altruistic nature, not just to show off her strength but to shield the old wolf behind her.

	“Thank you, father. I will indeed participate.” Akachi took her father’s hand and escorted him back to the pack before rejoining the wolves in the center. 

	Lucian surveyed his surroundings while the five wolves attempted to break his resolve. But he stood firm. He nearly forgot there was one more opponent who hadn’t been  announced. 

	Syed strode to the middle. “I will also join this contest and win. When I and the queen form our union, we will have heirs for centuries. We are the top of the food chain. Today is the beginning of a new age.” He swiveled to Iris. “With that said, shall we begin?”

	“I think you shall. Everyone step forward.” Iris pointed to the other side of the clearing where she had trained, climbing the mountainside with the father. The nostalgia struck a chord in Lucian; he felt remorse overcome her. He couldn’t even grasp the feeling the connection was immediately snapped again with a barrier of even greater strength. The wolves watched closely, but unwear of the breaf encounter between Lucian and Iris. The Annex living up to her title controled her emotions masterfully.  Even down the the scent. “This will be your battleground,” she continued. “There are no shortcuts. Complete submission is required. Your opponent must be dead, be unconscious, or willingly yield. Let’s begin.”

	The wolves separated in front of the cliff, equidistant from each other. Lucian once again sized up his opponents, ordering them from the greatest threat to the smallest. He wasn’t too worried about Syed. There’s no way he’s going to get his hands dirty, Lucian thought. Giichi was definitely the most aggressive. But the two wolves that bothered him the most were the Americans. 

	He knew Langston was a challenging opponent, as evidenced by the enemies constantly seeking his life. Greysen would be the most formidable of them all in that regard. The wolf seemed more than capable, but something told Lucian he would only be used as a puppet by Syed. 

	Then there was Akachi, the female wolf from South Africa. Her dominance might bury the lot as she was able to unite all the African packs under one banner. Akachi’s pack was smaller than Syed’s, but Lucian suspected she manage hers with pure strength rather than manipulation. 

	He mentally prepared for a simultaneous attack, breathing in slowly, eyes closed. They opened again, his golden irises shining. His mind had begun predicting their movements as soon as he’d heard “begin.” 

	Giichi was on him in the blink of an eye. The Japanese wolf’s hand began to break, making space as it grew, his claws protruding like a cat’s. He deftly swiped at Lucian’s neck. 

	Lucian sidestepped, narrowly avoiding the killing blow but now found himself inside the wolf’s guard. Hardening his hand, he rammed his fist into the wolf’s throat. Giichi staggered, leaving himself open for Lucian to drive his newly minted metallic hand toward the wolf’s temple. 

	Before the blow landed, Lucian was pushed off balance. A sharp knee collided with his arm, sending him flying backwards. Just in time, his eye caught the motion, prompting him to shift his weight and limit the blow’s impact. 

	While the other wolves watched, Greysen and Giichi began to relentlessly attack Lucian. Claw after claw struck at every exposed patch of skin. Lucian found more success in evading, seeing few openings to strike back. Their healing regenerated any wounds he managed to inflict, and their teamwork limited him from making any decisive strikes. With the ability to pull on their packs’ strength, both wolves were stronger than Kobe and Bianka. 

	Lucian tried to stay focused, part of his mind remaining  engaged on the fight at hand. Anytime now…he’s coming.

	He paused for a split-second, yelling. Both wolves had landed a significant strike. Giichi, was expected, was playing for keeps. His claws had scraped across his stomach as Greysen sent a powerful kick to the side of his neck. 

	To Lucian’s credit, he avoided his stomach being skewered open. He rolled to the ground, puffs of dirt wafting in his wake in ghostlike shapes. As he attempted to rise, another figure rose from the dust, swiping from behind him. Lucian rolled forward, making as much distance as he could.

	Syed decided to join the fight, now three against one. The other two wolves still watched. Lucian had to change his tactics. No one would leave this fight unharmed. He was arrogant to think that he could manage such a feat with these odds. And something told him that the two sitting out were possibly the strongest of the bunch. 

	He needed a decisive blow. He looked to Syed and saw a smirk on his face. Lucian’s heart began to race, but not uncontrollably; it was precise, an act of will. Blood moved to his open wound, revitalizing his energy and healing his body. He allowed the green aura to vanish, his swallow no longer needed. 

	He inhaled slowly through his nose, his eyes closing as he breathed out. He pulled on the link gift Iris had given him, the one guaranteed by his pack. His eyes reopened, reincarnated. His vision mixed with his Dragon Sight and the wolves’. Information rushed to his mind. His body began adapting to his inherited wolf abilities. 

	The aroma from the crowd and the alphas informed him of their intent. His mind processed it like reading a book. As he looked to his opponents again, he flared his own form of dominance, a primal roar bellowing from his voice. It did nothing to dissuade the aggression of Giichi, who found himself alone for a split second. 

	Lucian attacked him first, planting a kick when the wolf tried to step. Giichi tripped sideways, off balance. Seeing his opportunity, Lucian launched  another flurry of blows. 

	Before he could finish the fight, Greysen gathered his wits, attempting to attack Lucian’s blind spot. 

	A blind spot that Lucian had feigned to trap the wolf. 

	Reading Greysen like a book, Lucian blocked, countering with a sharp elbow that connected with the wolf’s temple. Lucian was forced to use his elbow since his hand had already retracted back inside his body. 

	Syed stalked his prey, rushing in for a killing blow, his bloodlust filling the entire clearing. The remaining three wolves stepped into Lucian’s trap like stumbling on a landmine. 

	Syed moved to strike but blood gushed from his now missing hand. The wolf yelled out in pain and shock.

	Lucian wiped the blood from his knife, which had seconds before passed through Syed’s arm.

	He pulled from the heat in his body, channeling fire through his sword. He placed a knee across Syed’s neck, his blade cauterizing the wound. 

	Syed began to lose consciousness. 

	“Never touch my mate again,” Lucian ordered, referring to Syed’s brazen attitude the day before in the clearing. He finished the job with another strike to the face. “He will need medical attention if you want your alpha to survive.” 

	Lucian turned his gaze to Greysen, Syed’s pawn. He decided Greysen would be the lone wolf left unharmed. He walked calmly to Giichi, who was also bleeding from his back. No one saw the blade retracting as it pierced Giichi’s stomach. Lucian did his best to avoid vital organs, but the blade itself could be unpredictable and deadly. 

	Greysen-lee’s eyes widened, realizing the outcome of this fight. He immediately knelt and offered his neck to Lucian. Lucian waited for the crowd to erupt, but then remembered he was no longer in the Paragon Games. The crowd wasn’t here for bloodlust or entertainment. They wanted to find the strongest wolf. 

	The two remaining werewolves returned to a fighting stance. Langston gave a smile of amusement. Akachi seemed impressed by his capability…or was it his brutality? 

	“Now that’s out of the way…shall we continue?” Lucian smirked. 

	“I think we shall.” Langston’s fingers wrapped around his hand, multiple popping sounds emerging from beneath. 

	“Please. You’re not fooling anyone. You barely made it out of there with your life.” Akachi said.

	“Apologies. I think you’re mixing compassion with holding back. I told you all from the beginning that I didn’t wish to permanently harm you, but would not hesitate if need be. Two of the three alphas will have a hard time maintaining their standards as pack leaders. Which in turn weakens the pack and our queen. Even so, me next to her stabilizes this imbalance. If I must sacrifice the lot of you, then it will be worth it.” 

	The two wolves examined him carefully, along with every wolf in the clearing, searching for the scent of untruth. Not all of the werewolves came from the same background and education as Lucian. Many of them didn’t even speak the same language. But they understood that his words carried more weight than all of the alphas’ combined.   

	“Wow, you do have a high opinion of yourself,” Akachi mocked. 

	“Even if you believe this, you still need to prove it to me,” Langston said 

	“I am waiting on you. Just thought you should know,” he shrugged. 

	“I have been warned twice now, yet I am still here. In fact, I propose something else: a Knife Edge Death Match. That way we are at least protected from anyone else being mutilated.”

	Lucian shook his head, covering his eyes with his palm. “I think Salmu would have liked him.”   

	“Sorry, what is a Knife Edge Death Match?” Akachi asked in her thick South African accent.

	“It’s a crazy contest from a Japanese Anime, Yu Yu Hakusho,” Lucian quickly answered.  

	“There is hope for you yet. Keep it up—you might impress me,” Langston nodded. “Yes, we go mano a mano, no weapons. Just fisticuffs. First one to take their foot off the knife loses. No execution necessary.”

	“Knife? What knife?” Akachi asked.

	“It’s all done while stepping on a blade,” Langston explained.

	“That just seems stupid. What will keep him from kicking your leg?”

	“That is a good point…never came up in the show,” Lucian replied, his eyes darting back to Langston. 

	The big wolf raised his hand to his chin, rubbing fiercely like it would magically bring the answer to his mind. “Got it. Only strikes to the face are allowed.” 

	Lucian wasn’t buying the simplistic approach. Something about this man was cunning. But he felt no fear. He had to try to do this without permanently injuring Langston or Akachi. They would make powerful allies after this brutal challenge. 

	“I accept,” he announced. “As long as we make it a three-way match. So that means I only accept if you do, Akachi.” 

	“Sure. Hopefully you don’t think your sizes will give you an advantage. First one who steps off the knife, right?”

	Ignoring her question, Lucian turned to Iris. “My queen, are these rules acceptable?” 

	Her eyes widened slightly, as if asking, Are you sure about this? But she recovered, unmoving. “Very well. We need three blades.”

	Langston snapped his fingers at one of his betas. A short, thin man threw two custom machetes in his direction. They fell at his feet with a clang. “I only have two,” he remarked. “I planned on doing this mano a mano, but I can tell she is worthy of joining in. We need another blade.”

	“Every warrior should have their own blade. Kingsley, my blade,” Akachi said, stretching out her hand. Kingsley, her first beta, had been tending to the older wolf. He unhooked a blade that resembled a question mark.  He tossed the shotel blade at Akachi, who caught it in one motion and pointed it at Lucian. “What’s next?”

	Lucian took the blades and laid them in a triangle shape, just far enough apart that their size difference wouldn’t be much of an advantage or hindrance. The only one wearing shoes, he removed them and tossed them to the side. With a wave of his hand, they all stepped onto the blades, facing each other. Their naked feet pressed onto the flat of the blades, sharp edges biting their feet as they shifted their balance. 

	“Shall we begin on the queen’s mark?” Langston suggested.

	Both Lucian and Akachi shook their head in affirmation. 

	“Begin!” Iris yelled.

	Lucian attacked first, his speed greater than the others’ but not by much. His fists collided with the bottom of Langston’s chin. But the wolf rolled with it, lifting his chin and using the momentum to stretch up onto his toes. He came back down with a right hook that Lucian barely slipped underneath. He barely even saw Akachi hurl her leg straight up, hitting him on the chin. 

	Darkness shrouded his vision and he began to slip to the ground. Another strike grazed him, stepping back into reality. He wasn’t sure who it was from or even where he was struck, but as his knee hit the earth, he managed to keep his foot on the blade. 

	He waited for another blow, his mind racing. But nothing came. The two alphas rained down blow after blow at one another, neither one yielding. 

	Lucian inhaled again, doubling down on his focus. He had underestimated the female alpha. She was at an innate disadvantage because of her length, but unlike Langston, her dexterous legs served as another weapon, an advantage he had bet would be his alone. 

	Lucian hardened his leg, striking her in the stomach followed quickly by a blow to the face. His speed increasing, he jabbed at Langston, whose head recoiled. Neither alpha took the attack lightly, retaliating after every blow struck. 

	Blood and sweat poured off their bodies, evidence of the barrage of blows lasting for over twenty minutes. The sweat trickled onto their feet, stinging from the blades’ cuts. Worse, the impact of every attack drove their feet deeper and deeper into the blades. Even werewolves had their limits, and so did Lucian. But he refused to let his be met before theirs. 

	Lucian absorbed another attack from Akachi, nearly causing him to stumble. The attack lost a little of its steam from earlier; Langston saw an opportunity. He lifted both hands in the air, doubling his fists as he forced his body weight downwards. His haste to strike left him wide open. 

	Lucian kicked in a fierce combination directly between his arms. The alpha’s chin snapped back and his momentum lifted him into the air. Lucian heard a grotesque sound of flesh peeling from Langston’s blade as his foot became airborne. Lucian tucked his leg back in, anticipating Akachi’s next blow. He used his flexibility to block the strike with his legs. The momentum put him back on balance as he launched another kick into her  chin. 

	She stepped off the blade to limit Lucian’s decisive blow. Akachi’s eyes rolled to the sky, as she stumbled backward, doing her best to stay conscious. Her feet left her blade. It took a second before she could focus her gaze again on Lucian. 

	“You are impressive, Lucian,” she admitted. “I wish you well in the rest of your challenges.” She nodded to Lucian, then to the queen.

	Lucian stepped off the blade, his hand glowing green as he healed his wounds. Healing drained  his prestige more than anything, but the excitement of victory left him feeling refreshed. Besides, it wasn’t something an hour of sleep wouldn’t replenish. 

	He turned to Iris and bowed solemnly. Hissing whispers filled the clearing. Some wolves seemed impressed, even less concerned than before the day began. 

	Iris bowed back, smiling. She whispered in his head, Nice job. Now don’t scare me like that again.

	 


Chapter 33: 
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The Hunt Begins

	The crowd’s muttering stilled as Iris stepped forward to acknowledge Lucian's victory. She placed a serene hand to the sky, signaling the wolves to quiet down. The Annex seemed all-powerful; even the winds’ whistling hushed, seeming to heed her command.

	"Combat is to demonstrate one’s strength to protect the pack. It is evidence your dominance will yield to no one, even in dire straits. With that said, I acknowledge Lucian's victory. As expected, many of you did not know his capabilities. To me, this is no surprise. This is only part of the reason why he has been chosen. But as I said before, I will take no sides in this matter. Lucian will be by my side as leader, and the symbolism of a hunt represents just that. Therefore, I will allow Akachi or Langston to choose his hunt since you were the runners-up," Iris bowed, her eyes never falling from the alphas'. 

	"I, Annex, don't feel it's right for any of us to choose the hunt for Lucian. He has proven our superior,” Akachi quickly responded, kneeling. Her body language indicated an unnatural loyalty to the queen, one Lucian and Iris both thought seemed sincere.    

	“Perhaps the protector next to you might have an idea," Langston suggested, also bowing and stepping away. 

	Iris turned to her betas and self-proclaimed cub. Mason gave his best attempt at bravery, but his posture betrayed him. He feared so many predators. Even so, he stood tall. She could tell he did indeed have something to say. 

	Iris was impressed with Langston’s observation, despite all the emotions circulating in the area. He must be a good alpha. I will have to rely on him when this is all said and done. 

	Iris pushed the thought from her mind, bringing her attention back to the present. When Mason saw he had the stage, excitement began to overtake him. Though fearful, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder because of the wolves. 

	She remembered the night she spent telling him and Madison stories about the evil vampire and heroic werewolves. If only life was that simple. But with what you have been through, you deserve to hold onto whatever innocence you have left, Iris thought as she nudged him forward. 

	Mason stared over his shoulder back at Iris, then turned to the crowed. 

	“Go ahead,” she encouraged, to no avail. Mason looked as if he was going to run back. “Mason, you have a hunt for Lucian?" 

	"The…the...the Monkey King's staff," Mason blurted, shying behind Iris.

	Iris had forgotten how much he’d loved the story of the Monkey King, the unparalleled enemy of the Jade Emperor. This could be a death sentence or a matchless opportunity for Lucian. The legend of the Monkey King was well known. The problem was, Iris had no idea where the legend originated; it was as fairytale as the werewolves seemed to humans. If Lucian found it, he would undoubtedly gain more favor among the wolves. His standing would grow even before he was considered one of them. 

	But first, where to find it? Transportation would be another factor. Lucian’s travel was limited, something that their enemy didn’t share with the backing of the Gathering Troop. 

	No one in the crowd could detect Iris’s consternation; she continued to play the Annex’s role perfectly. She didn’t desire to give him such an impossible task, however beneficial the reward would be. 

	As she stared into his dark black eyes, something told her to trust him. Lucian’s eyes spoke volumes to her in the silence, telling her everything she needed to know. Lucian, her chosen, was every bit capable of fulfilling the hunt.

	“Very well,” Iris spoke to the crowd. She paused as the wolves’ howls drowned out every other sound. Excitement at the task put them into a frenzy. She took the time to open her mind to Lucian. Good luck. I believe in you.

	Lucian took in her words, the familiar comfort of her voice relaxing his brow. It was a feeling he didn't realize how much she missed. He reached his arm up as if he could grab it, but just as quickly as it came, Iris shut the connection off. 

	She raised her hand again for silence, and again the wolves calmed. “Lucian will obtain Ruyi Jingu Bang, the legendary staff of Sun Wukong. Thus, under this challenge, Lucian’s pack will be under the protection of all werewolves until he is victorious or defeated. I decree this as your Annex,” Iris ordered. Her words felt misplaced in her own mind. But as she finished, a feeling of absolute strength rose in her chest. 

	The entire population of wolves bowed. Iris took Mason’s hand as they turned to leave. No one stood until she was out of sight, some of the wolves calling out words of encouragement to Lucian. Some demanded the head of the monkey god.  

	Lucian rallied to his pack as they made their way back to their camp. They felt a lot safer with Syed injured and Iris’s decree of safety. But it didn’t change the fact that Lucian severely injured two alphas. There was no telling what Sage was up to now. Lucian fell into a grim silence the entire walk. 

	It didn’t last long, however; Anna’s face was a bright red, as if the moment she inhaled she would yell. “Holy shit, freak!" she cursed uncharacteristically. "Lucian, you are amazing. Hell, Iris is amazing! It was like you two belong!” 

	Anna turned to the other wolves, her grin growing by the second. “Did you see that stupid wolf’s face when he chopped off his hand? It felt like Iris did it herself through Lucian! Seriously, it was like a movie, it was amazing!” Her voice grew ever more bubbly as she rattled on. 

	“Yes, you showed yourself quite well, Lucian. Many of the wolves were impressed," Kobe confirmed.

	“Regardless, there are many things that are changing in our structure. We are now being recognized for our true ability,” Bianka said, more to herself than the group. 

	Lucian felt a certain pride in her voice, undoubtably from Iris’s progression through the ranks. Her pupil was now the Annex and another female wolf stronger even than Bianka. Lucian sensed no jealousy in her—only pride and the desire to grow even more knowing she had reached her threshold. 

	Anna and Ben looked perplexed, not privy to the information felt among the rest of the wolves.

	“So, what about the stick?” Ben cut in.

	“Dude, you really have lost your timing,” Lucian said. 

	"I keep telling you guys he never had any. It used to pain me to listen to his terrible jokes." Anna shook her head. “I’m getting sidetracked. Freak, he is right…how are you going to find something that we didn’t even know was real until a few minutes ago?”

	“We didn’t,” Lucian said.

	“Shut up, freak, your sarcasm is as bad as Ben’s jokes,” she scowled. 

	“Maybe, but you know all lore is wrapped in some truth.” 

	“So, you know where it is,” Ben stated. 

	“No, but someone does. And that’s knowledge. Which means it can be learned.”

	“Lucian, that’s not much to go on,” Kobe pointed out.   

	“It’s enough.”

	“I don't hear an answer, Lucian,” Anna pressed. “What are you going to do?” 

	“It’s simple. Do some research.”

	“Where do you plan on doing that? Is there a special cipher in the sky?” Ben replied skeptically. 

	“Oh my god, freak. They're getting worse by the day. Just make your point, I see you’re going to give me a headache. Let’s just leave the mockery to me going forward." Anna turned to face Ben. The moment she faced Lucian again, her face grew serious. “Look at me and tell me you got this,” she urged.

	“I got this.”

	“Good enough for me. What’s the plan and what do you need from us?” 

	“I need to get to Valiant.” 

	“You can’t be serious, Lucian,” Kobe protested. “The Gathering Troop will be crawling all over the place. There's no way you can sneak in." 

	“That brings me to what I need from you. I need Curtis to portal me in.”

	“Then what?” Bianka asked.

	“Leave that to me. I know my way around pretty well. I will be fine.”

	“Fine, freak. I will get Curtis back here; the portal I created isn’t too far.”

	It took Anna longer than Lucian expected. There was no telling what Curtis was up to. But true to her word, she returned with Curtis, his hand shielding his eyes, bloodshot from a lack of sleep no doubt. 

	“Bloody hell, mate. You look like shite,” Ben exclaimed.

	Lucian attempted to piece together why Anna took so long. Maybe Curtis wasn’t just sitting idly waiting for them to return. It wasn’t just a lack of sleep in his eyes; it was stress that the boy wasn’t used to. Knowing his devotion to his friends and teammates, his loyalty to family would probably be even greater. 

	Lucian’s thoughts were interrupted by Anna’s apologetic voice.

	"Sorry that took so long, freaks. Curtis didn’t show up to the meeting spot for hours. Apparently, the family company’s in jeopardy or some sort."

	 "It's not important. I will handle it when I get back,” Curtis shot back flippantly. He turned to Lucian. "What do you need? How can I be of service?" 

	“I need to be able to get around. Take me to everywhere you can so I can make my own portals.”

	“Let’s see…you’ve been to my house in Singapore, so that just leaves China. And the two homes in Chicago and Florida.” 

	“Seriously, how rich are you?” Anna said.

	“We have enough, at least for now.” 

	“Great, that’ll be a good start. We’ll leave first thing in the morning. Then I need you to get me as far away from school grounds as possible.”

	“I have a place far away from everyone that I use the train out of, you should be able to sneak in easily from there.”

	Despite his self-assured attitude, Lucian felt doubt begin to creep in. He did his best to push it to the back of his mind and allow himself to rest. He would need all of his energy. The stress of the day weighed on him far more than he realized. 

	As he laid his head back, the night sky faded and the morning sunrise woke him again. Lucian stretched, ready to take on the day as planned. 

	Curtis escorted him into the various areas he had already portaled to, Lucian scribing the ground so he could travel there himself. The first location was a small apartment located somewhere in Southeast Asia. They then traveled to multiple cities and countries around the world, anywhere Curtis had access to through his time traveling the world and training.  

	“All right, last place: Valiant. I doubt anyone even knows about this place,” Curtis said. “Except for maybe Vera, she was the one who told me about it.”

	Just the name of his old friend put a smile on Lucian’s face. Deep down he hoped he would be able to find her easily. She was one of the only people left he trusted at Valiant. Porting right to her would have been spectacularly convenient. 

	Curtis created the portal and both walked through. They found themselves in an area that seemed to be someone’s training grounds. Scanning the place, Lucian gathered wind mages practiced here. Multiple trees had been felled here and there. He remembered the destructive force Curtis could create when angry, slicing through trees as though they were no more than paper. His practice here was no doubt how he was able to gain such power on the battlefield. 

	Lucian glanced around, half hoping Vera would materialize. The night air faded as the sun’s first rays began to peek over the horizon. 

	“If you need me, I will be back at the camp with the group,” Curtis said.

	“What about your family’s company?” 

	“You know, after saving the world and all that, the troubles will be there when I get back.”

	“Thanks, Curtis. But I might be awhile. This is no easy task.”

	“I give you two weeks. See you soon!” Curtis stepped back through the portal.

	Lucian did his due diligence making his own portal. He had learned that transporting his own body drained his prestige more than anything. From his calculations, he should be able to port six to eight times, depending on the distance traveled. Porting between realms required much more energy than just a few miles’ journey.  Creating a portal was no easy feat either. Each one sapped his strength. He decided that while he was fresh, he should create a new portal every few hours. 

	Between formations, he snuck around school grounds to avoid detection. He was unsure whom he could trust. Since the headmistress was gone, that left Samuel who undoubtably ran the school. He was the last person Lucian wanted to run into, so he tread carefully. But the bright fluorescent lights made it difficult for Lucian to move with stealth. 

	He took in the sight of his familiar home. Most of his life had been spent at Valiant. He thought of the friends and family he had met here and left behind. Lucian was resolved to protect everyone he could. His life was worth risking for the sake of this place, he thought. 

	The library would be the hardest place to get to since he’d need to pass through the great hall and the dining area. The common areas were much more open, especially where the teachers lived. Lucian had one person he could trust…at least, one person he trusted more than anyone else.

	“I hope she’s still living here,” Lucian mumbled to himself as he scoped out the area around Vera’s home. He had no way of spying inside to verify that she was home. The sun’s rays indicated early daylight. He could smell the morning air breeze, with very little human scent mixed in. It was probably her. Vera was an overachiever, always waking early to train. 

	He elected to wait out of sight until she made her way back or left for the day ahead. He clambered up into a nearby tree, settling himself in its highest branches. He focused on making the most of his time alone. He cleansed his thoughts, focusing on contingency  plans. He even took the time to make an extra portal. In case of emergency, he may need to contact Vera again. 

	Fortunately for him, Lucian’s wait was far shorter than expected. He peered down, watching a woman walk closer. She moved gracefully but with unique power. It was something only Vera could manage. By her side was another female mage, one whose movements he’d recognize anywhere. 

	Lucian jumped down from his hiding place, landing softly like a cat as he attempted to surprise the women. 

	“I don’t know you are, but sneaking up on me is a good way to forfeit your life,” Vera called in a calm voice.

	“Terrifying. But it’s not a way to greet an old friend.” He stood, grinning.

	“Lu—” Andrea began, but Vera covered her mouth, shaking her head. She nodded to the door and raised a finger to her mouth. 

	Lucian got the message loud and clear and turned around to see if anyone was watching. You could never be too careful in a war, especially one waged by a man who had been biding his time for centuries. 

	“Come in,” Vera said, looking around for onlookers. His sudden appearance shook her, her graceful presence evaporating like smoke in an open sky. After fumbling with the keys, she managed to open the door.

	The small apartment didn’t have the same luxuries he’d enjoyed as a student at Valiant. He looked up at his friend, seeking permission to speak. 

	Vera nodded again and began to make a portal. 

	Lucian studied her methods. He was beginning to tell the difference between types of portals. After traveling between so many in such a short time, he could feel the energy of her own unique dimension. He wasn’t the least bit surprised at her talent—the youngest mage to ever graduate from Valiant. 

	The three of them stepped through, an empty void of nothing filling their field of vision. Vera’s dimension was slightly different than others he’d been to. The void was filled with a fluorescent purple, no doubt the bleeding of her personality as she created this world. 

	Closing the portal, she turned to Lucian. “We should be good now.” 

	Finally, she relaxed. A grin spread across her face and her eyes filled with love. “You little cutie, come here!” She opened her arms wide, wrapping them around him. Tears fell from her eyes and she hugged him tighter and tighter.  

	Lucian melted, overjoyed at their reunion. “Hey,” he said softly, at a loss for words. 

	As soon as their embrace broke, Andrea jumped in, hugging Lucian just as tightly. “We all thought you were dead! At least that was the rumor,” Andrea said. She lifted her chin as if to kiss him, but seemed to think better of it.

	“I’m glad you’re all safe. We’ve been keeping tabs on you from the other realms.” 

	“Let me guess, the realm of the Norse gods,” Vera answered.

	“How do you know?”

	“My mission is taking me to many places. The Gathering Troop is able to travel to all the realms I know but the Norse ones. It only seems that Professor McClear and Madam Sha could travel to those places.”

	“See, that’s my dilemma. Can you make a portal to the realm of the Jade Emperor?”

	“No. Unfortunately, I’ve never been there. Besides, I never had the foresight to make my own portals. Always did the mission and got out. In fact, I don’ t know a mage in the Troop that has been there. What are you up to, Lucian?” Vera narrowed her eyes in suspicion. 

	“Before I can take the fight to Sage, I need to solidify myself as…” Lucian paused as he looked over his shoulder to Andrea. She stared up at him with shining eyes, almost longing for his next words. Lucian knew they’d be hurtful, but he couldn’t lessen the sting of truth. “Solidify myself as the Annex’s mate,” he finished. “It’s the only way to get the wolves on our side.”

	“So this is just political,” Andrea stated.

	“No,” he answered softly. “Ever since we’ve been entwined through these rings, we’ve become closer. So close that it’s hard to tell where she begins and I end. Honestly, this more than a formality, and even without the physical consummation of our union, we are bound together. I’m sorry, Andrea.”

	Andrea shook her head, fighting the tears that threatened to fall from her glistening eyes. “No, I’m happy for you. I stand by my decision, and you deserve to be happy,” she said, embracing Lucian with another hug. “You deserve to be happy,” she repeated. “Congratulations?”

	“Yes. Thank you,” he replied sincerely, hugging her hard.

	“So what brings you here?” Vera cut in.

	“I need to get to the library. I need to figure out how to get the staff of the Monkey King and I need to do it without anyone seeing me.”

	“Oh, is that all,” Vera replied sarcastically.

	“I just need you to take this and put it in an area with little to no traffic.” Lucian drew a parchment from his bag. Inside the parchment was carved his porting symbol.  

	“What’s that?”

	“Teleportation,” he explained.

	“You scribed teleportation?” Vera exclaimed in shock.

	“Yeah. Unfortunately, only I can travel through it. And it drains me pretty significantly compared to other magic.”

	“Do you need a specific amount of space?”

	“It warps the space around me. If the area is too small, it will be loud moving anything to make room for me.”

	“If I placed it in between a book, and that said book was placed on a shelf, all the books would explode,” Vera clarified.

	“Not quite. It’s possible if it had nowhere to go, the pressure could push him into oblivion. More than likely, the shelves of books would just fly all over the library,” Andrea said.

	“Got it.”

	“How’s the school?” Lucian asked.

	“Awful. The Gathering Troop are stationed everywhere. Not only that, but they also seem to be watching Professor Asher like a hawk,” Andrea said.

	“Yeah it’s eating away Samuel that they still hold Madam Sha prisoner,” Vera added.

	“I can’t believe he’s not chomping at the bit to take over.”

	“Lucian, he’s not that bad, he just for some reason doesn’t like you,” Vera answered frankly.

	“You mean, for no reason doesn’t like me,” he retorted.

	“A reason that you and I may never know. But he’s a good man and he loves the school more than anyone,” she insisted.

	“We’re going to have to agree to disagree.” 

	Vera nodded. “Give me a few minutes and we’ll leave.”

	“Thank you, Vera.”

	Vera opened a portal back to her home, once again placing a finger to her lips clearly meant for Lucian. She quickly spoke to Andrea, “Hey, I need to make a quick errand to the library. Would you like to stay here or walk with me?”

	“I’ll walk. There’s nothing for me to do here,” Andrea said, looking significantly back at Lucian.

	He hated to admit it, but her words stung. Regardless of his relationship, he cared for her more than just about anyone. He’d hoped they could remain friends. He tried to ignore the guilt. There was no way Andrea would have been able to compete with Iris. 

	Lucian gave them a few minutes, knowing how long it took to get back to the library. He added a bit of time for any distractions. “That should be good enough.” 

	He activated his portal and stepped into the void. He saw the library from a brand-new viewpoint. It was almost like he was in a cartoon skit. His feet were fastened to the ceiling.  

	“Whoa,” he shouted, turning his body and allowing gravity to bring him down to earth. He reached his hands out to absorb the impact and flipped onto his feet. “Seriously, girls?” 

	Lucian looked around, but his friends weren’t there. He craned his neck up at his parchment. It was glued to the ceiling. “I see,” he said to himself. Vera must have melted the wall to keep the parchment in place. No one would ever look up, at least not for a while, giving him the perfect opportunity to travel back when need be.

	As expected, no one was in the library. Lucian breathed in the familiar quiet before going to work, searching through mounds of books on ancient Chinese lore. There weren’t many books that he had left to read in the library. Lucian scoured, looking for any encounter of the Jade Empire or the infamous Monkey King. 

	Lucian found spaces indicating a few books were missing, but couldn’t risk staying or running into someone.  Frustrated, he began activating his portal to leave and head back to his pack. 

	Right as he began channeling, a tug pulled in his chest. It was a familiar feeling, one he had experienced only two other times: when he first met Baron Black and when Emmett attacked him at the Paragon Games. Lucian understood that sensation as his body confirming certain death in his very presence. 

	He froze, brain spinning for an answer. Only a second passed as the shuffling of feet walked to where the missing books were.

	A familiar face appeared, slightly older than when Lucian had last seen him. He stood, face buried in a book.

	“Hey there,” Lucian said in a low voice. 

	The boy jumped, startled. He turned with eyes wide, mouth gaping open. “Sorry…Lucian,” he said in awe.

	“Oliver Wilson. You’ve grown quite a bit since we first met.” Lucian looked him up and down.

	His body had filled out. He was nearly six feet tall now. His muscles were well developed, more than any of his peers—that was for sure. His hazel eyes stared up at Lucian as if searching for words. 

	“What are you doing here? Everyone’s looking for you. The Gathering Troop has been here questioning all your friends. They even questioned me a few times. As if I could be so…” He paused, realizing the implication of his words.

	“Oddly enough, I feel like we have something here. It’s something that tugs at me…like we could be related,” Lucian replied cautiously. His mind flashed to the feeling of danger.

	“No, I’m a nobody. But I will settle for being your friend.” Oliver stretched out a hand. 

	Lucian took it. “You’re not a nobody. Trust me, I noticed that the first time we met. There’s something special about you…your legacy will outlive us all.” Lucian gave Oliver wink. 

	Suddenly, he realized someone else had entered the library as immediately as if they’d portaled there. He saw Oliver’s mouth moving as if in slow motion. Lucian’s mind froze in time, scrambling to find the best way out. The smartest play would be to cut the man down where he stood. But Vera’s his words played in his ear. He’s not a bad man, and he cares about his students.

	Lucian sighed and kicked his leg back, his foot landing directly on the man’s chest. Samuel Asher, the new headmaster of Valiant School of Magic, sprawled to the ground, his hands covering his chest.  His body began channeling naturally, fire erupting in his palms.

	“Oliver, get out of here. If anything happens to me, find Vera,” Lucian ordered.

	“Again, for someone who is supposed to be so smart…I find many of your actions idiotic,” Samuel drawled, rubbing his chest.

	“What’s up, Sam? You’re lucky that’s all you got. You should leave while you still have the option.”

	“I can’t do that, boy. You’re going to get the students in trouble. Including your friends.”

	Lucian understood it as a threat—Samuel was going to punish those who helped him. He knew to trust his instincts and should have killed the man where he stood. It was not a mistake he would make again. 

	Lucian filled his body with eminence as he prepared to attack. He activated his blade, his hand vanishing. Quick as thought, his knife flew for Samuel’s throat. As he carved through, he didn’t feel the resistance he’d expected. He looked up to see the damage, but Asher had vanished, porting across the room in a flash. 

	Lucian had always wondered how he did that. His mind raced through his new knowledge of portal creation. He suddenly realized Samuel had created his blueprint throughout the entire school. Every nook and cranny so he could travel flawlessly throughout. 

	“That’s not what I meant, Lucian,” Samuel said, hand raised. “Every time you see one of your friends, if Sage ever found out, he would kill them. The only reason they live now is because I made a deal. Vera came to see me after she left the library. You can’t do this alone. You need all the allies you can get. It just so happens I can port you to the Jade Empire. If anyone can tell you where Sun Wukong is residing, it’s the emperor king himself. Maybe after that you will trust me.”

	Lucian couldn’t speak. He could still feel the hatred residing in the professor’s heart. It was a loathing that defied logic. Maybe it was because Samuel had to work so hard for his place in life. Somehow a feeling of advantage was given freely to Lucian. Maybe it was something between him and his father. Something he would never know. 

	Right now, the man was willing to put it behind him. Lucian had to make the decision to trust him and do the same. He had nothing to lose, he had come up empty on his search for information. Trusting Samuel Asher was the easiest way of getting what he wanted. It was the best way to win this war.

	“Fine. But if you betray me…betray anyone I care about, I will find a way to get to you. This is no longer my first day here. Bully or not, I will destroy you.” Lucian’s eyes snapped.  

	“When all is said and done, I do invite you to try.” Samuel turned his back and opened a portal, Jade green sparkling through the small window. “Hold your breath and jump through, now. We don’t have all day.”



	
Chapter 34: 
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Rightful Place

	Benjamin sighed, staring at the big blue sky. With Lucian gone, he felt more out of place than ever. It didn’t take long for Curtis to meld again with the group. Ben learned to tolerate the mage but still kept his distance. The strenuous relationship made it hard for him to reconnect with Anna; he’d noticed she and Curtis had become close. 

	That left only the three werewolves as possible companions. It definitely wasn’t an improvement. Ben felt he was only a few words away from Brian attempting to rip out his throat. He didn’t think the wolf hated him or anything, just the struggles of his own issues. Bianka and Kobe both seemed sensible but busy since they left camp often, traveling to the village daily. 

	“Kobe!” Ben yelled.

	“Yes, Benjamin?”

	Ben with his tall stature might have looked down on Kobe, but his eyes stared at his feet, his dominant hand stroking the back of his own head. Kobe waited patiently.

	“Do you mind if I tag along today?” Ben finally asked. 

	He could feel the werewolf studying him. Ben hid his hands behind his back to conceal the throbbing fix his body craved. Ever since Ben got his soul back, he didn’t need lifeblood to sustain him, only to help him heal. Bu the Lady of the Lake’s blood left him desiring more. An all too familiar image flashed in his mind of slaughtering and feeding in the village. He desperately hoped this visit could prove to himself that he wasn’t the monster currently quivering inside.

	"Sure, I don't see why not. Just promise not to murder anyone," Kobe replied. 

	Ben chuckled nervously, but realized the werewolf was completely serious. "I won't," he answered defensively.

	"Good. Then we shouldn't have any problem. Follow me." 

	Just like that, they set off for the small village. It was no more than a mini-marathon away. The wolves ran the woods as a fish swim through water, but it was no trouble for Ben to keep up.  Ben ran almost automatically. The Lady of the Lake consumed his thoughts. It was a connection he wanted again. His hand shook the more he thought of it, intense vibrations crawling up his arm. 

	Stop it, he screamed internally, forcing the limb to obey. Deep down, he knew if he fed, he would never stop. If she hadn’t been stronger than him, he would have drained her to the last drop. He had to keep himself busy, stay focused on something else. He had to be sure this was just a one-off. Something connecting them that made him lose control.

	"Benjamin, what made you want to come with me today?" Kobe suddenly asked, a note of suspicion in his voice. 

	"I don't know, just need a change of scenery. I need to get back to being human, and being around people I think will be good for me," Ben answered with a half-truth.

	“That seems fair. Regardless, I must warn you…Even for me, someone who has come to know you a little, it is odd to have a vampire as an ally. You are the antithesis of our culture here. Don’t take it personally if you catch a lot of stares,” Kobe said.

	“It doesn’t bother me.” Much, he finished in his head.

	“Another thing. Around other wolves, you’re going to make them uneasy.”

	“I get that from your previous statement.”

	“No…more than anything, it’s because of your smell. You don’t give off the same pheromones as werewolves or humans. So it’s hard to tell if you’re lying,” Kobe persisted, clearly doubting Ben’s last statement.

	“I’m not lying, I promise. I might not give you everything in my head, but I’m not lying,” Ben insisted.

	“I’m just warning you, it’s going to take time. We know what you’ve done, the sacrifice you’ve made. It’s not something that will be forgotten, nor should it. Our alpha, and even more importantly, our Annex, trusts you. In time, the rest have no choice but to trust you as well.”

	“Thanks, Kobe, for the advice.” Ben’s eyes slowly drifted to his knees.

	The trip to the village was swift, no more than a few minutes’ hike at their supernatural speed. The village was composed of very small huts closely crammed together, leaving very little privacy. Regardless of their living conditions, the villagers went about their daily lives with smiles. There were very few supernatural beings roaming the village. Most of the population was humans; Ben got a few glances, not as many as he’d expected. Their gazes all quickly bounced off of him—all but an elder woman who stared incessantly at him. 

	Kobe ducked into a nearby hut, leaving him alone. Ben quickly averted his eyes, but the burning sensation of the woman’s stare forced him to look back up. The moment their eyes met again, she smiled. At that moment, Ben couldn’t help but feel a warm sensation in his chest. Her smile was like a grandma’s excitement to see her grandchildren. She waved a finger, ordering him to her side. 

	He instantly moved toward her, the thought to disobey not even crossing his mind. “Ma’am?” he said quietly.

	“You’re that Ben that saved my girl. That vampire boy. Let me get a good look at you now.” The woman stood and wrapped her hand around a wooden cane.

	“Let me help you,” Ben insisted, stepping forward with hands outstretched.

	“Nonsense, I’m just fine. Give the old lady a moment.” She shooed him away. 

	He waited patiently as she got her bearings. Every placement of her hands and feet were deliberate. She moved slowly, putting constant thought into what she was doing. She shuffled toward him gently, barely putting any pressure on her cane. 

	“Let me see now, you are a handsome one. Looks like you came right out of a movie.” She grabbed his cheeks. Before Ben could process the strange statement, she continued, “Yes, I haven’t always lived here. I enjoyed the movies. Here or there I remember when they started coming in color. But I tell you, none of them were as cute as you are,” she said, patting his face affectionately. “But those eyes hurt,” she paused. “They hurt far more than someone your age should allow. Now I know you werewolves and vampires will all outlive me, unless someone snuffs you out. But life is finite. It gives you a sense of wisdom. Honestly it's something you will probably never feel. You’ve been dead before and now you have a second chance. Make the most of it. Don’t let your past dictate your future.”

	“Thank you, ma'am. I appreciate your words of wisdom,” Ben answered with sincerity. 

	“Anytime, Ben. You come talk to me anytime.” She sat down hard again with a thump.

	“I’ll take you up on that…” He paused. “Sorry, I didn’t get your name?” 

	“Just call me Memaw. Everyone around here does.”

	“It’s been a pleasure, Memaw.” He stretched out his hand, but she had already fallen asleep.

	Ben waited a few more minutes for Kobe to come back out of the hut. Following him was a small man who looked oddly similar to Brian. If you took away the menacing presence and replaced it with uncertainty mixed with glee, the man would in fact be a dead ringer for Brian.

	“Benjamin, I would like you to meet Junior,” Kobe announced.

	“Junior to who?”

	“I am Brian Isaac Burns. Please call me Isaac,” the little man replied.

	“You’re Brian’s son,” Ben wondered, more to himself than to anyone in particular.

	“Sure, if that’s what you want to call it.”

	“Isaac,” Kobe scolded the younger wolf.

	“Sorry, Master Rockwell. But it’s a pleasure to meet you, Benjamin. I am excited to see how I fare against such a powerful vampire.”

	“Fare? Against me?” Ben unconsciously licked his lips.

	“Yes. I’ve been training young Isaac here for years. There’s a war coming up—no better way to test his abilities than against opponents with similar if not exact capabilities.”

	“I see. Let’s get to it then.”

	The three of them moved swiftly through the woods, even deeper than their camp, as they  arrived at a secluded area. No sound could be heard, their predatory demeanor frightening any nearby prey. To Ben, it all looked the same. Everywhere reminded him of the other night. He did his best to push it from his mind and focus on the challenge ahead. 

	"Benjamin is far more skilled than any vampire you are to come across. He is also more powerful than most mages. So here's a perfect opportunity to test your skill against a superior warrior."

	"Lay it on thick, mate," Ben said with a smile.

	"How would you fare, Master Rockwell?" Isaac asked.

	"Let's just see how you do," Kobe said.

	Isaac nodded in affirmation. He then turned to Ben and bowed. 

	Ben vanished from sight, reappearing with his hand around Isaac's neck. "Blimey, you would have been murdered in second. Don't take your eyes off your opponent. Vampires nor mages have a sense of honor on the battlefield,” Ben advised as he let go of his neck. "Again."

	The young wolf was skilled but attacked with a pedestrian intent. He didn’t have the same ferocious instincts as other wolves Ben had met. In fact, he seemed bothered by the violence altogether. If Brian Senior was one step from losing it, this wolf was one step from being completely passive. 

	With every attack, Ben read the struggles in his eyes. Skill was not always enough. Sometimes needing to hurt your opponent would get you over the mental barrier of causing another harm. Ben hoped Isaac would never have to run into such an opponent because it would surely mean his life. He allowed the wolf to practice various techniques, but he wouldn’t be able to hit Benjamin unless he allowed it. Not at his current strength. 

	In a sudden movement, Ben went on the offensive, attacking the boy three times to the midsection before lifting him off the ground with a final kick. It all happened in a flash. Isaac had no idea what happened; he suddenly found himself rolling, creating a cloud of dust.

	Ben was impressed the young man remained conscious. Even more admirable, his respect remained intact. Clearly, he was used to being the nail. 

	“Thank you, Benjamin. Your skill is impeccable. This was a great lesson,” Isaac bowed. 

	Ben smiled and bowed back. The irony wasn’t lost on him. He knew how it looked, a young werewolf bowing to a younger vampire. But he wasn’t like the vampires that the world knew. He was new. He had a soul, his future changed from the moment of Lucian’s sacrifice belonged to him. Just the thought alone warmed his heart. Through Isaac and Memaw, he had been given a second chance. He could change the views of others with his actions. The first vampiric mage. He would stand on that, the foundations of his new life.

	“You are impressive. I’ve never seen a vampire fight like that,” Kobe said, breaking Benjamin out of his reverie.

	“Well, I spent a lot of time getting my ass handed to me by Lucian and Anna. So even before the superspeed I became a fairly adept fighter.”

	“I think ‘adept’ would be selling yourself quite a bit short,” Kobe replied. “How about me and you give it a run?”

	“Sure! Just try not to hurt me,” Ben turned and winked at Isaac. It was his way of getting the young wolf to pay attention, see the difference between their attacks. Kobe was wise, talented and determined. He would be able to fight without holding back.

	“I don’t think I’m going to fare much better, but we will see,” Kobe said.

	The two fought, their sparring session far more intense than the previous. It went so far that Ben had to utilize his magic ability in addition to his physical prowess. But in the end, the outcome mirrored Isaac’s.

	“Thank you, Benjamin. This was far more enlightening that I could ever imagine. I know what I said before, but I didn’t realize you where that skilled of a mage.” Kobe said as he reached his hand out. Ben accepted it. “I’m going to take Isaac back home. Would you like to run back with us?”

	“I think I’m going to head back. But this has been truly enlightening for me as well. Thank you both.” Ben bowed again to them.

	Ben began to run home again, enjoying the fresh air. Beautiful trees and gorgeous water flew by in abundance. He inhaled, allowing the pure goodness of the unafflicted land to fill his body. He exhaled deeply, his body relaxing.

	“I was wrong. Looks like I was just early,” a sultry voice suddenly whispered in his ear. 

	Ben turned to the rich blue water, its shade mirroring his deep eyes. 

	“I believe you deserve another chance,” the voice continued. “A chance to take your proper place. The darkness that crowded you the other night seems to be pushed to the size of a mustard seed. Yet, if you allow it to fester anymore, it will still consume you. It’s the thirst; will you allow it to control you? I will you allow it to consume your desires.” The Lady of the Lake rose majestically from the water. 

	Ben stared, his lungs heaving, attempting to push that nagging feeling as deep as he could. His feet froze to the ground.

	“Come,” she placed her hand in his, palm up.

	Ben took it, a sudden connection that he was longing for filling his chest. It wasn’t her blood he desired, but this feeling of belonging. The mantle that had been passed down to him without his knowledge. A roundtable sat in front of him, as four other mages awaited him.

	“About damn time. We’ve been waiting for you to get your shit together,” a gray, bearded man spoke. 

	He reminded Ben of Professor James McClear, at least physically—his mental fortitude seemed the exact opposite.

	“Don’t mind him. I am Alba Lopez. Welcome to the Heptarchy Council.”

	 


Chapter 35: 
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The Jade Realm

	Lucian stepped through the portal, his body on high alert. He might not believe that Professor Asher was setting him up, but he still didn’t trust the man. Asher’s only saving grace was his genuine concern for the school and its reputation. 

	As his feet hit solid ground, Lucian was forced to cover his eyes as if being awakened by bright morning rays. He took a peak between his index and middle finger to glimpse what was blinding him. Majestic red and green colors beamed from the high mountaintop. 

	Before his eyes adjusted, Lucian’s chest began to flutter, his heart racing. He began to feel faint. The world started to spin; he tried to force himself to focus but the world continued to shrink. His chest was attempting to fill but couldn’t expand. He was breathing little to no oxygen. It’s thin, he thought.

	He allowed his body to fall over to conserve energy. His mental grip slipping, Lucian was unable to keep his runes at bay. They fired across his entire body. Pain shot to his mind as every second he slipped further into unconsciousness. 

	He found a single point on a nearby wall, focusing his eyes on its. He had to concentrate. This wasn’t unlike his initial trip to Jötunheimr. Forcing himself to climb the tall trees had helped him control the trace amounts of oxygen coursing through his body. Lucian doubled down on the point, with intense focus, blocking out the pain to regain control of his most powerful organ: his mind. 

	As his wits began to return, he forced his chest to fill with whatever air it could. Oxygen slowly filled his body. His lungs gasped for whatever air they could borrow, taking any leftover air from other body parts. 

	Lucian couldn’t quite stand yet, so he settled for kneeling. He felt exposed. If he was attacked there would be little he could do in this condition. It took everything in him only to kneel. He guessed that soon he would be able to walk again, but combat was out of the question.

	“I hope they are friendly,” Lucian whispered to himself as he checked his surroundings once again. 

	His eyes adjusted to the fiery glints of ruby in the jade castle. The distance to the castle seemed a lifetime away. The castle stood tall on a mountain ridge that looked like jade itself. Miles of steps led right to towering front doors. The roofs looked like layers of hats stacked on one another, its design inspired by an ancient Chinese architect. The area had a dull life to it, as sunlight had no presence in the realm. In fact, most of the surrounding area was cloudy as if attempting to hide the massive structure. 

	Lucian’s eyes dragged from the bottom of the stairs to the door. The hike looked to be about six stories tall. He did this on purpose, Lucian sighed, his body slowly adapting to its new environment. Pressure in Lucian’s chest began to fade; he was able to breathe enough to stand. Twenty minutes passed before he could take his first step up the stairs. 

	With every movement, his body trembled, agony clouding his thought. Every breath was like a shard of needles down his chest. It took Lucian what seemed to be hours if not days to reach the front of the building. It wasn’t until the last few steps that his body moved at a somewhat more manageable pace. I’m glad the gravity isn’t as intense as Jötunheimr. A combination of that gravity and this one would kill me. 

	Fortune favored him, as once he made it to the top of the stairs the doors opened by themselves. He walked cautiously into the palace and saw a young man perched atop a jade throne. Fifty guards were lined up on opposite sides of a long corridor leading up to whom Lucian assumed was the king. They all wore a cloth uniform and a spear in their left hands. 

	Lucian approached, forcing his body not to limp. He would not allow them to see his weakness. He strolled forward, chest out. 

	Like many of Lucian’s mage acquaintances, this man’s face and features appeared young, but his eyes bore the experience of someone who had lived for centuries. His demeanor was stoic but yielded a sense of vanity. Lucian chalked it up to the arrogance of a god, similar to Thor. His face was pale, no doubt from the lack of sun.

	Lucian put his hand to his chest and bowed. 

	“So you are the boy I’ve heard about. The warrior with no equal. I must say, for you to adapt to this world so well is impressive.”

	“Thank you.” Lucian felt unsure of the man’s intent.

	“Don’t. It wasn’t a compliment. There are many warriors that are far stronger than you. In fact, there’s not a man in this room that couldn’t beat you at your best.”

	Lucian raised his head to speak but paused as the emperor silenced him with a simple frown. What is it about these men in power? Lucian thought.

	“I do see potential,” the king continued. “Potential that I can help you develop. Stay here and I will grant you a boon—give you strength to take whatever you need.”

	“Highest emperor, you honor me,” Lucian replied graciously. “But I am only here to speak to Sun Wukong. I—” 

	Lucian was immediately cut off by a bellow from the Jade Emperor. “His name is not spoken in this hall! Nor in my presence.”

	“Apologies.” Lucian’s eyes quickly darted to the guards.

	“No need,” he quickly gestured in a calming manner. “All is forgiven…you know not of what you speak. That ape is a menace and should be eradicated. He could be too useful to be put down…let’s say put in his place. He has become too powerful for his own good. But it’s beneath me to handle him on my own. May I ask what you want with the creature?”

	“I was tasked with bringing back his staff as proof of my strength.”

	“Strength that you don’t have. You will never be able to retrieve the monkey’s pole. I doubt you would even be able to lift it. Take me up on my offer, and maybe in a century you will be able to accomplish your task.”

	“Unfortunately, your highest emperor, I don’t have the luxury of time. My friends and family are waiting for me to return it. In a century, all will be lost and this would all be for nothing.”

	“Silly child. Time flows as I wish. Unlike you would believe, your world is not the center of reality.  You could’ve walked those steps a thousand times and only a moment would pass in your world. Here with me, time is the one thing on your side. All I ask is that you defeat the so-called god and let him know that I am the one that sent you.” 

	Lucian didn’t like the proposal. He had no qualms with the Monkey King; he had done nothing to him. For all he knew, like Sage the emperor was the evil one, corrupted by power. It didn’t matter, though. If the Jade Emperor could help him become stronger and help him find the Monkey King, then he would take him up on the offer. He would deal with any consequences for his decision when they arose.

	Besides, if being honest with himself, Lucian couldn’t wait to test his strength against such a legendary foe. This was the reason for the hunt; if he could beat someone so strong, who would be left to challenge him? This feat would seal his legacy, putting him on par with his father. That idea had motivated from the moment he stepped into Valiant. The moment that he knew his father’s legend was so grand. Victor Draco would live on as father of the world’s greatest mage. It was an honor that every mage’s parent hoped for. 

	As he looked into the king’s eyes, he nodded. “Then I will accept your terms and your help.”

	“Excellent. Today we feast, tomorrow you suffer,” the king replied with a booming laugh. The rest of the guards chuckled. 

	He clapped ceremoniously. A young woman approached Lucian, took his hand, and kissed it. “It’s my honor to serve our highest emperor’s honored guest,” she said softly. “Please, if you would follow me, your bath and garments await.”

	Lucian turned and surreptitiously sniffed his armpits. His body was not used to working so hard. Or getting so sweaty. An unpleasant odor wafted around him. “That sounds good, thank you.” He flushed, bowing to the woman. 

	“No need to thank me; this my duty,” she smiled.

	She turned and he followed. He couldn’t help but notice how gracefully she walked, especially in contrast to his still clunky steps. But Lucian refused to stagger, taking every step with pride. It was becoming easier, but his body needed rest and fuel. Taking a bath at this time was probably his last priority, but he couldn’t lose face in front of the king and the guards. 

	As they marched through pristine marble hallways, Lucian examined his surroundings. They made their way into a room filled with a bubbling indoor waterfall. The water flowed into a natural reservoir that the heated by the mountain’s core.  Steam rose from the pool of water, leaving a cloudy mist its wake.

	“These are the Waters of the Gods. They will heal any injury you sustain. Please remove your clothes and step in.”

	 Lucian attempted to lift his shirt, but his arms gave way. He had little to no strength left. He then turned and saw the woman staring at him. For the first time he took in her features, her beauty causing him pause. He was still unused to the werewolf culture of nudity. More than that, it gave an excuse not to remove his shirt. 

	Lucian put his hand down, reserving his energy once again.

	“My honored guest…” 

	“Please call me Lucian,” he corrected.

	“As you wish. Lucian, you do not have to pretend; I am here to serve.” She stepped forward and helped Lucian peel off his shirt. She placed a hand around his waist and began to lower his trousers and pants.

	“I got that one,” Lucian blurted, his face flushing as he grabbed his pants.

	“As you wish. No need to feel shy,” she insisted.

	“Excuse me, but I’m more comfortable doing it myself. Do you mind turning around?” 

	“Sure. Just remember, clothes are not permitted in the springs.” She turned her back. 

	Lucian removed the rest of his clothing and walked gingerly into the springs. As he poked one foot into the volcano-heated water, an unknown magic filled his body. It was as if the water itself was giving his body the air it craved. For the first time, he felt like he could breathe normally. His muscles relaxed and he allowed his body to sink into the spring up to his neck. 

	“This feels amazing,” he breathed, glancing back to the woman. His mouth gaped open. She was walking towards him, her hands falling to her shoulders, allowing her gown to drop. Lucian raised his hands in protest, but the gesture came to nothing; the woman walked in.

	“Forgive me, this is my time for a bath as well.”  

	“I don’t even know your name,” he stammered.

	“You only need to ask. Would you like my name? I assure you it is not needed for our relationship,” she answered, devoid of emotion.

	“Yes; that was implied. Your name, please.”

	“My name is Zhang Meirong. May I please join you to fulfill my duties?”

	“You may join, but let’s get one thing straight—I will bathe myself. Are we clear?” 

	Lucian’s voice sounded more assertive than he truly felt. Zhang Meirong was beautiful. His gaze roamed her wide eyes and the long brunette hair flowing down her back. Even though she feigned servitude, Zhang’s movements were like flowing water. 

	He felt there was no way this woman could be merely a civil servant. Probably a goddess testing me, Lucian thought. The whole situation put him on edge but he had no choice; he was at her mercy. 

	Lucian pushed the thought from his mind, vowing to get more information from her later. His body enjoyed the warm therapeutic flows. He could get used to this. 

	Zhang joined him but kept her distance. “How does the water feel? I urge you to push yourself hard, as your body will grow. I also implore you to get your sleep. Rest is needed for your task.”

	“Well, I almost feel like I could just live in here.” Lucian stretched, embracing the pool. He felt his muscle fibers soaking up every inch. 

	“The emperor will be waiting. I am sure you don’t want to keep him.”

	“You first.” Lucian gestured for Zhang to go ahead of him. 

	At his prompting, she stepped out of the water, her hair fumbling down her back. She glanced over one shoulder. 

	“My lord, if you wanted a view, you only needed to ask,” she said simply. 

	Lucian’s face already felt flushed from the heat of the water, but now his brown skin was changing almost to a burgundy tint. “No it’s not that at all, I just…”

	“I only jest. It’s clear your true sense about this. I figured a joke would ease the tension.”

	“Good one,” Lucian said sarcastically.

	“Very well, I will look to make more in the future. I put your clothes here. When you come out, I will meet you outside.” Zhang padded away from the bath area.

	Once he was sure she was gone, Lucian reluctantly left the bath. As he quickly dressed, he noticed his body moving with relative ease; the laboring feeling had faded. A strange byproduct of healing so rapidly was an underlying fatigue and hunger. 

	Lucian put on the red robe Zhang had left for him. The material was sleek like silk but had a sturdiness that could double for armor. He walked carefully out of the bathroom, Zhang waiting patiently with her hand behind her waist.

	“Follow me,” she instructed. She led him to a banquet hall that Lucian had no doubt produced the phrase, “feast for a king.” Atop a long banquet table was placed every homestyle food imaginable in Chinese culture. Every plate that filled the hall was cooked to perfection. The smell culminated in an aroma that left Lucian’s mouth watering. 

	He was so absorbed by the sight that he hadn’t noticed the Jade Emperor waiting at one end of the table. He greeted Lucian with a nod then sat and ate. No conversation passed between them. Lucian assumed the emperor enjoyed eating in silence, if not alone. 

	Fine by him. Lucian practically attacked his food like a man on the brink of starvation. Like the bath before, it seemed to nourish his body like no other meal from home. He felt the energy build in his body, the food giving a sense of satiety. 

	After they ate, Zhang escorted Lucian to his quarters. “Would you like for me to keep you company?” she smiled.

	“Ha, I am good, thank you.” Lucian saw it as another joke attempting to put him at ease. 

	No matter what he told her, he doubted she would understand that it wasn’t working. Lucian had no desire to bed the woman, however lovely she might be. But there was no telling how long he’d be here, and he hoped a friendship could grow. 

	The room had no bed or decoration; it was solid and empty. Lucian slept with his back against the wall. He didn’t plan to sleep, but as Zhang predicted, his recovery forced rest. After a few hours, his eyes sprang open unsolicited. He tested his breathing; it seemed somewhat normal compared to home. He could move but with nowhere near the efficiency he was used to. He noticed he had no desire for food, still satisfied from the previous meal. 

	The moment he stepped out of his room, Zhang appeared, her head bowed. “New day’s greeting. I hope you slept well.” 

	“I definitely feel more like myself,” he admitted. “What’s on the agenda for the day?” 

	“You will be training with Xie Jie; he is the commander of our strongest battalion,” Zhang replied without looking at him. 

	They made their way out of the castle to a small training ground nearby. A few men and women dotted the fields, participating in various forms of hand-to-hand combat and swordplay. Lucian observed with some consternation. He hated to judge the warriors, but felt their fighting style was more like a dance—impractical for actual combat. 

	This training will be a waste of time, he thought. For now, just getting used to strengthening his body again would greatly improve his ability. He could tell his muscle fibers were already hardening as his organs made room to evolve. Will I even be human after this? Lucian looked at his hands. 

	Hearing a noise in front of him, he looked up to see a short man who didn’t seem the least bit imposing. Lucian could see over the top of his head; his body was lean and his skin fair. In terms of features, his were nearly the opposite of Lucian’s. His eyebrows were sharp and his hair had been pulled into a ponytail at the back of his head as it rolled down his back.

	“This is Xie Jie,” Zhang explained. “As I stated, he will be your trainer while you are here. As you are broken, I will help put you back together.” She bowed again.

	“Leave us,” Xie Jie demanded. “So you are the one tasked to hunt the Monkey King? Our highest emperor must be bored. As if I don’t have more to do than train another ape.”

	“Another?” 

	“Silence. You only speak when spoken to,” he ordered. “I will not take advice from someone with far so little skill.” 

	Lucian let the insult roll off his back, knowing he needed to buy time. He would show them. He simply nodded, waiting for his next instructions.

	“We will start with hand-to-hand combat.”

	Lucian nodded again and struck up a fighting stance. Xie Jie moved his hands as if kneeding dough for a pizza. Eventually they rested in front of him, palms up. “Attack me if you dare,” he said.

	Lucian put his hands behind his back and walked forward. As he moved closer, he saw a twitch in Xie Jie’s movements.

	A roundhouse from his lead leg, the left side of my face, Lucian thought. As predicted, Xie Jie’s leg shot up. Lucian moved his head slightly, attempting to evade. He began to counter with a front kick straight to the face. Before he could move, however, his vision faded and his body crumpled to the ground. The second impact of his cheek hitting the ground woke him from certain unconsciousness. 

	“Even if you know what I’m going to do, you will never be able to stop me, so put your fucking hands up,” the man snapped. 

	“You’re fast,” Lucian gasped. “Really fast.” 

	He slowly stood to his feet. But in an instant, he found himself lying on his back again. Xie Jie had kicked the back of his leg, sweeping it from underneath him. “Uggh,” Lucian growled in frustration. 

	He refused to use Dragon Sight during this part of his training. He instinctively felt he needed to beat this man naturally for his bout with the Monkey King.

	The next few hours left Lucian bruised and battered. Xie Jie seemed to take pleasure in every attack, giving little instruction. All things even, Lucian was sure he could outclass the warrior. But similar to his experience with Odin, in the realm of these gods, their strength broke reality. Through his travels he had learned to adapt, if only a little. But time always restricted him from fully acclimating to his surroundings. 

	In this round, he had all the time he needed. He had the ability to move forward and grow, the ability to strengthen his body to the point that he could always protect his friends. That single cause gave Lucian strength as he stood over and over, only to be knocked down again by Xie Jie.

	“That’s enough for today,” Xie Jie suddenly stated, fifteen hours into their training. 

	Lucian wasn’t sure how much time had passed; his internal clock didn’t seem to help, especially when he had to spend so much energy surviving.

	Like the day before, he rested, bathed, and recovered. His only companion was Zhang. He took the time they shared in the bath to get to know her more. He was too sore to pretend to be shy anymore, allowing her to help him undress and reach the water. He eased in, Zhang staring at him intently.

	“So, Zhang, tell me about yourself.” 

	“Me?” the woman answered, puzzled. “I am no one special. I am only here to help you.”

	“As you are my only ally, having a friend and conversation would surely help me. I can see I’m going to be here a while and companionship is important to us humans.”

	“Apologies if I have mixed words; if you need companionship, I am willing to lie with you.”

	“No…” he fumbled. “That’s not what I meant. I just can use a friend. And the best way for that to happen is you tell me about you.”

	“As you wish. I was the third daughter of our highest emperor. I once fell in love with a mortal. We had a child together. That child is who my father despises. Because of that, my name was stricken and I now serve the gods as a servant. That’s my story. Like I said, I am no one.”

	For the first time, Lucian could see emotion in the woman’s eyes—a grief that she had pushed down, no doubt for centuries. He knew of the lore that surrounded the Jade Emperor and his daughters, but like all lore, it was wrapped in some truth. This must have been Zhinü, the goddess who fell from heaven. Lucian wanted to pry but he restrained himself, hoping she would open up more. 

	Zhang asked, “Is that enough information?” 

	“Where is your child?” he questioned.

	“He resides somewhere in India, I believe. My father doesn’t allow me to keep track of him. The only time I hear anything is that he is sending a man to attempt to assassinate him. You being no different.”

	“Are you telling me your son is Wukong?” Lucian started, perplexed.

	The goddess just nodded, a mix of shame and resignation on her face.

	Then why are you helping me? What’s in it for you? were Lucian’s first questions; at least, the ones he should have asked. The heir of knowledge had his blind spots.

	“I thought the Monkey King was born from stone?” Lucian asked.

	“It was a story we told to protect him when we saw he was cursed with the ancestral skin of his father. It allowed him time to grow. Sun Wukong was too ambitious, attaining too much light for himself, which gained my father eye. The king wanted him to bow and recognize him as lord, but Wukong was too proud. His insolence caused him to be banished. But he still remains unbeaten,” she added with a glint of pride. “He enjoys a challenge, so I do my best to give him one. You won’t be able to beat him; however, I feel you will be able to help each other.”

	Lucian was satisfied. “Thank you. Regardless, I assure you I won’t cause him any harm,” he promised. He felt neither hatred nor falsehood from the woman.

	Lucian dressed as he was once again escorted to his quarters. It was a common theme as he trained with the best the Jade Realm offered. As days passed, the chronology of life blinded the realm itself. Time passed as the Jade Emperor had expressed: days sped to months, months to years, and so on. Yet Lucian’s experience felt like a sloth compared to a cheetah. Never once did Iris leave the forefront of his thought, his bond with her always there. He felt her, but with their vast distance, it was only barely. 

	As the cycle continued, Lucian learned to live with the gap in his soul, if only to protect her. It was a cycle that lasted nearly a century for Lucian, a pain he was forced to endure. 

	 


Chapter 36: 
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First Steps

	Iris started getting the hang of her obligations as Annex, filtering the emotion of so many wolves. With Lucian gone, she could focus on the other wolves. More importantly, at least in the short term, she could be with Mason. The boy appeared strong externally, but her heart told her that the turmoil he’d lived through had broken him. His soul burned for his family. 

	Iris was afraid that the fire would consume him, fueling into hatred. She tried to help nurture him away from some of that anger. She didn’t want her boy to be like her, to feel the same pressure for so many because of the actions of one. 

	Today Ben stood across from Mason, instructing him on his stance.

	“This is dumb,” Mason moaned.

	“Yeh sound like me so many donkey years ago.”

	“Yes, but if Lucian’s memory serves, you were an adult,” Iris teased Ben.

	“Minutiae,” he retorted.

	“What point does this have? Once I transition, I’ll be able to rip through anything that stands in my way. I’ll have all the strength and power I need,” Mason protested.

	Iris didn’t like that tone. “Being able to protect yourself is more than just physical strength. Did you not learn anything from Lucian’s performance during his first trial? Every one of those wolves were physically stronger than Lucian, but all of them together still lost. Strategy and tactics in the pitch are far more important. Granted, if the difference falls between an ant and a giant, then there’s little hope for victory. For you, unless you plan on being a bully, you will be the one protecting the ant from the giant. Do you understand?”

	Mason nodded his head emphatically. He turned back to Ben with renewed energy. 

	Iris had no doubt Mason would make a magnificent wolf. With her guidance, he could even eventually become an alpha. And a good one at that.

	“Speaking of Lucian, how’s he doing?” Ben interrupted her thoughts, pointing to his head. 

	Iris assumed he was indicating their psychic connection. Ben had a very interesting tendency to instill humor everywhere. She normally wouldn’t think his actions funny, but something within her found his humor refreshing. Must be my link with Lucian. 

	“It’s been hard to concentrate on him. He has to be in a different realm. Whatever he’s going through, it’s a lot of pressure. His mind is expanding. To be honest, if I think about it for too long, it hurts.” Iris rubbed her temples.

	“I wonder if in the Jade Realm, time flows like Jötunheimr,” Ben replied.

	“I can only assume so. I know Lucian has a supernatural ability to learn, but this feels one hundred times more so than usual. If time does flow more slowly there, he’ll have a better chance at finishing the hunt. At least if it’s possible; we don’t even know if the Jade Realm truly exists. All we know is that he is in a realm that is not ours.”

	“Best thing we can do is focus on this guy,” Ben said, pointing at Mason.

	Iris appreciated Ben’s attempt to distract her, and most of all his help with Mason. With Benjamin as Mason’s mentor, it would be difficult for him to hate all vampires. Iris never openly approached the subject with Ben, but it had to be in his thoughts. It was rare that magic was limited to just one being. Ben was a new type of vampire, a vampire with a soul, one that could do magic. The ring that belonged to the White Dragon that housed the soul of so many beings was a different type than the one Ben possessed. 

	Everything was changing, even the wolves themselves. Iris was proud of the part that she played in this change. She needed to unite all the wolves under one banner, even the Iraqi pack. She was sure Syed wouldn’t go quietly, but his missing arm limited his strength and he didn’t have the luxury of leading so many wolves without it. Loyalty is a slippery slope, she thought. 

	Suddenly pain shot through her mind, another byproduct of her link with Lucian. “What the hell are you doing?” Iris muttered. The migraine intensified. The pain rapidly became unbearable, reminiscent of childbirth but in her mind. 

	Another bullet of pain shot her skull. She screamed and fell to the ground, clutching her head. Mason and Benjamin ran to her side as she rolled on the ground, her cries growing louder by the second. The impact rippled through the island. Wolves rallied to her at a full sprint. 

	The first wolves to reach the scene stopped short, seeing the vampire who stood over their queen. They brandished their teeth, ready to pounce. 

	Mason bravely stepped in front of them. “Back off! It’s not him. It’s something else attacking her!” he cried.

	The calm in the boy’s voice helped ease the tension. They marveled at his presence of mind—so young, and not even a keeper of the bloodline. 

	Hearing Mason’s voice, Iris regained her bearings. “He’s right, I’m fine. This is a product of something new. Don’t worry, I’m fine,” she gasped, slowly catching her breath. She projected the message to all the wolves, telling them the pain had caught her off guard—something she might have to get used to until Lucian returned. 

	Iris walked over to Mason and knelt in front of him. She kissed his forehead, her hand caressing his cheek. “I’m so proud of you,” she said.

	The boy blushed. He opened his arms and ran into her, wrapping himself around her.

	“I think you’ve learned enough for one day. We will pick up tomorrow, okay?” Iris kissed him on the forehead once again.

	Mason ran back to the village, his feet dancing as he hopped and hummed his way.

	“I think you just saved my life,” Ben remarked.

	“Or that of many other wolves. At such a young age, Maosn is a hero. Thank you for doing this, by the way. You don’t know how much this will mean years down the road,” Iris said.

	“I have some idea. Give me a little credit. I might not be Lucian, but I’m not a complete idiot.”

	“Don’t let Anna hear you say that,” Iris teased.

	“Are you okay?” 

	“I’ll be fine. It’s just Lucian…he must have had a breakthrough.”

	“Speaking of breakthrough, last night I heard from the Heptarchy Council. Your friend Blaze is still alive. He told me to tell you, and I quote, ‘Hey girlie, I am fucking sorry about your dad,’” Ben mimicked in his best grandpa voice.

	“I barely know the old man. He was the only wizard my father trusted. And I trust my father, so I guess I should keep a good relationship with him,” she mused.

	“You always have me. I can be your link to the Council.”

	“Wait, are you telling me they appointed you to the Council as well?”

	“You got it; you are now looking at the world’s newest Water Sage.”

	“Sage…?” she questioned.

	“Yes, Sage sounds so much better. McClear always used ‘Water Master,’ but it sounds too self-appointing. But Sage, that sounds like a true master.” Ben pointed to the sky as if he had just thought of the greatest idea in the world. 

	His expression and lightheartedness sent rumbles of laughter through Iris. She couldn’t help but give in. Her body trembled, unable to control the laughter.

	“I see you agree,” Ben grinned.

	“Have you told Anna yet?” Iris managed to reply, still chuckling.

	“Nope, it’s going to kill her. She has so much more talent than me and yet she is only a simple S-rank mage. While I am a true Sage of the water arts.” Ben now moved his hand as if he was quoting some form of poetry.

	“Very well. I’ll let you tell her in your own time.”

	 


Chapter 37: 

[image: F:\New folder (3)\ewyoo.png]

Meeting the Monkey King

	Lucian stared at the wall, his body ready to commence his daily routine. After a few years, his body had slowly become more acclimated to its surroundings. He moved more easily; day after day, his chest needed less oxygen. 

	The more he became accustomed to the Jade Realm, the more his body evolved. Even his need for sleep was by choice. Over the last decade or so, his training also improved. Not one warrior in the Jade Realm could light a candle to him. He learned to move with an efficient ease that might even have surpassed his speed on earth. 

	Lucian not forced to use his magic runes scar throughout his body. He wanted to make the most of the training, compelling his body to adapt without relying on his scripted symbols. 

	A knock echoed from his door.

	“Lucian, I see you’re ready like always.” Zhang walked directly in.

	Lucian had become used to her forwardness. Hopping up, he stretched his neck until he heard a satisfying pop. It was something he’d always seen Victor do when he stood. Even with Lucian’s young-looking face, the air of an old man was evident. I guess I’m old now, Lucian thought for the first time.

	Although his life in his own realm hadn’t changed, the chronology in the Jade Realm continued. His life so far was half a century longer than any other normal human’s. His magic preserved his physical appearance, but today he felt ancient. He desired the touch and companionship that he had sacrificed for the last hundred years. The thought of Iris sent chills down Lucian’s back. He was ready to move into the next phase of this hunt.

	You are not ready yet, son, the repeated voice of the Jade Emperor whispered in his mind. Over the last half-century, Lucian had requested leave numerous times. He felt ready for the challenge of Sun Wukong. Both Zhang and the Jade Emperor had warned him he was still no match. A challenge was given: the emperor would allow him to leave for Wukong, when and only when Lucian was able to achieve a feat that surpassed the Monkey King’s own: “Defeat three of my battalions, and then you will be ready,” the emperor had said.

	“Today’s the day. How do you think you will fare?" Zhang said.

	“I don’t foresee it being a problem. The real question is, how do you think I will fare against Sun Wukong?” he asked.

	“You’ve been quite surprising. I knew you would become strong. But you are a lot like him in that your growth seems limitless. He has a few centuries on you. Even with your time here, I don’t know if it will be enough for you to close the gap. Though, like I said before, I think you will help each other.” Her face lit up with a rare smile. He guessed that she was finally at peace with her life’s journey.

	“Well, let me get through this first. Then we’ll see if you’re right.”

	“I am. Haven’t you learned yet that I usually am?”

	He chuckled. “Maybe, but here’s doing something that Wukong had even done yet. The legend said he defeated two battalions. I have maybe beat ten warriors maximum at the same time. Three battalions is quite of a leap. I’m not saying that I can’t do it. All I can say is that I’m going to do my best.”

	“No doubt your best will be enough. Has anyone ever told you that your false modesty fits like a glove for a giant?”

	“Not in those particular words, but I get your point,” he smiled. “Shall we go?” 

	The two of them found the battlegrounds as they had every day before. Awaiting them were Xie Jie and a full brigade standing behind him.

	“We will start on the second horn. I advise you not to hold back. I assure you, my men will not. Losses are acceptable here for us; that includes your own.” Xie Jie climbed onto a horse and trotted back to his men.

	Nearly three thousand men waited across the field. Lucian took a breath and allowed his eminence to channel through his body. His golden eyes sparkled, combining his connection with Iris. Lucian ears and nose added to the information of the battle ahead. “Two thousand, four hundred and forty-two,” Lucian muttered to himself. “Forty-three,” he corrected, seeing the Jade Emperor across the cliff looking down on them. 

	A full battalion comprised one thousand and forty bowmen, all carrying sixty or more arrows in their quiver. The bowmen were armed with a recurve bow that comprised some sort of jade metal, the same material that made up the other two battalions’ blades. One battalion was composed of spearmen, each carrying a shield in his opposite hand. The front line was the largest and most physically imposing of the group. These men wore less armor but wielded heavy battle axes slung across their backs. 

	A horn broke the silence. Lucian looked around, trying to locate where it originated from. A few moments later, a second horn sounded, followed by a deafening battle cry from the brigade. They didn’t move, however, waiting for Lucian to make the first attack. 

	Not wanting to show his hand, he trudged to the brigade to conceal his increased speed and maneuverability. The moment he reached the archers’ range, the sky flooded with arrows, so many they seemed to hide the sun itself. The bowmen skillfully redrew, arrows flying to their quiver one after another. 

	Unfazed, Lucian kept his pace. From the brigade’s perspective, he seemed to simply walk through the cloud of arrows. In reality, his movements were so fast that none of the men could track him. 

	The bowmen abruptly stopped shooting, stunned by the ghost in front of them. Lucian walked directly forward as if following a line on the ground. The warriors in front stood tall, shields ready, forming the barrier between him and the rest of the brigade.

	Suddenly, Lucian dug his foot into the ground. The soil gave way as the ball of his foot pressed deeper and deeper. Lucian waited, giving the army the realization of inevitability. Even with their vast number, they were no match for him.  

	In a flash, Lucian vanished from their eyes. As he’d hoped, fear opened up a gap between the front lines. Lucian called on his birthright, summoning his short blade into his dominant hand. He made contact with every swipe, calculating to avoid lethal blows. He used the side of his blade, striking each man in the most vulnerable places in their armor. 

	As he fought to the middle line of defense, large axmen were now at his mercy. Within half a minute, Lucian wiped out an entire battalion.

	“Thirteen oh six,” he muttered, counting every blow of his blade.

	“Shoot!” Xie yelled. 

	In a frenzy, the bowmen shouted back and began to fire with reckless abandon. Their arrows whizzed by Lucian, striking their own allies. 

	Fury filled Lucian’s chest; pack magic circulated through his blood. The sacrifice of your own kind was unforgivable. Lucian never thought of Xie Jie as a mentor or friend. In fact, he kind of reminded him of Sammy himself. His next action gave him more satisfaction than it should have.

	In a blink, he was on Xie Jie. The general rapidly parried Lucian’s first attack. But that was the extent of his defense. Lucian struck with a mighty kick which sent him off of his horse. Seething, Lucian drove his blade into the man’s chest. Lucian saw this as a mercy, a mercy to the rest of the men in the brigade. Without a leader, the rest would fall easier, limiting how many of them he would have to kill. But he wasn’t afraid to kill any of the men here. His determination far outweighed their lives. Lucian never caught himself in the idea of good and evil, right or wrong. He lived for his family, for his pack. In his younger days, to torture the innocent tended to set him off, but over his time, he learned it was simply his subconscious projecting the loss of his mom and his hatred for the creatures that murdered her. 

	Turning to the rest of the brigade, he tore off, continuing his assault. He made short work of the rest of the men. Starting with the archers, he sliced through the entire brigade until all lay still on the ground. 

	Releasing his blade, he walked to the Jade Emperor and bowed, but immediately crumpled to the ground. His body was completely spent. He’d used every ounce of prestige he had. He had felt his well of prestige was limitless—today, Lucian found that limit. Five minutes of all-out rampage was all he could muster in this realm. Five minutes of godhood. Lucian suspected that would triple once he finally made it home. 

	“Take him, allow him to heal, and I will see him tomorrow,” the king ordered, vanishing.

	Zhang did as she was told, carrying Lucian back to the springs. She undressed them both as she carried his large frame to the springs. The springs nurtured his body back to health until he awoke. 

	The woman’s body was nestled next to his as she caressed his chin. There was nothing sexual about the woman’s actions. She just seemed concerned about the only friend she could remember since her son was lost to her.

	“How long can I have been out?”

	“Only a day. Your body was not meant to be pushed that far. If you would’ve only killed them, you would not have needed to reach your limit so quickly.”

	“With a handful of the more skilled warriors, I had no choice, even though I have spent all this time in this realm not meant for mortals,” Lucian said. He shifted away from her, creating more space between him and the goddess.

	“Maybe not. But like Wukong, you are far closer to our highest emperor than just a mere mortal. In fact, this is the moment that I have feared. This is the moment your predecessor and our highest emperor clashed and where I foresee you doing the same. History is a cycle destined to repeat itself. The moment you stood foot in this realm, I anticipated the cycle repeating.”

	“I have no intent on challenging the Jade Emperor,” Lucian reassured. “I will live up to my end of the bargain, attempt to beat the strongest warrior. But now it might just be a proven measure for myself, more than my bargain with the emperor,” he confessed.

	“One of,” Zhang corrected.

	“Excuse me?” he replied, confused about her correction.

	“Sun Wukong is one of the strongest warriors. There are a handful of deities and beings across all realities that would match him, possibly defeat him.”

	“Great, of course there is. Can you name any of the top?”

	“The Christian Angel Warrior Michael might be the overall strongest; he’s very skilled with his blade, maybe unbeatable even for Wukong. As you know, the realm in which the battle takes place also plays a big part. I don’t think anywhere you could beat Thor or Odin in the Norse realm. Even your chances of betting Sage in such a such an energy-rich realm would be a tall task. In the mortal realm, however, let’s just say you all would be a good match for each other,” Zhang said.

	“Well, let’s see how I stack up against your son. Go from there.”

	“Again, I am more worried about your next encounter with the highest emperor. Try not to anger him,” Zhang urged, caressing his cheeks with her hand and planting a kiss on his forehead.

	Feeling refreshed from the bath, Lucian decided to take one final walk around the Jade Palace. The architect’s design was quite simple. Stone gave the massive structure a beautiful glow unlike any building on earth. 

	Lucian reminisced about his struggles over the years, from simple breathing to daily beatings. The Jade Palace now felt like home, a home he had lived in far longer than any on earth. But his family wasn’t there. He had become close to Zhang, but she wasn’t his pack. He attempted to keep his distance, not allow any emotional connection. He feared that she would want more. Lucian knew Iris was his mate for life; there was nothing he would do to interrupt that connection that he had with her. Even with his long absence, his desire for her only increased. His heart fluttered every time he thought of her. 

	With such thoughts, Lucian retired to his room, waiting for the morning.

	As usual, Zhang knocked on his door and let herself in.

	“It’s time, Lucian. The Highest Emperor is waiting for you.” 

	“Let get this over with.” 

	Zhang escorted him to the great hall of the Emperor’s Palace. He sat on his throne just like the first day they’d met. Lucian had barely held onto life then, his chest beating uncontrollably. Today was a different matter. He stood calmly, unthreatened and confident in his own skill. Lucian figured the Jade Emperor was a formidable opponent, but there was a reason he allowed others to do his bidding. Lucian suspected he hid behind pretenses of foes’ being too unworthy for him to lift a finger against them. 

	Lucian bowed and waited for the emperor to release him from his post.

	“Relax, my son,” the emperor said.

	Lucian stood at attention, his eyes fixed upon him.

	“You were quite impressive yesterday. From my standpoint, I thought they were going to injure you without fail. Yet you proved victorious, in fact—even more so than your predecessor. That leads us to the conclusion of our arrangement. Bring me the head of Sun Wukong, and his staff will be yours,” the emperor commanded.

	“Your highest emperor, I apologize if there was any confusion. I am not an assassin,” Lucian replied with the same absolute tone.

	“How dare you,” the emperor hissed, his hands gripping the side of his throne as he leaned forward. 

	Lucian, however, didn’t flinch. Zhang had warned Lucian about the emperor’s fury, that his favor could change at the drop of a hat. However much he hated Wukong, he respected his strength and his unwillingness to fold to the emperor’s power. Lucian’s goal was to gain the same respect without losing his support altogether. His eyes drilled into the Jade Emperor. 

	“No disrespect,” he stated, “just clarifying. My goal is to beat Sun Wukong. If he is defeated, he will know it comes from your will alone. If he somehow beats me, however, it will be my loss. Your name will not be tarnished from it.” 

	“That is not good enough,” he snapped. “I want his head or I will take yours, and your legacy as well.”

	Lucian’s eyes narrowed. The veins in his body begin to peek through. His heart beat faster. He contemplated ending the Highest Emperor where he stood. There was a small chance Lucian had misjudged him. With a life so long, he could have more battle experience than anyone. Lucian reached within himself to grab his sword presence.

	“Father,” Zhang said for the first time in Lucian’s hearing. Her words seemed to catch the emperor off guard. He turned and looked at her, his mouth open. “Killing Wukong will do nothing,” she continued. “Lucian’s proposal is grand for you. If Lucian defeats him, allow him to live with the shame that someone underneath you was the greater warrior. I beseech you to trust him.”

	The emperor's eyes roamed her face, then went back to Lucian. His mouth turned upside down in a sour frown. He placed a finger over his lips as if pondering. “I am a just ruler. Zhang’s words fall within the terms of our initial agreement. But that means you must not hold back. If I find you lose simply because of insolence, my threat on your life will indeed be a guarantee.”

	Lucian let the threat roll off his back. He never held back. At least not to the point of risking a loss. He anticipated the challenge of seeing how he stacked against the world’s greatest warrior. Correction, one of the world’s greatest warriors, he remembered.

	“Lucian, I am tired of your presence,” the emperor suddenly announced. “Leave my realm at once.” He raised his hand and a green glow flowed out, pushing Lucian into a vortex. 

	The world spun and his stomach leaped into his chest. Lucian swallowed hard, attempting to keep down the contents of his belly. Before long, his body struck the hard surface of the ground face first. 

	He stood with a groan, swiping the dirt off his face and body. “Asshole,” he mumbled to himself. 

	It only took a few seconds for him to figure out where he was. By the realistic color scheme that the world gave him, Lucian was back on earth in his own realm. The combination of dirt and grass wasn’t magically buffered. Gravity felt denser; Lucian's body felt a little heavier than usual. He felt his lungs breathing sparingly as the oxygen reached his chest. Through and through, he felt just as strong, if not stronger, than back on earth. Jogging a few paces, he noticed he did not have the speed he could reach in the Jade Realm, but was far quicker than before he left Earth. 

	His eyes fell upon a tendril of smoke swirling upward to the sky. His eyes squinted to make sense of the figures he saw roaming about a small campfire. From Lucian’s estimation, there were three men no more than a kilometer away. Did he send me directly to him? No way he was that helpful.

	Lucian cautiously moved toward the campfire. He acted loudly enough for the group to hear him, but kept his guard up in case they suddenly attacked.

	“Stop where you stand,” one of the figures ordered. “My quarrel is done with him. My eyes are open to the morning light,” he called prophetically.

	“You must be Sun Wukong,” Lucian answered.

	“And you must be the Jade Emperor’s newest assassin. One hundred years. Such a long time for him to send a new one. I’d almost hoped he had let bygones be bygones,” the Monkey King shrugged.

	“He sent me. However, I’m not an assassin. I am here to challenge you on my own merits. I am here seeking Ruyi Jingu Bang.”

	“That, my friend, must be earned. Ruyi Jingu Bang chooses its own. Regardless, I accept your challenge.” The demigod turned and faced Lucian. 

	True to legend, his face was a cross between apelike and human features. Light brown hair framed the lower half of his face, stretching to the top of Wukong’s head. His legs were concealed behind metallic armor. Half of his chest was bare, a red robe draped on only part of his body. 

	Lucian found himself looking down at Wukong. The Monkey King was slightly over four feet tall. Yet he moved with a grace that seemed to defy gravity. Lucian could tell at a glance how formidable the Monkey King was. 

	Wukong swung his staff and clapped it into his palm. He raised it, pointing at Lucian. “Shall we begin?” 

	 


Chapter 38: 
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Birth of Bùxiǔ Bang

	Lucian eyes searched for the slightest movement. Sun Wukong revealed no hint of his fighting capabilities. He felt a small tingle in his hands. Something about the warrior’s aura gave him pause. This task seemed far greater than Wukong’s stature. His body and muscle composition seemed slightly more toned than average, but no more than one who travels the world by foot. Regardless of what his eyes told him, felt like he was fighting a giant. Or at least about to. 

	Lucian’s eyes glanced over to Wukong’s companions. One lay on the ground, undoubtably asleep while the other just looked at Lucian, unwilling to utter a word.

	The Monkey King’s staff was the first to move. Wukong stepped forward with a breath, not actually more like the inhaling it would take to breathe. Ruyi Jingu Bang swung in a circle and collided with the side of Lucian’s arm. Lucian raised his hand to block it, hardening his arm to help brace the impact. Even with the block, the force sent him flying, his back hurtling to the ground. Lucian stopped his momentum by pushing off the ground, allowing his body to float in midair. He then stretched backward and rolled, contorting in the air as he searched for his opponent. 

	The Monkey King had vanished. His battle presence, however, was still evident. Lucian felt the attack coming from behind. Wukong swung Ruyi Jingu Bang from a twelve o’clock to six o’clock angle. Lucian sidestepped again, barely evading the staff as it collided with the ground. Dirt flew from a crater as if a small meteor had collided with the ground. That would paralyze me at best, kill me at worst. He’s not playing around.

	Lucian had evaded the movement, but it was at a compromising angle to avoid the strike. The impact was far greater than he’d expected; the wind created a vortex, forcing him the ground. 

	He recovered, attempting to land a kick on the Monkey King’s left temple. Sun Wukong easily blocked and launched a kick of his own to Lucian’s chest. Lucian absorbed the blow, using Wukong’s strike to regain his momentum, doubling up on his attacks with his other leg. The kick knocked the Monkey King off balance. Lucian threw himself forward to the ground, spinning off his hands, attempting to separate Wukong from his weapon. 

	Wukong laughed. It felt more like a chuckle, something you would hear on a childhood playground. But Lucian’s plan worked somewhat; the pole flew out of Wukong’s hand. The Monkey King rapidly evaded the rest of Lucian’s attacks and jumped in the air, almost like flying. The pole landed gently in his hands. Once he caught it, he flipped the pole into the ground and balanced himself on top of it.

	“Like you said, the staff chooses you,” Lucian said, more to himself. “Will your companions join in?” He said, his eyes darting back to the two men. They had barely moved since the engagement started.

	“They won’t. Besides, I think we both can tell I am more than enough. I will give you this, though. You're quite skilled, more skilled than any human I’ve ever met. Are you sure you’re not a god?” the Monkey King laughed, flipping his body again on his pole.

	“Not really,” Lucian hesitated, uncertain how to address himself. On the one hand, he was the reincarnation of what one might call a deity. In his heart, Lucian felt he was the embodiment of knowledge, and that was foremost in his life’s goals. On the other hand, because of his circumstances and being forced upon this world, everyone seemed to obey strength. The world forced Lucian to use his knowledge to improve his own strength. He didn’t know how to express that to the Monkey King. 

	Their eyes connected before Lucian could speak again. At once, he saw he understood. “Let’s just say, Wukong, I think we are far closer than either of us probably wanted to admit.”

	Lucian leaped backwards, creating distance to channel his eminence. He allowed his runes to fill; gravity lessened as he sparked his eyes’ golden irises. Lucian refused to blink this time, unwilling to take his sights off the formidable warrior. “Like I said, I don’t wish to kill you and I am not an assassin. But I need to take the staff home. And I think defeating you is the only way that’s going to happen.” 

	“I agree. I don’t wish to kill you either; as far as Ruyi Jingu Bang goes, it’s his choice. Besting me might gain his respect.” Wukong paused, pondering his next words, “Let’s say this: the first one to land three solid close blows wins. And I won’t use Ruyi Jingu Bang, as long as you keep that hand at bay,” the Monkey King said, pointing at Lucian’s gloved hand.

	Lucian chuckled, nodding in agreement.

	This time, he was the first to attack. He sped toward the Monkey King with blinding speed. He  dodge with only the most minimal effort. Wukong stepped back, but Lucian pressed him all the same. Their hand-to-hand combat speed was dazzling, their moves and parries nearly mirroring one another. Their strikes matched in power, but Lucian’s superior size gave him an advantage in grappling. 

	Lucian moved, creating more distance and setting a trap for the demigod. As Wukong sent his fist flying, Lucian changed his level, dropping to the warrior’s legs. He circled, pulling Wukong off balance. He maneuvered himself for the best angle, changing the fight. They were now embroiled in a grappling match. Size mattered little when it came to this fight; they both far surpassed any human limitations gravity could apply. But leverage was leverage. 

	Lucian moved past the monkey’s legs, climbing onto his stomach and mounting him onto the ground. The Monkey King wrapped his cloak around Lucian’s arms, jabbing blinding punches to his midsection. Lucian flew backwards. As he sprawled back, Lucian connected a kick to Wukong’s temple. The damage was minimal; he spun with the momentum, slinging his leg into a roundhouse kick. 

	“That’s two,” the Monkey King laughed.

	“Yeah, I gathered that.” Lucian felt some blood fill his mouth from the punches. His body had hardened from his training in the Jade Realm. He couldn’t help but wondered if activating his runes would result in as much damage. He cursed himself under his breath for not being ready for such a simple attack.

	Gathering himself, Lucian attempted to move forward, but suddenly he collapsed. His body had reached its limits. “I concede,” he gasped, waiting for Wukong’s next attack. He inhaled a ragged breath, creating a swallow to heal his wounds.

	“You are doing it to yourself,” the Monkey King affirmed, as if replaying the battle in his head.  “Adaptation, technique, superior ability to move. You might think that’s how I beat you. Yet, thinking is your strength and your weakness. Your mind clogs your movements, no matter how fast you can comprehend the battle. Allow your mind freedom, let your prey come to you, let your instincts come out; when it is time, you pounce.  If not, one day you will give your body an order and it will disobey you.” 

	“How is that supposed to help?” Lucian responded with more irritation that he meant. His greatest strength was his mind—it pushed him and allowed his body to go beyond human limits. His body would have been weak without his mind, so weak the sheer thought frustrated Lucian. To be bound to the same limitations as any athlete, even the best athletes in the human world, had no comparison. 

	“Again,” the Monkey King said, snapping him out of his reverie. 

	“Sounds good.” Lucian stood at the ready to engage once again. 

	The battle was a few minutes longer, but the outcome was the same. In fact, they sparred until the sun fell and moonlight filled the sky. They continued until the sun rose again, Lucian never claiming victory once.

	“You’re like nothing I’ve ever seen. To say there are other warriors that could beat you.” 

	“Maybe you, one day” the Monkey King said, “Apologies, there might be a few I haven’t met…I hear there are many great warriors. But you by far are the greatest I have ever faced.” 

	As Lucian begin to stand from his last engagement with the Monkey King, he reached his hands out for balance. Ruyi Jingu Bang formed next to his side as if lifting a helping hand. “Thank you,” he said to the staff as he struggled to his feet. 

	“You see, Ruyi Jingu Bang favors you a little,” Sun Wukong said. 

	Lucian didn’t give up easily. He spent hours and hours sparring with the best warrior he had ever battled. As they trained, Lucian began to understand the fluidity of the Monkey King’s movements. He didn’t move through calculation; it was as if his art of combat was an extension of himself. The difference in their ability was more like the difference between musicians whose soul and emotion is one with their music versus someone who can technically play the same song but lacks an emotional connection. Lucian could move faster than Wukong. He was stronger and even his technique was superior. Yet with every attack, Lucian’s face found the dirt. 

	“I think that’s enough for this afternoon. Let’s eat,” Wukong suggested, walking back to his camp.

	The other man finally rose from his slumber and sat next to the campfire. He wore a brown cloak covering most of his face. His nose was long like a snout, his body like a husky from top to bottom. Recognition dawned on Lucian, remembering the stories of the sixteenth-century novel, Journey to the West. 

	“Piggy,” Lucian called, pointing to the feature that earned the demon his nickname. 

	With a look of disgust, he stared at Lucian, a small growl coming from him. He reached out and grabbed a spoon, filling a bowl from the pot in front of him.

	“I’m sorry, the story sometimes gets to me. Zhu Bajie, is that correct?” Lucian asked.

	Zhu Bajie just snorted, ignoring Lucian.

	“Don’t mind him, he’s cranky from a nap. Especially when he hasn’t eaten. And this is Sha Wujing. He doesn’t say much, but he’s a good listener,” the Monkey King chuckled.

	“Nice meeting you all.” Lucian sat next to the fire and ate with the three men in silence. But a burning question wanted to blurt out of Lucian. He didn’t want to be rude, but his desire to know overwhelmed his manners. “Where’s Tang Sanzang?” He stared at the three creatures, studying them for an answer. 

	Wukong took a deep breath, but Sha Wujing was the one to speak up.  

	“He hasn’t been born yet this time. We are waiting to once again follow.” The sand demon returned to his meal. 

	The three demons left it at that. Lucian took their silence as his cue to leave the subject. The monk was the only human among the group. Lucian guessed he probably reincarnated every lifetime. He had a hunch that they scoured the earth to find their leader and mentor. 

	Lucian lifted the spoon his lips as he partook of their food. The stew was some form of a rabbit with local herbs. It wasn’t terrible, but to his refined palate it wasn’t pleasing either. He didn’t say a word about it. 

	After they ate, Wukong’s team slept until morning. Lucian tried to meditate, reaching into his inner spirit, hoping to apply some of the skill Wukong had shared. But it was to no avail. His intellect was bound by his body, regardless of how limitless his mind seemed. 

	When Wukong awoke, he seemed to have a spring in his step. “Will you be on your way today?” 

	“Yeah it’s been a week since I left. This is my last day. I must return by morning sunrise to fulfill the hunt,” Lucian replied grimly.

	“I must admit, Lucian, you are quite impressive. Even Ruyi Jingu Bang believes so. It’s been a long time since anyone has ever laid hand on me, let alone struck me multiple times. I feel like you and Ruyi seem to feel the same way. So as a parting gift, I have something for you.” 

	The Monkey King walked closer. As Wukong reached out his hand, the magical staff flew to it from a nearby tree. “In honor of your skill, I have never met a human more deserving of wielding such a fine weapon.” 

	As the Monkey King spoke, he slammed the staff to his knee, which collided through the center. A loud snap broke the earth’s sound barrier, causing Lucian to cover his ears. The weapon was broken in half. He gave Lucian one half of the weapon while he held the other.  The Monkey King grew Ruyi Jingu Bang back to his previous glory. 

	“I give you Bùxiǔ Bang, a staff of your own. Release your own essence and bind the weapon to yourself,” he instructed.

	When Lucian took the weapon, his heart fluttered. He felt like the kid from so long ago when he first saw magic. He channeled his own prestige, his life essence, the magic that he created for his own blueprint and coursed it through the staff. The mind of the staff seemed to awaken—the weapon itself a familiar that would live to protect Lucian’s soul. 

	On its own, the staff grew to its full length, matching Lucian’s height. Just like its predecessor, the staff was mostly a burgundy red color, the tips a golden brown. 

	Lucian swirled the staff around his body. It felt like part of his own arm. He turned to the Monkey King and bowed. “Thank you.” 

	“It wouldn’t have worked if you didn’t earn it. Go home. Allow your heart to be successful.”

	Lucian nodded and immediately bent down, using his finger to scribe on the ground. He didn’t want to waste any more time; he still had a war to fight. But more than that, his desire and urges had been immured for a century now. It might not have been a century for Iris, but for Lucian he desired nothing more. 

	Once he finished the portal, he gave one final bow to his new comrades. “Be safe. He will send others,” Lucian warned.

	“He will. But I doubt any will earn my respect as you have,” Wukong answered.

	The other two followers simply nodded their heads and bowed. Lucian returned the gesture and walked through the portal. 

	As before, he found himself in his campground, expecting to see his friends. It was empty. Lucian reached out his bond to find Iris. He could feel her soul fighting against it, a protective barrier from his mind. Lucian could now tell that his absence had left her in agony. The coils of her mind pushed to the brink as their shared connection forced her to learn in moments everything he had experienced in centuries. 

	“Stay here, it will be far more impressive if you do,” Lucian said to the staff. He felt the mental connection of satisfaction from the weapon. As he did Bùxiǔ Bang enjoy the spotlight, it’s grand opening of creating its own legend. Lucian ran to the village where he could feel Iris’s presence.

	Iris had already felt his presence coming back soon; she knew Lucian would succeed and had gathered the wolves to the clearing in anticipation. There she would announce the beginning of the hunt. Lucian immediately found the swarm of wolves, who parted from him as he approached. 

	Never breaking stride, he made a beeline for Iris. With a subtle glance at his queen, Lucian could see her turmoil. In the back of Lucian’s mind, he felt their connection was missing something. 

	Regardless of her struggles, he couldn’t help but admire her. Iris still stood tall, her beauty radiating for all to see. As their eyes met, she gave Lucian the simple gift of a smile. His heart dropped. He desired to wrap her in his arms that very moment. To Lucian love was a fickle thing. There had always been a barrier that prevented him from reaching that full potential of his humanity. When he felt loss, his emotion sent a ripple of anger fueling madness. He understood sorrow. It wrapped around him like a blanket for most of his life. Iris gave him a different emotion altogether, a different desire; one that made him feel more human than anything ever had. 

	She stood waiting, his pack on the opposite side of the clearing from him. She raised her hands to silence the crowd of wolves. “As I have foretold, Lucian has returned. But it seems he might be empty-handed,” Iris suggested, intentionally riling up the crowd. 

	I think I’m rubbing off on you, Lucian whispered in her mind, pushing through her barriers. 

	Iris winced but followed through with another smile. Maybe I thought I’d play into your antics this time. Besides, Anna said you would do something like this. Even without having our connection, she seems to know you very well. She broke the connection and addressed the crowd again.

	“What do you say to this, Lucian? Have you failed? Are you not the warrior that I have praised?” She gazed down at him, feigning dissatisfaction.

	“It depends on what failure looks like. My absence had been far longer than what you here have perceived; the past few days have shown me the impossible. I say to all the wolves here that I have been to the Jade Realm, that I have met and fought the greatest warrior I have ever met. If beating the Monkey King was my test, I would have failed; he was a greater warrior even than I. In this defeat he saw fit to bless me with a boon—a part of the staff itself.” 

	Lucian raised his hand in expectation. The wolves’ eyes roamed the clearing, looking for something spectacular to happen. Moments passed and a whistling sound filled the air, trees crackling. A magnificent staff burst through the foliage. If any object dared impede it, was shattered to pieces. 

	In his hands stood a glowing red staff, its glory shining for all to see: the Monkey King’s staff. “I give you Bùxiǔ Bang, the successor of Ruyi Jingu Bang, bestowed on me by the Monkey King himself. It has bonded with my very soul,” he proclaimed. “So, I ask you, my queen? Did I succeed?”

	“You are such an idiot,” Iris laughed. The wolves joined in her happiness. They all cheered, chanting Lucian’s name. 

	Basking in their acceptance, he turned and ran to Iris, in a flash picking her up and kissing her hard, the passions of his absence filling them to the brim. The wolves howled, the bond of the two creating a future for the werewolves. In that moment, the wolves surrendered their will, the essence of their strength wrapping around Iris and her mate. The power of the ring absorbed the magic of the wolves; now their bond flowed in completion. 

	Iris’s pain up to this moment made their embrace even more passionate. Lucian scooped her up and ran away from the crowd at full speed. No one dared to follow as they found a deserted place to consummate the union they shared.

	 


Chapter 39: 
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The Generous King

	Sage followed his royal guard through the portal back to where he first met Syed. He was not thrilled about the wolf’s failure, but if he was being honest, he hadn’t expected much from him. Sage regarded Lucian as truly worthy prey. He needed to push Lucian, incite some internal excitement—the thrill of the hunt. 

	As his foot made contact with the sand, he inhaled deeply in anticipation. He walked directly to the camp. This time the wolves let him pass freely. Some stared in fear, some reverence.

	“I hear you have failed me,” Sage said, his tone and voice as still as a lifeless breeze. 

	Syed’s face turned a ghostly hue. “It was an impossible task; you gave me an impossible task. Lucian is no normal mage. He took on five of our strongest werewolves.”

	“All I am hearing is failure. If I wanted to know why you failed, I would have asked. My question is why you have asked me to come here. And why should I allow you to live a moment longer.” 

	Syed tensed, seemingly fighting the shivers running through his body. It was his ears that gave it away; the subtle movements gave Sage the knowledge that the wolf was ready to submit. It pleased him. 

	“I offer myself and my pack to you. But my hold on them is not strong. With my arm gone and in my weakened state, there are a few of my betas who might be a challenge for me. Some are willing to lay their loyalties with the Annex, fearing retribution.”

	“What certain is that to me?”

	“I am only saying, my pack is large, matching more than one quarter of the wolves in the world. I will start my own lineage if you would only help me secure my reign.”

	Sage suddenly vanished from every wolf and mage within earshot. Even with their heightened senses, none of the wolves could track him until he reappeared. The alpha wolf was suspended midair, Sage’s hands clasped around his neck. The wolf looked for relief as his hands grasped Sage’s. After a few seconds, he dropped his arms to his side. Not even he was willing to struggle, knowing his life was forfeit. As his airways constricted, his eyes widened, panic starting to set in. 

	“Smart choice,” Sage whispered, releasing the werewolf. “Your reasoning is solid. Can you control your wolves if you had a hand?”

	“Yes, without a doubt,” Syed nodded vigorously.

	“Very well. Winston, allow him your blessing.” Conquest spoke through the king. His power was absolute, Death incarnate floating by his side. 

	Sweat dripped down the werewolf’s neck. As Winston neared, his hand lifted as he placed two fingers upon Syed’s forehead. 

	Syed slowly shied away, his eyes leaving the vampire’s palm for a second glance at Sage. Death touched the alpha werewolf, whose body begin shaking uncontrollably. As life left him, his body changed, culminating into a new being, one with properties of both werewolf and vampire. A decayed mass fell from his arm as cauterized skin began to form new tendons and muscles. The wolf’s soul descended back into his body, now tainted by the darkness of the horseman. 

	Syed bowed his forehead, touching Sage’s feet. “Thank you. I give you my promise—I will not fail again.”

	“If everything you say is correct, there is no doubt. They will be coming for you soon. Once this hunt is over, I will need to unify everyone under my banner. You will be my link to the wolves. Gather your pack; you will now be known as the Azadolan pack. I will provide land and a title. Pass the word to your people.” 

	“What else do you ask of me?”

	“Your loyalty. And to know that I will reward when appropriate. Imagine my gratitude with success,” Sage suggested, pulling the strings of the wolf’s greed.

	 


Chapter 40: 
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First Attack

	Iris’s night was long and very pleasurable. She gazed at Lucian’s dark black eyes staring back at her. Her arms wrapped around her, and she could feel his heart beating, steady and even. Her mind seemed to settle as her pain of the last twenty-four hours slowly subsided. 

	They lay on the forest grounds, holding each other, their connection filling that empty feeling that had eaten away at her brain. She had gained all the knowledge Lucian had received in his time away, but could feel it being processed gradually, like a human computer downloading software. 

	“So you’ve been gone for the entire century,” she said to him. 

	His face had fully matured. Magic limited how mages aged, their body development settling at their peak. Lucian had reached that point. The last time she had seen him, he seemed no more than twenty-one. Now his body and features seemed no more than thirty. Not only did his eyes seem more aged, but his jawline and cheeks were firmer. His chin wore a five o’clock shadow, but one he seemed to trim daily. 

	Lucian drank in her gaze and slowly drew his body closer. “It was a very long century,” he said. He kissed her passionately. 

	Once again, the two of them were entwined, their bond continuing to flex and grow. A while later, they collapsed, panting.

	Iris turned to Lucian. “I’m going to need a minute,” she giggled.

	“You tell me when,” Lucian said, hunger still in his eyes. His mind wandered to their connection. He could now feel the other wolves as well. “What’s the plan?”

	“I’m sorry, but that’s not your job,” she teased. 

	“I know, you are in charge.”

	“Don’t you forget it.” Iris traced the lines of Lucian’s face with her hands. “This bond…this bond is intense. I can feel your emotions, your desire for pleasure down to its very essence. I can also feel your maturity. Your growth. It gives me hope that we can win this war,” she said softly.

	“We can. We have allies; we have an army. My only fear is that our enemies might be more powerful than I initially thought. I have been led to believe that Sage’s swordplay might be more potent than Wukong’s. Of course, the Monkey King disagrees, but so did I until I met him and even had a one-on-one battle where our speed and strength were equivalent. I thought I would be invincible, to be honest,” he confessed.

	She studied him thoughtfully. “Let me ask you this, Lucian. If we were to battle right now all out, who would win?” 

	There was no doubt he was a stronger warrior now. But she was Annex, and she had no idea how substantial the difference was. Lucian’s hesitation spoke volumes.

	“I would win in less than ten seconds,” he replied honestly. 

	Iris gasped. She felt no lie in his words. “Do you think you could beat Wukong if it were to the death?” she asked, glimpses of their battle flashing in her mind’s eye from his memories. 

	Lucian spoke with the upmost assurance. “Out of ten, maybe three. He was holding back as well. But his technique was so fluent. I have leveled up slightly with Bùxiǔ Bang by my side.” Lucian raised his hand and the staff flew to him. 

	“I understand. Sage is possibly unbeatable by himself. Fortunately for you, you’re not alone, Lucian. He can’t defeat an army.”

	“But he can,” Lucian interrupted. “I did yesterday—three of them, in fact. Far more men than we have. But I can’t waste energy on his men. If I can at least weaken him, it might be enough for you to strike the final blow.”

	Iris got the feeling that Lucian was keeping something from her. She dug deeper into his psyche to see what it was, but he pushed her from his thoughts.

	“We have bonded, and we will keep things from each other?” Iris demanded.

	“There a few things that I think only I should know; there is no telling what other tricks he might have up his sleeves.”

	“Fine, this time.”

	“I still think there’s a chance we can win. We have to. If he’s left to his own devices, after this is all said and done there’s no telling how far he will push. Across all realms, humans will become livestock. He will force all worlds to collide in one habitat.”  

	“What makes him so powerful?” 

	“If I had to guess, since he is not a mage, his prestige is an oddity. Somehow all the energy has been building to improve his physical strength…well, he’s been gathering energy from a high-energy realm. Not to mention, he’s a brilliant swordsman.”

	“Then what’s our hope?”

	“That because I went on the hunt, I am far stronger today than before I left.” 

	“How do you know all this, Lucian?”

	“It’s all written in the Arthurian lore—it’s just the truth is hiding from us. Cause one thing is for sure, the storybooks had it wrong. Morgana wasn’t the evil one. She was a bit misunderstood, but the king himself was broken by a broken family, an ancestor who had hatred in his heart that fed upon his child. If left unchecked, that hatred will be thrust upon the whole world. We need to gather the others. Tomorrow, we go to war. But first…” 

	He leaned over, their connection filling with passion as he grabbed her tightly. “I have been waiting for a century to say, ‘I love you.’” He rocked his head forward, nuzzling his nose with hers, their lips connecting as their desire grew, forgetting all about the trouble awaiting them. 

	Some time passed before Iris sent a mental signal to her wolves, gathering them back to the clearing.

	Even with all the trepidation that surrounded them, Iris for once in her life still felt a sense of  fulfillment with her mate next to her. The feeling was like a seed planted in the core of her being, a culmination of what made her a wolf, a woman and a queen. She felt joy in her spirit like never before. 

	As they ran back to the clearing to meet the wolves, Iris felt the increase in energy from their bond. As the Annex, she could draw upon any of her wolves, gleaning a measure of their strength. Distance played a factor in how much she could draw in and how much she could handle. Since their bond was complete, the most difficult element for Iris was the vast amount of information pounding through her mind. Ever mindful of her needs, Lucian created a barrier allowing her to receive reports gradually now that they were together.

	“Remember Lucian, this is not all on you; you must trust your pack,” she said moments before they reached the clearing. 

	Lucian nodded in affirmation, sending beams of gratitude toward his queen.

	In the short time Lucian was away, Iris had decreed a gathering of all her wolves. Nearly every wolf under her banner had found his or her way to the island. Iris even calling forth Anne and Curtis to help portal many of the pack members left behind to the island. Waiting for them in the clearing were nearly fifteen hundred werewolves and over one hundred alphas. Notably, the Iraqi pack seemed to have split, with only twenty percent of the pack members showing up. It undoubtedly had something to do with Syed’s flight, rallying his followers. 

	Thank the moon for the practice, Iris thought, seeing so many werewolves. 

	The constant practice of battling Lucian’s mind and her pack gave her ample ability to navigate through the swarm of wolfish instincts. She sent a mental command, forcing the wolves to be quiet. Iris sent another command to a group of wolves closest to her. Fifteen wolves in total stood before her. 

	Her voice boomed as she once again released her dominance. “We are at war. Today we put things back the way they should be. I have given these fifteen wolves the right of authority. They will be general commanders, only following the orders of me and my mate. They will all have generals underneath them, who will have their own officers and so forth. We will work in harmony as one pack, our individual skills guided into one sharp point. Rest and wait for instructions as we organize our strike.” 

	Iris whirled on her heel and she and Lucian walked back to the rest of their friends.

	“I know, freak, Iris told me we will be the first attack the rear gate. Still, help me understand why you sent Iris and Curtis with me.”

	“Curtis is to help you stabilize the portal.”

	“And I need to reassure the giants, so they don’t think this is a suicide mission to protect my wolves,” Iris interjected. “Ben assured me that Blaze will make a portal for the wolves.”

	“It doesn’t matter what front we attack on; this is suicide regardless,” Curtis protested.

	“No, this is just a diversion. The goal is to weaken their forces and detain them long enough for Lucian to rush to Sage; it’s all going to come down to those two,” Iris said. “The winner of that battle wins the war.”

	“The people of Azadolan are just brainwashed. The least amount of bloodshed that we can accomplish, the better. The key is to neutralize all of Sage’s inner circle.”

	“Yes, the Heptarchy Council has told me that the Wild Hunt has been invoked,” Ben said. “The devil himself wants your soul, mate. It’s just bloody bad luck if you ask me.” 

	“So during this time we’ve been away, he’s started the apocalypse. Three horsemen are by his side: Death, Famine, and War.”

	“Sage has taken the Mantle of Conquest,” Lucian finished. He couldn’t determine what caught his attention, but he immediately looked up at Anna, whose eyes bored daggers into Ben. On the other hand, Ben was smart enough not to make eye contact, looking everywhere but at Anna.

	“Freak, I still can’t believe they asked you to join before me,” Anna shook her head in disbelief. 

	“This is only because McClear died. If you are a better water mage than me, I’m sure you would be on the Council. So unless you plan on going and killing Blaze, don’t take it out on the messenger,” Ben teased.

	“Freak, then whatever, I just wanted to hear you say you knew this was all semantics.”

	“Can we continue?” Lucian interrupted. “Guys, that will leave you with handling the three horsemen. We don’t know much about them, so tread carefully." 

	They nodded and all broke away to research their quarry. 

	“I have one more thing I need to do,” Lucian said to Iris as he vanished through a portal near the clearing. Iris started to probe his mind for details but soon dropped the matter. She didn’t have the time. Their plan required her immediate attention for organizing her wolves. 

	“You ready?” Anna asked, drawing Iris out of her inner thoughts.

	“As ready as I’m going to be. Benjamin is settled here, just waiting on Blaze to arrive. That just leaves us.”

	“What about Lucian?” 

	“His job is stopping Sage, but the initial plan was for him to hitch a ride with our wolves.” 

	Iris turned and looked at her subjects. She enjoyed the company of Anna and Curtis. But for the first time, she didn’t have the luxury of Bianka and Kobe by her side. They were leading their own wolves as generals in this war. Over her other shoulder, she felt the comforting presence of Brian, standing tall next to her. Part of her was saddened that the wolf was so broken he couldn’t handle serving as an alpha, although he had the strength. A small part of her was relieved.

	 “Let’s go,” Iris commanded, stepping through the portal.

	On passing through, they immediately felt the decreased gravity in the atmosphere.

	“Iris!” Regal bellowed. He stood tall in front of a group of over one hundred giants, all fidgeting with an unnatural excitement for war. They seemed like enormous human children excited about going to their favorite restaurant. 

	I guess they might just dine at Azadolan if things get too out of hand, Iris thought. It was a calculated risk she had to take. Despite the risk to the villagers, Iris and her team needed the giants’ size to help penetrate the fortress. She just hoped Regal had a better handle on them, as he was even more new to the idea of being a king. The giants never had much structure to their raids, so this was all new to them, but if he was successful and they were happy, the giants might be another ally centuries down the road. 

	“Hello, Regal, you look well. Have you grown since I last saw you?” 

	The giant blushed crimson, smiling, his sharp canines fully visible.

	“Give me a minute to calm myself. Never held a portal for this long,” Anna called.

	“You can do it.”

	"I will do my best.”

	Anna took a few moments to gather herself. She raised her hand, channeling her eminence, her prestige slowly draining as the portal swirled in front of her. 

	Iris watched enraptured, pulling from Lucian's eyes to see the master fire mage at work. 

	After nearly a full minute had passed, Anna gave her the nod. The portal was now large enough for even the giants to pass through. Sweat dripped down her arms. Anna’s fortitude was impressive, but the sheer effort must have been exhausting.

	“Go,” Iris yelled at Regal, who stared at Anna in amazement. The portal was such a massive achievement, even Regal seemed taken aback. His eyes were wide open until her voice snapped him out of his musings. 

	“Hurry, through the massive whole in the air. Last one through gets no food!” Regal yelled. 

	The giants ran through the portal with reckless abandon. They pushed and clawed their way, leaving a few clumsier giants to get trampled during the rush. Iris glanced worriedly at Anna, her head circling as she became lost to reality. 

	“You’re good, sweetie, you did it,” Iris tried to comfort the girl.

	Anna looked exhausted, but the fight came back in her eyes. “After you, my queen,” she said.

	“We jump through together.” Iris took her hand and stepped into the portal.

	Azadolan’s rich concentration of prestige in the air rushed over the team. Even Iris, who only shared a connection with the magic through Lucian could touch the mages’ connection to the elements.

	“I forgot with this feels like,” Anna breathed.

	“Definitely gives a false sense of strength. It’s like a drug. You feel you can blast through anything. But in reality, it’s just charging your batteries a little faster,” Curtis answered factually.

	Iris appreciated Curtis’s stance on the situation. It reminded them not to get too absorbed in relying on their strength. 

	They spent the next few minutes organizing the giants as best they could, hiding them from view of the castle. Their goal was to make a charge forward in unison. If they could break through the fortress walls in the back, it would create an entryway, forcing the army of Azadolan to split.

	We are ready, Lucian signaled from afar.

	“Now, everyone! Charge!” Iris screamed, making a dead sprint for the castle.

	 


Chapter 41: 
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Storm the Front

	Benjamin cursed his friends for leaving him alone with the army of wolves. Even without them constantly eyeing his throat, he could still feel their unease towards him as a vampire. He wasn’t sure if it was just intuition or something that fluttered in his connection that he shared as part of Lucian’s pack. The non-werewolf members didn’t have the same magical bond as the rest of the wolves. Their connection wasn’t as strong, only glimmers of emotion.

	It will probably get stronger as time goes on, Ben heard Iris say in his mind. Their conversation they while training Mason flooded back. The boy now stood next to him. 

	“They’ll be fine; they were are two of the strongest people I know,” Ben said, attempting to comfort Mason. He patted him on the shoulder. 

	The boy looked up at him, no longer flinching at his touch. “No matter how strong one is, there can always be someone stronger,” he answered cynically.

	“Blimey,” Ben rubbed the back of his head, a nervous giggle catching in his voice, “you got me there, lad. You’re far more mature than I was at your age.” He stretched out his hand and tousled Mason’s hair.

	“Benjamin, many would say I am more mature than you now,” Mason countered.

	“Bloody hell, maybe so. But I promise Iris is going to be okay. I’m not going to let anything stop that bird from getting back to you.” 

	Something in Ben’s last words seems to give Mason solace. He reached his arms out and hugged the vampire, tightening his embrace with every moment. 

	“That’s enough of that; you run along and protect the village, okay lad?” Benjamin broke the embrace and turned to the wolves, feeling more comfortable in his role. He would not be leading the werewolves to handle the minutiae of their task. His job was to show the front, coordinating their attacks and helping Lucian get past untouched by any of the guards. 

	“Freaks here are ready,” Ben teased, slapping Lucian on the back.

	“Since Anna told you she’s funnier now, I see you’re trying to steal her material,” he joked.

	“Hell, it’s bloody awful. She thinks she’s taking my place. Even after my soul is ripped out, tainted, and shoved back into my body, I am still funnier.” Ben turned his head, as if looking for something. When nothing was to be found he turned back to Lucian. “Too soon?”

	Lucian chuckled. “You’re an idiot.”

	“But yet, I’m right.” 

	“You’ll never get me to admit it in front of her.”

	“Aha. Proof enough.”

	“Whoever is funniest, I will take it to my grave,” Lucian winked.

	At that, the two commanders enjoyed their laughter, a moment they knew was all too precious.

	“We are all ready; we just need your mage to port us in,” Langston said to Lucian, breaking up their fun.

	“He should be here any moment.”

	“We are sure we can trust him?” Akachi said.

	“Are you speaking of Blaze or myself?” Ben clarified. 

	As he spoke, he heard a small chuckle from Akachi, who wore a surprising grin. 

	“What,” Ben demanded, turning to Lucian.

	“Today you seem more like yourself. Just reminds me of good times, that’s all,” Lucian said.

	“Whatever,” he rolled his eyes, still waiting for Akachi’s answer.

	“A little bit of both,” she replied. “Since Iris trusts you, I have been willing to overlook my instincts. Something I don’t do often, but I will be keeping an eye on you and an eye on this Blaze.  If you find me close on the battlefield, you can take that as reassurance or a threat. Both will be true,” the werewolf warned.

	“Fair do’s,” Ben responded simply. He raised his hands, his fists meeting directly in front of hers. Ben waited as the werewolf met his eyes. A grin formed across her face, one she erased just as quickly. Akachi raised her hand to meet his in a fist bump. 

	Ben couldn’t blame her; he still didn’t even trust himself, but was doing his best to fight through his difficulties. He was done feeling sorry for himself and had to carve a new path for his legacy. 

	Only a few more minutes passed before a portal opened on top of the clearing, facing the mountain ledge. A man appeared, older than any mage Ben had seen besides Professor McClear and Madam Sha. 

	“Holy goddamn, I’ve never seen so many werewolves,” the mage cackled, swaying his red cloak underneath his feet as he approached.  “So, you Benjamin, and…where’s this heir of mine who I’ve never seen, but hear so much about?” 

	Ben looked around, but the question didn’t click for him. Heir? 

	The mage's eyes settled on Lucian’s for answer. 

	“Hello, sir,” Lucian said in a calm voice. “My dad represented Air on the Council?”

	“He did. He was a fucking pain in my side too. No doubt a trait you both will share. Where’s that masterful little girl; he, too, that James always talked about. You know, the one that is supposed to surpass me one day and take my mantle.”

	“Anna, you mean,” Lucian said.

	“Yeah, her. I’ve been meaning to keep an eye on her. You know, war and all, trying to keep my head on my shoulders. But I am excited to see her in action—see if she’s all James cracked her up to be. Maybe I’ll take her under my wing when this is done,” Blaze murmured, mostly to himself.

	“She’s with the other party, but there’s no doubt you’ll see her at some point,” Lucian confirmed.

	“Old pain in my ass,” the old mage mumbled, shaking his head.

	“I’m curious; why haven’t they replaced Victor on the Council yet?” Ben wondered, realizing that the Masters of Air, Psychic, and Scribing were still missing. 

	“There’s no telling. But not just any weakling can join the council. There must be a balance, and Victor wasn’t just the Air Master. He was also leader of the Council. The Lady of the Lake has some rules all to herself. Who knows, maybe she sees the future and doesn’t want to replace one just to see them die again?”

	“Great. Must mean I’m safe. I don’t want to die again. Once is good enough for me in one lifetime,” Ben quipped. Still, a part of him was hoping for some truth. He finally gained a reason to live, one he wasn’t ready to give that up just yet. 

	“Give me a minute and tell your wolves to run through quickly. I’m not going to hold this thing open for too long. Whoever doesn’t make it through is just gonna get left behind,” Blaze ordered.

	Lucian and Ben passed the information to the other wolves. The wolf army gathered, many of them already transformed into their Lycanthrope form. A few decided to stay in their Liekos, preferring its greater maneuverability and speed. 

	Ben watched Blaze at work crafting the portal. The master made him think how far he and Anna were from other members of the Council. As time went on, every mage’s innate ability to connect with eminence and tap into prestige grew. This mage had the same level of talent he and Anna possessed, he’d just had more time to hone it. The portal was far more refined than any Anna had been able to make. 

	At Lucian’s order, the werewolves tore through. Lucian and Ben were the last to walk in before Blaze.

	Immediately, the wolves took a moment to gather themselves in the rich atmosphere of the realm. They then quickly organized into their battle formation. Ben moved to the front alongside Blaze, Langston, and Akachi. They looked at the impenetrable fortress in front of them. A twenty-foot wall surrounded the village and the castle. They made sure to keep their distance. At least far enough away that the outside mages couldn’t attack freely. Lucian had already planned for the space, allowing them the chance to gain momentum when the assault began. 

	Lucian reached for Ben’s hand in parting. “You have more help soon, and you know when it’s time to attack; just look for panic on the guard's face.”

	The first part of Lucian’s instructions didn’t take long to manifest. Another portal appeared not far away. Ben gasped as he saw mages wearing the infamous robes of Benjamin’s alma mater. But that’s not what took Benjamin’s breath away. 

	It was the moment when Vera stepped into sight, and with every step his heart seemed to pound from his chest, almost as if it was beating again. More and more mages were pushing through, but Ben’s eyes never swayed away what he desired more than anything. 

	Vera stood on a grassy hilltop. Yet however happy he was to see her face, his body recoiled. As she moved closer to him, he slowly stepped away. 

	No, Ben screamed at his feet, fighting for strength to step forward. His feet began to slow. 

	But Vera was running towards him.

	“This is not happening; move forward,” he begged, willing himself to stop backpedaling. It was enough for Vera to close the distance between them. 

	“You stupid boy,” she exclaimed, wrapping her arms around him. 

	The embrace seemed endless, even for one about to go to war. Yet, through it all, Ben needed what he and Vera shared. Even if he couldn’t fully forgive himself, her altruistic love would be enough for him to live for. To build a new life, knowing he had the capability of changing the world.  

	“I miss you too,” he finally managed as he relaxed his chin over her head, holding her tight. He pulled away, his eyes gazing deeply into hers. “Sorry I didn’t come home sooner,” he said.

	“You idiot.” She leaned forward and kissed him.

	“If you two are done, we have a war to fight,” Professor Asher interrupted, the last one to enter as creator of the portal. 

	“Professor Asher. I’m surprised to see you,” Ben said.

	“They have my Madam Sha; after receiving Lucian’s letter today, I rallied the students. This tyrant’s reign must end.”

	That’s where he went this morning, Ben thought.

	Suddenly a skirmish among the guards caught his eye. Their forces split, many of the gates’ mage protectors rushing in panic over their rear attack.  

	“They must have attacked!” Ben began shouting orders. “I need the mages to protect the werewolves. We need to storm the front gate while they are distracted.” 

	 


Chapter 42: 
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A Burning Desire

	Lucian stepped quietly through the portal and blended into the background. He could feel the wolves wanting to look at him, but he forced them not to pay him any attention. He reached out with his mind, feeling Iris’s presence nearby.

	They must have made it to the portal, he thought. 

	He slowly surveyed the area, his mind calculating their likelihood of penetrating the castle gate. Lucian’s biggest fear was that Sage would get involved. If his suspicions were true about him, Sage would be able to secure the back alone and slaughter his friends. But Lucian also knew of the man's endless arrogance; even though Lucian was a real threat, it was possible Sage would be unwilling to waste any energy on him, leaving the grunt work to his subordinates. Lucian couldn’t help but wonder how someone who had led for so long did so in such a lonely way. Am I like that?

	He shook the thought from his mind, doubling his focus as he continued to scan the castle. It was heavily fortified. Many of the townspeople elected to join in protecting their home.  Another portal opened catty corner from them, not far from where he and the wolves had arrived. It looked like the same portal he’d used on his first arrival to Azadolan.

	“They came,” Lucian said, a smile creeping on his face. This definitely increased their chances of avoiding heavy casualties. Lucian needed the mages to protect the werewolves, to breach the front gate. At a distance, the natives of Azadolan had a colossal advantage. The wall gave Ben’s team another obstacle to overcome.  With the mages, the wolves would be able to clear the wall easily, without taking heavy losses. 

	Lucian stared at Ben as he began to shy away from Vera and edge closer to him. Don’t be a coward, Lucian thought. He could see the internal conflict in every inch of Ben’s body. But Ben forced himself not to move. Lucian nodded in approval. Only a few seconds later, they were embracing.   

	Lucian noticed the panic from the wall a few seconds later. “Look up, look up,” he whispered to his friend. Thankfully he wasn’t too undone by his encounter with Vera. Benjamin warily scoped the area. As general, he began ordering his troops into position. A few seconds later, the wolves growled a battle cry of intimidation. 

	As they stormed the castle, elements rained from the skies. Occasionally, they met their counterpart elements, canceling out the spells in midair. The wolves did their best to dodge any attacks that the mages could not block. Ben’s mages were far outnumbered. 

	The first group of werewolves started scaling the front walls of the castle. With astounding agility, they flew up the walls as easily as if they were stairs. Even while mounting the walls, the wolves could dodge and maneuver easily. The tide of the battle began to turn.

	Once over the wall, Azadolan warriors found it much harder to defend themselves face-to-face with the creatures. This was the potential the downside; if their forces pushed back the Azadolan natives and army, they might retreat to the castle itself. Lucian needed to bypass the wall to make it through before an order to retreat was given. 

	The mages’ attacks on the werewolves were vicious. Lucian could feel their pain; his body yielded as wolves perished at the hands of men—ones he only hours before would never call his enemy. But the wolves fought back. Mages’ cries pierced the air as wolves ripped into their enemies. 

	Lucian released his eminence, filling his runes and negating gravity. As they were losing ground, the mages began falling back. It was what Lucian feared, but fortunately, he was over the ledge. No human could outpace him to the castle’s gate. As he moved through the air, mages now recognized him and sent blasts of fire in his direction. With their attention on Lucian, they became even easier prey for the wolves. 

	A familiar face attempted to thwart him as he sped to the castle gate. A pearl ring adorned his finger.

	“Darrell’s replacement.” Lucian looked to the man's left, a giant of an oaf standing behind him. 

	“I could smell you the moment you stepped into this realm; your blood scent is unlike any other,” Winston said, inhaling deeply. The brute next to him just groaned in agreement.

	Lucian’s blood began to boil as he began to channel even more eminence to his runes. The monsters in front of him had played a hand in the massacre at the Paragon Games. For that, they needed to pay. He felt that sadistic anger bubbling in his chest, a sensation that bought freedom from pain. 

	Before he gave in completely, he felt a squeeze on his shoulder urging Lucian back to reality. He shook his head, his eyes fixing on the vampire before turning to his rescuer. Winston was no longer just a vampire, nor the serpent of souls. What stood in front of him was a void, the incarnation of death.

	“Mate, don’t you have something you should be doing,” Ben squeezed again, finally gaining Lucian’s attention. 

	“Master Benjamin,” Winston said, eyebrows raised. “Ah, old habits. Should I just call you Ben? I am happy to see you. I believe you have stolen something that belongs to me. And I will be happy to take that back.” Winston raised his ring in the air, indicating Ben’s soul.

	“Lucian, don’t let all this be for nothing. Trust in your pack. I got this,” Ben said firmly.

	“We’ve got this,” another familiar voice rang in his ear, fire glowing from her hand.

	“Thanks, guys.” Lucian stepped backward, allowing them to engage the enemy.

	He sped past the group, headed straight to the castle. There were a few guards posted, but Lucian made quick work of them. He sealed the doors, leaving everyone to fight for themselves outside. He quickly found the castle monarch. 

	Sage, he thought, pulling up short. It was Sage…but it wasn’t. The king had grown in stature. Not physically but in his demeanor. He embodied a new essence, just as Winston did. Lucian was not challenging the king. He was fighting Conquest itself.

	 


Chapter 43: 
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Spoils of Revenge

	Iris surveyed the landscape and the carnage the giants created. It’s just unreal, she thought. The rear guards were quickly overwhelmed and the giants tramped their way to the gates with ease. All too soon, the giants rewarded themselves for their efforts. The unfortunate mages guarding the gates served as the their snacks. 

	Iris turned away as a mage begged for his life. One of the more stout giants held him up with one hand and opened his mouth. The mage’s cries came to an abrupt halt. Iris could hear a sickening crunch as the giant swallowed its meal.

	She shot a knowing look at Regal.

	“They’re motivated by food. It is what they’re here for.”

	“Will you be able to keep them in line?” 

	“Yes, yes. I control them well,” Regal assured.

	Iris did not take much comfort in his words. She feared the giants’ insatiable appetite would turn them against their allies. She saw a small group of mages slip away from their hungry grasp. They regathered their forces, ready to battle against the creatures. A cloud of fire rained down on some of the giants, regaining their attention.

	Idiots, Iris thought. The giants probably would not have moved without their prompting. Half of them lumbered forward, embracing the pain while others cowered, trying to find cover. 

	“Regal!” Anna screamed. “Rally your troops.”

	Regal promptly stepped forward, swiping his massive sword through the fire. His weapon became a blur. The sheer speed created an air pocket, swallowing the flames where he stood.  

	This gave Curtis time to position himself and channel his eminence. He manipulated the flames, snuffing them out in moments. The mages were now occupied, the giants upon them. The rest of the Giants gained their bearings as they supported Regal, who stood tall with his blade at the ready. 

	Iris, Anna, and Curtis raced forward as the giants engaged the remaining forces of the Azadolan army. The main goal of the entire situation was to clear the passage for Lucian. From what Lucian guessed, none of this mattered if Sage decided to interfere. 

	They pushed toward the castle gate but were interrupted by three figures, none of whom Iris recognized. All three possessed an aura far beyond the normal human mage’s. The third man seemed especially capable, the confidence  of a god looking through a mortal’s eyes. 

	“The one on the left is Liam with the Azadolanian armor. I don’t know her personally but she must also be a member of the royal guard,” Anna whispered, filling in the blanks for Iris. 

	As she spoke, the knowledge gaps were pulled from Lucian’s memory. That means he is Liam,  little brother to William. His entire demeanor had changed from the last time Lucian—and therefore Iris—had seen him. 

	“The other two must be the horsemen,” Iris said.

	“I will engage Liam,” Anna replied. “He’s a fire mage; I’m sure my combat skills will make the difference. Once I’m done, I will help you defeat yours. You have to hold out long enough,” she added.

	“I think we can do that; yes, I will handle the female mage in the center. She seems unable to take her eyes off me,” Iris said.

	“That means you’re going to leave me the big bloke on the left. He looks like he has as much strength as the giants behind us,” Curtis protested.

	“It’ll be fine. He’s also a fire mage. Just keep your distance and wait for us before you engage,” Anna insisted. 

	Curtis simply sighed, acquiescing to his fate. 

	Anna began the battle, sprinting to the left to pull Liam away. He shot a fireball her way but missed. The mage pulled out his sword as he ran after her. Anna threw wave after wave of fire towards him, but it took little effort for him to either evade or block the attacks. 

	A sinking feeling filled Iris’s stomach. “You got this,” she whispered. She stepped forward to face her own foe.  

	“She’s mine,” the female mage cried, a god’s voice lacing over hers. Iris recognized that cry in an echo of Lucian’s memory. It was the druid from the Paragon Games. 

	Before Iris could engage, the other warrior charged Curtis. His grin could be seen even under his armor. Iris forced herself to focus on her opponent.

	“Gaia, you lend your strength to a monster like Sage?”

	“You bind yourself with a murderer and a thief?” she snapped.

	“Please. It was during the battle that your accolade left him no choice. Your pretend recompense should be for no one but yourself. Guilt that you have channeled towards Lucian.”

	“Silence! You do not deter me from my revenge. Humans have done far more harm than good to me. They should be enslaved and made to work off their debt. I used to have a soft spot for you wolves. But no more. All creatures will kneel before me as I retake my world.”

	“The world no longer needs you, Gaia. You were a great mother to it. But now it has grown on its own.”

	Iris’s words seemed to hit a nerve. Screaming in rage, Gaia sprinted toward Iris. She backpedaled, but her foot dug into the ground. The earth morphed as it began swallowing her legs. Gaia flung her blade towards Iris’s neck in an attempt to decapitate her. 

	Iris threw her body backward, her feet still rooted to the ground. She braced her fall with her hand and forced herself back up. The sword gave Iris pause as she could smell the heavy silver embedded in the blade.

	She focused her strength on her legs as she broke the ground that was attempting to swallow her whole. She found a solid foundation as she place her foot shin focused on one bounded the other. Iris jumped in the air creating distance between her and her opponent. When she landed, however, she could feel the earth beneath her shifting again, following her every movement. If she settled for only a moment, she would be stuck.

	I wish I had taken on the brute, Iris cursed as she sped across the ground. She embraced her bond with Lucian, merging their senses. The world slowed. As her mind expanded, she took stock of the other two. Her mind filled in the blanks as she ran. The sensation felt odd; while calculating, she could move and react to Gaia’s attacks. 

	With the ground fighting her, it was difficult to create offense of her own. But then again, she just needed to buy time. Iris split her thought, looking for any advantages she to help her friends. 

	“You are quite skilled,” Liam called to Anna as his blades met her sword. With each clash, magic fire sparked between them. Anna’s eyes were fixed on the mage as if memorizing his movements. It became clear that her skills were more dominant, acting like a quicksand of attack to lure Liam in.   Her blade moved swiftly, so swift the Azadolan mage fell behind after every blow. It would take some time before Anna was ready to spring the trap; Iris could see pain flickering in her thoughts, her mind reaching its limits and breaking her concentration.

	Meanwhile, Iris stumbled, the ground molding around her legs once again. The earth pulled her under far faster than before, sweat beading off of Gaia. She reached her hands out with a shriek, forcing the ground to bend to her will.

	Iris felt her limbs go numb. She tightened her arm around her fist, banging on the ground for it to break. But it wasn’t enough. 

	Gaia stood over Iris triumphantly, gripping her sword even tighter. “It was only a matter of time,” she yelled. She swung the blade across Iris’s face, carving a gash beneath her cheekbone. “We’ll see how Lucian feels to lose someone close to him! We’ll see if all can be forgiven so easily!” the goddess screamed. She lifted her sword high, gripping it with two hands. 

	Iris refused to flinch, embracing the outcome of this battle. We lost; all will be lost. The sword swiped toward her face and she closed her eyes. 

	Seconds passed. Iris suddenly noticed her breath continued to flow at an even pace. She risked opening her eyes. The sword had paused. In fact, it had more than paused. It was now embedded in Gaia’s chest. Flames crawled through the hilt, forcing the mage to drop the sword. 

	Another hand still held the hilt. Anna had a death grip on the sword as flames consumed Gaia’s skin. Blood flowed from Gai’s and Katalina’s mouth. The screams of the goddess faded, forced out of her dying body. 

	Anna dissipated her blade and lowered the body to the ground. “I’m up once again,” she smiled wearily. 

	The tone was familiar; Iris felt used to it for some odd reason. She pictured Anna pointing out every time she saved Lucian. No doubt he was planning to do the same for her. 

	“Touché.” Iris began to attack the ground again until it released her from its grasp. 

	Anna reached her hand down, grasping Iris’s and lifting her out of the hole. 

	“Thanks, Anna.” Iris began wiping the residue off her clothes.

	Free of their opponents, they spun to Curtis, whom they found dangling inches from the ground. He grasped the arms of the giant horseman, who attempted to snuff his life like a snake on its prey. Pockets of air flew from every direction, attempting to dislodge the mage from William’s grasp. With every attack, the horsemen of war only squeezed tighter. Color began to fade from Curtis’s face and his eyes rolled backward.  

	As they ran towards their comrade, William noticed the movement, his head swinging towards the women's direction. Curtis's body fell limp in his hands, hastening Iris and Anna's pursuit. 

	“Is this what you want?” William said as he turned to sling Curtis into them. Both women sprawled to catch him as all three tumbled to the ground.  

	“They are not meant for this, but I am,” the god of war rumbled, his voice echoing like Gaia's vessel. 

	“Meant for what? To be used? Your brother didn’t want this for you.” Anna pointed to the fallen man. 

	“Liam!” A cry sprung from his throat but was choked by pure anger. “What did you do to Liam?” the god of war snarled.

	“Defeated him. Nothing more,” Anna said.

	“You will pay dearly for that.” He sped towards them. 

	One thing was sure—the god of war was bred for combat. The horseman rammed his shoulder into Anna, colliding with her chest. She flew several yards backward. 

	“Anna!” Iris increased her size, transforming into her Lycanthrope form. Her giant claw stretched out as her muscles began to expand. The wolf turned in a violent roar of protest. A blaze of fire shot from the god’s hand, blasting Iris backward and scorching her fur. 

	William flew towards Curtis’s leg, tripping him and causing him to stumble. 

	“Shit, shit, shit!” Curtis raised his hands palm up as he began to walk backward. 

	Anna recovered to her feet, gathering as much prestige as possible into a condensed point. The fire grew from her hand and she blasted at the man. The impact shot him backward. His armor melted, but his skin enjoyed it as the fire flickered off of him like a warm shower. 

	“Freaks, what the hell is he!” Anna screamed. 

	The giant man removed the rest of his armor. His upper half glowed from the sweat saturating his body. “Not even you three are a match for me,” he rumbled. “You are in my domain, and I am free once this hunt is complete.” 

	The three of them continued their attack every time they scored a hit. The god of war inhabiting William’s body healed the wounds. Iris glanced at her allies, realizing they would run out of steam sooner than she would. She again called forth her bond with Lucian, attempting to gain his abilities. Her golden irises glowed. As she attacked, her mind again calculated how to gain an advantage. 

	During their exchange, her arms became tangled. She wrapped her legs around his back, her own back to the earth. As she did, she pulled his neck, back, and arms apart as she sprawled on the ground. The god’s vessel looked helpless, like a dangling a turtle trying to maneuver itself into an advantageous position.

	“Quick,” Iris screamed. The pain of her mind splitting began to agonize her even more. She wouldn’t be able to hold this much longer. 

	Anna ran forward, her blade of fire in her hand. “Sorry, Liam. I tried,” Anna said as she decapitated the man.

	 


Chapter 44: 
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Soul’s True Heir

	Benjamin stared at the two enemies in front of him. If it weren’t for his dead body, he was sure his heart would be skipping beats just having Vera near.  Klundus Björn was the big oaf to the left of Winston. The man looked as if he could wrestle one of the giants. As Ben examined Klundus he noticed his chest didn’t move and he had an unusual lack of pigment in his skin. 

	“Benjamin, it’s not nice to stare,” Winston teased. 

	“You were free; you escaped your Master. Why choose this option? You know what it was like to be him,” Ben scorned as he nodded towards Klundus.

	“Oh how the mighty have the soul now—you are so righteous, you dare lecture me? I think not, Benjamin. I don’t feel you deserve that luxury; I will take it and gain from you. Make you one of my lackeys,” Winston said.

	“Over my dead body!” Vera began channeling fire into her hand.

	“Oh, this must be her. The one you attempted to replace. She is quite lovely. Maybe I’ll make her my lackey too. I mean, you, you’ve already had so much fun.” Winston paused as if pondering the idea.

	“You won’t get me riled up,” Ben responded.

	“Is that right? No matter. I’ve been riled up enough by that young thing. You know, the one that replaced her.” Winston said. As he pointed to Vera, he began to snap his finger. “Her name escapes me; no matter, I don’t need to know it.”

	As he spoke, Ben’s fists began to clasp, tightening harder and harder. 

	“Hmm, I must have hit a nerve,” Winston observed. “Don’t worry, Benjamin. I took excellent care of her. Made sure she didn’t feel the void you left, and I made sure to use her as you would have. Over and over, but she enjoyed it. You know, compulsion is hard to break; it really take a lot. I tried a few things. I turned to her brother for help, too. You know, after I stripped him of any inhibition, than I had him use her as well. It took weeks. We kept track by marking the time across her body. Eventually the compulsion broke or she bled to death. Now it matters little. I will have two new playthings after his fight. That’s it—the look. I love seeing that look. When one is caught between defiance and resignation.”

	Winston’s words pierced Ben; his heart broke, his soul weighing him down as he dropped to his knees. The other vampire suddenly swiped his sword to separate Ben’s head. Ben cared little, lost in his pain. But the sword was halted before harming him, suspended in the air. 

	“You idiot, don’t let just his words break you. Live to atone for what you’ve done. Whether it’s your fault or not, I tell you!” Vera scoffed.

	The vampire ran to Vera with a grunt and a snarl. She launched another blast of air, knocking him off balance. At that moment, anyone watching saw one of the most fearsome mages in the world, the youngest to graduate from Valiant School of Magic. She shoved the vampire off balance with a punch of wind, then channeled her fire magic. Her flames grew from the concentrated air around the vampire. It didn’t take long for it to melt anything it touched. Seconds later, the only thing left in that spot was a quivering lump of metal slowly hardening on the ground.

	“You trollop,” Winston cursed.

	Vera ignored him, walking over to Ben and offering him a hand. “We will get through this together. You and me. So get your ass up and fight.” She helped him up.

	“Thanks, love.”

	“No matter,” Winston sighed. “He was replaceable. Like I said, I think I will take you two souls.” 

	Winston reached out to grab Vera but found another shield that protected her. Ben reared back and sent a well-placed punch to the vampire's chin. Winston barely moved. He reached and grabbed Ben by the jaw and began to squeeze. The pain did not register the same as it used to, but Ben could feel his jaw beginning to shatter. He rolled his body, using the momentum of his chest to break the grip but slightly too late. The damage was done. 

	“Keep your distance,” he tried to say, but all Vera could hear was unintelligible gibberish.

	“I think he shattered your jaw; I can’t hear you!” 

	But that was all she could manage as the vampire was back upon her, his claws raking against her shield. With a few strikes, the barrier shattered. The moment it did, she sent another blast of fire in his direction, but he vanished from sight. A breath later he reappeared behind her, his hand scraping underneath her chin. He lifted her from the ground and brought her head close, sniffing her hair.

	“I wouldn’t move if I were you, Benjamin; humans are so fragile—just a flick of my wrist and death. No healing. I wonder how long it takes for the body to decay without the soul. On the scale during the Paragon Games, the Gathering Troop changed immediately but it was some time before their bodies broke down, needing to feed.” 

	Ben felt as if a spear pierced his chest. He longed to go to Vera but dug his feet into the ground. He trusted her and waited for her signal. 

	But then he saw the flow of the ring as it began to pull her soul from her body. Vera must have felt it too, as she grasped Winston’s hand and began channeling fire. It burned his hand and part of his arm, even disintegrating bone. She dropped it like a snake and it disintegrated instantly. 

	Winston stepped away laughing as he stared at his nub. 

	Ben ran to Vera’s side, putting his fingers to her neck. She was no longer breathing. He laid his head to her chest. Her heart had stopped. Her efforts were too late. The ring absorbed the soul from her body as she lay frozen, her eyes open lost in the sky. 

	“No, not you,” he begged. “I can keep my promise. I can, but you promised to be there with me!” Ben cried as he held her close, his tears blurring his vision. 

	Through the fog, a shiny glow beamed in front of him. Winston was still laughing. 

	“That was a noble effort. But like hers, your soul will be mine.” He slammed his hand next to his side, the once destroyed arm now rapidly regenerating. His laugh deepened as he demonstrated his uninjured arm. His finger began moving, demonstrating functionality. Winston’s eyes widened, realizing what was missing.

	In a panic, his eyes darted to Ben. He was placing the ring on his finger.

	“That’s mine!” Winston screamed.

	“What was that again? A look caught between defiance and resignation.”

	As the ring slipped onto Ben’s finger, an expected chill washed over his body. He felt a familiar sensation, like floating in the water. 

	“Finally, a worthy successor,” a deep voice rumbled in his ear. 

	A white silhouette floated in a vision seen by him alone. His eyes melted white as the world was seen in a different light. The weight of the soul burdens the shapeshifter of everyone around. His eyes went down to Vera, her body beginning to eat itself. He laid a hand on her, thrusting her soul back into her body. Her chest spasmed as she sucked in an involuntary breath. 

	“It won’t be for long,” Winston snarled, snapping Ben out of his state of serenity.

	The two vampires sprinted towards each other, arms raised to attack. Ben knew he was no match for the horseman’s ability. But he also knew how it felt to have a soul ripped back into your body.

	As they made contact, Ben reestablished the vampire’s soul. Winston’s eyes changed as if a light bulb was turned on—his mouth opened as he dropped to his knees. Ben stood over the vampire as he observed at him in pity. 

	“We all deserve second chances. Unfortunately, you still don’t get one,” Ben said. He drew his blade of ice, decapitating the former horseman.

	 


Chapter 45: 
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A Clash with Conquest

	Lucian found the front of the castle unprotected. As he ran to the court, he had no doubt where to find Sage. The room where he felt comfortable, where his plotting began from his initial meeting. As expected, the king was sitting partaking in a meal. He didn’t expect the rhythmic sound that flowed in the air. Déjà vu run is the first day he had stepped foot into the room. The cute green-eyed girl spoke little stroke at her harp.  

	“You dare bring a child into this?” Lucian asked.

	“Please. You have stepped foot in my home. This is our normal dinnertime. You have brought this on her more than I have,” Sage countered.

	“Your choice,” Lucian said as he called forth his new weapon. A few moments hung heavily in the air. He could feel the staff jetting toward him. Suddenly it blasted through the castle walls into its master’s outstretched hand.

	“I see you have a new toy. No more sword. And it seems your hand is back,” Sage said with a questioning gesture as he stared at Lucian’s hand. Unhurried, he continued to eat until his plate was clean. 

	Finally, he stood and walked to the girl.

	“Sam, sweetheart, your playing is lovely. But I need to talk to this man. Retire to your room and I will talk to you later.” Sage kissed her forehead. 

	Lucian kept his eyes on the king but waited until the girl left the room. 

	“I must keep close to her; there is a prophecy from my sister long ago. One that said she would be my downfall. I chose to take care of my little princess. Something tells me as long as I keep her near and safe, no troubles will come to me.” Sage walked around his chair, pulling his sword from its sheath. 

	“We’ll see about that.”

	“Whoa, is that the best you can do? ‘We’ll see about that.’ Honestly, Lucian, they said you were quick-witted. I’d say you’re looking quite worse for wear. Are you aging before my very eyes? No matter. You will have a resting place soon. Attack me when you’re ready,” Sage said confidently as he held his sword up in a defensive stance.

	Lucian had a knack for studying his opponents. He gained a measure of knowledge with his gifts but usually charged headfirst. Even when he challenged Wukong with one wrong step, he felt he would be able to evade any lethal blows and eventually flee. 

	Sage’s aura was far different. As leader of the Wild Hunt, he was called Conquest. The name was only a formality, as it embodied him, not the other way around. Lucian felt his hands shake as he tightened his grip on the staff.

	He released his eminence, embedding his power and strength into the staff. He refused to leave this up to chance. All his planning had come to this moment, but he knew it could all end in a flash. 

	“Don’t be afraid; I won’t bite,” Sage taunted as he stood waiting.

	Lucian dived to the side, swiping his staff towards the king’s head, careful to dodge his sword’s range. Lucian’s eyes caught a flash in his peripheral vision and he whipped his head out of the way. Lucian’s skin separated beneath his cheekbones.

	“Not bad; you are impressive. I see you have surpassed both your teacher and your father. I was sure that would remove your head. Oh, next time,” Sage teased.

	Lucian realized he could follow Sage’s actions, but the king’s precision was insane.  Even as fast as Lucian moved, Sage moved that much faster. With every attack, block and reattack, the king wasted no movement, perfectly positioning himself to take advantage of  any opening. 

	Lucian swung again at Sage’s head. The king once again countered, this time to Lucian’s body. Lucian hardened the air to gain a foothold as he flipped over the attack. The king’s sword followed him, but he blocked it with the staff. A horrible crack ripped through the air. 

	Landing on his knee, Lucian instantly examined the staff. It wasn’t damaged but the testament of Sage strength. Parrying his attack, he sent the staff towards the king, but he once again moved effortlessly as it passed by his head. Sage flipped with the momentum, landing gently on his feet a few feet away.  

	Lucian didn’t give him time to breathe. He forcefully stabbed the staff toward Sage’s midsection. Sage easily sidestepped, parrying it away again. Lucian kept attacking, mixing his entry points from highs to lows. He once again forced the king to stagger. 

	Sage lifted his foot to avoid the sweep. Lucian raised his hand to rebound the staff back to him, but the king blocked it again. Growling inwardly with irritation, Lucian began attacking with his hands in a series of blows. The king dodged them all, but Lucian slammed his back from the opposite end by repeatedly recalling the staff.

	“Enough of this,” Sage ordered. 

	In that instant, he sped up his defenses. Before Lucian could recall his staff, Sage kicked the back of his leg. Lucian collapsed to the ground, unable to catch himself. As he tried to roll away, Sage appeared and viciously stomped his chest. 

	Blood spilled from Lucian’s mouth. Sage struck again and again, now with his blade. Every time Lucian attempted to raise his hand, the staff could not come to his aid. 

	“The swallow doesn’t work for my blade.” Sage stabbed the sword into Lucian’s shoulder. “You were their champion. You were,” he said. “But no worries, my friend. I will lead them into a new age. It’s like the prodigal son returning. In a way, I started as your predecessor, you know, earning many accolades from James. It’s like a never-ending cycle. However, you won’t be alive to see who takes my place. Your death needs to be in front of them. They are so loyal to you; I need that loyalty crushed. I don’t want any irritating gnats later.”

	Lucian tried to move but Sage’s boot met his face. Pain shot to his mind and the world began spinning. It became harder to focus on the king’s rambling. It seemed Sage wasn’t speaking for his sake—just speaking, enjoying beating Lucian nearly to death. He tried to pull his mind together to focus, but another blow shook the world.

	“All of this, and you still managed nothing but to guarantee your friends’ death. When they see you killed at my hands, they will be overwhelmed and show their true colors. Followers will only follow you so far. I will kill those who can’t hold their emotion,” Sage said, for some reason taking a deep breath. 

	Lucian didn’t realize why. It was the only thing that seemed to get him to focus as it seemed so…unnatural. As he tried to make sense of it, a bright light burned his eyes. Next, a cool wind brushed his cheeks. The din of battle grew louder and louder. 

	Outside? Lucian thought. I shouldn’t be hearing those noises from this far inside the castle. Then he realized. He brought me outside. 

	Lucian opened his hand, calling for Bùxiǔ Bang. Nothing; the staff didn’t answer him. He could feel its presence, but it refused to come to him. Lucian lay on the floor, the cool stones calling him to oblivion. 

	Sage stood over him. “Stop!” he yelled to the warriors with the full might of his authority. A few halted, but the war was louder than his voice. Sage’s eyes twitched as he shouted louder, “STOP!” When that wasn’t enough, he screamed it, swinging his sword in a straight direction. His blade might felt as it ripped through as it moved earth moving everlasting. Dirt flew from the ground and a huge crack separated everyone on the battlefield. 

	“Thank you,” Sage breathed, giving everyone a bow. He reached out to help Lucian up, his hand around his chin as he whispered in Lucian’s ear. “By the way, Lucian, I know your little skill to call forth your blades. But you are far too slow, so allow me to speak; I won’t hesitate to kill everyone here,” he threatened.

	Lucian knew the threat was made in earnest. Now that he had battled the man, he understood that he had greatly underestimated him. None stood a chance. Even the Monkey King would have fallen before his blade. 

	Lucian remained still, his head bowed in defeat. Sage seemed to feel his concession, the tension visibly leaving his body. Lucian reached his mind out to Iris.

	Iris, don’t move.

	What can I do? she responded.

	Nothing. If you attack, he will kill you, then the wolves will follow. He will kill them as well. I need you to keep Curtis, Ben and Anna away. We can’t win this. I’m sorry. As Lucian spoke, he could feel Iris’s disappointment in him for giving up.

	What have you done with my mate? she screamed in his mind. If you die, I lose my soul anyway, and Ben’s fancy ring can’t give it back to me! 

	Her words gave clarity to Lucian’s mind—and for him, clarity was vitality. Lucian attempted to call forth Bùxiǔ Bang one last time, but the staff wouldn’t heed him. You’re right; sorry, I lost myself there for a second.

	Don’t let it happen again, she threatened. He could feel relief in her tone, but the threat was absolute. 

	I won’t, he promised. But I still need you to stand down. I will handle this.

	Now is not the time to be cocky. How can I help, Lucian? Just tell me.

	Just lend me some of your strength.

	You know it’s there whenever you needed. What’s the plan?

	Trust me. But I need to focus, he answered, blocking Iris out as best he could. He could feel her banging on the door of his mind, but stopped when she realized she wasn’t going to get a response. 

	“Lucian has brought you all here. Putting your faith in him makes your defeat inevitable. One of your own tried to warn you of these actions, and you cast him out. But the wolves who have followed me are happy under my rule, and all mages and wolves alike will be too. You just have to accept Syed as your new Annex and Iris’s mate.”

	“Bullshit, Mr. King of assholes. There are so many things you have wrong with this statement. First, your little peasant Syed—well, he’s not fit to lead, and to be honest, that’s a no-brainer.” Langston pointed to a limp hand that rolled on the ground. 

	Sage tightened his sword grip and began flicking his wrist again. Footsteps walked out of the castle. The young girl approached in full view of the masses, Bùxiǔ Bang leading her like a blind man and his walking stick.

	“It’s so bright.” A tiny voice arrested the king’s movement. 

	Lucian could feel Sage’s grip loosening when he heard the voice. Lucian tried to place that tiny voice. The curse that would be Sage’s undoing. An image of Samantha flashed in his mind’s eye. 

	This was moment that he was looking for, the split second he needed for Sage to be distracted. Lucian had only one course of action; the moment he moved, the master swordsman would react. 

	Lucian’s blade took shape as sliced through Sage’s chest. The sword extended in a flash, passing through him and into Sage’s body. Sage reacted to the blade’s activation, but it was too late. The blade had torn a hole through his chest. 

	Damn, Lucian thought. He’d missed the king’s heart. The wound could be lethal, but the king would live if treated in time by a skilled doctor. 

	Sage dropped Lucian as if the mage’s very skin burned his palm. As he fell to the ground, Bùxiǔ Bang flew towards the king, attempted to strike Lucian with his blade even before he regained his balance. It was Sage’s first mistake in battle, but it was enough. The staff propelled him nearly twenty feet away, crashing into a home, debris crumbling around him. 

	Iris ran to Lucian and gasped, tears flowing from her eyes. She knew there was no healing the wounds he suffered.

	“Thanks for that; I told you I had it,” Lucian gasped.

	“But you said to trust you; this isn’t what trust is supposed to get me.” Water fell from Iris’s eyes as she watched blood trickle from his mouth. 

	He didn’t reply with words, but Lucian called forth his blade one last time. With agonizing slowness, he carved a symbol into Iris’s chest. Iris looked down at the LiDievit  word, her mind racing to translate.

	“Soul?” she wondered, looking up with a questioning look.

	Again wordless, Lucian raised his hands and placed them across her chest, activating the rune with everything in his essence. His hands shook as he forced his body to finish the enchantment until life left his eyes. 

	In that instant, the very nature of reality shifted. Their bond snapped, but in the same instant created a unity unlike any before. Iris’s soul merged with Lucian’s. The ring they wore melted across their fingers since he could no longer fulfill its contract. The pain of the change could be barely felt by Iris beneath the emotional loss of her mate who lay still atop a pool of blood. 

	She cried out in pain. It felt like her heart had ripped in two. In an instant, her anguish reached the wolves. They all mourned for her mate, their howls permeating the air.  Iris’s ears perked as she felt the clambering change of Sage’s heartbeat. 

	As he stood from the rubble, his breathing was labored. His body had begun to heal from the impact, but the wound Lucian inflicted could not be healed by conventional magic. 

	Seeing his injury, anger choked Iris’s throat. As she turned away from Sage, she kneeled next to Lucian’s body. Iris lifted her hand and wiped it across his eyes closing them. As the essence of Lucian’s soul settled into hers, she howled again. Every wolf in the area fell to their knees. 

	Energy and power swelled in her body and her eyes glowed a radiant gold. Outwardly, Iris didn’t change, but her muscles tensed as they grew in power and strength. 

	Not knowing the outcome of the battle yielded different results to a man like Sage. A fluttering thought of fear marked his face. 

	Iris took pleasure in knowing he was scared. The look was only for a second, but the scent would stain him for the rest of his life.

	“Do something! Where am I, horsemen?” Sage screamed through ragged breathing.

	“Hold your ground; everyone hold your ground! No one else dies today,” Liam screamed. The  mage stepped forward, Anna helping him as he limped to the battlefield. She had spared his life. “The outcome of this will be between these two!” Liam demanded, sharing everyone’s sorrow for their lost ones.

	“You will pay for that,” Sage hissed.

	“You should worry about me,” Iris interrupted, dashing full speed towards the king. 

	Gravity seemed to bend at her will. She moved faster than any creature he had ever seen. For once her thoughts could keep up with her speed. There was nothing Sage could throw at her that she would not see. It was like he was moving in slow motion. Iris could even feel the very eminence around her. She raced through Lucian’s memory of how to use it. It seemed far easier to harness than even Lucian could manage. 

	The match was over in the blink of an eye. As Iris sped to the murderous king, the world froze. She tore through the air, Sage only managing a feeble swipe with his sword. She dodged, creating a ball of fire in her hand and screaming, exploding it in front of his face. The flash of light was blinding, causing Sage to lose track of Iris’s path. She slipped to the side where Sage was holding his sword, simultaneously kicking one of his legs. Her claws scraped his hand, forcing him to drop his weapon.  

	Iris then reached her hand out, calling forth Bùxiǔ Bang. The staff rushed to her palm, striking the fallen opponent. The force of the attack opened the wound further, sending blood spilling out of Sage’s mouth. But it wasn’t enough. 

	Incensed, Iris repeated the motion, beating his chest into a pancake, screaming with every blow. The attack lasted far longer than Sage’s life, but no one dared stop her. Lucian’s friends and pack felt her pain and were excited about her revenge. 

	As blood showered to the ground, Iris fell to her knees one last time, exhausted. She wished only for sleep to escape the pain. Releasing her hold on all the wolves, her power left her. 

	But Lucian still felt near, as if their souls were forever entwined.

	 


Chapter 46: 
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Change is Coming

	“Thank you all for coming today; I think for this Council to work, we need to become closer,” said Madam Sha, the new head of the Heptarchy Council. “No more manipulations. We must work as one unit for the betterment of all the supernatural realm, not just mages.” 

	Ben looked around at the Council, still barely familiar with its members. Sure, he knew their reputation as the strongest of his peers, but didn’t know many of them personally. He was especially excited about the mage on his left, the one whose hand he held beneath the table. They waited patiently as Madam Sha spoke.

	“And now I give you our newest members. Both of these ladies are the youngest members to join the Council.”

	“I was the youngest,” Ben corrected.

	“You don’t count. You were dead,” Madam Sha retorted. “Anyway, among us is the youngest lady to graduate from Valiant. She is somewhat of a protégé of mine, someone I took great pride in watching grow to the fine mage she is today. She might not tell it the same way, but I was only tough because I believe in her. Vera Wells—please stand.”

	“Thank you, Madam Sha. You’ve been a great mentor at times, but I know this was to get the best of me. I am glad to be here to continue learning from some of the best mages in the world. And hopefully, as we work together, we can avoid a catastrophe like the one we just had,” Vera finished quickly and sat back down, her hands crossed in front of her shoulders, now slightly rolled back. 

	The image burned into Ben’s mind; it was the first time the assured girl seemed nervous. He always found her confidence quite a sexy, but this was just downright adorable. He couldn’t help but smirk. 

	She glanced his way, startled at his expression. “What!” she whispered.

	“Nothing, just thinking how great you are,” Ben winked.

	“Thank you, Vera,” Madam Sha continued. “Last but certainly not least, by joining the Council she is the first of many things: our first scribe in over a decade; the first werewolf, and not to mention the savior of us all. I give you the Annex of the werewolves, Iris Draco.”

	“You forgot the first Azag Sha on the Council,” Ben yelled.

	“Thank you, Benjamin,” Madam Sha answered, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 

	Ben got the message, lifting his hands in surrender. 

	“Please stand, my dear.”

	“Thank you, Madam Sha. It’s a pleasure to be invited here, and I, like Vera, hope the changes we make foster the betterment of all supernatural beings. I hope we can one day expand this Council’s efforts to reach paladins, druids, and other beings. Everyone should have representation on this panel. This Council is already exceptional; with time and knowledge, we can make it even better. But having my closest friend who is a vampire and myself is a giant leap, and I thank you.”

	“Excellent. I couldn’t agree more. The main reason we are here is to discuss the events that transpired at the Azadolanian fortress.”

	“It was a shit show for sure,” Blaze erupted. “Thousands dead on both sides. I almost got another new member if it wasn’t for those werewolves. That hybrid creature was something else; he fought two alphas and me. It was unreal; he shrugged off my fire magic like…like it was nothing. Luckily that Langston fellow interfered; he’s a strong one,” Blaze rambled.

	Ben noticed that everyone simply sat in silence and let him talk. It seemed to be their custom. 

	“And what about the aftermath?” the Earth Master added.

	“Once they freed me, I was able to calm the battlefield. The fighting ceased but emotions were still very high. The giants were the biggest issue, especially the small giant.”

	“Regal,” Iris clarified.

	“Yes, Regal. He could get control of them for the most part. I did implement something in their mind to help with that. They see him as a giant; they already had a great impression of him, but now he is like a god. But as he promised, we gave them land to create a mage settlement on the outskirts Azadolan.” Madam Sha.

	“That seems insane; what the hell will keep them from attacking or eating all our food? Shit, or even just being clumsy and falling on somebody!” Blaze argued.

	“Once they are under Azadolan Law, any harm to our civilians or property will be dealt with accordingly. The realm itself differs regarding how the land is treated. It feeds off of magic and adapts to its needs. The realm helps Azadolan prosper, creating a great ally in future trade partners. It won’t be done overnight. The giants will have to involve themselves, but Regal is a good start. We even have volunteers ready to help in their building efforts,” said Madam Sha. 

	“What about the rule of Azadolan? Who will be Sage’s successor?” Vera asked.

	“Well, I’ve spoken to my niece about that. Technically, Iris should be the ruler of Azadolan, as her wolves, and, more importantly, she, was the one who slew the tyrant. However, it was a role she was unwilling to accept; therefore, I would take responsibility for my homeland. As a native, they will follow me. I will make all necessary changes,” the Life Master smiled at Iris.

	“I feel it’s what Lucian would do. So I also created another settlement for the werewolves. Like the giants, two of my closest wolves will serve as alphas on the opposite side of the giants’ new land.  The wolves here will prosper, growing our relationships amongst us all.” 

	“Very well. Sounds like a promising plan. We can adjust as we see fit down the road. I now bring these issues to a vote.”

	“I second,” Blaze said.

	“All in favor?” Madam Sha replied.

	All the members of the Council raised their hands.

	“Motion passed.”

	 


Epilogue 
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	Iris was pleased to be back in her village. Many of the things which she called home had been lost to her. Kobe and Bianka were creating a new life for themselves in the settlement of Azadolan. To her surprise, Benjamin decided to stay in the village with them, mastering his responsibility as the Heir of the Soul. 

	“You don’t have anyone speaking in your ear?” Ben asked one morning as they took a walk together.

	“Nope. Just a flood of memories and information and a burning desire to pick up a book and read.”

	“That’s Lucian, all right,” Ben laughed.

	“Yeah, I’m starting to get how much of a nerd I married.” She turned to him. “Thanks again for being so great to Mason. The changes have been hard for him. But you been a good mentor. He’s going to be a strong wolf.”

	“So is he. Or she,” Ben corrected, pointing to Iris’s belly.

	“Poor child. An impossible legacy to live up to,” Iris sighed, rubbing her belly.

	“You know there’s something you should know about Lucian’s dad, right? His biggest motivator was something his dad said when he left for Valiant. You know what that was?”

	“’You are my greatest accomplishment,’” Iris whispered, the memory flooding her mind.

	“I guess you do; Lucian had so much respect for Victor that he refused to make him a liar. One of the things that pushed him so hard.” 

	“It’s amazing; you knew him so well. It saddens me that I won’t have the ability to see him grow anymore.”

	“Maybe. But you have the memory of the love shared, the love he shared with all of us. His growth and humanity are beautiful things. You have all his abilities and are now possibly the strongest creature across multiple realms.”

	“I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to tap into that much strength again. The circumstances of so many wolves being open and free to submit, along with my anger and wrath, pushed me to a point that, if I try again, it would probably make me explode. I will settle for being stronger then Lucian,” Iris snickered, remembering when he’d told her he would beat her without any problem. 

	“Gonna be late,” Ben said.

	“Is Mason eating with you guys again?” Iris asked.

	“He said he was; the little twerp said he would help me cook. I could use a chef’s expertise,” Ben nudged her, knowing Iris had also gained Lucian’s knowledge of cooking. 

	“No, it’ll mean more to Vera if it comes from you. Just remember to keep stirring the rice and slowly add the stock,” she reminded him of his repeated mistake from the past when recreating Vera’s favorite dish. 

	“Thanks!” Ben dropped over her shoulder, vanishing from her eyes.

	Iris wandered as she rubbed her belly, reminiscing of her childhood. So much has led me to this point. 

	She walked near the area where she had consummated her union with Lucian, creating the child she now bore. Tears flowed from her eyes. She knew she had made the right choice. 

	She walked to the clearing where she became the Annex, the leader of all werewolves, where she declared Mason her first child. And where she would give birth to the pack's newest member.

	“My child, all of this and you will be my greatest accomplishment.”
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