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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Let ‘er rip!” I shouted. 
 
    My massive metal soldier I affectionately called “Big Guy” crouched in a defensive position in the meadow. The afternoon sun sparkled off  him, and as I had guessed, it only took me half a day to fix the parts that had broken and melted in our battle against Camus Dred, the so-called Bandit Boss of Cedis.  
 
    Big Guy was looking good, and now he needed an upgrade. Aurora, my sleek and sexy half-elf Ignis Mage, and I had spent an hour on a new alloy to strengthen his shield. My Terra Mage powers allowed me to find metals where they lurked under the mine’s surface, and Aurora melted them into a metal slurry that was easier for me to manipulate. The results certainly looked impressive. Big Guy’s new shield was as vast and shiny as his original one.  
 
    Now we just needed to see how much tougher it was. 
 
    At my words, Aurora narrowed her eyes in concentration and allowed blue flame to dance along her fingers. Even at a distance, I could smell and feel the bristle of heat that emanated from her as she built up her power. With a cry, she sent a stream of azure flame in an arc across the meadow, and it struck Big Guy with an explosion of fire. 
 
    “Is that ‘ripped’ enough for you?” Aurora called back, a hint of sarcasm in her voice, as I went to inspect my automaton. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t want to be your target,” I chuckled and looked over the surface of Big Guy’s shield. That’s when the smile left my face. The shield was pitted and soft.  
 
    “Do you want it any hotter?” Aurora yelled. 
 
    “Nah, it’s back to the drawing board,” I sighed. “We have to find something stronger.” 
 
    Aurora groaned. She knew that meant we had to head back into the mine. 
 
    I followed the half-elf down the tracks into the dark shaft of the mine. Aurora’s night vision made her the better guide, and she could light the torches with her magic, but it was also a good excuse to check out her round and pert ass. 
 
    “Don’t think I can’t tell what you’re doing,” she said, and I could tell she had a grin on her face, though she didn’t turn around. 
 
    “Can you blame me?” I replied with a grin of my own. 
 
    “Focus on the task at hand, Mason,” Aurora said as she turned to face me. “We have much work to do and not all the time in the world.” 
 
    All the time in the world to savor that ass, now that would be paradise. But I shook my head. The Ignis Mage was right. After fixing Big Guy, we still had half the kingdom of Cedis to help rebuild. It seemed like the Bandit Boss and his men had burned everything they couldn’t loot. 
 
    Then there was the bigger question of Camus Dred’s own boss, the one he called the Master. The man behind not only the Bandit Boss here in Cedis but the corruption of the Order of Elementa in the neighboring kingdom of Illaria. I suspected Aurora was still not over the shock and betrayal when Abrus, the head of the Order, showed his true colors and tried to assassinate King Temin. Oh, yeah, he also went after my friends and me. Nice guy, and the first person to talk of The Master. 
 
    It was a bit overwhelming to think of the big picture, so I took Aurora’s advice as very smart. Focus, Mason. Focus on the here and now, the task at hand. 
 
    “You want to do your thing?” asked Aurora as we reached the large chamber at the base of the tunnel. By that, she meant using my power to scan the vicinity and feel the presence of different metals I could then excavate.  
 
    I shook my head. “I kinda feel like we’ve tapped this particular chamber. Let’s see what’s happening a little deeper.” 
 
    The Ignis Mage nodded, and together we took a side passage. As soon as we started down, I heard Aurora grumble under her breath. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “There aren’t any torches to light,” she muttered. “My guess is that the miners left this area before they abandoned the rest of the mine on the king’s orders. Of course, I don’t really need a torch.” 
 
    With a wave of her hand, Aurora brought forth a small ball of flame and let it float above her head. It lit the passage almost as well as a row of torches. 
 
    “Of course, there’s another problem,” I pointed out sourly. 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “There’s only one reason why miners would leave,” I sighed. “They already got everything of value.” 
 
    “Why, Mason Flynt,” the half-elf said as she turned around. By the light of the flame over her head, I saw a hint of reproach in her emerald eyes. “It isn’t like you to be pessimistic.” 
 
    The truth of the matter was I felt like shit. As a half-elf, Aurora healed at a fast rate, but all the bruises, burns, and lacerations my body suffered from the castle battle with Camus Dred were fresh and aching. It wasn’t my style to complain, but I couldn’t let it sour my mood around this woman I loved completely, body and soul. I inhaled deeply, exhaled, and put my best cocky, lopsided smile back on my face.  
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Forgive me.” 
 
    “Much better.” Aurora returned my smile and kissed me. “Let’s leave no stone untouched.” 
 
    “Is that a pun, Defender Solana?” I chuckled. “Now that’s unlike you.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her green eyes, turned on a heel, and continued the walk down the passage while I chuckled to myself. We entered into another high, wide chamber, at least as big as the first one at the top of the mine. The Ignis Mage half-elf brightened the chamber with a glow of firelight, and I held out my arms and sent out my own waves of power to see what I could discover. 
 
    I had found that different metals would call back to me on different frequencies. Iron, copper, gold, silver, all “sang” to me in their own way, and I could feel their individual presence. I concentrated on particular metals and filtered out the noise of others as I walked around the cavern.  
 
    “Hello?” a familiar voice echoed through the mine.  
 
    I shook my head and let my wave of magic sink back. “We’re down here!” 
 
    We heard footsteps, and then Princess Cayla Balmier appeared in the chamber entrance like a vision. Around her bare shoulders, she wore a fur stole of the deepest raven black, the exact same color as her short hair, which complemented her porcelain skin. And there was plenty of that flesh to see, as the plunging neckline of her bodice, the same deep, dark color, hugged her curves deliciously. Her flowing skirts trailed behind her, lined with the same fur as the stole around her shoulders. 
 
    “By the gods, you did not come dressed for a day of work in the mines,” observed Aurora wryly. 
 
    I could not say a word, but then I met the princess and pressed my lips to hers. Only then could I whisper, “You took my breath away.” 
 
    Cayla smiled modestly, but I could tell the princess was pleased with the honest compliment. “I came directly from the castle where my father and I had our meeting with representatives from all over the kingdom, so we could hear how they’re faring and what they need.” 
 
    I frowned. “Bad news?” 
 
    Cayla nodded and let out a sigh. “Much worse than we feared.” 
 
    “Remember, always remember, we swore to help you and Cedis any way we can,” I said as I looked deep into her blue eyes. “There is nothing we three can’t do together.” 
 
    “I believe that,” the princess replied as she took my hand. “Do you have better news with your endeavors?” 
 
    I resolved not to make the mistake I had with Aurora and give in to my frustration and pain. “Partially. Big Guy is fully repaired. The only issue we’re facing is how to make him more fireproof so that I don’t have to keep fixing him after every battle.” 
 
    Aurora came closer to us. “That’s why we’re exploring more of the mine to find if there are other metals we can use.” 
 
    Cayla let out a giggle as she looked at Aurora. “It looks like all you’ve found is dust. Look at you!” 
 
    I turned from one lover to another and saw what she meant. Aurora’s beautiful mane of bright blue hair was dusted with white powder. I stroked the tresses and held up my white-streaked hand to her with a grin. As I did so, I felt a slight tingle which made me break my smile. 
 
    “What is it?” Aurora looked at me. 
 
    “There is something about this powder,” I replied while I stared at my hand. “It has a vibration. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “I’m no Metal Mage,” Cayla said as she grinned, “but I know what that is. Remember, we royalty have to learn all the fine arts, like music, poetry, and painting. That’s a pigment the courtly painters call pearlesce. Mixed with oil, it is a beautiful, glowing white sheen.” 
 
    “Titanium dioxide,” I muttered under my breath as I inspected my hand more closely. I was beginning to have an idea. 
 
    “No, I told you. It’s called pearlesce,” Cayla repeated with a frown. “You can find it naturally occurring all over the place.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, that’s what we call it on Earth,” I explained with a shake of my head. “It’s pretty common there too. You find it in makeup and sunscreen, all sorts of uses.” 
 
    “But not one of them is making metal soldiers more flame-proof,” Aurora smirked. “Do I need to tell you to focus again, Mason?” 
 
    “In this case, I actually am focused on that matter.” I turned to Aurora. “It comes from titanium, one of the strongest metals per pound. It’s used pretty much everywhere you want something tough and fire resistant.” 
 
    “A titanium shield is what Big Guy needs?” Cayla asked excitedly. 
 
    A wide grin broke out across my face. “Oh yeah, baby!” 
 
    “Well,” Aurora said as she gave me her best stone-faced smirk. “Then you know what to do… baby.” 
 
    I focused again and sent out waves into the chamber. It was a different kind of vibration I needed to find, and it didn’t take long for me to hone in on it. Titanium sang out all around me almost the moment I called out to it. 
 
    The women knew I was successful by my face, and they both broke out in smiles to match mine. 
 
    Immediately, I set to the task. I focused my Terra magic at a motherlode of titanium in the wall nearby and unleashed a wave of power to strip it from the surrounding stone. In less than ten minutes, I could see it. It glinted in the glow of Aurora’s firelight at me, as if to say hello. 
 
    And then it crumbled into dust. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what you say?” Aurora chided me. “It doesn’t look very resistant to me if it can’t even stay solid when nothing’s touching it.” 
 
    “It oxidized,” I groaned, and when I saw the women’s confused expressions, I explained a little more. “The air changed it on contact. I have to refine it before that happens somehow.” 
 
    “How are you going to do that?” Cayla asked simply.  
 
    I looked at her and hoped a brilliant idea would pop out of my mouth. Wasn’t that my thing? But… nothing. I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” the princess said confidently. Now it was her turn to reassure me, and her faith in me made me straighten my shoulders with pride. “What you need is some food. Knowing you, you haven’t eaten since breakfast.” 
 
    I nodded and forced my thoughts to turn away from this disappointment. This beautiful woman was filled with responsibilities for an entire kingdom, and I wouldn’t add to her worries. Besides, at the mention of food, my stomach approved of the plan by way of an embarrassing grumble. 
 
    Cayla gave a giggle at that. “I have a small feast from the palace up in your workshop. Let’s go.” 
 
    In a few minutes time, the three of us were up in the fresh air. The princess proudly displayed all she had brought: fresh apples and grapes, savory sausages, and pastries drizzled with the sweetest honey. Aurora laughed as I wasted no time and dove in like a ravenous beast. 
 
    “See?” Cayla teased as she gave me a playful slap on the shoulder. “I know all your appetites.” 
 
    I must have winced because both Aurora and Cayla reacted with concern. 
 
    “Let me see your shoulder,” Aurora commanded sternly. I started to object, but she silenced me with a hard stare. “Do it.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” I cracked, and then I dutifully lifted my tunic. Usually, the sight of my toned physique filled the women with lustful leers, but not this time. The two of them circled me, examining every still-healing wound, eyes dark with worry. 
 
    “You need to go back to the infirmary and have these looked at before they get infected,” Cayla said at last. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said as I shook my head. “There’s too much to do.” 
 
    “I knew there was something wrong,” Aurora sighed. “I always forget how slowly you humans heal. I should have examined your body.” 
 
    “You need no invitation to do that,” I offered with a grin. 
 
    “By the light of day and not in the throes of passion.” Aurora was not letting this go. Then she looked at Cayla. “How is it that you don’t have a blemish on you? Your skin is as perfect as ever.” 
 
    It was true. Every inch of the princess’s skin that was exposed was absolutely flawless, not cut and bruised as it had been two days ago. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cayla replied, confused as we were. “Maybe my healer at the infirmary was better? I will find her name and take you to her.” 
 
    “If I promise to go, can we change the subject?” I pled. I hated all this focus on a few bumps and scratches, though they hurt like hell, when there was so much else to discuss. “I want to know more about the meeting you and your father had with the representatives from the kingdom. How desperate is it?” 
 
    “Bandits still roam the land even without their leader,” the raven-haired princess said thoughtfully. She took a grape but didn’t seem to have the appetite for it.  “People also fear the return of the great beasts that attacked us before…” 
 
    “Which brings us back to the Master, the key to all this evil,” I mused. A cool breeze flowed through the open window of the workshop, and it soothed the pain on my bare chest. “And that path should lead to Nalnora.” 
 
    I glanced at Aurora. I knew she would react to the mention of the kingdom of the elves, her ancestral homeland, and she did not disappoint. 
 
    “Because Camus Dred boasted that the Master would attack them next?” the blue-haired mage asked. 
 
    “That,” I nodded and took a thoughtful bite of the apple in my hand, “and because of the runes we’ve seen branded on the beasts and the Bandit Boss himself. Even, if you remember, on the amulet around Abrus’s neck. You said it was ancient Elvish in design.” 
 
    “Cedis and Illaria are still in danger,” Cayla objected as she raised her voice. “If we leave them defenseless and journey to the east--” 
 
    “I concur,” Aurora interrupted. “There is also a practical issue. One can cross the border between Cedis and Illaria without a problem. The two human kingdoms are closely allied through trade, after all, and Cedis doesn’t have the manpower to really secure the border even if they wanted to do so. The elves of Nalnora are, shall we say, rather less relaxed with their neighbors. Visitation requires one be sanctioned to visit, and that isn’t always easily done.” 
 
    “There is bad blood?” I asked simply. 
 
    “On both sides,” the half-elf nodded sadly. “I know it well, being part of both worlds. Do not confuse it for a state of war. There is some limited trade between the kingdoms, but no trust. A long history I will save for another day.” 
 
    “Could your father send emissaries to Nalnora?” I asked Cayla. 
 
    “We are not a powerful force in the land and have no trade with them,” the princess replied as she shook her head. “Not like King Temin of Illaria.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a bud of mine,” I grinned. “He’ll definitely send a letter to Nalnora if I ask.” 
 
    “It’s true. His Majesty seemed to admire your lack of sophistication,” Aurora snorted. 
 
    “One of my finest qualities, wouldn’t you say?” I winked at her and received one of her signature, endearing eye rolls. 
 
    “Mason Flynt, as requested, we have changed the subject for your comfort,” Cayla announced as she stood up and cocked an eyebrow at me. “Now, as a reigning monarch of this land, I order you back to the palace infirmary. Obey me or face the consequences.” 
 
    My body shook with laughter which was followed by spikes of pain. Still, I managed to say merrily, “Oh no, what consequences does Her Royal Majesty have in mind?” 
 
    Cayla reached into the folds of her cloak and then pulled her hand out. On the palm of her hand was a small metal figure, my first automaton Stan. He stood legs akimbo and raised his arm just below his featureless face, side to side as if to say, “Off with his head.” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking to make my body off limits,” the princess giggled at Stan, “but yes, maybe corporal punishment should be on the table.” 
 
    “I’m going, I’m going,” I laughed and then groaned as I pulled myself to my feet. “Having my head cut off I could handle but keeping my hands off your body… that’s just cruel, Your Royal Highness.” 
 
    Cayla had tethered the pony she had ridden from the palace next to the vehicle Aurora and I had taken. I say vehicle, but truly, Bobbie 2.0 was much more than a means of transportation. After the revolvers and rifles I had crafted in defense of Illaria, she was my first creation with my metal magic. I had a practical need to get from the kingdom of Illaria to the kingdom of Cedis in a few days time, and I had the ability and knowledge needed to transform raw metal with willpower alone, so why wouldn’t I create the world’s most awesome motorcycle?  
 
    Bobbie could blast down the cobblestones and dirt roads of the countryside in excess of sixty miles per hour, turn on a dime, and carry the three of us comfortably. And that was all before Cayla’s father King Davit had gifted me a family artifact, a channeling gem, which I used to power Bobbie. She had been more than a motorcycle before, but now she was much, much more. 
 
    On our approach, her engine purred to life. God, I loved her, and she knew it. 
 
    Cayla swung onto her own pony. “You’ll get to the palace hours before I will, and I expect to find you in the infirmary. Ask for a healer named Shoshanne and insist on no other.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Highness,” I intoned as I bowed. Damn, but she was sexy when she put on her regal airs, even as a joke. 
 
    A moment later, Aurora and I were aboard Bobbie, and we roared along the dirt path that led us to Eyton, the capital city of Cedis and seat of King Davit. Days before I gave the bike the channeling gem in her ignition, Aurora used a spark conjured with her powers as an Ignis Mage to power the engine, but now that was no longer necessary. Bobbie would speed up or slow down on command. I didn’t even need to steer though she would let me take over like any good steed. She knew the path well and even found a shortcut up along a dried creek bed that cut a few minutes from our travel time, so I usually just let her run. 
 
    With the death of Camus Dred, Eyton was no longer under a curfew, and the gates to the city were wide open. The citizens, men, women, and children, waved and cheered as we passed. I couldn’t imagine how that would ever grow old. We left Bobbie in her usual stall in the stable just inside the city walls, and she gave a little grumble as if she didn’t want us to leave.  
 
    I stroked her handlebars. “Be a good girl.” 
 
    Aurora stood back as I let go of the familiar surge through my veins and willed the stone around my Bobbie to rise up and envelope her in a warm, protective cocoon. 
 
    “You know, Mason,” Aurora smirked, “you don’t really have to do that anymore. I pity anyone who’d try to do anything to her now that she’s, well, awake.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s what she’s used to,” I responded with a smile. “She likes it.” 
 
    The half-elf mage rolled her eyes and took my hand to pull me away toward the palace. It was an uphill path, arduous even at my hale and healthiest, through crooked city streets. Even off our distinctive and loud steed, the people of Eyton recognized us and greeted us with bows and cheers. I soaked it all up. After all, who wouldn’t want to be seen as a conquering hero?  
 
    Regardless of the adulation, by the time we reached the gates of the palace, I required no additional persuasion to move in the direction of the infirmary. A familiar figure, Captain Norick Mayard, the commander of the royal retinue began to greet us but then paused when he looked me over. 
 
    “Gods, Defender Flynt, I’ve never seen you so pale,” the red-haired knight grunted. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Never better,” I groaned sarcastically. “Catch you later, amigo.” 
 
    “We’re going to the infirmary,” Aurora explained and gave me a yank in that direction. 
 
    “Good,” Mayard nodded, and his face betrayed his concern. 
 
    It had only been two days since the battle in the castle, and the infirmary was still a whirlwind of activity. The healers, I had learned, were holy men and women in service of Pallax, god of wisdom and charity. Unlike their counterparts in the Middle Ages and Renaissance on my own planet, they seemed to do more good than harm. Let’s just say, they knew better than to rely on leeches for their cures. 
 
    “Can someone help us?” Aurora asked the first healer we came across, a paunchy old man with a head the shape and smoothness of an egg. “We need to see Shoshanne.” 
 
    The man lay his hand on my forehead, wet with sweat. “He has a fever. I can take care of him.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Princess Balmier has insisted that Shoshanne treat me.” I gave him an apologetic half smile. “No disrespect intended.” 
 
    If he had been offended, the healer knew better than to show it. He hurried off while I lurched for the nearest empty cot. A moment later, he returned with a woman. I began to think perhaps I was even sicker than I thought when I saw what I could only imagine was a hallucination. 
 
    Tall and slender, she was modestly attired in the robes of her order, and though she moved hurriedly, it was with grace and strength. She had wild, curly copper-colored hair pulled back in a messy bun, and her skin was the color of coffee with cream. She didn’t look my way at first but instead conversed with the healer we had just talked to as she put on her gloves. 
 
    “Hennot, you cannot drag me away from a patient,” I heard her complain. 
 
    “Tolnar can take care of him,” the healer Hennot insisted. “Her Royal Highness herself insisted that you see this man. I believe he’s the mage who saved the kingdom.” 
 
    At that, Shoshanne turned to me, and her brown eyes seemed to go right through me. 
 
    “Am I delirious, or is she absolutely gorgeous?” I whispered to Aurora. 
 
    Aurora couldn’t help but crack a smile as she held my hand. “Evidently, your libido is healthy enough, my love. Yes, she is quite striking.” 
 
    “I will need some gauze and polwort poultices,” Shoshanne barked to Hennot. “Now. Hurry.” 
 
    I felt weak, but I doubted I would have resisted under any circumstances as she made quick work of taking off my clothing. Modesty be damned. I hoped she liked what she saw even if it was a medically necessary procedure. Before she said a word, Hennot bounded back with the supplies she requested. 
 
    “I’m impressed you were walking around with these infections,” Shoshanne murmured, and I could feel her warm breath on my skin as she examined me thoroughly. “You must have the stamina of an ox.” 
 
    “That he does,” Aurora offered, and then she apparently felt the need to offer with a smirk, “and sometimes the brains of one.” 
 
    “Are you going to fix me or insult me?” I asked with a weak grin. 
 
    Shoshanne didn’t smile back, but there was a sparkle in her mahogany eyes that suggested she wanted to. Instead, she got to work covering me with the healing ointments. They were the same oils and unguents my previous healer had used on me, I recognized their smell, but the effect was very different. 
 
    Almost immediately, the pain in my body began to dissipate. It was as if her very touch was an anesthetic and a cure in one as it reached deep into me. I gasped and coughed, and then my lungs expanded in my chest as she laid her hands on me. 
 
    After that, I was overwhelmed by exhaustion. My eyes seemed to shut against my will, and I fell into darkness. 
 
    When I opened them again, Aurora was still by my side. Next to her were Cayla and her father, King Davit. All three breathed with relief on my return to consciousness. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again,” the princess whispered, and tears brimmed in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Good to see you in the world of the living.” The king smiled, his whiskey-colored eyes full of concern. “We need you here.” 
 
    “How do you feel, my love?” Aurora asked simply. 
 
    I took stock. It was hard to explain how I felt because I had never felt this way before. Like any kid, I’d had my share of colds and the flu growing up. Once I even had chicken pox. That said, I would consider myself a very healthy person, and now I felt that I was recovered from a lifetime of sickness. I was strong, full of energy, ready to take on the world. 
 
    “I feel like a million bucks!” I chuckled. 
 
    “Why do you feel like such a large number of young male deer?” the king asked, confused. 
 
    I laughed and then looked under the sheet that covered me. All the festering wounds and ugly bruises had faded and were almost completely gone. 
 
    “I told you Shoshanne was good,” Cayla said as she smiled, joy in her blue eyes. 
 
    “She’s a damn miracle worker!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “What she is,” Aurora said as she cocked an eyebrow, “is an Aer Mage.” 
 
    The king, princess, and I all stared at the half-elf together. 
 
    “What is an Aer Mage?” the king was the first to respond. 
 
    “A mage who commands the element of air,” Aurora replied as she looked at us one after the other. “After you fell asleep, she took off her gloves, and I saw the Mage’s Mark plain as can be.” 
 
    “Did you say anything?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know what to say,” she responded with a shake of her head. “I’ve certainly been under the impression mages of any kind were relatively unknown here in Cedis. Typically, mages migrate to Illaria to receive instruction from the Order.” 
 
    “Indeed, this is all news to me,” King Davit said as he frowned. “I don’t like secrets in my palace. And what does commanding the air have to do with the power to heal?” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed Captain Mayard standing behind the king until he spoke and stepped forward. “I summoned her when we arrived in the infirmary, Your Highness. I thought you would want to see the healer who helped your daughter and Defender Flynt, but now you may wish to… ah, here she is now.” 
 
    Shoshanne seemed nervous as she approached us and awkwardly curtseyed to the king with a trembling, “Your Highness.” 
 
    “Take off your gloves,” King Davit demanded coldly. 
 
    “Of course,” Shoshanne obeyed, and then she stripped them off as quickly as she could. “They’re part of my order’s uniform, sire. They help prevent the spread of infections as I treat different--” 
 
    “There,” Aurora interrupted as she pointed to the mark on the back of the healer’s hand. “That’s the mark of an Aer Mage.” 
 
    “What?” Shoshanne looked to her hand, stunned. “This? I don’t know what you just said, but this is just a funny little discoloration I’ve had for as long as I can remember. I don’t know if it’s from a childhood accident or if it’s a birthmark, but I’ve never heard it called… whatever you just called it. Am I in trouble?” 
 
    I didn’t know why I believed Shoshanne that she didn’t know she was an Aer Mage, but I did. After all, Aurora had been the first to spot the mark on me when we first met, and she hadn’t believed my protestations of ignorance either at first. I couldn’t look in the healer’s big brown eyes, wide with confusion, and not trust that she was in a similar predicament. 
 
    I could read bewilderment on the faces of Aurora, Cayla, King Davit, and Captain Mayard as well. Evidently, they struggled too to understand how someone could be a mage and not know it. 
 
    “Shoshanne,” I said simply. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “You’ve probably never heard of it,” the healer said as she turned to me. “A tiny island called Epiphones off the southern coast. My family were fishermen, very poor, reliant on the kindness of the Order of Pallax to survive. They clothed us, healed us, taught us the wisdom of generosity and goodness. I began helping in their ministry, and they recognized an affinity for healing in me. It was the greatest, proudest moment in my life when I was invited to join their ranks.” 
 
    “I see,” King Davit said, and I could tell his customary calm had returned. “And you have not been on the mainland very long?” 
 
    “Only a few months, Your Majesty,” Shoshanne replied timidly. “The head of our Order summoned us to assist when he heard about the crisis in your kingdom. Please tell me what I did wrong.” 
 
    “Nothing at all,” Cayla smiled sweetly. “I don’t think you even knew you were using your magic together with the traditional medicines to help heal people, but I’m so glad you did.” 
 
    “I have heard of islands so remote that there’s no knowledge of things like magery,” Aurora acknowledged as she also gave Shoshanne a comforting smile. “To think, you might have lived your whole life without knowing you have the power to do even more than heal the sick.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand what controlling the air has to do with healing,” Davit remarked as he shook his head.  
 
    “Actually, quite a bit,” I spoke up. “She may be unconsciously cleaning wounds greater than even the best salves and ointments can. Where I’m from, people who are very wounded are given a therapy with a gas called oxygen to speed the healing. Do you feel something when you’re treating patients, Shoshanne? Like a wave of energy that seems to pulse with the blood in your veins?” 
 
    “I do,” the healer whispered, and her brown eyes grew even wider with wonderment. “I believed it to be the spirit of Pallax moving through me.” 
 
    “It may be,” Aurora said as she nodded, “but it is also how mages like Mason and I feel when we summon our craft.” 
 
    “The answer is obvious,” King Davit said as he stood up from my bedside. “You must take her to Illaria and the Order of Elementa where she can learn her full potential.” 
 
    “Father has another reason to send us there,” Cayla gave the king a knowing look before turning to me. “He wants us to appeal to King Temin for his assistance in helping to rebuild and refortify. We know the danger from the minions of the Master has not passed us.” 
 
    I nodded. I had expected that request for days now. 
 
    “I-I cannot go!” Shoshanne blurted. “I have my sworn duties to the service of Pallax to attend. I’m sorry, but--” 
 
    “Pallax wants you to go, my child,” Hennot said from behind her. A small group of other healers had gathered, he among them. “If you are capable of even greater good by exploring your gift, then you know in your heart it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    A loose strand of her copper hair fell onto her forehead, and Shoshanne carefully pulled it back while she considered those words. At last, she nodded. 
 
    “Excellent,” King Davit clapped his hands together. “We are putting together supplies for you. Assuming your patient Mason here is well enough, you should be able to leave as early as tomorrow afternoon?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and a wide grin grew on my face. I had an idea of how to solve the problem with Big Guy’s shield, but I would need everyone’s help, including the Aer Mage Shoshanne. “But your training begins tomorrow morning. At the mine. I think you’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    At the crack of dawn, we asked Shoshanne to meet us at the stables just inside the city walls, and to her credit, she didn’t make us wait. Cayla had to stay with her father and supervise the preparation for our journey to Illaria, so it was just Aurora and me.  
 
    “Here comes our little Aer Mage,” the blue-haired Ignis Mage whispered as she pointed up the street toward where Shoshanne walked down from the castle and through the narrow streets still illuminated by torchlight more than by the morning sun. 
 
    The healer seemed nervous as she walked. Every few feet, Shoshanne would look behind her or start at a noise. Once it was a dog’s bark that made her jump. Another time it was one of the baker’s apprentices who whistled as he arrived at his shop. I couldn’t help but chuckle. Eyton was nowhere near as big a city as Serin, the capital of Illaria, but it seemed overwhelming to a simple girl like her. 
 
    Aurora and I exchanged bemused looks as if we shared the same thought. We had to start small so as not to frighten her. 
 
    “Best get Bobbie out of ‘bed’ before she gets here,” Aurora whispered, and I nodded. Then I sent a small wave of power to the stone barriers I had pulled around the bike and let them settle back down to the stable floor. Just as I finished, Shoshanne arrived with a shy smile and a small sack looped around her shoulder. She was wrapped in a gray cloak that matched her modest robes, the uniform of her order. Of course, I preferred the way my lovers Cayla and Aurora dressed, tight, low-cut bodices and the like, but there was something about Shoshanne’s innocence, how little aware she was of how sexy she was, which was in itself very alluring. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said before her eyes caught sight of Bobbie and widened. “W-what is this?” 
 
    “We call her Bobbie,” I explained as I took Shoshanne’s hand and brought her over. “She was one of my first creations when I learned what I could do as a mage. Do you want to touch her?” 
 
    I could tell the beautiful Aer Mage didn’t, but she put on a brave face and reached out anyway. Bobbie’s engine purred to life, and Shoshanne jumped back with a squeak of terror. 
 
    I tried to hold back a laugh as I said, “It’s okay. She’s friendly.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like… her?” Shoshanne said as she gaped at the bike. “S-she’s alive then?” 
 
    “I think I’ve always thought of her as alive,” I replied thoughtfully, “but I had an emotional connection from the moment I made her. It took a special, rare kind of magic to give her a mind of her own. In that sense, she’s two days old, but like I said, I’ve always thought of her as more than a tool for transportation. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Shoshanne laughed and shook her head. “You must think me very stupid.” 
 
    “Honey, where I’m from, you’d be considered a doctor, and no one would call them stupid,” I replied with a chuckle. “Maybe it’s easier to show you than to try to explain. Climb on.” 
 
    I let Shoshanne climb onto Cayla’s regular seat and made myself a mental note that I needed to make Bobbie big enough for four people to ride before we left. Would there be time enough to create a sidecar? I tucked the thought away for later. There was still much to do. 
 
    Aurora eyed her sack and asked, “Is that everything you’ve brought with you for our journey?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have much,” Shoshanne sighed. 
 
    “I’m sure the princess will provide,” Aurora reassured her. 
 
    I jumped on next, and Aurora slid in front of me as usual. And as usual, the half-elf slid herself back, so the back of her tight skirt touched the front of my leather breeches. That never ceased to give me a charge, especially when Bobbie cranked her engine and we felt her vibrate beneath us. 
 
    Shoshanne let out a yelp, but I quickly turned to her with a reassuring grin. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re safe,” I said and took her hand. I wrapped it around my waist before I did the same with her other arm. “Just hold on tight.” 
 
    I didn’t have to say anything out loud to Bobbie about where we needed to go, nor ask her for a slow, steady ride. The bike had felt my thoughts the moment I had them. We slid out of the city gates, smooth and unhurried, and drove northward toward my workshop and mine. 
 
    Even with those precautions, I could feel Shoshanne tremble and press her warm body hard against me. I must admit that felt pretty damn good as well. Her head crushed into my back and her tight bun of hair must have come loose because I could see the long dark red curls whip in the wind. 
 
    I nudged her gently back and raised my voice over Bobbie’s engine. “Open your eyes and look around! It’s a beautiful country.” 
 
    I didn’t know when she actually relaxed and did so, but by the time we arrived at the mine and workshop, her grip around my waist was looser. I took a peek over my shoulder and watched her as she took in everything there was to see, wonderment in her warm dark brown eyes. The morning sun sparkled through her thick, wild hair as it flew free in the wind. 
 
    “So how was your first experience on Bobbie, Shoshanne?” Aurora called from the front as we puttered into place next to the workshop. 
 
    “Very--” the young healer paused as she searched for the right word. “Very stimulating, thank you.” 
 
    Aurora and I shared a laugh as I helped the Aer Mage off her seat and led her into my workshop. Shoshanne stopped, and her eyes widened at the sight of Big Guy. 
 
    “Another of your… creations?” she asked, and her voice shook with apprehension. 
 
    “Yes, my latest one,” I said proudly. “A work-in-progress, I should say. You’re here to help me finish him. We call him Big Guy.” 
 
    Shoshanne reached out and touched his metal shell with her graceful caramel-colored hands. Then she shook her head in confusion. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” she asked. “I can treat wounds of the flesh, but this is no man of flesh.” 
 
    “Dear girl, watch,” Aurora said with a smile and held out her own pale hands. At her will, flames began to dance along the tips, first red, then yellow and orange, and then blue. The Ignis Mage wove them until they enveloped her arm to her elbow. 
 
    “By Pallax, does that not hurt?” Shoshanne gasped. 
 
    “Quite the contrary, it feels delicious,” Aurora purred. “This is my element at my command. Nothing feels better to a mage than contact with the element which chose them at birth.” 
 
    “You have already made a connection just by instinct,” I added. “The trick is opening yourself up to that connection. I can feel it surging through my veins when I release my power to control metal and earth. Remember when I asked you at the infirmary if you felt a charge in your body when you were healing people? That was you touching your power even though you didn’t know you were doing it.” 
 
    With a gesture, Aurora directed her flame at a tallow candle. The fire arced through the air and set the wick ablaze. 
 
    “First test, blow out that candle,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Shoshanne stepped up to it, and Aurora stopped her. 
 
    “Don’t actually blow it out with your mouth,” the half-elf chuckled. “Summon a gust of wind to extinguish it.” 
 
    Shoshanne still looked lost, and I couldn’t help but think back to the battle with the drake when I first discovered my power as a Terra Mage. I had my hands on a rock, a boulder really, beyond my ability to pick up and throw, but that was the moment I felt that I could do it with every fiber of my body. I stepped up behind Shoshanne and traced my fingers down her long slim arms. When I reached her hands, I pushed her fingers open, and when she relaxed, she spread them wide. 
 
    “There is air all around you,” I whispered soothingly in her ear. “Let yourself feel it. Feel its presence and power charge through your body in waves. Close your eyes and picture in your mind your target. The candle. And then, release it.” 
 
    Shoshanne listened, and I could see her slim body tremble as she connected with the power which was her birthright. She sucked in a big breath of air, and her long russet hair began to whirl around her head as she was cradled in a gentle breeze. I felt the invisible force as it grew in intensity until it finally drifted off her toward the candle. 
 
    The flame of the candle flickered. 
 
    “More!” Aurora encouraged, and I glanced at the Ignis Mage to see an excited smile stretched across her lips. 
 
    The wind around the Aer Mage grew. Then the robes around her slim figure whipped from side to side, and the long thick coils of her hair danced around her head like a nest of angry copper-colored snakes. A blast of air flew from her fingertips and extinguished the flame of the candle. Another even stronger blast followed, which knocked the candle clean off the table. 
 
    I was ready to catch her when she collapsed. I knew what to expect. 
 
    “By Pallax,” Shoshanne breathed as I helped her sit down on a stone stool I raised from the ground with a small surge of my power. 
 
    “You’re going to have to learn to reign it back,” I said with a smile, “but you did great. The weakness will pass as you train more.” 
 
    “Remember how I had to give you some Tiorlin berries to get you back on your feet, Mason?” Aurora asked with a teasing grin. 
 
    “We’ll definitely have to get more of those if we’re going to get in the business of mage training,” I laughed.  
 
    “That was… amazing,” Shoshanne said and stood up a bit wobbly. “Show me more.” 
 
    “You have to be careful not to overtax yourself.” Aurora frowned in concern. “It can be fatal.” 
 
    I agreed, but I liked the young healer’s enthusiasm to learn. 
 
    “Let’s go down to the mine,” I said happily. “I’ll show you what you can do to help me finish Big Guy before we leave.” 
 
    Aurora shook her head but came along without complaint as I showed Shoshanne the tracks that led down into the mine we had reopened. As always, the Ignis Mage released flames from her fingers and ignited the torches one by one. Shoshanne clung to my arm as she looked into the darkness ahead. 
 
    “I take it they didn’t have mines on your little island either?” I asked. 
 
    Shoshanne shook her head silently. It was then my nose detected a change, but of course, Aurora with her heightened senses detected it already. 
 
    “You’re using your powers now, and you didn’t even realize it,” the half-elf chuckled. “Just by instinct, you’re cleaning the air, exactly like you do when you’re in the infirmary. Trust me, it was very unpleasant in here before. All dust and dead air.” 
 
    “I’m glad I made it better,” Shoshanne replied, and she sounded shyly pleased.  
 
    “Now that being said,” Aurora added more critically, “you need to control your power and not let it control you.” 
 
    The Aer Mage nodded obediently. I had half forgotten what a hardass Aurora could be when I was first starting out. And how hot it was. 
 
    The three us entered the second chamber where I had detected the titanium deposits. I waited for Aurora to illuminate the room with fire before I pointed to the wall in question. 
 
    “This is probably a harder test than you’re ready for, but I want to give it a try,” I said earnestly. “What I need you to do is see if you can create a vacuum.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what means,” Shoshanne protested as she furrowed her brow. 
 
    “I need you to move all the air out of a particular spot for a few minutes’ time,” I explained. “There’s a metal just below the rock surface that I need to refine to make a shield for Big Guy. Between Aurora’s power and mine, we can mold it into what we need, but it crumbles to dust the moment it’s exposed to air. That’s where you come in. When I give the word, pull all the air away from the titanium deposit and hold it until we’ve finished. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    Shoshanne thought about it before she nodded slowly. “I-I can try.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” I smiled, proud of my new pupil. “Okay, everyone step way back. We’re basically going to be working in an open blast furnace, and I need enough room to make a shield worthy of our Big Guy.” 
 
    We three mages moved to the middle of the chamber, and then I reached out first. my connection to the stone flowed out from me until it sank into the surface I sought. My pulse quickened as I moved the rock aside. A few minutes passed before I felt the tingling presence of the titanium ore as it called out to me. 
 
    “Shoshanne, now!” I shouted. 
 
    Instantly, I felt the still air of the cavern come alive. Dust propelled wind surged towards us, blown away from the wall I concentrated on.  
 
    “It needs to be a complete vacuum, or this isn’t going to work at all!” I called out over the roar of the wind. 
 
    “I th-think I got it!” the Aer Mage shouted back, strain evident in her voice. “Hurry!” 
 
    I took a deep breath and let my power writhe out of me like a living thing. Then the titanium burst from the wall, a huge chunk of it, more than enough for what I needed. It glittered in the light, but I didn’t have time to cheer when it didn’t dissolve.  
 
    I turned to my Ignis Mage. “Aurora! Now! Everything you got!” 
 
    Blue flames swept out around Aurora like a fan before they leapt across the cavern and washed over the raw titanium ore. The chamber was now awhirl with fire and dust, so it was impossible to see anything. Not that I needed sight, for I could feel the metal as if it were a part of me. At first, it seemed like it wasn’t enough, but I gritted my teeth, and it began to yield to me. 
 
    “Mason!” I heard Shoshanne’s desperate voice through the chaos cry out. “I c-can’t hold it!” 
 
    “Yes, you can!” I shouted back. “You’re doing great! Just a few more moments!” 
 
    I pictured the shield I had already made for my metal soldier in my mind and let it flow out. Minutes passed as I manipulated the molten titanium and felt it take shape. Suddenly, a rush of air blew in from behind me, and I knew the vacuum had collapsed. The roar of wind vanished, and the dust began to settle. 
 
    “Aurora,” I said and turned to her. “That’s enough.” 
 
    With a nod, the Ignis Mage let her blue flame vanish without a trace. All that was left was the orange glow she launched to help us see. We both turned to Shoshanne who was on her knees, her auburn tresses draped over her head. We were instantly at her side. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, worried that I had foolishly pushed the girl who just learned of her powers to the breaking point. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she groaned, her voice weak. “I-I couldn’t hold it.” 
 
    The healer was too weak to stand, so I picked her up in my arms. 
 
    “Did we fail?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “See for yourself,” I replied without emotion. Well, that was my intention, since I wanted it to be a surprise. The problem was the half-elf knew me too well, and I couldn’t fool her.  
 
    I carried Shoshanne as the three us went to see our handiwork at the far end of the cavern. The titanium plate caught the orange glow of Aurora’s light, but it was cool to the touch. It was an exact duplicate, from the handle perfectly fit for Big Guy’s hand to the hooks that attached to his shoulders. 
 
    “Shoshanne?” Aurora whispered in the healer’s ear. “Open your eyes and see what you helped create.” 
 
    When the healer didn’t answer, Aurora looked up to me with concern.  
 
    “I can feel her breathing against me,” I whispered back. “She’s just sleeping. Let’s head back up.” 
 
    I used a burst of magic to levitate the titanium shield behind us as we made our way out of the mine. The sun was high in the sky when we emerged, and I carried the beautiful Aer Mage to the bedroom I had behind the workshop. 
 
    “We should let her sleep,” I said as I tucked her in. 
 
    “Probably, but Cayla will be here in a few hours with our supplies,” Aurora grimaced. “I’m not sure Bobbie 2.0 will be the most comfortable mattress.” 
 
    “Ah, but I have a plan,” I replied with a cocky grin. 
 
    “Don’t you always?” Aurora asked with a matching smirk. “Do you need my help?” 
 
    “Always, my dear,” I said and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Replacing Big Guy’s shield will just take a few minutes, and then… oh, you’ll love it.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” the half-elf said suspiciously. 
 
    As I predicted, it was a simple procedure with Big Guy. The new shield fit exactly as the old one had, only now it was many times stronger and lighter, as well as water and heat resistant. It was also cool that it shone as bright as a mirror so I could see my own handsome face as I looked at my finished automaton. 
 
    Well, finished for now. I had a few other refinements in my head, but I pushed them back for the time being. I felt a little sad to leave Big Guy behind, but at the moment we had more pressing matters, and I didn’t have a use for him right now.  
 
    With Aurora’s help, I gathered the raw material I needed for the addition to Bobbie. We were a well-oiled machine by now and worked in tandem, with short breaks for kisses. It took us no time at all to melt and mold the basic pieces needed: a steel studded wheel, some shock-suspension springs, a chunky chain-like connection, and a simple frame shaped roughly like a capsule with an open partition. I knew well that the time-consuming part would be on the field. I had to test and refine. 
 
    Bobbie 2.0 purred with excitement as I wheeled out her new companion sidecar. With a small burst of my magic, I welded the connection to her right side with a bolt so it could be put on or off with ease. Then I turned to Aurora and signaled for her to get in the sidecar. 
 
    “You have to be kidding me,” the half-elf snorted. 
 
    “I need to test the handling with the weight of another person in the sidecar,” I explained patiently. “We can’t wait until we’re halfway to Illaria to find out the balance is off, can we?” 
 
    Aurora grumbled but crawled into the sidecar. I knew it wasn’t comfortable yet, but I could fix that once I knew it worked otherwise. I shot her a sympathetic smile and climbed onto Bobbie. 
 
    We roared around the meadow for several minutes. I asked Bobbie to test the sidecar out with sharp turns to the left and to the right at variable speeds. To Aurora’s annoyance and discomfort, I also requested the bike drive hard over some rocks. 
 
    When we were finished and dismounted, the half-elf walked right up to me and punched me hard in the shoulder. 
 
    “My ass is black and blue, thank you very much,” she complained. 
 
    “I’ll get to your ass later.” I grinned as I rubbed my shoulder. “Just a few minor adjustments needed, and she’s roadworthy. Did you see how the sidecar leaned in with the turns? That’s key to keeping its wheel on the ground. It actually swivels and follows the lead of the bike.” 
 
    Whatever sarcastic reply Aurora was about to say was interrupted by the sound of hoofbeats. Cayla galloped into the clearing on her pony first, and I saw right away she wore her traveling clothes, just as when I had first met her. A tight low cut bodysuit with see-through cutouts and thigh-high boots. I was about to tell her how amazing she looked, but she was quickly followed by Captain Mayard on his black steed. The horse had apparently not forgotten Bobbie since the battle at Lindow when we roared past him on the road to defend the burning town. He eyed Bobbie and stamped his feet nervously as he threw back his head. 
 
    “Are you ready to ride?” Mayard asked as he dismounted. “We have all your provisions here.” 
 
    “Very nearly,” I said as I slid under the sidecar to fix a little stiffness in the tilting wheel. “You’ll find Shoshanne inside, fast asleep.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll get her,” Aurora said quickly. “You can pack up the infernal machine.” 
 
    “I like the new addition to Bobbie,” Cayla cooed as she ran her pretty fingers over the sidecar. “Now there is plenty of room for us and supplies.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking too, but I have one more thing to add before we go. One second!” I grinned and ran to the workshop. 
 
    Cayla and Mayard stared after me, but a moment later I was back with everything I needed. First, I welded an iron swivel-joint base to the front of the sidecar, and then I slid a rifle into position. They locked together perfectly. 
 
    “What do you call that?” mused Mayard. 
 
    “A turret,” I said with a grin. “For Princess Crackshot over here. Just in case.” 
 
    “You flatter me,” said Cayla with a matching wide smile, and her blue eyes sparkled with delight as they ran over the mounted gun.  
 
    We loaded the supplies into the sidecar and had just finished when Aurora emerged from the workshop with Shoshanne. The healer’s auburn hair was a bedheaded mess, but she smiled sleepily as they approached. 
 
    After some discussion, we decided that the healer would be most comfortable snuggled in the sidecar with all the supplies, while Aurora, Cayla, and I assumed our regular places on Bobbie 2.0.  
 
    Cedis had felt like home to me these last few weeks, but it was time to return to the first place I ever felt I belonged: Illaria. I let Bobbie know we were ready at last, and her engine roared in approval. Captain Mayard waved to us as he hitched Cayla’s pony to his own steed to bring her back to the palace stables. Then in a cloud of dust, we were on the road. 
 
    As we picked up speed, I looked to my right to see how Shoshanne fared in the sidecar now that she no longer had my back to hide against. Far from frightened, she sat upright, brown eyes wide to capture all the beautiful fields and farmland around us. 
 
    I was glad our new friend enjoyed herself, but for myself, I would not have traded places with anyone. Once again, I was on my living, magical motorcycle, my hands on the thighs of a beautiful half-elf mage in front of me, and the full breasts of a gorgeous princess pressed against my back behind me. 
 
    Life was fucking good. 
 
    Storm clouds darkened the sky to the east, so I directed Bobbie to take the north-western route. I wanted to make good time, so I hardly slowed down as we rolled along a wooden bridge that crossed a sleepy little stream. We roared past fields of wheat which blew back like we were a force of nature. In a way, we were. 
 
    When, hours later, I saw seabirds in the sky, I turned back to Cayla. 
 
    “Are we close to the coast?” I shouted over the wind. 
 
    “By the gods, you’ve never seen the Terthlian Sea, have you?” Cayla called back, giddy with excitement. “Okay, there’s the most wonderful place you’ve ever seen just before the border to Illaria! Stay on this path and take your second right!” 
 
    I was inspired by the raven-haired princess’s enthusiasm, so I followed her directions. We passed small stone farmhouses and herds of cattle which barely raised their sleepy eyes to watch us speed by. As we rose over a small hill, I got my first glimpse at the Terthlian Sea, a sliver of azure blue on the horizon. 
 
    That was the moment I heard the cry for help. 
 
    A man stood by the side of the road outside his ramshackle farmhouse. The little land that he owned was fenced in, and I could see several coops in the scraggy grass and dirt. He turned to face us as I brought Bobbie to a stop. 
 
    It was hard to judge his age. He could have been fifty or eighty as his sun-ravaged wrinkles were caked with dust. The expression though was impossible to miss: pure anguish. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I shouted at the man.  
 
    “I was packin’ up me chickens to take to market,” he howled, “and they took ‘em! Wagon and all! Me only wagon!” 
 
    Since we passed no wagon earlier, I guessed the bandits went the other direction, and sure enough, I could see a cloud of dust about a mile ahead. Without another word, I told Bobbie to give everything she had. 
 
    In thirty seconds, I could see the wagon clearly as we gained on them. It was a run down wagon as you’d expect from a chicken farmer with a tattered canvas that flapped as it clattered down the dirt road. I knew it would only be another minute before we overtook them, and I looked forward to that meeting. In my book, you can’t get lower than to rob a poor man of his only livelihood. 
 
    “I’ll stop them!” I shouted, but before I could twist the handlebars and steer Bobbie off the road, the motorcycle seemed to turn all by herself and plow right into the cornfield after the wagon. 
 
    Shoshanne screamed as we bumped over uneven ground, and fully grown stalks whipped at us. I took a moment to gather my senses before I was able to understand what Bobbie relayed to me through the link in our minds. She didn’t exactly talk with words, but I could still feel what she felt.  
 
    Man, magic was fucking awesome. 
 
    “You saw the guy in the back of the wagon nocking an arrow?” Aurora shouted back to me. “I saw him just a second before you got out of the way!” 
 
    “I didn’t, but Bobbie did!” I called back. I couldn’t help but think how I wished Bobbie had the channeling gem when we were moving through Cedis at a snail’s pace because we didn’t know if the roads were booby-trapped or not. 
 
    Just as suddenly as she had swung to the right into the field, Bobbie turned left back onto the road. It was precisely timed to intercept the wagon which we had barely overtaken. 
 
    The farmer’s horse reared up in alarm at our appearance. With a whinny of panic, it tore off in the opposite direction into an open field, and we took chase. We would have quickly overtaken them in a straightforward race, but Bobbie had to swerve to the left and right to evade the bandit’s arrows. 
 
    Aurora’s keen half-elven sight detected the danger ahead a moment before Bobbie communicated something similar in my mind.  
 
    “They’re heading right for a cliff over the sea!” she shouted. 
 
    I held out my hand and called up my Terra powers. 
 
    Just before the cliff edge, the dirt and stone rose up to block the runaway horse’s path. I let it expand north and south in case the panicking beast tried to go around as Bobbie barreled closer and closer. The bandits must have been out of arrows because she no longer dodged left and right, and we reached them in no time. 
 
    I had Bobbie stop fifty yards away and jumped from my seat. 
 
    There were two bandits in the wagon, an ugly fat one with the chickens in the back who had the bow and arrow, and an ugly skinny one in the front who had steered the horse’s path. Each jumped down and came at me, swords in hand. 
 
    I chuckled. Poor bastards. Don’t come after a Metal Mage with swords. 
 
    With a simple push of my powers, the blades flew out of their hands. For added effect, I twisted them together like a pretzel before I let them fall to the ground. The bandits stared at me but were apparently too stupid to know to run. 
 
    I dropped to my knees, and the warm earth rose to touch my hands beneath the cool seaside grass. Quicksand formed beneath the bandits who were now only a few feet away. It swallowed the fat one, but the skinny one managed to jump out of the way and run straight at me. 
 
    A shot rang out, and he fell to the ground. Most of the top of his head was gone. 
 
    I stood up and looked back to Bobbie. Cayla had commandeered the sidecar turret from Shoshanne.  
 
    “Get down, Mason!” she yelled, and I dropped back down to my knees just before a second shot rang out. 
 
    The fat bandit, covered in quicksand, stood behind me. He looked down at the big bloody hole in his chest, very surprised before he fell back very dead. I turned and gave Cayla the thumbs up. 
 
    “Well, you did call me Princess Crackshot!” the raven-haired beauty called to me behind the smoking barrel of the rifle. 
 
    “You’ve earned it for sure,” I replied with a laugh. “Let Bobbie take you back to the farmhouse. I’ll follow with his horse and wagon.” 
 
    A day and a half later, I relayed this tale in the royal study at King Temin’s castle in Serin, the capital of Illaria. It was a comfortable room, not designed to impress like the rest of the castle. Soft chairs, a warm fire, a place to gather with friends. The king didn’t have to tell me it was his favorite room, and I was honored to be invited in. 
 
    We had arrived in the capital a few hours earlier, and after he gave me a big bear hug and tutted about us being away too long, I introduced him to Shoshanne. She was overwhelmed, so I quickly took over the conversation. Of course, King Temin wanted to throw a grand feast to welcome us back to Illaria, but I begged for a private audience instead. 
 
    King Temin listened attentively as we told our tales of the war with the Bandit Boss in Cedis, and how people like the poor chicken farmer still suffered from the remnants of the kingdom’s terror. 
 
    “The poor fellow,” the king muttered, and sympathy shone in his brown eyes. “He must have thought he lost everything he owned. I imagine he didn’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, he honored us with a home-cooked meal,” I replied, a grin on my face at the memory of it. “It was chicken wings.” 
 
    “You can eat their wings?” Temin exclaimed, not sure if I made a joke. 
 
    “Yeah, the old man explained that he would sell the rest of the meat to the butchers in town,” I laughed. “He just kept the scraps they didn’t want, like the wings, for his own meals. ‘Dude, that’s the best part!’ I told him. ‘You got any hot sauce?’” 
 
    “Hot sauce?” Temin, with no idea what I meant, joined me in my laugh. 
 
    “We improvised with some herbs and spices,” I sighed. “It was pretty damn good.” 
 
    “Actually, one of the best meals I can remember,” Cayla agreed. “I will definitely recommend father start serving it at our castle.” 
 
    “And so it shall be in mine,” Temin laughed again. “After we have finished our business, I shall order my cooks to prepare us royal wings in hot sauce!” 
 
    “I guess that’s our cue to get to business,” Aurora said, a serious note to her voice. She looked to Cayla, who stood, pulled a letter from her satchel, and brought it to the king. 
 
    “From your ally, my father, King Davit of Cedis,” Cayla said as King Temin took it from her dainty pale hand. 
 
    We all fell silent as the King of Illaria opened the letter. His brow furrowed as he read it. 
 
    “Once again, your father asks for soldiers and supplies for his kingdom,” Temin muttered. “Just as he did when you came before, princess. We were then in a crisis, but still, I lent you these two great mages. Not to mention Mason’s miraculous weapons. That is not enough?” 
 
    “You’ve heard how Cedis continues to suffer,” the princess said as she bowed her head. “I saw how touched you were.” 
 
    “I have a heart,” Temin nodded, but his jaw grew resolute. “But a king must reign with a mind to his own people first. I’m afraid I can’t help you, Cayla.” 
 
    Aurora spoke up. “We had a peaceful ride once we passed the border, Your Majesty. You are no longer plagued by strange beasts like the ones we fought? The drakes and the hydra?” 
 
    “No, not in some time,” Temin replied thoughtfully, but his eyes grew dark. “I fear this peace is not to last, however.” 
 
    “I agree with you,” I said eagerly, “but don’t you see that’s why a strong alliance with Cedis is needed more than ever? The same Master who controlled Abrus here in your court was the one behind Camus Dred in King Davit’s land. Now is the time to pull together with our allies to address this threat, not isolate yourself.” 
 
    King Temin stared at me and considered my words. I wondered if I had gone too far. Temin was different from most kings I’d heard about, but would he really accept such strong words from a commoner? 
 
    “Precisely what do you need?” Temin said and looked to Cayla. 
 
    My heart lurched into my throat in anticipation. Would he agree? 
 
    “As many soldiers and supplies as you can possibly spare, Your Majesty,” Cayla said eagerly, hope in her bright blue eyes, “and mages too, in order to rebuild and refortify before the Master makes his next move. You know, we have no mages in Cedis.” 
 
    Temin took a moment and nodded. “It will be done. Now, I must introduce you to Wyresus. He’s been leading the Order of Elementa since Abrus’s death.” 
 
    I noticed Aurora react, but I wasn’t sure if it was because the thought of Abrus and his betrayal still hurt. She swore more than once that it didn’t anymore, but there was something in Temin’s words that affected her. I put it aside for now. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, “and there is one thing more.” 
 
    “Indeed?” the king said with a wry smile. “You have another favor to ask?” 
 
    “It is for the good of all or I wouldn’t,” I said quickly. “Dred spoke of the Master setting his sights on Nalnora as well. We must find a way to meet with them and convince them to join with us against him.” 
 
    “For all the good it will do,” Temin muttered as he shook his head. “I think the elves would rather their kingdom go down in flames before they’d shake a neighborly hand with a human.” 
 
    I turned to Aurora, but she nodded, pain in her emerald eyes. 
 
    “I told you much the same, Mason,” the half-elf said sadly. 
 
    “An alliance between Illaria, Cedis, and Nalnora may be the only thing that saves us all,” I insisted. 
 
    “I agree,” the king replied with a shrug. “I will write to them, but I must warn you that even if they do reply, do not expect it to come quickly. I don’t know if it’s because they’re so damn long-lived, but the elves seem to always have a different sense of time than we do. They may send us a response in a few months or a few years and feel they’ve acted quickly.” 
 
    “Let us hope it’s weeks, not months,” I sighed. “Thank you for trying, Temin. You know, I was just saying to my pupil Shoshanne here that trying is all I ever ask.” 
 
    Shoshanne, happy to be forgotten in the background, glared at me at the mention of her name. When the king’s eyes went to her, she meekly bowed and hid her beautiful face under a wave of copper-colored curls. 
 
    “It is a wise lesson to learn,” King Temin said with a smile. “And now, let us go feast on these hot wings!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    If it weren’t for the fancy surroundings, the gilt chandeliers, the ornate silk tapestries, the jeweled embroidered linens on the table, the feast would have been any college party back on Earth. King Temin had ordered his cooks to fry up chicken wings for our banquet, and it was the talk of the castle.   
 
    “Chicken wings?” I could clearly hear the shocked cry from the kitchen echo through the great halls of the palace.  
 
    But they did as they were told. Deep-fried, crispy, juicy, and slathered with their own version of hot sauce, the smell of the wings hung in the air, and I could almost feel it on my skin. They filled up several silver platters arranged around the long banquet table, together with pitchers of the king’s finest lager. Just before the hour, I had taken a trip down to the kitchens and asked them to cut up slivers of carrots and celery to be served with a special dipping sauce. 
 
    “Buttermilk, onion, oil, eggs, garlic, mustard seed, salt, parsley, dill, and paprika,” I instructed, and then I watched the cooks’ assistants run through the galley to gather up what was needed. 
 
    It was my adoptive mother’s recipe, and with a little direction, they made it perfectly. 
 
    So that was the day I introduced the royal kingdom of Illaria to chicken wings and ranch dressing. What can I say? I like the finer things in life. 
 
    The guests at the feast were unsure at first, but they all knew the first rule of etiquette: if the king eats it, you better not say you’re too good for it. At first, Temin tried to use a knife on his wing but seated on his right as one of the guests of honor, I quickly showed him how it was done. 
 
    “The easiest way to eat a wing,” I explained, as I picked one up to demonstrate, “is to pick it up and rip into it with your teeth, like so.” 
 
    Aurora, seated at the king’s left, picked up another wing and cleared her throat. 
 
    “The problem with Defender Flynt’s technique is that it’s easy, but sloppy,” the blue-haired mage said as she twisted on her wing until the flesh was torn off. “With a bit more finesse, you can separate the meat from the bone with your fingers. By this means, you don’t end up with half the hot sauce on your cheeks and chin.” 
 
    I put my hand to my beard stubble and laughed since my chin was indeed covered with wing juice and sauce. Temin clapped his hands and roared with laughter as did most of the rest of the table. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Cayla interrupted the crowd and reached for a wing of her own. “There is a third way I’ve discovered. Select a drumette, slip it in your mouth, and… ummmm…” 
 
    The raven-haired princess ceased to speak after she popped three-quarters of the meatiest part of the drumette between her gorgeous pink lips. The table fell silent at the sight of her as she gnawed and slurped while she held onto the end of the wing. Her eyes drooped in ravenous ecstasy as she did so until at last, she pulled the now meatless bone from her mouth. A small trickle of hot sauce then dribbled from the corner of her smiling lips. 
 
    “Easy and neat,” Cayla grinned before dabbing her mouth with her napkin. “Well, almost.” 
 
    “Bravo!” King Temin applauded, and the whole table followed suit. 
 
    Immediately, a hundred lords and ladies around the table, dressed in their finery, grabbed for the wings like they hadn’t eaten in days. A small orchestra played a stately tune for our enjoyment, but I could barely hear it over the other sounds at the table. Bones snapped, lips sucked, fingers twisted flesh, teeth gnawed, and tongues slurped. It appeared I had successfully introduced one of the few things I truly missed about life on Earth to this magical realm. 
 
    Only two people I spotted on the whole table did not appear to enjoy the meal. 
 
    Shoshanne, who sat on the other side of Aurora from the king, still seemed a bundle of nerves. I remembered very clearly when, not so long ago, I was awestruck that I would actually meet a king. Fortunately for me, the king in question was Temin, not a snotty windbag who stood on ceremony. I had always treated the king of Illaria with respect, as a man of awesome power and responsibility, but I thought he liked that I was more casual and a little rough around the edges. Shoshanne did not have that confidence yet. Confidence to be herself and damn the consequences. I would have to help her with that. 
 
    The other person who did not seem to have joined in on the general merriment was a man a few seats down from me. He was about my age, but the poor fellow only had a few stray hairs on his head and an involuntary tic in his right eye. Small and thin, he wore fine golden robes that seemed to be made for a much larger person, and he didn’t talk to anyone. He merely nibbled on the raw vegetables in front of him. The gentleman to his right and the lady to his left conversed, laughed, and even shared food right over him, and he just sat there and nibbled a carrot stick. He didn’t even dip it in the ranch dressing. 
 
    “Who is the stiff?” I asked Temin. 
 
    “The--who?” Temin replied and then followed my glance. “Oh, that’s Wyresus. He’s an Aer mage and the new head of the Order I told you about. I don’t think he’s much for feasts, but let me introduce you. Wyresus Bani!” 
 
    The mage stood up and came to join us. He had a small, ingratiating smile on his face which reminded me of kiss-ass middle management back in my old job back on Earth. 
 
    “I wanted you to meet Defender Mason Flynt,” the king said and motioned to me. “Have you met before in the Oculus?” 
 
    I shook his hand with my customary vigor but was met with a clammy, soft response. The mage pulled back as soon as I released. 
 
    “Of course, I have heard of you and your exploits,” Wyresus said while he massaged his bony little hand as if I had hurt it, “but I don’t believe our paths have crossed before. I spent most of my time in the great library, and I understand you mostly… stayed at the blacksmith’s?” 
 
    “When I first came to Serin, I was happy to be able to use Odger’s shop,” I said as I looked into Wyresus’s milk blue eyes and tried to figure out what to make of him. “Later on, I built my own workshop, where I will be going straight after this feast.” 
 
    “You won’t stay at the palace?” Temin said with a frown. “We have room for you here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, truly honored by his hospitality. “Then I’ll wait until the morning to go to the workshop.” 
 
    “Would Your Majesty happen to have two spare guest rooms?” Cayla asked sweetly. 
 
    “I am sure of it,” the king replied with a laugh. “In fact, I probably have a dozen.” 
 
    I looked at Cayla curiously but didn’t have a way to ask what I wanted to. While I came up with a response, I noticed that Wyresus had stepped back as if he wanted to return to his seat. 
 
    “Have you taken Abrus’s old offices or should I look you up at the great library if I need to talk to you?” I asked quickly. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know where I’ll be at any given moment,” Wyresus replied as his eyes darted to and fro, “but someone will know where to find me… probably.” 
 
    With that, the head of the Order of Elementa retreated to his seat and his half-eaten carrot. 
 
    “He’s a very smart fellow, that Wyresus,” Temin whispered. “I can see that you don’t like him.” 
 
    “I didn’t like Abrus from the moment I saw him,” I replied in a quiet tone. “I’m usually a pretty good judge of character. As far as Wyresus… the jury is still out.” 
 
    “He certainly seems to be the opposite of his predecessor,” Cayla observed. 
 
    “Exactly why I championed him to lead the Order,” the king said with a nod. “Mage Abrus’s betrayal badly frightened the non-magical citizens of Illaria. Hell, it badly frightened me. He wasn’t the first evil mage to threaten my kingdom, but he certainly was the first to come so close to the throne. Wyresus is simply the best choice to be the face of the Order in these times when people don’t know what to make of the mages in their midst.” 
 
    “In other words,” I said with a laugh, “he’s too boring to be bad.” 
 
    “You’re never boring, Mage Flynt,” Cayla said with a smile, and I felt her hand on my thigh under the table. “Does that make you bad?” 
 
    “You tell me,” I replied with a wicked arch of my right eyebrow. “Do I lead you astray?” 
 
    The princess said nothing, raised an eyebrow of her own, and gave my thigh a squeeze. The effect she had on me was positively electric. 
 
    “You have many qualities which would make you an excellent head of the Order of Elementa someday, Mason,” King Temin said off-handedly as he took a swig from his flagon of ale. “You have courage, resourcefulness, charisma, and imagination. But you also have a few character traits which shall we say might be a problem in the position. And by that, of course, I mean no offense.” 
 
     “None taken,” I assured the king modestly. “For one, I am still a relative newcomer to these lands. I have a lot to learn still.” 
 
    “That will come with time,” Temin said, and then he winked at me. “You are also too restless by half. The head of the Order of Elementa cannot go flitting off whenever a pretty princess appears, bats her big blue eyes, and begs him for help.” 
 
    I laughed and nearly spit up my own lager between the king’s words and Cayla’s pouting reaction. 
 
    “Guilty,” I said with a grin. “That’s my weakness and probably always will be. I can’t say ‘no’ to her.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘probably’?” Cayla said as she dropped her pout for a giggle. “I count on you keeping that quality for life.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to disappoint,” I said and took her hand under the table. 
 
    The king’s chamberlain appeared at Temin’s side and murmured something apologetically in his royal ear. He was a portly fellow as if someone had forgotten to say stop before he was poured in his palace uniform, but he seemed the picture of organization and efficiency. 
 
    “I’m sure it will wait, Your Majesty,” the chamberlain said a little louder with deference, “if you would prefer not to attend to it at once.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it can’t wait,” Temin replied with a frown. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, concerned and maybe a little overeager. “How can we help?” 
 
    “It’s nothing, thank you,” the king sighed and rose from his seat. “Being a king is not all chicken wing banquets with ranch dressing. Sometimes, you have to mediate between two rival barons.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah.” I grimaced. “Magic can’t help you there, I’m afraid. Good luck, buddy.” 
 
    “This is Poffret, my chamberlain,” Temin said, and he gestured to the portly fellow. “Poffret, please show my guests to the finest room in the castle.” 
 
    Aurora, who had evidently overheard, was suddenly with us. 
 
    “I’m sorry to ask, Your Highness, but could we arrange for two rooms next to one another?” the half-elf asked. 
 
    “I already asked,” Cayla spoke up. “The king has already generously offered another additional room for us.” 
 
    Temin and I looked back and forth between the half-elf and the princess.  
 
    “I’m going to take my leave,” the king said to his chamberlain before he turned back to us. “Poffret here will help you with anything you need. Which is evidently a number of rooms to be determined.” 
 
    With that, King Temin departed the dining hall. The chamberlain turned back to us and cleared his throat before speaking. 
 
    “It is my duty as the king’s chamberlain to arrange his household and accommodate his guests,” Poffret said, his eyes somewhere distant while he spoke as if he wanted to remain a professional and not break down in tears. “But I was born in Edhil. I still have family there, family that would now be dead when the hydra attacked, if it weren’t for you. I wanted you to know that your heroic deeds are in fact very personal to me. Anything you need, name it, and it will be done.” 
 
    I truly wanted to hug the man, but I settled for a pat on the back and a smile. 
 
    “We are glad to have helped your family,” Aurora said, and I could see in her emerald eyes how touched she was by his words. “All we need right now is a room with a very big bed, and another room with a smaller bed, adjoining. Is that possible?” 
 
    Poffret nodded. “Are you ready to retire immediately?” 
 
    “Thirty minutes ago immediately,” Cayla yawned. “Would you show us the way and then have our bags brought up? Most of them we left in His Majesty’s private study.” 
 
    “Of course, please follow me,” Poffret said. “Let me show you the way to your rooms, and I will arrange everything.” 
 
    “Just a moment,” replied Aurora, and then she went to Shoshanne and whispered a few words to her that I couldn’t hear. The copper-haired healer was quickly out of her seat and at our side. 
 
    Poffret led us down a passage and up a marble staircase to a landing where there were two doors. He opened the first, larger door which led to an enormous suite with a gilt ceiling and walls painted scarlet red. The bed in the middle was huge and covered with black fur pelts. I walked over, touched it, and it was as soft as a cloud. 
 
    “The room next door is rather more plain,” Poffret said in apology. 
 
    “Let’s see it,” Aurora replied as she took Shoshanne’s hand and pulled her along. Poffret led them out of the room and closed the door behind them. I finally had a moment alone with the princess. 
 
    “What is going--” I began, but before I finished the sentence, Cayla had grabbed my tunic and pulled me down, her lips meeting mine. I had questions, but I didn’t resist. How could I? 
 
    The princess tore my shirt pulling it off me, and then I reached around and grabbed two handfuls of her perfect ass. I lifted her up, and she wrapped her legs around my waist while her lips still stayed locked to mine. I carried her that way to the bed. 
 
    By my hands, her bodysuit slid down inch by glorious inch. First, they released her gorgeous tits, and they burst out as if they needed resuscitation, which I was happy to provide with my mouth. I kissed, sucked, and nibbled on them, while my hands continued to push her tight body suit down past her tiny waist. 
 
    Then I rose up and pulled her long legs over my shoulders. My hands went back to the suit which I rolled slowly down her thighs and off her ass until I peeled it off entirely. She moaned, every part of her exposed except for her legs encased in the thigh-high boots, which I left alone for now. Then I pulled down my leather breeches and teased her with my erect cock. Up and down the velvet lips of her pussy, now so wet, I relished in the friction and the sweet moans that fell from Cayla’s mouth. 
 
    “Mason,” the princess groaned. “Please!” 
 
    Only then did I enter her. She was warm and tight, and her fingers ran along my back, first the top and then the bottom of my spine. I didn’t think I had ever been so deep. I rolled my hips forward once, twice, and then she grabbed my head and pulled me into a kiss as she shuddered and came. 
 
    Then I felt her hands on the cheeks of my ass as she urged me on. Sweat dripped off me and onto her as I began to move faster and faster, hip against hip. Cayla thrashed on the bed, her eyes locked on mine, overcome with passion. Neither of us could take it a moment longer. I felt the tremor and the wetness of her second orgasm, and then I spasmed as I emptied inside of her.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I moaned. 
 
    “By the gods, I’ve been on a vibrating motorcycle for two days, so this had to happen now.” Cayla whimpered. “I needed you so bad.” 
 
    “You don’t hear me complaining,” I chuckled.  
 
    She allowed me to roll off her, only to roll onto me. Her chin went to my chest, so I looked down at her grin and her bright blue eyes that were illuminated by the light of the moon outside the window. 
 
    “Is this why you kept pushing for two rooms?” I asked with a shit-eating grin. “So you could have me all to yourself?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, this wasn’t about you or about me,” Cayla said with a smile as she wiped her hair back from her perspiring forehead.  
 
    “Aurora was also pushing for two rooms,” I said, and then a thought occurred to me. “Wait, are Aurora and Shoshanne in the other room… gettin’ down?” 
 
    Cayla gasped and grabbed the fur on the bed to her mouth. She laughed until tears rolled down her eyes. 
 
    “I’m just saying, I’d like to watch,” I added with a grin. 
 
    “Well, I would, too,” snickered Cayla, before she got serious. “But it’s nothing like that. You saw Shoshanne during dinner. She was terrified. And tomorrow she’s off to the Order of Elementa for testing and instruction. Aurora’s just talking to her, helping her feel less alone, you know?” 
 
    “That makes a ton of sense,” I said as I wrapped my hand around the slender princesses’ bare hip.  
 
    “She always does. So do I. You should take our advice all the time.” Cayla smiled at me, and then she pulled herself up into the crook of my arm and ran her fingers through the hair of my chest. No more words were needed. We were here for each other as well.  
 
    The next morning, I woke to find that Aurora had slipped nakedly into the bed during the night, and I had both my ladies curled up on either side of me. I sat up a little to look at them, and then I lay back down to enjoy five more minutes of shut-eye. It wasn’t two minutes later, however, before I heard Aurora’s voice. 
 
    “Mason? Mason, I know you’re awake.” 
 
    I blinked at her and grinned. “Damn, this is one hot dream.” 
 
    “I really need to talk to you, be serious,” Aurora said with a frown and pulled herself away. I quickly wrapped my arms around her and pulled her back into the warmth against me. 
 
    “Talk to me,” I said as I held her. 
 
    “I spent hours talking to Shoshanne last night,” the half-elf sighed as she sank into my chest. “She is so excited and scared, but most of all, she trusts us. She trusts that we know what we’re doing, bringing her to the Order of Elementa for training as an Aer Mage.” 
 
    “Have you changed your mind?” I asked. “Don’t you think she should get the chance to reach her potential?” 
 
    “I do, but…” 
 
    “Aurora,” I said as I gave her a squeeze. “You can tell me anything.” 
 
    “Temin is right in that Wyresus is very smart,” Aurora began haltingly. “Smart as in knowledgeable. Having a lot of information, a lot of history, in his head…” 
 
    “On Earth, the term is book smart,” I said with a nod, “but not necessarily smart in dealing with the world as it is?” 
 
    “You’ve grasped what my concern is,” the beautiful Ignis Mage in my arms said with a sigh. “She’s already left a sheltered island, and I don’t want to put her back in an island of a different kind.” 
 
    “We should get to the Oculus and see what’s happening,” I agreed. “If it’s not right for her, then we can continue Shoshanne’s training away from them. We make a pretty good team.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Aurora replied with a sly smirk, “but you’re just using us to refine titanium.” 
 
    I made my face of fake outrage, and the half-elf just rolled her eyes and chuckled as always. At the sound, we heard a knock on the wall. 
 
    “You guys awake?” asked Shoshanne’s muffled voice. 
 
    “Get dressed, and we’ll meet you out in the hall in ten minutes!” Aurora called back. 
 
    “Ten minutes?” I whispered in her ear seductively as I let my hand wander up her stomach to cup one of her perfect breasts.  
 
    Cayla’s arm made its way across my thigh, and I knew she was awake, too. 
 
    “Make it twenty!” Cayla shouted before she pulled me onto her. 
 
    Making love to my Ignis Mage and the princess would never grow old. Once we’d recovered, we found the clothing we left in our bags cleaned and neatly pressed on the bureau. I took a moment to imagine the chambermaid stepping into the room last night when she saw our three naked bodies intertwined in the bed. She probably thought she had seen everything. I smiled as I imagined it.  
 
    We dressed and met Shoshanne out in the hall. As always, she wore the gray robes and cloak of the Order of Pallax, her crazy, copper-colored curls tied tight in a bun, just as the day I met her in the infirmary. 
 
    “You look beautiful as always,” I said because I knew that was the right way to begin a slight critique, “but I really liked when your hair was down, and you could see how wild and untamed it looks, like your element the wind.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shoshanne replied, and I could see a slight blush on the caramel-colored skin of her face. “There was no point in keeping it back when we were traveling over dirt, rock, and cobblestone. Today, I just really wanted to look my best for Master Wyresus.” 
 
    “You look beautiful either way,” Cayla assured her. “Now, let’s get some breakfast and get you to the Oculus.” 
 
    Guests of the King of Illaria were treated to a spread of breads, cheese, eggs, and smoked meats in the banquet hall, every morsel delectable. After the success of the hot wings, I couldn’t help but think were there any other foods from my lifetime on Earth that I should introduce to this world? I thought of lox and bagels, pasta, hamburgers, hash browns, cherry pies, hot dogs… anything was better than sod poodle. It was low on the priority list of things that needed to be done but something to think about. 
 
    Bobbie 2.0 was where we left her in the castle courtyard. As the four of us approached, she shuddered and revved her engines to say hello.  
 
    Once we were all on board, I had Bobbie steer herself towards the secret passage in the courtyard, mystically concealed, which led to a dark tunnel. Just like the first time, Aurora conjured an orange flame to guide our way, and the fire sped along just ahead of us. As the great stone doors swung open before us, I stole a glance at Shoshanne in the sidecar to capture her reaction of the Oculus.  
 
    If there were cameras in Illaria, I was sure I had worn the same expression on my face that first day of wide-eyed, open-mouthed astonishment. To be fair, the Oculus still took my breath away. The vast cavern, a city below a city built of stone, where only mages resided. Overhead, a fissure in the rock cast sunlight over us as we made our way down the rock streets. Aurora had told me once that mages felt most comfortable in their own environment, so it was not surprising that a Terra Mage like myself immediately had a sense of coming home as soon as he entered into this world of stone and earth.  
 
    Bobbie 2.0 had never been through the Oculus in her current, enlightened state, so I reached past Aurora and took over the handlebars. 
 
    “How do you get to the Great Library?” I said in the half-elf’s pointed ear. 
 
    “It’s the biggest building in the Oculus,” Aurora said with a smile, as happy as I was to be home. “The road you’re on will lead to the grand boulevard and then directly to the library.” 
 
    She was right. It wasn’t hard to miss. At the end of the wide boulevard, the Great Library sat, a temple made of earth, fire, water, air, light, and darkness, the six elements of magecraft. Some of the contributions were more obvious than others. The torches that lit the way referred to the way of Ignis. The pools that reflected the sky above showed the waterway of Flumens. The actual stone edifice of the building itself, a massive, sprawling complex, domed with a spire, was pure Terra. Like me. 
 
    I steered Bobbie 2.0 up to the marble steps at the base of the library and looked up at a crack of thunder. Whirling around the spiral at the top of the temple were two clouds, one black and one white. They would sometimes collide and intermix, so intersections of gray and silver shot out at intervals, but it was not consistent. Sometimes both would disperse and reform. Such was the power of air, light, and darkness as I approached the library door and pulled it open. 
 
    There hadn’t been very many mages walking along the streets of the Oculus as we drove through them, which I attributed to the early morning hours. Perhaps most in the Order were night owls and not up yet.  
 
    But the moment I entered the library, I realized this was the hub of activity within the Oculus.  
 
    It was like a massive beehive, filled with mages as they researched and discussed their craft. The dome overhead was a mosaic of multicolored glass, so the morning sun shone a rainbow of light over the wide marble hall. While I took it all in, we were approached by a tall old man. 
 
    As he got closer, I realized he wasn’t old at all, though his face was lined with wrinkles and his jaw jutted out. He had a pale green cast to his skin and long jet black hair pulled back and tied into a neat braid that hung to his waist. He wore boiled leather armor that showed off his impressive physique, and a brown cloak with a clear gem clasp around his thick neck. Shoshanne quickly retreated behind me with a frightened squeak. 
 
    “He’s a half-ogre,” Cayla whispered to me to answer my unspoken question. 
 
    Ogre? Well, that was something new. I’d never really given it much thought before, but I wondered what other species existed in this world. Elves, humans, and dwarves obviously, but now I was being shown that my worldview was rather limited. I’d need to fix that.  
 
    “What d’ya want?” the man-ogre asked gruffly as he came to a stop before us. 
 
    This was not an auspicious beginning to a relationship. Before I had a chance to speak, Aurora stepped forward. 
 
    “Terra Mage Haragh,” she said in a friendly tone. “It has been too long. The last I saw, you were on your way to the Draconius Mountains.” 
 
    “I only returned a week ago, but I’ve been updated on all your adventures. I take it this one,” Haragh said and gestured to me, “is the Metal Mage.” 
 
    “That’s me,” I replied and held out my hand, which he shook. “Mason Flynt. You’re a Terra Mage too?” 
 
    Haragh held up his green, well-muscled arm and showed me the Mages Mark on the back of his hand. It was just like mine, except without the silver line through it. 
 
    “This is Cayla, Princess of Cedis, and an Aer Mage we met while there,” Aurora continued the introductions. “Shoshanne, this is Terra Mage Haragh.” 
 
    “Defender Haragh, actually,” the half-ogre corrected her. “A number of us were made defenders of the realm in your absence. It was a show to demonstrate how the Order of Elementa was still dedicated to protecting Illaria, despite Abrus’s betrayal. I don’t think it was very effective. If anything, there is more distrust than ever among the non-magical people.” 
 
    “Speaking as a non-magical person, I can understand their fear,” Cayla said with a nod. “The power of the mages is beyond incredible, and all it takes is one bad example like Abrus Zorick to show us how vulnerable we are to it. The people need to see more good work by the Order to trust again.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t forced Abrus to show his colors in public, things would probably be a lot better for the Order,” I said with a frown.  
 
    “You have nothing to feel guilty about, Mason,” Aurora said as she shook her azure head. “The only person at fault is Abrus himself.” Then she turned to the ogre and frowned herself. “What does Wyresus mean to do about this situation?” 
 
    “If he has a plan,” Haragh grumbled, “he hasn’t shown it to the rest of us. I think the fool is just waiting for another attack so we can show everyone we’re actually the good guys.” 
 
    I hoped there was a better plan in the works, but there was only one to find out. 
 
    “Where is Wyresus now?” I asked the half-ogre mage. 
 
    “Doing research, as usual,” Haragh replied. “I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    Haragh led us through the halls of the vast library and down a spiral staircase lined with sputtering torches. It was a steep decline, and Cayla held the stair rail. Then I noticed the half-ogre steal a glance to her hand. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “What is?” the princess asked. She met his eyes, and the contrast between them couldn’t be stronger. A petite princess from another land, and a seven foot tall green beast of a humanoid from… wherever the hell ogres came from. 
 
    “We don’t get many non-mages in the Oculus, let alone the Great Library,” Haragh replied gruffly. “You must find this all pretty strange.” 
 
    “Strange doesn’t bother me,” Cayla grinned and gave me a look, “though I’ll admit, this is my first conversation with a half-ogre. Are there many mages like you?” 
 
    “Naw, not many,” the massive Terra Mage said as he gave her a sly wink, “but if you’re into something strange, you came to the right person.” 
 
    I turned to look at Haragh, my face composed in my best hard stare. Haragh reacted at once and stopped on the staircase. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” he stammered, and it took all I had not to laugh at this monstrous being’s frightened face. “She’s your lady, Defender Flynt, ain’t she? By Warfang, I meant no disrespect. It was just a stupid joke.” 
 
    “Relax,” Cayla giggled. “He’s just pulling a stupid joke himself. If I’m not offended, why should he be?” 
 
    “You sure?” Haragh asked me nervously. “Most mages take themselves really seriously down here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not one of them,” I laughed and gave Haragh a friendly punch to the arm. “It’s all good.” 
 
    By the time we reached the bottom of the stairs, Haragh had a big smile on his huge, wrinkled face. 
 
    The research room smelled of old paper and was lined with shelves stacked with scrolls and leather-bound books. Wyresus was among a dozen mages seated at a long wooden table up to their noses in stacks of paper. He looked up and blinked his pale blue eyes at our approach. 
 
    “Have we met?” he asked curiously as I came to a stop before him. 
 
    “Um, yeah, just last night at the banquet,” I replied, not sure if it was a joke or not. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Wyresus nodded, “now I remember. You’re the Metal Mage. What can I do for you?”  
 
    I gestured for Shoshanne to step forward, which she nervously did. 
 
    “This is Shoshanne, who has the mark of an Aer Mage,” I said. “I have brought her to be trained.” 
 
    “Very good,” Wyresus beamed and gestured to the seat next to him. “No time like the present. Come join me, my fellow Aer Mage. I will see to your training personally.” 
 
    As Shoshanne cautiously took her assigned chair, Wyresus waved his hands at the shelves and summoned books. They flew across the room and stacked up in front of the curly-haired healer. She gave me a pained look. 
 
    “When I came to the Order to be trained, Abrus had me demonstrate my skills and then challenged me to a duel,” I told Wyresus with the hope that there might be a little action this first day of training. 
 
    “Well, that was Abrus, wasn’t it?” Wyresus gave a weary smile. “There are some standard instructional books every Aer Mage needs to memorize in order to practice his or her craft. Properties of different gases, how airflow affects weather, so on and so forth. It’d be highly irresponsible to ask a mage to use their power without understanding it first.” 
 
    I felt sorry for Shoshanne and the hours of study she had, but Wyresus’s logic on this at least made sense. The head of the Order turned back to his own book, so I cleared my throat to get his attention again. 
 
    “Did His Majesty also request that you send some mages to help with the situation in Cedis?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah, yes, he did. I forgot,” Wyresus replied thoughtfully. “I will order preparations for their week’s journey as soon as I finish one or two more things.” 
 
    Using Bobbie 2.0, we could travel from Illaria’s capital to Cedis’s capital in just a few days, but I recalled Cayla’s words that it would take a week to make the journey on horseback. There must be some way to speed up the journey. 
 
    “Mage Wyresus,” said Haragh with a sour note in his grumbly voice. “Metal Mage Flynt asked about plans to improve the Order’s reputation with the non-magical people of Illaria. Could you tell him what you have in mind?” 
 
    “I am deep in research, as you can see,” Wyresus replied, and he barely looked up from his book. “When I understand the nature of the threat we’re facing and have evaluated potential solutions, then I will share my findings.” 
 
    Frustration flashed in Aurora’s emerald eyes. “Not everything can be found in books!” the half-elf sniffed. 
 
    Wyresus blinked and chuckled as he returned to his book. “Please show yourself out.” 
 
    There seemed to be little point in continuing the conversation, but I didn’t want Shoshanne to feel abandoned.  
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” I said with a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Okay,” Shoshanne replied shyly before she returned to her studies. 
 
    Cayla, Aurora, and I followed Haragh out and up the stairs to the main library chambers. We looked from one to the other, discouraged. 
 
    “I’m sure he means well,” Cayla was the first to speak, “but that man is not the leader the Order needs right now. We need action now, not caution.” 
 
    “At least he agreed to send the mages to Cedis,” I said and frowned as I thought more about it. “That will take a week.” 
 
    “Probably longer with such a large group protecting supplies,” Cayla said, her brow lined with worry. “What if they face bandits along the way or another beast attack? They may never make it back to Eyton.” 
 
    “What can I do to help?” asked Haragh. 
 
    I turned to respond to him, but then something caught my eye. I frowned and leaned a little closer to the half-ogre. 
 
    “Actually, could you bend down a little?” I asked. 
 
    Awkwardly, Haragh bent down until his face was parallel to mine. I reached out and touched the clear gem that sparkled at his throat and held his cloak together. 
 
    “It’s not a channeling gem if that’s what you’re thinking,” said Aurora. 
 
    “I wish I could make one of those,” Haragh replied with a sigh. 
 
    “But you crafted this yourself? With your Terra powers?” I asked quickly. 
 
    Haragh nodded and said, “I’ve always found I had a special connection to gems. It’s not unique like your metal magery. Any Terra Mage could do it with a lot of practice, but it just came easy and natural to me. Aside from helping out when I needed some money and making some pretty baubles for the ladies, there’s not much practical use to it that I’ve found.” 
 
    “That’s the final piece. I definitely could use your help,” I said with a grin. “We have an extra seat now if you have the time to come to my workshop. It’s in the foothills north of the city.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘another seat,’ Defender Flynt?” Haragh replied suspiciously.  
 
    “Let me show you,” I chuckled as I led the group out of the library. When we emerged outside, the half-ogre stopped in his tracks and stared at Bobbie 2.0. 
 
    “I had heard rumors that the Metal Mage rode an iron steed,” Haragh muttered as he walked down the steps to investigate, “but I thought they were just stories. It’s incredible.” 
 
    Bobbie gunned her engine as if in response, and Haragh nearly jumped out of his skin. 
 
    “She doesn’t like being called ‘it,’” Cayla said with a laugh. 
 
    “My apologies, milady.” The half-ogre grinned until he saw the sidecar. Then he turned to me with a frown.  “Surely, you don’t think I’ll fit in that.” 
 
    “It’s roomier than it looks,” I said with a nod. “The weight needs to be evenly distributed. With all the supplies, you probably weigh as much as the ladies and me put together.”  
 
    Bobbie still groaned as Haragh got into the sidecar, and I jumped on her between Aurora and Cayla, but my calculations of weight balance seemed to be correct. We rode slowly out of the Oculus, up to the palace courtyard where I brought her to a halt. I turned to Cayla. 
 
    “What do you need?” the long-legged princess asked. 
 
    “Can you borrow a map of the region from the king’s library?” I asked. “It should show Illaria, Cedis, and all the neighboring kingdoms.” 
 
    “Done,” Cayla said simply. “What else?” 
 
    “I need to put together a demonstration for the king,” I replied. “Will you find him and get him to come out to the workshop in about three hours? That should be enough time for Haragh, Aurora, and I to finish what I have in mind.” 
 
    “Can you give me a clue as to what it is?” Cayla asked, bewildered, as she stepped off Bobbie. “I’d like to let him know what to expect.” 
 
    “I don’t want to spoil the fun,” I said with a big grin. 
 
    “If ‘vague’ and ‘frustrating’ is fun,” Cayla complained, but I could see by the light in her blues eyes that she was intrigued. “Okay, we’ll meet you at the workshop in three hours. This better be worth all the mystery, Mason.” 
 
    “It will be, I promise!” I laughed as Bobbie revved up her engine.  
 
    We drove out of town and into the foothills.  With our slow, cautious speed, it was nearly midday when we reached the clearing in the hills where I had built my workshop. Everything was actually as I had left it, including the tracks that led to the mine. 
 
    “What did you think of the ride?” I asked Haragh. 
 
    The half-ogre’s black hair had come loose from its braid and hung over his eyes. With a grumble, he pulled it back. 
 
    “Bit windy,” he said as he wove his hair back into place. 
 
    “That’s where you come in, my friend,” I said as a big smile crept across my face. 
 
    “Don’t leave us in suspense any longer,” Aurora said the moment Bobbie shut her engine off and we were able to talk. “What’s your idea to speed up transportation and protect the men, mages, and emergency supplies?” 
 
    “You’re looking at all the pieces of the puzzle here,” I said with my cocky grin. “Tracks. Bobbie’s original Stirling engine. Haragh’s synthetic gemstone. Put ‘em together and what do you have?” 
 
    Haragh and Aurora looked at one another, baffled. 
 
    “What?” Aurora asked.  
 
    “It’s called,” I said and paused for dramatic effect, “a train.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    My mind was on the big picture, but I had to slow down and explain what we needed to create for our demonstration. I began with Haragh. 
 
    “How long would it take you to create a sapphire like the one you have around your neck but curved and flat, like this?” I asked and gestured to the dirt. With a small burst of my power, I formed a piece of rock into the size and shape I needed. The length of my forearm, a quarter of an inch thick, and bowed like the crescent moon. 
 
    “Not long, given the materials,” the half-ogre replied as he shrugged. 
 
    “Great, then follow me.” I grinned and led Aurora and him into the mine.  
 
    The Ignis Mage reached out her slim, pale hands and ignited the torches as we delved deeper. I looked up to Haragh’s rough green face and saw that he was deep in concentration. I knew how he felt as we entered into the realm of his element. The stone spoke to him as it spoke to me, but, as he said, he had a special connection to gemstones. 
 
    “Interesting,” Haragh mused as we walked. 
 
    “Interesting good or interesting bad?” Aurora asked. 
 
    The Terra Mage held out his hand, and glittering powder seeped out from the walls and tunnels all around him like fog. More and more whirled and danced in the air as it followed his command. In a few minutes, the dust had come together and formed a ball in the air the size of a grapefruit. 
 
    “Interesting bad for me,” Haragh grunted. “If I had known about this mine, I would have a much nicer stone around my neck. Interesting good for you that I didn’t. This should be enough for your demonstration.” 
 
    “How much more is there in the mine?” I asked. 
 
    “At least a hundred times more, I’d wager,” the ogre-man replied. “If you want this done before the king gets here for his demonstration, I will require some heat.” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” Aurora smirked as she drew a flaming blue circle in the air. 
 
    A few minutes later, we were out of the mine and back in the sunlight. 
 
    “All right,” I said as I turned to the half-ogre and half-elf. “Haragh, do you need Aurora’s help to even get started?” 
 
    “Naw,” Haragh replied as he eyed his floating ball of crystals. “I gotta take some time to compress and shape them before I need the heat to melt and fuse the structure. But I don’t mind an audience.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said to Aurora. “I need some time to write up some plans in the workshop.” 
 
    “Are you saying I distract you, Mason Flynt?” the sultry half-elf said, hands on her hips and a sexy look in her eyes. 
 
    “Gods help me, you know you do,” I chuckled as I pulled her to me and kissed her deeply. 
 
    Haragh roared with laughter. “I see how it is! Come on, Defender Solana. Leave the genius to his craft.” 
 
    Aurora snickered too as she pushed away and went to follow the half-ogre with an extra sway to her walk. I shook my head to clear it and entered my workroom. 
 
    Quill and ink at my side, I began my first sketch on a roll of parchment. I didn’t want to bog myself down in details, but I needed to convey a real idea of what I had to propose. I never took any art classes, but back in junior high and high school, I was a real doodler. Of course, the drawings I made when I was bored on my notepads and textbooks were of a world I imagined of kings and wizards, dragons and large-breasted elves. Now that I was in that very world, I had to recall the other world, my other life, which once seemed so real, but now felt so far away. 
 
    I stole a glance out the window and saw Aurora and Haragh. The half-ogre Terra Mage had molded his pulsating cloud of shimmering crystals into the same shape I had created in stone. He held it in his massive arms, his eyes closed as he communed with the element in his power.  
 
    Looking down at my parchment, I found that I had drawn a sapphire sword on it while I watched. Damn, that would be cool. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned, crumpled up the sheet, and threw it to the side. How could I focus with the magic going on right outside my window? 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a tug on my quill. I turned and discovered that little Stan had crawled up to the table and had it in hand. I let him guide me back to the parchment, and then he released his grip and took a seat. His featureless head tilted up to mine expectantly. 
 
    Maybe like Haragh, I didn’t mind an audience either. 
 
    I thought of the lobby at my steel company, filled with photographs of the history of nineteenth, twentieth century, and twenty-first century metalwork: smelting plants, skyscrapers under construction, automobile assembly lines, and the locomotive. There was one great image of a train as it arrived in a station to the applause of awaiting passengers that always struck me. Stroke by stroke, I copied it from memory with my pen while Stan watched. 
 
    I didn’t stop until the little metal man stood up, walked from one end of the parchment to the other, looked up at me, and then, very dramatically, fell backward as if in a state of shock. It was a fairly melodramatic bit of acting, but it made me laugh. 
 
    I allowed myself a short break to look out the window and watched as Aurora superheated the compact crystalline cloud the half-ogre held together with his power. I could feel the waves of energy from all the way across the meadow until finally, Haragh held up his hand. 
 
    “Enough,” he shouted, and Aurora let the flame disappear. 
 
    “Good job!” I called to them through the open window. “I’m ready for you both in here!” 
 
    “You don’t want me to give it a little polish?” Haragh asked. “I can make it crystal clear as glass!” 
 
    “There’s time enough for that later!” I shook my head. “Right now, I need you guys here!” 
 
    When the two meta-humans, one half-elf and one half-ogre, entered the workroom, I silently gestured to the illustration on the table. Without a word, Aurora and Haragh studied it, their eyes open wide. 
 
    “Okay,” I said after I gave them a moment to absorb it, “now I need you to ask me questions about how it works.” 
 
    “What powers this behemoth?” Aurora asked, not afraid to challenge me. 
 
    “Good question.” I grinned and set to work on another illustration. My quill flew across the parchment as I sketched an image of a beautiful Ignis Mage with long braided hair and large breasts as she sent a spark into a huge Stirling engine like I had first built for Bobbie.  
 
    “What are these rails and tracks beneath?” asked Haragh after I had finished. 
 
    “That’s good, too.” I nodded, and then I sketched a series on the specifics of how the train met the track, set on crushed stone. I drew a track over a river on a bridge, and then several sketches from different angles on how rails fit into the tracks like a ball in a cup.  
 
    When the drawings were done and Haragh seemed satisfied, I looked up out of the window at the sun in the sky. If Cayla had been able to persuade the king to come for our demonstration, they would be here soon. 
 
    “Come on,” I said eagerly. “Let’s get ready for our guests.”  
 
    As soon as we stepped outside, I summoned up the power deep inside me. Then I used it to move the tracks that led down into the mine. The large metal rails lifted from the ground and then I stacked them together one on top of the other until they were nearly twenty feet high. I released my magic and felt the familiar dip of fatigue, but it was nearly indiscernible now. I had really built up my stamina since I came to this world. When the tracks were all set, I looked over them with a hint of pride and excitement. Now, all that was left to do was to attach the crystalline shield Haragh had created to the back of Bobbie 2.0’s sidecar as a windscreen. 
 
    We had just finished that side project when we heard the sound of trumpets echo through the forest followed by hoofbeats. The king’s royal guard bounded into the meadow, followed by King Temin himself, Cayla, and to my surprise, Mage Wyresus. Not surprisingly, the undersized head of the Order was in the rear. He could barely bring his horse to a trot. 
 
    “Mason, I love you like a son, but you know I can’t drop everything to come every time you call,” Temin said as he dismounted his steed. He spoke sternly but with affection. “The princess claimed she couldn’t tell me the details because that would spoil the fun. Did you tell her that?” 
 
    “Ah, princesses, eh? What’re ya gonna do with them, am I right?” I chuckled, and then I laughed even harder when Cayla shot me a withering look. “This is not a waste of your time, I promise. I’m sure I have the perfect solution for how to connect your cities and neighboring allies together for trade and mutual defense.” 
 
    “I sincerely hope to see something special,” Wyresus grumbled after he had managed to disentangle himself from his saddle and dropped to the ground. “My time in research is also very valuable.” 
 
    “We didn’t even know you were coming,” Aurora replied, her tone cool. 
 
    “His Royal Majesty insisted,” Wyresus sighed. “After all, I am his magical advisor.” 
 
    I would not let Wyresus spoil the occasion or my mood, so I pulled out the drawings and plans I had prepared. 
 
    “It’s called a train,” I declared with pride. 
 
    “It’s called a what?” King Temin’s face creased with a confused frown.  
 
    “A train,” I repeated for the king as he and the mage looked over all my sketches.  
 
    They weren’t overly detailed, just enough to convey the concept. The Stirling engine stoked by the power of an Ignis Mage. The locomotive car which housed the engine and pulled along the freight car. The wheels and double tracks.  
 
    “This seems,” the king said and paused as he took it all in, “like a lot of work.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Temin, it will be,” I said frankly, “but think of the value of what you’ll be getting. We lay tracks down throughout Illaria and into the neighboring allied kingdoms, and in the end, we have a means of moving people and supplies around quickly and safely. It will change everything.” 
 
    “What do you think, Wyresus?” Temin asked as he turned to the head of the Order of Elementa. 
 
    “I am still processing it all, Your Majesty,” the reply came which was more or less what I had expected. Wyresus, I had learned, was a man who couldn’t be hurried to make up his mind. 
 
    “Let me show you the big picture,” I said. “Cayla, do you have the map?” 
 
    Cayla no longer pretended to be angry with me as she was clearly intrigued by the project. She handed me the map, and I unfurled it. It was just what I needed.  
 
    I pointed to the area where my workshop was located in the foothills north of the city. “The terminus station will be here where it all starts, and the first tracks we lay will come down here to Serin.” 
 
    “Where to next?” Temin asked as he joined me at the map. 
 
    “Well, we want to provide a link to Eyton, the capital of Cedis,” I said as I tapped that location to the south. “Of course, you know your kingdom better than I do. The exact path will depend on which towns you’d want on the trade route straight away. It’d probably be easiest if we pass through flat, solid terrain, but the Terra Mages on board can help change the landscape if needed.” 
 
    “You would need Terra Mages on this train of yours?” Wyresus asked with a raise of his eyebrow. 
 
    “Ignis Mages as well,” Aurora spoke up with a smile. “We’ll need several to keep the engines running as you see from the illustration..” 
 
    “I know a number of Ignis and Terra Mages who’d be interested in helping out,” Haragh added, a toothy grin on his green face.  
 
    “I’ve already agreed to sending some mages to Cedis,” Wyresus said with a frown. “You’d have me empty out the Order of Elementa on this project of yours.” 
 
    “The people need to see mages out of the Oculus, actually doing work on their behalf,” I explained. “You can’t just keep them locked away in the library doing research nobody outside the Order understands if you want non-magical people to trust mages again.” 
 
    Wyresus fell into a thoughtful silence, so I turned back to the king. 
 
    “After we have a rail system through Illaria and Cedis, we can look into some of the neighboring kingdoms like Nalnora,” I said as I allowed a smile to grow on my face. 
 
    “Ah, you’re on about the elves again,” Temin chuckled and shook his head. “They will not go for this, trust me.” 
 
    “Not now, but once they see the economic and military benefits that Illaria and Cedis are reaping, they’ll come around,” I pointed out. “Better trade relations will lead to better diplomacy.” 
 
    “Will King Davit agree to all this?” Temin asked as he turned to Cayla. 
 
    “I will write my father straightaway,” the dark-haired princess said with a smile. “After Mason saved us from the Bandit Boss, however, I am confident the king will agree to anything he suggests. My father trusts Mason completely.” 
 
    “As do I,” Temin said, “but I’m a practical man, and I don’t see why this wouldn’t be better as a metal caravan, pulled by horses, and traveling along the roads we already have.” 
 
    “I don’t want to push the small traders, cattle drivers, merchants, and just regular traveling citizens off the road with our train,” I explained. “It’s faster and safer to have dedicated train tracks.” 
 
    “But how quickly can they be laid out?” the king replied. 
 
    “Time for a demonstration.” I grinned, and I felt all eyes on me. With a strong pulse of my energy, I lifted the tracks that had been stacked one after the other across the meadow until they disappeared into the trees. When I released the magic, my strength took a nosedive, but I widened my stance and gritted my teeth until the world righted beneath me again.  
 
    Then I took a quick breath and turned to my audience with a slightly strained smile. “Those tracks go about a quarter of a mile. It took me about two minutes to lay them out. So that’s…” 
 
    “One-eighth mile in roughly one minute,” Wyresus replied as he scratched his chin. “Sixty miles in an eight hour day, a little over four hundred in a week.” 
 
    “Bravo, Mage Wyresus,” I agreed. “Let’s assume trouble along the way and a slow down. Four weeks, a month, to cover Illaria and most of Cedis. Roughly, anyway.” 
 
    “Extraordinary,” Wyresus muttered as if he could not help but be impressed. 
 
    “Of course, since there may be other unexpected trouble, the mages and soldiers aboard the train will also need to be able to see outside,” I continued eagerly. “So, there will need to be windows. Can I now direct your attention to my famous metal steed?” 
 
    I pointed to where Bobbie 2.0 was parked, her back to us. 
 
    “You’ve given her a little glass shield,” Cayla noted. 
 
    “So many of your inventions are ingenious,” sniffed Wyresus, “but I hate to tell you, we’ve already invented glass.” 
 
    “It’s not glass,” I said as I unstrapped my rifle from my back. Then I took careful aim at the windshield and fired. The gunshot echoed through the meadow. 
 
    “I am still not used to that noise,” King Temin cringed as he shook his head. 
 
    “Please follow me,” I requested as I lowered the rifle, and the group allowed me to lead them to Bobbie.  
 
    There was no mark on my motorcycle or the windshield which sparkled in the sunlight. 
 
    “Where is the bullet?” the king asked with a frown. “Did you miss?” 
 
    “Here it is,” Haragh chuckled gruffly as he picked up some metal debris from the grass. “Or what’s left of it.” 
 
    “I’ve seen your bullets tear holes in a basilisk,” Temin muttered as he stared. “How did this one not break the glass?” 
 
    “I told you,” I said, unable to suppress my grin any longer, “it’s not glass. It’s a shield made of pure sapphire, one of the hardest materials there is, courtesy of Defender Haragh.” 
 
    “Ain’t sapphire supposed to be blue?” one of the king’s guards blurted out. 
 
    “Only because of the presence of beautiful imperfections,” Haragh replied, happy to talk about his creation. “In its pure state, it’s completely clear. Give me a little more time, and I’ll make windows you can see through, but that nobody can break.” 
 
    King Temin began to laugh and clapped me on the back. “Let’s do it. Mage Wyresus, do we have the support of the Order?” 
 
    “Very well,” said Wyresus as regarded the sapphire shield. “The Metal Mage’s project will have as many Ignis and Terra Mages as it requires.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ A!” I cried out with a wide grin. 
 
    The king, the head of the Order of Elementa, the princess, and the Ignis Mage all looked at me at my outburst. 
 
    “We’ve grown accustomed to not understanding you a lot of the time, Mason,” Temin chuckled at last. “I take that to be one of your people’s expressions for… being enthusiastic?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m ready to go!” I replied with a laugh of my own. 
 
    “Actually, it’s we who must go,” the king said before he gestured for his guard to bring his horse. “You have a lot of work to do right here in your workshop.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I replied as I nodded and rubbed the back of my neck. “Sorry, I was just caught up in the moment.” 
 
    “Well done on your demonstration,” Temin said and gave a wave as he followed his guards out of the clearing. “I expect regular updates on your progress.” 
 
    I let out a huge sigh of relief that the demonstration had gone so well. It was another of those moments when I just had to take it all in. I was the sole Metal Mage in existence, Defender of Illaria. About to be the inventor of the railroad. 
 
    Life was fucking good. 
 
    “Haragh,” I said as I snapped out of it, “besides the windows on the train, I’ll need bigger sapphire shields on the front of the motorcycle.” 
 
    “I should return to the Oculus first,” the half-ogre said with a shake of his head. “I know Wyresus is gonna sit on his ass when he should be getting the Ignis and Terra Mages we need organized.” 
 
    “We should go as well,” Aurora said. “I want to go to the library and make sure Shoshanne is all right.” 
 
    I agreed. We hadn’t left her alone for this long since we’d begun the journey, and she knew no one else. I could afford to take an hour break before I dived head first into this new project.  
 
    “I should stay and write my letter to my father,” Cayla said and started to walk back to the workshop. 
 
    “Just admit it,” Haragh called after her. “You don’t want to make Mason jealous when he sees you snuggled behind me!” 
 
    Cayla giggled, “Okay, you got me!” 
 
    “You know I’m joking,” Haragh said as we boarded Bobbie 2.0. “The princess ain’t my type. I like em at least seven feet tall and green.” 
 
    “Well, that is a relief,” I laughed as Bobbie’s engine roared to life. I was quickly finding that I liked the half-ogre. He wasn’t pretentious, wasn’t overwhelmed with me being “The Metal Mage,” and he was funny to boot. With us staring down the barrel of another long project, I was glad to have made another friend.  
 
    In no time, we were at the Great Library at the Oculus. Haragh took leave of us in the main corridor while Aurora and I headed down to the research rooms. 
 
    “I will see you soon as I’ve recruited the mages we need,” the half-ogre mage said with a wave. True to his word, before we turned to the corner, I saw him stop to speak with a young man in a white robe trimmed in red. I knew from Aurora that was the uniform of the Ignis Mages. 
 
    As it turned out, we had nothing to worry about with Shoshanne. We found her in the research room in the library, much the way we had left her, buried in a book. She looked up at us and smiled when we came in. 
 
    “How are you getting on?” Aurora asked the copper-haired Aer Mage.  
 
    “It was hard going at first,” Shoshanne admitted sheepishly. “I have so much to learn, and the basic textbooks are so dry. But then I thought of Pallax, who is the god of wisdom as well as charity, and how important it is for me to learn and do good with this power of mine. His Order taught me so much about healing, but they were rituals and remedies that worked without anyone understanding why they did. Just the couple of hours I’ve spent studying has taught me so much that I can use to make people well.” 
 
    “Like what for example?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, here’s a simple one,” the healer said after a thought. “Imagine you were choking. All I have to is slightly adjust the air pressure inside you…” 
 
    A gentle breeze tossed Shoshanne’s curly hair as she touched the power within her. Suddenly, my lungs swelled up within me, and I nearly gagged in a coughing fit. The mages at study looked up from their books with angry faces, and the three of us hurried out of the research room. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” Shoshanne said the moment we closed the door behind us. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I replied with a final wheeze. “You know, you could become quite a deadly mage with this power.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Shoshanne frowned and shook her head. “I am forbidden by the Order of Pallax to harm anyone. I only want to use what I learn to help people.” 
 
    “You may find that oath hard to keep in the real world,” Aurora said sympathetically. “Remember the chicken farmer we helped in Cedis? The only way to help him was to hurt the bandits who stole from him.” 
 
    I remembered particularly the fat bandit who had crept up behind me and was only inches away when Cayla took him out. Even though I agreed with Aurora, I didn’t want to gang up on Shoshanne. She was so caught between different worlds and would have to find her own path. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I interrupted the discussion. “I have a huge project I need to get started on as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I-I think I should stay here and study,” Shoshanne stammered and took a step back. “Unless there’s something you need me for?” 
 
    “Actually, yes,” I said and then immediately corrected myself. My mind was focused on the details of locomotion, but I had also been concerned about how to store the produce we needed to deliver to Cedis. “See if you come across a way to prevent spoilage on fresh goods. We’re going to make a machine that will speed up travel and trade, but I don’t want anything going to waste. If you find something that you think will work in your studies, will you let me know?” 
 
    “Of course I will,” Shoshanne smiled, happy to be helpful. “I will make it my mission.” 
 
    “Don’t overdo it,” Aurora warned her seriously. “Your body and mind need rest too.” 
 
    “The Order has given me a simple room with a bed,” the healer ran her soft brown hands through her wild mane of hair as she returned to the research room. “I promise to make use of it.” 
 
    We talked as we made our way out of the library to where Bobbie was parked at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    “I hope she really is enjoying the research,” I said thoughtfully, “and not offended that we justified killing those bandits.” 
 
    “I had to study hard when I first came to the Order,” Aurora replied before she gave me a teasing wink. “Not all of us are natural self-starters like the Metal Mage.” 
 
    I chuckled with a feeling of pride as we got on Bobbie and launched ourselves through the stone streets of the Oculus. The truth was that all my years on Earth has basically been a long study session. I had picked up enough knowledge there to help me in all I created in this new world I found myself in, from guns to motorcycles, and automatons to trains. If I didn’t have that in my background, I’d be at square one like Shoshanne. 
 
    I was lost in this thought as we sped through the forest on the way back to the workshop. Aurora suddenly turned to me, alarm on her face. 
 
    “There is a battle raging a few meters away, over the next hill,” she hissed. 
 
    I tensed. Another beast attack? A bandit raid like we saw in Cedis? As we neared the top of the hill, I could hear the sounds as well. War cries. The clash of steel on steel. Adrenaline pumped within me, and I prepared my power so I could be ready for whatever we faced. 
 
    There was a wide-open field, one we had passed many times before. At this time, however, it was filled with the king’s soldiers, some on foot, others on horseback, as they fought one another. I knew immediately that it was a practice skirmish even before their commander called out and ordered them to stop. 
 
    “Not bad, not bad!” he shouted from his steed as he rode through their ranks. “Flank guard, you need to tighten up your formation! Nicely done to the vanguard! And rearguard, you’re right but too slow! Let’s get ready to go again!” 
 
    The commander caught sight of us as we rolled down the hill and galloped over to greet us. He was covered in plate mail armor but wore no helmet so I could see he was older, scarred from battle, and his short-cropped hair was flecked with gray.  
 
    “Sir Torganet of Badeth,” the commander said with a salute. “I believe I have the honor of addressing Defender Flynt and Defender Solana?” 
 
    “That’s us,” I replied, pleased that our reputation had preceded us. Of course, how many other people in the region traveled on a loud iron steed like we did? 
 
    “I lead His Majesty’s Second Cavalry,” Sir Torganet explained. “By King Temin’s command, we are preparing to help defend our allies in Cedis.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you and your men are taking this so seriously,” I replied.  
 
    “You are certainly welcome to stay and watch our maneuvers,” the commander said as he gestured to his soldiers. “I am trying to prepare my men for different kinds of battle, as warfare against a group of cunning bandits is very different from fighting one of the great beasts we may face.” 
 
    “We have a lot of work to do in preparation as well, Sir Torganet, but we’d be happy to watch for a while,” I responded with a smile.  
 
    How many times had I watched historical reenactments at the Renaissance Fair and wished I could see real knights on horseback, not accountants and website designers in dress up? I couldn’t pass this up. 
 
    Aurora and I parked Bobbie back at the top of the hill to get the best view of the skirmish. The knights moved themselves into position on opposite ends of the field and awaited Sir Torganet’s command. Then he threw a red banner, and the moment it struck the earth, the battle began. Even as far away as we were, we could feel the ground tremble from hoofbeats. 
 
    When the two sides met in the center of the field, this sound was replaced by the high clash of blade against shield and armor. They must have held back to keep from any fatal injuries, but not by much. The commander ordered changes in tactics from his position, and his men quickly rallied to obey without question.  
 
    When the dust had settled and the battle was over, I steered Bobbie down into the field to congratulate them. It was obvious that these were some of the king’s finest warriors. 
 
    “Any advice based on your battles in Cedis?” asked Sir Torganet. 
 
    “Much of Cedis is open pasture like this,” Aurora replied after a thought, “but you may find yourself in a village or town, where the bandits like to take cover and snipe from the rooftops.” 
 
    “Give me a moment, and I can help simulate that,” I said as I dropped to my haunches and placed my hands on the ground. I felt the familiar pulse and let my power run through the stone and dirt in a wave. Stacks of rock burst out all around the field, some as tall as three-story buildings, others only the size of poor hovels. It took a lot of my strength and willpower to turn the open land into a mock village, and I nearly fell backward from the strain of it.  
 
    “By the gods, this is perfect for training,” the commander said, impressed. “We’ll switch up weaponry and tactics for this type of battle.” 
 
    “When I get to my workshop, I’ll make your soldiers some blanks to use in their guns for practice,” I said, but I realized the commander would have no idea what a blank was. “That’s non-lethal ammunition.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t waste too much time on that, Defender Flynt,” Sir Torganet replied. “The men preferred their tried-and-true bows and blades to your rifles and pistols.” 
 
    “But that’s absurd,” Aurora scoffed. “Mason’s guns are far more powerful. Why did he bother to create them if you’re not going to use them?” 
 
    “I meant no offense,” the knight replied quickly. “They are indeed miraculous weapons, but from a practical point of view, my soldiers struggle to reload and maintain them. I’m sure that will change in time, but as you know, time is a luxury we do not have.” 
 
    It was hard not to feel a little offended as I thought how much time and effort I put into the arsenal I had created. I couldn’t argue with the concerns of this seasoned leader, so I decided to put on my big boy pants and not get into it. 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty,” I said. “Now, we must go and do our own preparations for the days ahead.” 
 
    Sir Torganet gave us a salute as I drove Bobbie out of the field and back onto the road. It wasn’t more than a mile down the road to the workshop.  
 
    When we finally arrived, I sighed as I stepped off the bike. 
 
    “I still think it’s ridiculous that they’re not using all the guns you created for them,” Aurora remarked as she shook her head. “They’re just stuck in their ways.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s for the best,” I replied after a thought. “Remember how the bandits stole back the guns I made for King Davit and used them against us?” 
 
    “Is there a way to disable the guns when they’re in enemies’ hands?” asked Aurora. 
 
    No easy answers came to mind. I would have to think on that problem. 
 
    My current project needed my attention first. I concentrated, tapped into my power, and sent it out in a wave toward the rails I had laid out in my demonstration to the king. At my command, they lifted up one by one and flew back to where they belonged, on a path down into the mine. I had a lot of ore to collect and very little time to do it in. 
 
    When I was finished, Aurora tossed me a canteen of water and followed me into the workshop.  
 
    As I moved toward one of the tables to focus on the specifics for the railroad design, I heard the sound of multiple hooves on earth nearby. I looked at the workshop doorway and frowned.  
 
    We were about to have company.  
 
    So much for getting started.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    As I stood in the doorway of the workshop, a dozen horsemen in white robes galloped into the clearing led by Haragh himself on a massive brown stallion. The riders were mages, and as they dismounted, I could see red trim on some of their uniforms and brown trim on others. These were the Ignis and Terra Mages the half-ogre had promised to recruit. 
 
    They were a mixed crew of different genders, sizes, ages, and races, but all of them wore the same excited look. Haragh approached me first and wore a big smile on his green, wrinkled face. 
 
    “I can probably bring another dozen tomorrow,” he said with a low chuckle. “These were the ones who couldn’t wait. There’s also a couple Flumens, Aer, and Lux Mages who want to lend a hand if we need them. And a Tenebrae who is sorta on the fence about the whole project but would like to meet you to learn more. I’m not the most articulate about explaining this train project of yours.” 
 
    “Haragh, my friend,” I said with a smile as I clasped his arm, “you need to give yourself more credit. When I heard hoofbeats, I thought I was going to be delayed because I couldn’t imagine you’d recruit a team so quickly. I’d be interested in talking to the mages of different elements as soon as I figure out how to handle the ones I have so far.” 
 
    Haragh frowned slightly. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “I’m just thinking of all the wasted time, with everyone going back and forth to the Oculus every day, an hour each way by horse,” I replied with a scratch on my chin. 
 
    “Exactly,” Haragh said with a nod. “It proves exactly why we need this train of yours. It’s just too bad the mine isn’t closer to where the mages live.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, and a smile slowly grew on my face as an idea formed. “We can’t move the mine, but we could move where the mages live.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Mason?” Aurora asked with a furrowed brow. “Have everyone move in with us?” 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed my beautiful women had come out of the workroom until they spoke. 
 
    “That’d be cozy,” Cayla snickered. 
 
    “The Terra Mages created their homes in the Oculus,” I pointed out. “Why not do it here?” 
 
    Haragh, Aurora, and Cayla took this in as they looked around the meadow, which was little more than a clearing the original mining colony created. 
 
    “There’s not enough room for more than a dozen houses or so,” Haragh mused, “but there are plenty mages interested in joining the project. How are we going to squeeze them all in?” 
 
    “I have one idea,” I said with a grim smile, “but it might just kill me.” 
 
    “Scratch that then, mate,” Haragh chuckled. “Seriously, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “When we were helping out the towns and villages that had been attacked by bandits and beasts, I used my power to create little buildings, walls, that kind of thing,” I explained. “Just doing that is exhausting though. I don’t have enough power to do what I have in mind. That’s the problem.” 
 
    “Power ain’t a problem,” the half-ogre said with a shrug. “Why don’t you just take all us Terra Mages and do a circuit of power?” 
 
    I looked at Haragh, bewildered. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Mason didn’t exactly have a formal introduction to his magecraft,” Aurora stepped in to explain. “He’s been pretty much figuring it out as he goes along.” 
 
    “Well, there’s something to be said for that, I suppose,” Haragh acknowledged with a laugh, and then he looked at me. “Think of it this way. All of us Terra Mages got an elemental connection to the earth, right? It sorta talks to us and does what we say if we got enough power. When we form a circuit, we pull all our power together and focus, and it’s like ten men pushing a rock instead of one.” 
 
    “All these Terra Mages know how to do this?” I asked thoughtfully. 
 
    “Sure, it’s one of the first things we gotta learn when we’re just baby Terra mages, playing in the mud,” the half-ogre chuckled. “One little mage can’t make a rock float when he first gets started, but form a circuit, and we can show him how it’s done.” 
 
    I had to admit that teamwork was never my strong suit, but more and more, it looked like I had to step it up. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I guess it’s worth a try.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how there’s enough space here for twenty mages to have places to stay in this little meadow,” Cayla remarked as she shook her head. “It sounds like you’re going to get twenty, maybe fifty more eventually? Think about everything else you’ll need space for on this railroad project. There’s just literally no room.” 
 
    “There’s a saying where I come from,” I said as my mind went to my neighborhood in the Chicago Loop. “‘If you can’t build out, build up.’ Come on, I’ll explain to everyone.” 
 
    As I spoke, I had the disconcerting feeling of subtle movement under my feet. When I looked down, I saw that Haragh had lifted the earth beneath my feet and created a small platform. I gave him a puzzled look. 
 
    “I don’t think you humans realize the advantage a foot or two gives you,” said the half-ogre, who even at my new elevation, was still a couple inches taller than me. “The mages need to hear from you, but, and trust me on this, I stand out more than you. Now, go on. Talk to them. Put them to task. They’re bustin’ to get started on something.” 
 
    The sun was on the horizon, and it occurred to me that I had known Haragh for less than a day. In that time, he’d shown me more than respect and his astonishing skill at using his Terra magery for crafting gems. He’d shown me real friendship. For some reason, it finally felt like I was putting down real roots in this world. Now that I could reach his back, I gave him a hearty clap on it before I turned to address the mages. 
 
    “My name is Mason Flynt,” I called out in my loudest voice, and the mages turned to me in unison. “I want to thank you for coming. Right now, the non-magical folk don’t trust us, but this project is going to show them that we care about Illaria and the rest of the region. I’m going to ask you to push yourself for the greater good of us all.” 
 
    I glanced down and saw Aurora looking up to me with loving, emerald eyes. It was just the confidence builder that I needed, so I straightened my back and stood a little taller. 
 
    “I’m going to ask a lot of you, and if you’re not up for it, let me know,” I continued, “and that includes taking a break when you need it. You need to push yourself to your limits for this, but don’t go killing yourself. I’ve got plenty more ideas for the future, and I’m gonna need you alive. Can I get a ‘Boo-Ya’?” 
 
    The assembled mages followed me right up until then. Instead of getting a “Boo-Ya,” I got confused stares and general muttering of “How can we get a buya for him?” and “Did he say ‘plowa’? Isn’t that a type of troll?” 
 
    I chuckled a little nervously and was about to tell them nevermind when a loud voice echoed behind me.  
 
    “Booyah!”  
 
    I turned my head and saw that it was Aurora, loud and enthusiastic. My half-elf grinned up at me as Cayla raised her voice, too.  
 
     “Booyah!” the princess shouted as she raised her fist into the air.  
 
    “Booyah!” echoed Haragh as if he too understood. 
 
    Evidently, this was enough for the crowd of mages to get it. This time, there was no hesitation before they all lifted their hands into the air and cried in unison. 
 
    “Booyah!”  
 
    “Awesome,” I said with a grin, charged up by the crowd. Then I clapped my hands together. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. We need to create our first station right now, but we’re going to do a lot more than that. Let me show you a model of what we need to build to scale.” 
 
    I tapped into my power and pulled up a little hill of rock in the dirt. With some focus, I created a series of square boxes of stone around the hill, and then another on top of those, and another on top of those. At the top of the hill, I made a small plateau, topped by a square box. 
 
    “Mages, this will be your new home so we can work together,” I called to the crowd. “Ignis Mages, as the light is failing, I need you to keep everything bright enough to see. We are creating a new village out of this meadow.” 
 
    There was another “booyah!” from the assembled mages before they set to work. Aurora walked back into the workshop while Cayla inspected my model of the station. 
 
    “Do we live here, at the top?” the black-haired princess asked as she pointed to the block at the top of the plateau. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “That’s for defense. I don’t want to have to climb up every time I come home. We can claim one of the houses on the base of the mountain, and I’ll make a huge man cave underneath.”  
 
    “What is a ‘man cave’?” Cayla asked innocently. 
 
    I was about to explain the concept when Aurora suddenly came out of the workshop with bags around her arms, neck, and back. She staggered towards us, looking a little irritated. 
 
    “Since this meadow is about to become a mountain, I’d recommend grabbing anything you care about from inside,” Aurora grumbled as she threw one of the bags at me. “You might never see them again.” 
 
    The half-elf was right. Cayla and I looked at one another and then dashed into the workshop. We hadn’t spent the night there in quite a while, but there was plenty of personal items, plans, and tools to gather up. As I grabbed up what I could, Stan jumped off the desk and scampered up my arm onto my shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t give me that look, buddy,” I laughed as he turned to me, his little arms crossed. “I wasn’t going to leave you behind.” 
 
    When we had packed up all of our meager possessions, I gave my workshop one last look. I knew it wasn’t much, but it had been my first sort of home in this new world, one that I made alone with my own hands. Even though we were moving onto bigger and better things, I was still going to miss this simple shop.  
 
    After my moment of nostalgia, we took what we had to the edge of the meadow, where the mages had also gathered. Then I knelt down, hands to the ground, and the other Terra mages did the same. 
 
    When we were all kneeling, I paused to take in the moment. Nearly everyone but me wore the traditional white robe with brown hem uniform, but now that we were this close and about to join our power together, I could really see them as individuals. A middle-aged man with a kind face, his salt-and-pepper hair tied back in braids. A pretty girl in her early twenties with long, lank dirty blonde hair that nearly touched the ground as she knelt. A young man with a baby face and hazel eyes that sparkled with excitement. All of them and others, ready to lose themselves to tap into a greater power. 
 
    As for myself, I was excited for what I hoped we could do together, but there was definitely a part of me that rebelled against the idea that I was about to be merely a part of the whole. On Earth, I had been a loner by nature, probably in part because I was never meant for the life I lived. But even in this new world that I loved, I liked to strike my own path and make my own rules. I knew I had to resist this stubborn urge to pull back from the group because they looked to me to guide them through this process, and no one else could do it but me.  
 
    I took a deep breath and released it. I was ready. 
 
    Together, we touched our elemental power, and I felt a huge zap of static as our combined magic filled the air. 
 
    At first, it was the familiar feeling that pulsated in my veins, but then I felt as my power merged with the other Terra Mages. It was as if I were part of an electric circuit, a conduit that accepted and released even greater energy than I possessed. It was both frightening and exhilarating to be a part of. Beneath my fingers, I could feel the earth tremble and shake, and it groaned like a living thing as it began to swell and rise at the center of the meadow. 
 
    The ground grew steadily outward while it rose higher and higher. Ten feet, then twenty, thirty. We could feel the weight and sheer size of it in our group mind as if it were a part of us. The hive mind thing was really a trip and took some getting used to, but when the radius of our hill nearly touched the entrance to the mine, we pulled back and let it settle.  
 
    Finally, I looked up at what we had created, fifty feet of rock and earth under the night sky. 
 
    “Ignis Mages, we need your light!” I shouted. 
 
    Aurora and her fellow Ignis Mages raised their hands as one. An instant later, a fiery ring materialized around the hill and steadily grew until it cast a flickering glow across the entire meadow. They held it while we began the next phase of construction. 
 
    Now we started with the station itself. A platform six feet off the ground, big enough for fifty people, one hundred feet long, made of solid rock. Behind it, we pushed up the depot itself, linked to the platform by a set of stone steps. Connecting to the platform, we crafted a massive warehouse, just a simple one-room structure to hold goods as they were brought on or off the train. Much like my workshop, we left open doorways in the depot and the warehouse and open windows in the depot. I would have to get some wood for the doors later on. 
 
    It was a simple, serviceable station, and we didn’t build anything else near it so there would be room for expansion if need be. At the base of the hill, we crafted the first residential structure, three rooms which we dug into the hill before we pulled up walls and let them curve together to form a dome. The granite was a light gray, almost white, that lent a simple elegance to the style. That would be the model for the rest of the buildings we lifted and cut into the hill.  
 
    Hours went by while we built our little village. Most buildings were simple one-story houses, but we crafted two-story houses where they fit well into the geography. We topped some with domes, others with terraces, and cut stone steps up and down the contours of the hill to connect them all together. At the top of the hill, we flattened the stone to create a plateau, and then a shelter supported by four columns so the view would be unimpeded. 
 
    As we shared the inspiration and elemental power between us, we also shared the physical exhaustion. I tasted salt from the sweat which ran down my face, and every muscle in my body screamed at me to stop. But I couldn’t, and I needed everyone on board, too. 
 
    “We’re almost done!” I called out, and I instantly felt the surge of energy increase as the Terra Mages steeled themselves for a final push.  
 
    I had saved my own home for last. Like the other structures, we first carved the rooms into the rock of the hill, as well as a tunnel down to a cellar for storage, and then pulled out walls to frame it. I wanted an open-air workroom at the center, so we built a series of rooms connected by a walkway around the atrium. And, of course, thinking of Aurora and Cayla, I made the bedroom nice and big. 
 
    It was after midnight when we released the energy back into the earth, and the Ignis Mages dispelled their ring of fire. By the dim light of the moon, I could see everyone’s face was sweaty and flushed, and all eyes were on what we had created. Though our little village was only a few hours old, it looked like it had always been there. 
 
    “It’s spectacular,” Cayla gasped as she came up to my side and took my hand. “It needs a name.” 
 
    “How about … Magehill Village?” I panted after I pondered it for a moment. 
 
    “I like it,” Aurora said as she joined us, her supplies in hand. “Now, let’s go home.” 
 
    I nodded but first turned to the crowd of mages. “Thank you, everyone. Find yourself a place to call your own and get some sleep. There’s even more work to do tomorrow.” 
 
    As the mages excitedly made their way to Magehill Village to claim a house, I saw Haragh on horseback. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked as I frowned. “We did a lot of work today. You should rest.” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll be fine,,” the half-ogre replied with a toothy grin. “I have a little more stamina than some of the human mages. I’m heading back to the Oculus now to recruit some more, but I’ll be back first thing in the morning with more mages and supplies.” 
 
    “Alright, well safe travels then.” I waved goodbye as Aurora and Cayla dragged me to our new house. The rooms were bare of any furnishings, but it already felt more comfortable than my childhood home or the apartment I had in Chicago for five years. Still, I couldn’t help but make some slight adjustments to the structure as we walked room by room and then out to the open-air courtyard. 
 
    “You need to stop, it’s perfect,”  Aurora laughed when I paused to make the columns supporting the walkway a little more ornate. 
 
    “You think so?” I asked as I gave the courtyard a critical eye. “Nothing we need to add?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Cayla with a wink. “A bed with you in it.” 
 
    I chuckled and let the ladies lead me to the bedroom. With a push of my power, I brought up a box of stone the size of a king bed and softened the top. We had the blankets from our old room to throw on top, and then we threw ourselves on top of that. My two lovers snuggled up against my chest, and within minutes I felt the exhaustion of the day pull me under into the dark void of sleep. 
 
    Curtains. That was my first thought when I woke up. I needed curtains, and not just because the open window faced east and I blinked in the morning light.  
 
    It was the face of Haragh in the window that really convinced me. 
 
    “Jesus!” I hissed as my heart hammered in my chest.  
 
    “Good morning,” said the half-ogre cheerfully. “You want to put some clothes on and meet me out front?” 
 
    I scooted out of bed carefully so as not to wake up Aurora and Cayla. They looked so beautiful tangled up in the blankets, and I didn’t want to leave them, but I knew if Haragh was here, other mages might be up as well. I knew they were eager to get the train project underway, and I didn’t want to delay it any more than I had to. 
 
    Fast as I could, I pulled on my leather breeches and a tunic, and then I stepped out the front door. Haragh leaned against an oversized cart filled up with supplies and gave me a friendly clap on the back. 
 
    “Morning. What do you have there?” I asked as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and took a peek into the cart.  
 
    “Everything we need to keep this little village of yours running,” Haragh replied with a broad grin, “and a couple surprises, too.” 
 
     In addition to water, food, and other necessities, I immediately recognized a pair of forges from the blacksmith workshop back in Serin. 
 
    “I was just thinking we could use some forges,” I chuckled as I shook my head, impressed. “What made you think of it?” 
 
    “Ogder actually sought me out.” Haragh grinned as he referenced the palace blacksmith. “He had heard the rumors about the railroad project and wanted to help. When I told him what I understood about it, he was the one who pointed out that you will be needed laying out tracks and not back here refining ore. Believe it or not, he voluntarily donated these forges.” 
 
    “Amazing.” I shook my head gratefully as I recalled how resentful the blacksmith had been when I first came to Serin and took over his forges. “These will definitely make the whole process more efficient.” 
 
    “If you like those, I have some other things I picked up to help to make the project go more quickly,” the half-ogre chuckled before he turned in the direction of the stables by the depot.  
 
    Then he let out a whistle, and a group of ten or so Ignis and Terra Mages emerged and headed our way. 
 
    “They weren’t here last night,” I said as my eyebrows raised toward my hairline. 
 
    “No, they’re brand new recruits, fresh this morning,” Haragh said as he gestured for them to come to us.  
 
    It was only when they got a little closer that I could see one of them didn’t have brown or red trim on his white robes but blue instead. He was an old man with a long gray beard and walked with the aid of a staff. 
 
    “Who is the Flumen Mage?” I asked Haragh. 
 
    “Quidnu is his name,” Haragh said in a low tone. “I know you said we just needed Terra and Ignis Mages for now, but he really wanted to come, and I didn’t have the heart to say no.” 
 
    “You big softie,” I chuckled. “Actually, I do have a job for him now that I think about it.” 
 
    I greeted the group of mages, thanked them for volunteering, and promised to get them started right away. Then I turned to Quidnu. 
 
    “We’re going to be here at Magehill Village for some time to come,” I explained to the old mage. “It’s going to be hard, long hours, with a lot of heat and dust. We’re going to need to have our own water supply, so we’re not always going back and forth to Serin.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it,” Quidnu replied, a sparkle in his eyes. 
 
    Minute by minute, the village on the hill began to wake up. Mages emerged from their new houses and joined us, including Cayla and Aurora from my own household. All were eager to get started. 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I addressed the group. “Terra Mages, we need to build a structure by the mine to house our new forges, and then we’ll start on mining operations so we can get all the material we need to build the train and tracks. Terra Mages will do the excavation while Ignis Mages provide the light.” 
 
    The mages nodded in response and started to move toward the mine.  
 
    “What can I do to help?” Cayla asked as she came up and set a hand on my arm. 
 
    “There are a couple large farms between here and the capital,” I said and smiled down at the beautiful princess. “Could you take a horse and see about having them deliver us produce daily?” 
 
    “You got it. I’ve been dealing with farmers all my life,” Cayla added thoughtfully. “Maybe they’d be interested in setting up a marketplace here as well?” 
 
    “Great idea,” I said as I imagined a huge, bustling marketplace here in Magehill. Right now, it’d be enough to have a functioning mining colony, but it’d be cool to have it be a real village in more than just name. Another idea I’d have to tuck in the back of my mind while I concentrated on my current tasks.  
 
    As Cayla headed off to the stables, I signaled for the mages to follow me to the mine. 
 
    The voices of twenty mages as they excitedly chattered about the project echoed behind me as I led them down. Aurora lit the first torches with a push of her powers, and then the other Ignis Mages followed suit. With a wave of her hand, the half-elf then created a cloud of floating orange flames like fireflies. 
 
    “Come on, Ignis Mages,” Aurora called out. “Let’s really light this up!” 
 
    Thousands of small balls of flame, blue, yellow, orange, red, and even some green, materialized all around, so the mining tunnel suddenly felt like a rainbow.  
 
    I turned to Aurora with a grin. 
 
    “Beautiful, but what we really need is a pure white light so we can tell the difference between different kinds of rock and ore,” I explained apologetically. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “Possible, but harder than you might think,” Aurora replied as, with a look of concentration, the balls of fire around us began to fade to white. “White is actually all colors and the hottest part of a flame.” 
 
    The other Ignis Mages also shifted the colors of their balls of fire, and I did feel the temperature of the mine rise a few degrees. I also saw for the first time the colors of the mine I had only seen before by flickering torchlight and the usual blue glow of Aurora’s superflame. It was actually stunning, a mosaic of stripes and spots of gray, silver, black, gray, red, blue, and orange, almost as pretty as the Ignis Mages’ multicolored fireballs. 
 
    “Let me walk you through the process,” I said to the Terra Mages as I put my hand to the wall next to me. “Beginning with what we’re looking for.” 
 
    I let my power seep out of me and listened to the song of the metals within the mine. In a moment, a metal called back to me, a few inches from my fingertips. With a push of my Terra powers, I had the earth and rock part for me, and I pulled a chunk of metal the size of an orange into my hands. Then I held it up for the group. 
 
    “This is called iron ore,” I said as I handed it to the first mage to my left. “It’s not as shiny as it will be after it’s refined, but it definitely looks different than other rock. Pass it around. Feel its weight. There are other metals to be found down here, and we need to collect them all because they all have their own uses. But iron ore is the most common metal you’ll find down here, and we need a lot of it.” 
 
    The Terra Mages were looking from one to another, and I could hear the mutter of their conversation but not the actual words. Haragh, who had to bend his head to fit in the tunnel at his size, was the one to voice their thoughts. 
 
    “You’re the only Metal Mage,” the half-ogre pointed out with a frown. “We can’t find metal and pull it out of the mine like you can. What do we do? Just dig until we find something?” 
 
    “That’s pretty much how mining works, I’m afraid,” I said with an apologetic shrug. “Dig, reinforce the tunnel, and repeat. But with your powers, you Terra Mages can tunnel much easier, faster, and more efficiently. I mean, you’re basically human, or ogre, filters. When you come across a material that you can’t lift or move, then that’s some kind of metal ore that needs to be collected. It could be shinier or a different color than this, platinum, copper, gold, silver, but we’ll use it all.” 
 
    “And then what do we do to it?” asked the Terra Mage who had passed on the iron ore I handed him. He was young, probably a teenager, with red hair and freckles.  
 
    The hunk of iron ore had made its way through the crowd and was back in my hands. I dropped it into the mining cart beside me with a clunk. 
 
    “You fill up a cart and send it up to the surface,” I said simply as I gave the cart a slight push on the tracks I had replaced since the demonstration with Temin.  
 
    “And then what?” asked a slightly chubby, brunette Ignis Mage. 
 
    “That’s where you guys come in,” I replied as I gave her a wink, which earned me a blush. “Come on, follow me.” 
 
    I led the group back up to the surface as quickly as I could, though I paused for just a moment from time to time to check out the cool colors and designs in the tunnel. Usually, I had to blink when I came out of the mine into the sunlight, but now that the mine was no longer anything other than a well-lit series of rooms, there was no reaction at all. 
 
    With a flex of my power, I lifted one of the forges out of the cart to the ground. When I turned to pick up the other one, I saw that Haragh had it in his hands, and he set it down next to the first. It was hard not to be impressed. 
 
    “So, you can craft gemstones and are super strong,” I laughed. “How are you not married?” 
 
    “Have you ever met a she-ogre?” Haragh asked quite seriously. 
 
    “Um, no,” I said with a smile. “Can’t say I have. You’re the first even half-ogre I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “You would understand if you did.” Haragh sighed. “Male ogres outnumber female ogres ten to one, which is why my father had to choose a human female. We half-ogres are even lower on the list. I’ll probably die a virgin.” 
 
    “Aw, dude, too much info,” I groaned. “We will make you the cover guy on People Magazine’s Sexiest Ogre issue. But for now, sorry, we have to get back to the mission at hand.” 
 
    “No problem,” the half-ogre shrugged, though I could see him puzzle over the reference to “People Magazine.” 
 
    “Okay, this is where we refine the ore and smelt it,” I called out to the group of mages as I dropped the ore into the forge. “If you’re not sure what the metal is or what to do with it, set it aside. Assuming it’s iron ore, put it in here, and the Ignis Mages will turn up the heat and smelt it down. Aurora, could you show us how it’s done?” 
 
    “Gladly,” Aurora replied, and she clearly enjoyed the use of her powers as much as I did. She let blue flame dance around her fingers before she let loose a blast into the forge. After a few seconds, I signaled for her to stop. 
 
    “Now, that is pure metal.” I smiled as I used my powers to lift the molten metal up. It was just a small glob, but enough for me to flex and turn the metal into a sword blade, then a helmet, then a goblet, and finally a pure thin sheet of iron.  
 
    “We need everyone back in the mine, except for two Terra and one Ignis Mage,” Aurora called to the group as she put her hands on her hips. “Ignis Mages, we need white light. Terra Mages, dig and bring up what metal you find.” 
 
    Oh Gods, how hot was Aurora when she was bossy like that? I had half forgotten. I stared at her, and a bulge grew in my leather breeches before I collected myself. Now wasn’t the time. But maybe tonight …  
 
    As most of the mages headed back into the mine, I turned to the ones remaining. Haragh had remained behind together with another Terra Mage, a tall, skinny man about my age with lank brown hair. Other than Aurora, the Ignis Mages were represented by a middle-aged woman with gray hair tied back in a bun.  
 
    “This building we’re going to make now is going to be our factory for collecting, refining, and molding everything we need,” I said to the other four. “We’ll need a room for the unrefined iron ore when they bring it up from the mine, a basic structure to house the forges, and a room, a big one, for the finished product to be stacked up. You ready?” 
 
    Haragh and the brown-haired Terra Mage nodded, and as one, we knelt down and touched the ground below us. Just like last night, I felt our powers merge together and become one with the stone. It was incredibly strange after working and relying on my powers alone. Then walls of granite rumbled up before us and created the factory I had described. We arched domes over two of the rooms but left the forging room open to the sky to let smoke escape. 
 
    When we were done, we heard the familiar squeak of the mine cart on the tracks as two mages emerged with it in tow. They had already filled up their first load of iron ore.  
 
    I glanced at the sun above my head and estimated that little over an hour had passed. The Terra Mages were much faster than I hoped. Awesome. 
 
    “Perfect timing.” I grinned as I directed them to the room we created for them. “Dump it here, and I’ll show you the process.” 
 
    Then I used a strong pulse of my power to lift the ore into the air and carry it to the forges.  
 
    “Ladies,” I said as I turned to the Ignis Mages. “Let’s get these forges fired up.” 
 
    Aurora and the gray-haired Ignis Mage nodded and sent forth blue flames from their hands into the forges. As we watched, the ore melted, released its impurities, and became a liquid I could mold with my mind. 
 
    To warm up, I made something familiar with the liquid steel: a track. It was longer and thicker than the ones I made for the mine cart to ride on but with the traditional I-beam shape. I kept in mind the images of the tracks they used to, and for all I knew still made, at my old company in Chicago. There was a standard size and weight. Seventy-eight feet per track, a ton and a half in total weight. It definitely was a bit of a strain when I lifted the finished track and set it aside. 
 
    I wanted to see if I could make them identically, so I made another one while the Ignis Mages cooked the ore in the forge for me. When I dropped the second track, I was happy to see that it was exactly the same as the first.  
 
    So, I could make these rails fairly easily and carry them with only a bit more strain, but could I make enough? 
 
    The mathematics of it boggled the mind. Based on my little experiment, I had promised the King of Illaria sixty miles of train track laid every day. If each track was seventy-eight feet long, that was about sixty-eight rails per mile. Actually, one hundred and thirty-six, because I needed two tracks side by side.  
 
    I had two.  
 
    I dropped my head back, and a deep groan rattled out of my chest.  
 
    Fuck, fuck, fuck, this was going to be a shit ton of work. 
 
    If I was going to do what I promised and lay out sixty miles of track a day, I needed over eight thousand tracks ready to go, and that was only going to get me to day one. In my head, I tried to figure out a way to short cut this, but no.  
 
    I had no choice but to be a track-building machine.  
 
    For the next four days, that was my life.  
 
    Get up, get dressed, walk to the foundry, create tracks, have a break for lunch, create tracks, have dinner, create tracks, go to bed. I felt the strength in my magery increase each time I used my powers to craft a track and levitate it to the stacks, but still, at the end of each day, I felt like I had run a marathon.  
 
    Cayla and Aurora took turns massaging my muscles each night, and any other time I would have taken advantage of the two beauties as they caressed my body, but I was so tired after the long days that I typically passed out five minutes into the massage. Then I would wake up the next morning so sore I could barely move, but somehow, I dragged myself from bed every day.  
 
    I wished I could say I relied solely on my strength of will, but really it was Stan that woke me up by patting at my face each morning and tugging at my eyelids until I sat up with a prolonged moan. 
 
    But in the end, it was all worth it.  
 
    I needed eight thousand tracks to get through the first sixty miles, and when the sun set on the fourth day, I found I had created twelve thousand.  
 
    I stumbled back to my house with an exhausted and dopey smile stretched across my face. The Flumen Mage Quidnu had pulled up a burbling spring in the courtyard of my house, and I sculpted the rock up around it to make it a real fountain. I dragged myself over to it, shed my clothes, and slipped in naked. I felt almost too tired to move, so I just floated there with my eyes closed until Aurora and Cayla came and found me, patted me dry, and took me to bed. I couldn’t have felt more drained, but I was also excited because, with the first supply of tracks done, it was time to move on to something more interesting. 
 
    The next morning, I got up with a ton of ideas floating in my head. It was time to start on the locomotive next. When I thought of trains, the Chicago “L” was most familiar to me from my old commute. Hard to imagine it wasn’t so long ago that trains and cars were what I saw daily instead of mages, half-elves, and kings. I wouldn’t want to go back for anything, but I was happy to have those memories and images to draw on now for inspiration. 
 
    I began from the inside, and the first item I created was a Stirling engine. In the past, I had found that the first time I made something, it was a real struggle, particularly if I didn’t quite know how it was all supposed to work. My first simple gun took me days to perfect, but once I had it down, I could almost let my power take over and create new ones in a few minutes. Since I had created a Stirling engine already when I first made Bobbie, I hoped this would be the case. To my relief, the liquid steel molded itself almost by reflex as I concentrated on the images of the pistons, cylinders, and flywheel. 
 
    I had some upgrades in mind as well. This wasn’t going to be a pure Stirling engine like the one I made for Bobbie, but something more powerful and versatile, closer to a gas engine from earth, but without the need for gasoline itself. What I needed were gears that could turn forward and reverse since a train on tracks couldn’t exactly make a three-point turn to go the other way.  
 
    It took most of the afternoon, and several false starts, to create a functional gearbox, driveshaft, and differentials that would attach to the engine and the gears to the rail. It was a laborious process, but fun. It reminded me of being a little kid playing with Legos but on a giant scale.  
 
    The wheels were cut to fit perfectly to the track, then the gears to the wheels, the transmission to the gears, and finally the transmission to the engine. It required precision, and I made plenty of mistakes, but finally, with a pull of a lever, I could switch from forward to reverse and back. 
 
    Bobbie had about a two-hundred horse-power engine. That was more powerful than any motorcycle I had dealt with on Earth. To move two hundred thousand pounds of iron rails, the engine on my train would have to be bigger. 
 
    When the engine was finished, it was nearly five times as big as the one in Bobbie. 
 
    As I let my magic recede, I took a step back and admired my newest creation with a broad grin. Then I turned to my blue-haired lover.  
 
    “Aurora, will you show her how it works while I work on the rest?” I asked, and the half-elf eagerly agreed and took the gray-haired Ignis Mage aside to show her how to create a continuous spark to power the engine. 
 
    “If you don’t need me, I’ll head down to the mine and see if I can’t find some more gem dust for the windows on your train,” Haragh said as he stepped up beside me. 
 
    “And on my bike,” I reminded him with a grin. “Remember, you just put a small windshield on the back of the sidecar, but she needs big ones in the front and on the main body.” 
 
    “I ain’t forgotten,” the half-ogre chuckled as he headed down into the mine. 
 
     My next step was a little familiar from my work with Bobbie, though the scale was very different much like the engine had been. I needed to create the wheels to connect to the rods to connect to the engine’s pistons. So, with a push of my power, I lifted the last of the liquid iron and crafted six feet tall driving wheels. 
 
    I took a moment to admire my work glistening in the morning light, and then I heard a low distant rumble. For a moment, I thought it could be thunder, but that made no sense. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the sound was clearly not from above. It was below. 
 
    Before my mind had even processed that, I felt the ground tremble under my feet. When I used my Terra magecraft, I consciously communicated with the element of rock and earth, and now it felt like the stone had called to me. It told me something was wrong, very wrong. 
 
    The mine. 
 
    I spun around, and Aurora with her extraordinary sense of hearing looked at me with alarm. We both dropped what we were doing, and together we ran out of the factory structure just a few feet to the entrance of the mine. A cloud of dust rose up to meet us, and we coughed violently in its wake. 
 
    As Aurora and I tried to shield our eyes from the dust and debris, the rumbling continued together with the sound of panicked voices. 
 
    “They’re trapped, calling for help!” Aurora gasped as we took off down the tunnel. 
 
    Dust continued to swirl out of the dark mine around us, and all the torches had been extinguished. Aurora lifted her hand and created a small ball of white fire, but before she let it float away, I grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Keep it near us and if you feel it growing, extinguish it right away,” I said quickly as my heart pounded in my ears. “They might have opened up a pocket of natural gas and created an explosion.” 
 
    As we continued down the tunnel, barely able to see our path with just the one light, I reached out with my powers to test the integrity of the rock surrounding us. It was mostly solid except for the few minor fissures I could close with a slight push of my craft. When we reached the first cavern, I could hear the voices of the mages more clearly. It was a horrible sound, a mix of screams of fear, pain, and cries for help. 
 
    The floor of the cavern was strewn with rocks and boulders which had fallen from above. Again, I sent my power around me to find where the stone was weak and on the verge of collapse, and I repaired it quickly.  
 
    “Help is on the way!” I shouted. “Stay calm!” 
 
    My voice echoed eerily through the empty cavern, and I hoped the mages heard it. They continued to yell, which helped direct Aurora and me on our path to them. At first, it sounded like the sound came from behind a wall of crumbled stone, but then I realized this was a tunnel they must have started, which had completely collapsed, so they were trapped on the other side. 
 
    I began from the top as I used my will to ease the rocks and boulders toward us. At the same time, I tested the strength of the surrounding tunnel. The last thing I wanted was to remove the only things that kept the shaft as open as it was. Once I was satisfied it was reinforced, I took Aurora’s hand and stepped back. She gave me a look that said she understood what I was about to do. 
 
    I reached for my power and sent forth a wave into the pile of rock. The smaller stones were pulverized instantly to dust while cracks and fissures quickly ran over the surface of the larger boulders. In a minute, they too disintegrated, but all they revealed was more rock in the tunnel. 
 
    I groaned. This was a massive collapse, and it wouldn’t be cleared quickly. 
 
    “I’m opening it up on the other side!” I called to the mages. “Can you try on your end?” 
 
    “What do ya think, we’re idiots?” It was Haragh’s familiar gruff voice. “What do ya think we’ve been doing?” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I just wanted to be sure,” I yelled back.  
 
    It was comforting to know that at least Haragh was all right and in his usual sarcastic mood. At any other time, it might have made me laugh, but I felt nothing but resolve to get the mages freed. 
 
    The process was painstaking, but there was no safe way to speed it up. I had to test the strength of the surrounding stone, reinforce it if necessary, smash through the stone to clear the tunnel one or two feet more, and then repeat. It was a test of my stamina to keep my power in a continuous flow like that, but I couldn’t take a break.  
 
    I could hear on the other side rock as it was pulverized and as the sound grew louder, I knew we were closer to meeting.  Finally, the last of the stone between us was broken, and I could see Haragh and a group of mages, their dirty faces streaked with blood and sweat. 
 
    “Where are the others?” I asked immediately. 
 
    “This way,” the half-ogre barked as he led me further down the tunnel. 
 
    We entered into a large natural cavern, and I immediately saw five injured Terra Mages were being tended to. Three of them looked serious. There was a young man whose blond hair was slick against his face with blood and dust, and he clutched at his chest as he coughed and spit up blood. Beside him, a woman knelt down sobbing in fear and pain as she held a blood-sodden cloth to her head. And to her right, the middle-aged man whose kind eyes I had met when we built the village sat propped against the wall, his leg twisted at an unnatural angle. 
 
    Aurora grabbed my arm, her green eyes filled with worry. 
 
    “They need a healer,” she said quickly. “I’ll go to the Oculus and bring Shoshanne back.” 
 
    “Take Bobbie,” I agreed, and while she hurried away, I turned back to the mages. “All right, let’s head up while you guys tell me what the hell happened.” 
 
    As I knelt down to help prop up the mage with the broken leg, I noticed something scrawled on the wall. It only took me a moment to place it, but when I finally did, the air stilled in my lungs.  
 
    It was a symbol similar to the ones I had seen on Abrus’s amulet, on the Bandit Boss, and branded onto the flesh of the basilisk we had fought. Cayla had told me she had seen it on bewitched men and beasts in Cedis as well. 
 
    It was the sign of the Master.  
 
    This mine collapse had been no accident. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    By the time I heard Bobbie’s engine and knew Aurora and Shoshanne had returned to Magehill, we had all the injured mages out of the mine. Old Quidnu had been busy using his Flumen magery to create a fountain in the foundry and a freshwater spring near the depot, so we were able to get everyone clean and hydrated.  
 
    However, I found myself distracted as I wondered what really happened in the mine. Could it be that one of these mages who seemed so enthusiastic about the project actually worked for the Master? Maybe more than one? 
 
    I trusted Haragh, but I couldn’t voice my concerns to him just yet. Instead, I asked him to take me through exactly what he had seen. 
 
    “Everything was going just fine,” the half-ogre grimaced as he lifted a mug of water to his lips. “Near as I can tell, they were doing everything just right. Digging a little, stabilizing the tunnel, pulling out the ore and putting it in the cart. I was mostly collecting gem dust, mind you, so I wasn’t paying too much attention. Then all of a sudden, everything started to shake, and rocks were falling down all over. Everyone was just too panicked to even try to use magic to stop it, just too afraid of getting crushed. Most of these mages had never really left the Oculus before. It was dark too, ‘cause the Ignis Mages lost their concentration on their fire, so everyone was just running around, screaming in the dark. Don’t mind tellin’ you, I nearly pissed myself, too.” 
 
    “We need to make sure that doesn’t happen again,” I said with a frown. “I can only imagine what this has done to morale with the mages. It’s one thing to drop your books and go work in a mine for the prospect of giving something good to the kingdom. It’s another thing entirely when you’re in the dark with rocks dropping on your head.” 
 
    As I spoke, I saw Aurora and Shoshanne as they left our house where I kept Bobbie parked. I couldn’t help but notice that Shoshanne no longer wore the long gray gown and cloak of the Order of Pallax, but the white robes with silver at the hemline of the Aer Mages. She didn’t wear it short like Aurora wore her mage robes, so it was just as conservative, but it was a change that suited her. 
 
    This was no time to discuss fashion, though. No time to waste even with a hello. Shoshanne showed none of her shyness or fear she had exhibited as she explored the world and her new identity as a mage. By her direct and calm demeanor, I was reminded of how she had been when I first met her as a healer in the castle of King Davit.  
 
    “Has anyone lost consciousness at any time?” Shoshanne asked as she walked up and immediately examined the Terra Mage with the crushed ribs. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied, “but I would ask the other mages who were present just to be sure.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded in acknowledgment, and I let the healer do her thing while I took Aurora aside. 
 
    “I found the Master’s runes in the cavern,” I muttered in a low voice as I bent my head toward hers. “The cave-in was a deliberate act of sabotage.” 
 
    Aurora went stock still and turned her wide emerald eyes to me.  
 
    “You think one of the mages works for the Master?” the half-elf asked with a worried frown. 
 
    “For all I know, one of the mages could actually be the Master himself,” I grumbled, but then my face broke out in a grin. “But look at the other side, this is actually good news.” 
 
    “Mason Flynt, how could any of this be good news?” asked the Ignis Mage as she cocked an incredulous eyebrow at me. 
 
    “The Master doesn’t like our train project,” I said with a quiet chuckle, “and that means we’re doing something right.” 
 
    Aurora shook her head but allowed herself a small smile. “Oh Gods, only you could find the bright side in finding out we have a dangerous traitor in our midst.”  
 
    “That’s one of the reasons you love me, isn’t it?” I asked with a wink. 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora chuckled with a roll of her eyes. “You know it is.” 
 
    “Okay, then, we’ll put a pin in this discussion for later. For right now, we need to go see how bad morale has become,” I said as I steeled myself to show confidence, which is what I figured the mages really needed to see at that moment. 
 
    “You can’t tell them about the Master just yet until we know who the saboteur is,” Aurora murmured as we walked together, “but you can tell them the truth, that you care about their safety and that this project is important. That’s all you can do.” 
 
    I sighed and nodded in acknowledgment.  
 
    The mages outside the mine had the bedraggled appearance and nervous energy of sewer rats. Most had washed the blood and dirt from their faces by then, but the blood and dust on their once pristine white robes had become wet streaks of red and muddy colors. They chattered with each other anxiously but quieted down and watched with bloodshot eyes as Aurora and I approached. 
 
    “Ask anyone who mines for a living, and they’ll tell you it’s dangerous, dirty work,” I spoke up as I addressed the mages. They turned to look at me in unison, and I lifted my chin. “Accidents happen, and we need to learn from them. Let’s talk about how to improve the process, so this doesn’t happen again. That said, if anyone is too frightened and wants to leave, well, you know the way. The only thing I would say is that we need you, the whole kingdom and beyond. I can’t do this by myself, despite my power and my huge ego.” 
 
    That brought smiles and a few laughs out of the mages. 
 
    “Booyah!” shouted the kind-faced middle-aged mage with the broken leg. 
 
    I shot him a thankful grin as I continued. “Keep an eye on each other. All it takes is one little slip-up, and everyone’s lives are in danger.” 
 
    “Enough talk, Defender Flynt,” Haragh shouted from the crowd. “Let’s get back to work!” 
 
    A round of cheers went up from the other mages, and I blinked in surprise.  
 
    I didn’t expect such an enthusiastic reaction from the mages as all the uninjured ones joined Haragh and returned to the mine. It wasn’t as if they were cheerful, which would have been too bizarre, but they knew the risks better now and were prepared. I guessed Haragh had been right. The mages of the Order had been dying for some kind of purpose, and they had found it here in the mine. I just hoped that my suggestion that they keep an eye on one another would make it harder for the saboteur to act again. I wanted to find out who it was quickly, but I knew that reacting poorly right now would just play into their hands. I needed to bide my time and keep my eyes peeled. 
 
    Before I returned to work myself, I went to visit Shoshanne and the injured mages. She had wrapped linens soaked in ointment around the broken leg of one mage and fastened on a splint. The mage with the head injury was also wrapped up in healing cloth. When Aurora and I joined her, she had the shirt off the mage with the crushed ribs and gently touched his black and blue torso.  
 
    “I didn’t think to build you an infirmary,” I said apologetically. “Now I can see we need one.” 
 
    “Yes, somewhere with cots so the patients can rest and some storage for the tools of my trade would be nice,” Shoshanne replied, her eyes still on her patient. “Your breath is very shallow. Is it painful?” 
 
    As Shoshanne continued the examination, I tapped into my power and summoned granite to rise up around us as walls. With another push, I brought the four walls together to form a pointed roof, and then I lifted up simple boxes into the floor the shape and size of twin beds. It was only when the mage she examined began to rise up that Shoshanne looked around and found she was now inside the infirmary. The stunned expression on her face was absolutely priceless. 
 
    “Anything else you need?” I asked with a big grin. 
 
    “Um, no, this is perfect,” the healer replied as she tried to stifle a giggle but failed. “Are there any more people with injuries?” 
 
    “No, but I will need to talk to you when you’re done,” I said as I stepped out the door. “But no hurry.” 
 
    I spotted Haragh as he came out of the mine, a ball of shimmering sapphire dust in front of him while he pushed a mine cart filled with ore and made his way to the forge factory. 
 
    “You’re ready to start making my windscreens?” I asked after I ran over to join him.  
 
    “I’m ready to start making your windscreens,” Haragh chuckled, “and I got some ore for your train, so you don’t have to hang around and watch.” 
 
    Aurora was already in the forge room when we entered. Behind her, the gray-haired Ignis Mage had the forges ablaze with her flames. 
 
    “All right boys, get in line,” the half-elf said with a smile. 
 
    “The gems are going to require a hotter flame than the forges can give me,” Haragh said. “You know the drill.” 
 
    “Good point.” Aurora nodded and headed for the door. “Let’s take this outside so that we don’t burn this place down.” 
 
    After Haragh and Aurora left, I used my power to levitate the iron ore into the forge, and a few minutes later, I had liquid metal to mold. I flexed my power again to lift it up and form it into a glowing ball before I let it float outside just ahead of me. 
 
    In the open air outside the foundry, I let the ball stretch and expand to the shape I had envisioned for the framework for the locomotive. I originally had a modern Chicago “L” train in mind as inspiration, but somehow that didn’t capture my imagination so much as the old-time coal trains I had only seen in cartoons, old movies, or museums. I felt it needed the iconic cylindrical smokebox and chimney in front, even if it wasn’t strictly needed for a train with a Stirling engine powered by an Ignis Mage. It just felt right. 
 
    I made the cab of the train car one hundred and fifty feet long, which seemed a good size to use as a sort of mobile workshop and warehouse for the train tracks I’d need to store.  
 
    As I worked, more ore was brought up from the mine, so I didn’t have to take a break except to go to the forge, melt more ore, and float it outside in little balls I could craft.  
 
    Using the same design, over the next week, I crafted six more smaller cars, each with its own modified Stirling engine complete with transmission so they could be independent as well as linked together. 
 
    I just fitted them to the tracks by the depot when I heard a familiar voice. 
 
    “You don’t do things halfway, do you?”  
 
    I turned and watched as Cayla walked toward me from the stables. 
 
    “When did you get back?” I asked as I gave her a kiss. 
 
    “Just now,” Cayla replied with a smile. “What’s been going on?” 
 
    “You first,” I chuckled. “My update’s a little long.” 
 
    “Well, I met with a dozen different area farmers over the last couple of days, and we should get our first shipment of produce in a few hours,” Cayla said, pleased. “It was pretty easy to get them excited when they heard about your project for helping them transport their produce. Wait until they actually see these trains of yours.” 
 
    “That’s excellent news,” I said with a broad grin. “Just what we need around here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cayla questioned with a frown.  
 
    I sighed. “I guess I better fill you in on what’s been happening here.” I paused and ran a hand through my hair before I reluctantly continued. “We had a cave-in in the mine.” 
 
    “What?” Cayla gasped as her ice blue eyes went wide and immediately started combing over me. “Are you alright? Is everyone all right? What happened?” 
 
    “Calm down,” I chuckled as I took her hand and put it over my heart. “I’m fine, and most of the mages are, too. We had a few injuries, but Shoshanne is here treating the injured. The rest of the mages are back at work, though, finding ore for the train. Fuck knows why they didn’t pack up and leave.” 
 
    “Because you inspire them,” Aurora said as she returned from helping Haragh. “The mages of the Oculus sorely lack leadership, and they’ve found it in you. They know you can’t avoid danger, but when you find someone worth following, you don’t let go of them.” 
 
    A lump rose in my throat at Aurora’s words. In my wildest fantasies on Earth, I had never imagined myself a mage, let alone a respected one, a leader of other mages. 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” I said to the half-elf with a grin.  
 
    “Don’t let it get to your head,” she replied with narrowed eyes, and I held up my palms and laughed.  
 
    Then I turned back to the princess, and the smile slowly faded from my face.  
 
    “There’s more about the cave-in you should know,” I said to Cayla. “I found the Master’s rune in the debris. He must know what we’re doing and sent an agent to sabotage it.” 
 
    “That is troubling,” Cayla said with a sharp frown. “We haven’t heard anything from him since Camus Dred died.” 
 
    “May he rest in pieces,” I grumbled under my breath.  
 
    “But,” Cayla added after a thoughtful pause, “we must be doing something right if he’s poked his head out again.” 
 
    “That’s what I said!” I laughed. 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes at both of us.  
 
    Just then, Haragh approached us with a huge, sparkling sapphire glass window strapped to his back. 
 
    “Before you ask, yes, I did the windshields on your precious metal steed first,” the half-orc said as he grinned. “These are for the trains.” 
 
    They were the final touch the train cars needed, and they fit perfectly. 
 
    The six smaller cars were boxy and functional, but the main locomotive was truly a work of art. The refined iron and steel had a burnished smoky glow all along its lines and curves which suited its masculine, muscular look better than any paint job ever could. I thought back of the cartoons I watched as a kid of a steam engine with a cute face drawn on the front. With the sparkle of the windows for its eyes, the long smoke box for its nose, and the pony truck and coupler that almost touched the ground for its jaw, this was no cute kiddy train. It looked angry. This was a motherfucking monster. 
 
    And it was my monster.  
 
    “By Pallax,” Shoshanne suddenly said, her warm brown eyes wide as she came around the side of the train. “I was looking for you, but I didn’t think to look around these enormous metal things. Are they done?” 
 
    “They are,” I said, and my cocky smile grew on my face. “Now I need to start laying down the tracks.” 
 
    Shoshanne looked down at the tracks which ended at the station and continued south several meters. Then she looked at the train which faced north towards the station and frowned. 
 
    “Are you going to turn it around so that it faces the right way?” the healer summoned up the courage to ask after a few moments. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we’re going to have to drive the train backward so I can have a straight shot when I lay out tracks in front of us from the door,” I explained with a sigh as I opened the back door of the locomotive for her to see.  
 
    “Oh,” said Shoshanne and pursed her lips. 
 
    “What?” I asked defensively. “Go on and say it.” 
 
    “Say what?” Shoshanne replied innocently. 
 
    “Say that I’m going to look ridiculous driving a train across the land ass first,” I grumbled. 
 
    The image of it bothered me more than it should. I even tried an experiment where I pushed my power harder and flew a rail out of the back of the car, flipped it over the top to the front of the train, and laid the track down. It looked pretty cool, like a wave in reverse, but it took too much time and energy. No, I had to go with the practical solution so I could levitate a track right in front of me through the back door, even if it wasn’t the way I wanted my train to look on her maiden voyage.  
 
    “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?” The healer grinned. “Something about the trains?” 
 
    “No, not about the trains, it’s about the mines,” I explained as I put my pride aside for now. “Specifically, about the possibility of natural gas pockets in the mine. We have mages down there using open flame to light their way, and I don’t want to have any more accidents like today.” 
 
    “You think that’s what happened?” Shoshanne asked. “They hit a pocket of this explosive gas?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but then Haragh shot me a look and shook his head. My brow creased in a frown. What did he know?  
 
    “It’s … possible,” I said carefully as I turned back to the healer. “Even if it was something else, I just want to make sure it doesn’t have any possibility of happening. But my question for you is whether your Aer magic is developed enough to try taking the gas out of the mine.” 
 
    “Yes, I can,” Shoshanne said confidently as she pulled something out of her robe. “I’ve been studying different kinds of gas and how they can be merged and separated after you asked me to see if I can dry out fruit and vegetables to preserve them. Look, this used to be a grape.” 
 
    I took the dried grape from her hand. 
 
    “Well done, you’ve invented raisins.” I smiled and popped it in my mouth. “Now, let’s go to the mine and test you out, yeah?” 
 
    “I’m ready to go,” Shoshanne replied, a slight bewildered smile on her lips. “Raisins, eh?” 
 
    “Of course, we’ll have to invent chocolate to dip them in next,” I teased since her confusion was adorable.  
 
    “Mason, stop making things up,” Aurora said with a grin.  
 
    As we crossed our little village, I managed to pull Haragh aside. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I told Shoshanne with an encouraging nod. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    The Aer Mage nodded in response, and then I turned back to the half-ogre beside me.  
 
    “You don’t think it was an accident?” I murmured. 
 
     “No,” Haragh growled. “Do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I whispered glumly. “Do you know who did it?” 
 
    Haragh shook his head. “Nah, all I know is the tunnel didn’t fall down on its own. I was the one who reinforced it. It was solid. It had to be a Terra Mage that tore it down. Your turn, Mason. What do you know that I don’t?” 
 
    “Just be on the lookout for a rune like a Mage’s Mark but with tree roots running through it,” I said in a low tone. “It’s a kind of evil magic we’ve seen before. I’ll tell you more about it later.” 
 
    “I will look out for it and anything else that’s not right,” the half-ogre nodded grimly, his green brow furrowed. 
 
    We had arrived at the mine, so our whispered conversation ended as the five of us entered. Shoshanne held out her hands and concentrated, and as her power was unleashed, a gentle breeze blew her curly hair and her robe back and forth. It intensified as we reached the first cavern, and I felt it all around us as the air was drawn to the Aer Mage. 
 
    A small cyclone enveloped Shoshanne just as a couple of mages emerged from the next tunnel with a cart full of ore. They stared as the wind increased before suddenly it dissipated. Floating in the air in front of Shoshanne was a large ball of gas, six feet around, nearly invisible but with a rippling, shimmering quality.  
 
    “That’s all the gas in the mine?” I asked. 
 
    The copper-haired Aer mage nodded. “There was a lot. It could have been another disaster.” 
 
    “So it’s safe now?” one of the mages, a tall olive-skinned man, asked excitedly. 
 
    “It’s safer anyhow,” I said cautiously, “but that doesn’t mean we can afford to get careless.” 
 
    The mages nodded seriously, and we followed them up and out of the mine. The moment we reached fresh air, Shoshanne released the gas she had trapped underground. 
 
    “I should go check on the patients,” she said as she lowered her hands, “and then I should take a horse and return to the Oculus. There’s still so much more I need to study.” 
 
    “Leave the horse at the Oculus,” I agreed. “Pick up your books, and I’ll pick you up tomorrow in Serin.” 
 
    “On Bobbie?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    I shook my head, smiled, and pointed at the train in the depot. 
 
    “You think we’re going to have all the rails from here to Serin laid in twenty-four hours?” Aurora said as she raised a doubtful eyebrow. 
 
    “Past Serin I hope,” I said as I straightened my back. “Remember what we discussed. Sixty miles a day is what we promised the king.” 
 
    Cayla said and gave me a wink. “Better get on it, honey.” 
 
    She was right. Maybe I could lay out the tracks that quickly, but they needed to be made first. 
 
    “We better pack up supplies if we’re leaving soon,” Aurora said to Cayla, and my two beauties headed toward our home. 
 
    “Haragh,” I said to the half-ogre, and then I clapped my hands together. “Come with me, I’m going to show you how to mold tracks without being a metal mage.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” Haragh grinned back. 
 
    We went to the forging room, and I reached out with my powers to pick up one of the railroad tracks I had already crafted. As I held it aloft in the air, I summoned my Terra power to make dirt fly up and cover the rail completely. With another flex of magic, a wave seemed to go through the dirt, and it transformed into solid rock around the tracks. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think of the first time I did that trick as one of Abrus’s tests to see if I was worthy of training. The only way I could do it then was to take my time so as not to pass out from overexertion. Every once in a while, I needed to stop to recognize that my powers had grown stronger with use. It definitely kept me going. 
 
    “Ah, I see what you’re doing,” Haragh grunted. “Can I finish it?” 
 
    “Be my guest,” I said with a smile as I felt the half-ogre’s Terra energy join with mine. A fissure grew along the stone lengthwise, and then the two halves separated before Haragh gently levitated them to the ground. Then he pulled the rail out with his hands and revealed a perfect mold. 
 
     “So it goes like this,” Haragh said thoughtfully. “Tell me if there’s anything I’m not doing right.” 
 
    I watched him as he went to the forge and lifted up a bucket of molten metal. He poured it into the mold and used his Terra power to lift the other half of the mold, and sealed them together. Then the half-ogre looked at me, as he bit his lip, puzzled. 
 
    “Can I give you a hint?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I got it,” Haragh grinned toothily, and then he used his Terra power to lift the steaming mold up and into the fountain that Quidnu had added. A billow of steam erupted up, and Haragh floated the mold out and onto the floor. He sent another surge of his power out and opened the mold up. 
 
    The rail within was perfect. 
 
    I sent forth a wave of my own metal power to pick the rail up and whirl it in the air before I sent it to the stack with the others. 
 
    “Of course, if you’re not here to float them rails around, it’s gonna be up to me and my muscles,” Haragh grumbled. 
 
    “A little exercise is a good thing,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    That earned a half smile from Haragh as he went back to the forge to start the process all over again. I took that as my cue to get started myself, and I let out a surge of power to lift up a whole stack of tracks and float them out the door. I followed them down to the depot and laid them out in quick succession in a southerly direction. 
 
    The great Illaria railroad was officially in business. 
 
    It took several more trips back and forth to the foundry to empty out all the stacks of track I had made so far and fill up the workshop train car I made. As I laid out the last stack, Haragh came out to shake my hand. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got enough to make it to Serin and then some,” the half-ogre said, impressed “You’ll leave one of the train cars behind so we can bring you more along the way?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “The Ignis Mages know how to power the engines, so just follow the track until you find us wherever we are.” 
 
    “You got it.” Haragh nodded. “I’ll keep my eye on things here. Do you think you’ll need anyone else to go with you along the way? Might be good to have a couple Terra and Ignis Mages.” 
 
    I frowned. “Well, it would be, but I don’t want to take the risk if there’s a saboteur in the group.”  
 
    “Right.” Haragh frowned too and then nodded. “Okay, here’s what you do. When you get to Serin, go to the Oculus and talk to a guy you’ll find at the library by the name of Tzko. I told him to keep track of any other mages who might be interested in your project. At least you’ll know anyone he knows isn’t the one who caused the cave-in at the mine.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I said with a smile. “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “Better be on your way, boss,” Haragh said with a wave as he headed back into the foundry. 
 
    I booked it to my house only a few yards away to find Aurora and Cayla with the supplies we needed all packed up. Stan sat on Cayla’s shoulder and waved at me when I walked in.  
 
    “You two are amazing,” I breathed and took a moment to give both of them a kiss. Then I turned to the little stickman and gave him a one-fingered high-five. “You too, buddy.” 
 
    As we started for the train, Aurora took my arm to stop me. 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting someone?” the half-elf asked, her emerald eyes shining. 
 
    I looked at her curiously and then followed her eyes as she looked to where Bobbie was parked. Her new sapphire windshields sparkled in the sun. She was right. How could I leave my other love behind? 
 
    Bobbie’s engine roared excitedly as I floated her up and into the locomotive. Then I attached a plain boxy second train car to tow it along before I joined the girls in the engine room. 
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Cayla grinned excitedly. 
 
    “Start up the engine,” I said to Aurora as my own smile split my face. 
 
    The gorgeous Ignis Mage let a small, steady stream of sparks flow from her fingers into the ignition of the Stirling engine. It caught at once, and the train lurched beneath our feet as the pistons started to pump. Slowly, our locomotive and the car it towed began to move out of the Magehill depot down the tracks, and I got into position to lay them out as we rolled out backward. 
 
    We were on our way, I thought.  
 
    My next thought was, well, maybe not. 
 
    Only a few feet down the track, the train suddenly gave a lurch and pitched forward as it ran into the ground. The gears ground together with a sickening crunch, and Aurora quickly cut the engine. 
 
    “What happened?” Cayla asked, alarmed. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied with frustration as I jumped down to inspect. 
 
    The train sat on the rail like a fat kid on a seesaw, one end smashed into the dirt, the other end popped up. I smacked my head when I realized the problem. I had laid out tracks without ties. With a full load of hundreds of thousands of tons of railroad tracks, there was no way it was going to run smoothly on a track that wasn’t already secured to the ground. 
 
    “What happened?” Aurora asked as the girls joined me. 
 
    “Back to the forge.” I shook my head, annoyed with myself, as I stomped back to the factory. 
 
    Haragh had begun on some more tracks with the molds we had created, and he looked up surprised to see me. 
 
    “Back already?” the half-ogre questioned as he raised a bushy eyebrow. 
 
    “Sorry, I have to create a couple thousand of these,” I replied as I tapped into my power and lifted up a blob of liquid steel from the forge. At my command, it formed into an eight-foot long beam with flat spade-shaped ends. “They’re called ties, and they laid across the tracks to support them. Usually, they’re made of wood, but--” 
 
    “We’ve already got a functioning metal mined, and we aren’t a timber operation?” Haragh chuckled. “I get it. I’ll tell you what, bud. You do your thing, while I create a mold. We’ll knock these tie things out in no time.” 
 
    The half-ogre’s support was vital, not only to get the job done but to bolster my own confidence that this wasn’t too hard of a task.  
 
    It was mostly a grind, but Haragh had an ogre work song he began to sing as he worked, and after a few verses, I knew it well enough to join in. The language was complete nonsense to me, full of growls and snarls, but very useful to keep a rhythm to our work. I didn’t keep count, I just kept making ties and stacked them up as the hours went by. 
 
    It was night before we took a break and, as I wiped the sweat from my brow, I counted how many we had made so far. Just over a hundred and fifty thousand. 
 
    “Is that enough to get you started?” Haragh asked. 
 
    “Just enough for a day’s work,” I replied after I made my calculations. “Sixty miles, with two thousand five hundred per mile. Wood ties are usually closer together than that, but these are much sturdier.” 
 
    “I think you’re going to need another car,” the half-ogre said as he picked one up. “They’re not as heavy as the tracks, but they’re going to take up some room.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I yawned as I sent a pulse of my power out to lift a stack. Haragh was right. They weren’t light. “The only thing is that I’m going to need the ties and tracks next to me when I lay them out. I’ll attach a second car, put half of the ties and tracks in it as backup, and reload midway.” 
 
    “Go get some sleep, bud,” Haragh said with a grunt as he picked up another stack. “I’ll load up the cars.” 
 
    “Thanks, dude.” I grinned as I slapped him on the back. “I couldn’t do this without you.” 
 
    “Well, duh,” the half-ogre chuckled. 
 
    I left Haragh to it and trudged my way back to my house. Cayla and Aurora were already asleep, and the provisions they had packed were on the floor next to the bed. I crawled in next to them, fully dressed, and was asleep almost before my head hit the pillow. 
 
    The next thing I knew, once again I was reminded that I needed to invest in some curtains. There was Haragh’s big, ugly, smiling face in the window, with the rising sun behind him. 
 
    “Get your ass up!” he bellowed. 
 
    “Are we ready to try again?” Cayla asked as she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. 
 
    “Fingers crossed,” I replied with a bright grin. Then the three of us washed up and got ready for the day. 
 
    Haragh accompanied us as we boarded the train again. During the night, as promised, he had rearranged the loads, so there were six thousand tracks and seventy-five thousand ties in neat stacks in each of the two cars. I rubbed my hands together, eager to get started. 
 
    “Are we ready to give it another shot?” Aurora asked as she got into position by the engine. 
 
    “Power it up!” I shouted as I touched my power and sent a wave of a hundred and fifty ties one by one out onto the south track, one every two feet. Then I sent out a second pulse of magic to meld the ties so that they held. 
 
    The engine rumbled to life as Aurora cast her steady stream of sparks into the ignition. We began to roll along the tracks, and I held my breath as we approached the next segment I had just placed the ties on. 
 
    Ah man, was it smooth. Not even a bump as we rolled onto the next track. 
 
    Now we really were on our way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    It took a few hours to get into a rhythm, but by the time we were a few miles down the road, I could whip out two tracks at a time and keep the train running at about the speed of a decent jog. From my angle, it resembled a wave in reverse as I arched out tracks just a few feet ahead of us and followed it up with a stream of ties.  
 
    I could only imagine what it looked like from a distance, but apparently, it was a sight to be seen because farmers and their families ran out of their houses to gawk as we passed. We took a parallel path to the road we usually rode to get to the workshop from Serin, so I imagined these simple people had just gotten used to the sight and sound of my motorcycle. A mighty train was on a whole other level though. 
 
    I took a second to steal a glance over my shoulder at Cayla and Aurora, and they both grinned ear to ear as they watched the farmers out the windows. Aurora’s hands were occupied by the engine, but Cayla was able to wave to them. 
 
    At first, I couldn’t help but think that I wished the train didn’t have to go backward so the witnesses would really know how it was supposed to look. The front of the car was a sight to see if I did say so myself. It was that iconic coal engine look that I had tried so hard to craft. Then I reasoned to myself that hopefully after the track was built, everyone would get a chance to see the train as it's intended to run. 
 
    But first, we had to get this railroad built. 
 
    In a few hours, the locomotive was almost empty of all its tracks and ties, but I could see the walls of Serin on the horizon. Even more people had gathered to watch us pass, and as we got closer to the capital, I saw there were more than the usual number of guards on the walls above the gates. 
 
    “Okay, we can slow down,” I said to Aurora. “We’re almost to the city.” 
 
    The Ignis Mage slowed the train to a crawl, and then at my signal, cut the power entirely, so we ground to a halt. As I ran out of the last of the tracks and ties, we were about fifty meters from the gates, and as we disembarked, a great crowd of townsfolk streamed forward to check us out. They approached cautiously, except for the children who ran for the train in a frenzy of enthusiasm. Different worlds, but I guessed there was just something about trains that every kid loved. 
 
    From behind the crowd came the sound of the royal trumpets. Then the townsfolk parted for King Temin and his royal guard, and I saw right away the broad smile on the king’s face. 
 
    “By the gods, you did it, didn’t you?” Temin chuckled as he clasped my hand. “I never doubted it for a second, but I didn’t dream it’d be so … big.” 
 
    “These are only two of the cars,” I replied proudly. “Once the track is done and the cars are all lined up, we can make it much bigger and use it to transport pretty much anything. The question now is where do we build the official Serin depot station?” 
 
    “I think where you have the train now isn’t a bad location,” Temin replied thoughtfully. “Close enough to load and unload through the gates, but not right on top of us. And I thought your guns and metal steed were loud!” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m going to go recruit some Terra Mages from the Oculus to help me build the depot, but our time is probably better spent not making it too fancy. I can leave that for your local artisans to really make it something special.” 
 
    “Oh yes, it may be some people’s first impression of Serin,” the king nodded. “We don’t want to disappoint.” 
 
    “As a practical matter, one suggestion,” I offered. “I’ll create a functional defensive turret over the station, but I think it’d be smart to commission the watchmaker Elias to create two giant clocks on it, one facing the platform, one facing the gates. Eventually, the trains will be running on schedules, and it’d be good for everyone to know how much time they have to catch their ride.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make use of that mine of yours,” Temin smiled as he considered the design of the clocks. “I’m picturing rose gold with shining silver numbers.”  
 
    “Sure, but right now there is another matter I need to discuss with you,” I said, and then I lowered my voice. “In private.” 
 
    “Very well,” Temin replied, his brown eyes suddenly serious. “Let’s go to the castle.” 
 
    I held up a finger and opened the door to the locomotive. Bobbie purred her engine in greeting. 
 
    “Can I offer you a lift?” I smiled and gestured toward Bobbie’s sidecar. 
 
    “I’ve been hoping to get a ride on that contraption since I first saw it!” Temin roared with laughter. “But really, isn’t it undignified for a king of the realm to travel in such a way?” 
 
    “Then what’s the point of being king?” I asked with a wink. 
 
    A few minutes later, the four of us tore up the cobblestone streets aboard Bobbie, Cayla, Aurora, and I in our usual position, the King of Illaria in the sidecar. I glanced to my right and saw that Temin had a look of pure joy on his face as we raced past his subjects. Behind us, the royal guard on horseback galloped furiously to try to keep up. 
 
    “You will have to build me one of these metal steeds,” the king said, a wide smile on his face as we parked in the castle courtyard. 
 
    “I can do that once I’m finished with the project at hand,” I replied with a smile of my own, “though I can’t promise it’ll be quite the same as Bobbie here, and you’ll need to supply your own Ignis Mage to power it.” 
 
    Aurora shot me an amused glare as we walked up the castle stairs. 
 
    Once we were settled in the king’s private offices, I wasted no time as I brought up the serious matter we had to discuss. 
 
    “There was an act of sabotage in the mine,” I said grimly. “It was someone working for the Master.” 
 
    The king frowned and took a moment to digest this before he asked, “Was anyone hurt?” 
 
    “There were a few injuries, but thank the gods, none fatal,” I replied. “Morale still seems to be high among the mages. If anything, they’re more determined than ever, though they do not know of the Master’s hand in the cave-in.” 
 
    “That’s good at least,” Temin mumbled as he nodded, though his mood remained concerned. “So, it seems that the Master knows about our current plans and has infiltrated the Order of Elementa.” 
 
    “That may not be all he’s infiltrated,” Cayla cautioned. “There may be more attacks.” 
 
    “I will let my soldiers know to be on the highest alert,” the king replied. “It is disconcerting, to say the least.” 
 
    “That is why it is essential we get the train project finished as soon as possible,” I pointed out. “It is obviously something the Master wants to stop, so he recognizes the threat.” 
 
    “Then you had best be on your way,” Temin said as he rose from his seat. 
 
    We shook hands, and then I left with my princess and my Ignis Mage for the Oculus. In a few minutes, we parked Bobbie at the steps of the Great Library and ascended the staircase. 
 
    As usual, the main halls were crowded with mages, and I went up to the first one I saw, a wizened old crone with kind gray eyes. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said. “I am looking for an Ignis Mage named Tzko.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re in luck,” the old mage said as she smiled and took my hand. “I’ll bring you to him. He’s in the classroom.” 
 
    I let the little biddy lead me through the horde and down a corridor to a small wooden door. She gave it two quick raps, and it opened to reveal a short man with greasy black hair. Behind him were rows of children between ten and twelves years old, heads buried down as they scribbled on their long scrolls, quills in hand. A smile broke out on his face when he saw us. 
 
    “Tzko, I didn’t mean to disturb you during lessons, but--” the old woman began. 
 
    “You’re Defender Flynt, the Metal Mage, am I right?” the Ignis Mage interrupted as he closed the door behind him and stuck out his hand. “We haven’t met, but I’ve seen you plenty of times around town on that amazing metal machine of yours. Headmaster Claudius Tzkorian, but everyone calls me Tzko.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” I said as I shook his hand, and then I gestured to my companions. “This is Cayla and Aurora. We were given your name by Haragh who said you’re the person to talk to about recruiting some more Terra and Ignis Mages for our project. I take it you know all about it?? 
 
    “Everyone knows all about it.” Tzko grinned. “It’s all anyone has been talking about. I can definitely bring you as many mages as you need. How soon do you need them?” 
 
    “Immediately,” I replied frankly. “But it looks like you’re in the middle of a test?” 
 
    “No, just started, and they’ll be at it for hours. I can see who I can round up right now,” the mage said as we all walked into the main corridor. “It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.” 
 
    “Great. We need to do one last thing, but we’ll be right back, and we’ll meet you and the other mages here,” I said and ushered Aurora and Cayla down the long staircase to the research rooms.  
 
    Shoshanne waited for us expectantly, a big stack of her books at her side, together with an annoyed looking Wyresus. The curly-haired Aer Mage gathered the books up and ran to us. 
 
    “You made it!” Shoshanne said, a big smile on her face. “Does that mean you finished the train? I can’t wait to see it running!” 
 
    I was about to answer when Wyresus held up his hand to interrupt. 
 
    “Defender Flynt, may I have a word with you?” the head of the Order of Elementa asked irritably. 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t take too long,” I replied politely. “We have a pretty tight schedule. Do we need to go somewhere private?” 
 
    “Out of respect for you being so busy, I’ll cut to the chase,” Wyresus said, and then he paused while he considered his words carefully. “You are not respecting the ways of the Order, and this needs to stop.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at the mage, but in truth, I had expected something like this. 
 
    “Mage Wyresus, I meant no respect to you or the Order,” I said sincerely. “When I first heard about the Order of Elementa, and its dedication to protecting the people of Illaria, I knew I wanted to be a part of it. I think I am actually honoring that by using your mages for the good of the kingdom.” 
 
    “Mages are not meant to be ‘used,’ Wyresus sneered as he clasped his hands in front of him. “You are employing them as miners and ironmongers, just so you can get your little trains finished faster.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that’s--” I began. 
 
     “It’s demeaning to our traditions of which you know nothing,” Wyresus interrupted. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said as calmly as I could. “To be fair--” 
 
     “You bring this girl here for training, and I take her under my wing, but the moment you need a healer, you take her back,” Wyresus cut me off once again. “In your mind, you may justify your actions as doing good, but you are doing harm to this community with your arrogance. I insist that you stop at once. All I need from you are the words ‘Yes, I will stop,’ nothing more.” 
 
    As I listened to the head of the Order of Elementa rant, my mind went over what I had been through since I had landed in this kingdom. The beasts and bandits I had battled, the inventions I had created, all the times I had pushed the limits of my physical endurance. I thought of the mages back at the mine, overjoyed to have a purpose and direction. And here, this little undersized pipsqueak of a sorcerer forever stuck in research so that he never had to make a decision, he wanted me to stop? 
 
    Not going to happen.  
 
    “Let me put it another way,” I said as I gave him my sweetest smile. “Fuck off, you useless piece of shit.” 
 
    Wyresus stared at me, open-mouthed, an expression that was matched by every other person in the research room who heard me, and that included Cayla, Aurora, and Shoshanne. I raised my eyebrows and kept the smile on my face. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Aurora said quietly as she tugged at my arm, and the three of us followed her to the stairs. 
 
    We heard footsteps behind us, and I turned. It wasn’t Wyresus as I expected, but a mere boy with white hair nearly shaved to the scalp. He wore white robes with brown edging, a Terra Mage, and his hazel eyes brimmed with admiration. 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to tell him to fuck off since I came here to study seven years ago,” the kid said, obviously still stunned. “C-can I come with you?” 
 
    “Seven years ago?” I asked, surprised. “How old are you now?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” he said with a little more confidence. “My name is Pindor, a-and I hope to be a Defender of the Realm one day.” 
 
    “Today is that day, Terra Mage Pindor,” I said as I shook the young man’s hand.  
 
    “I meant what I said,” Aurora said seriously, and her face was creased with a frown. “We need to go.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Cayla. “You probably can’t tell the head mage to fuck off and hang around to chat.” 
 
    I didn’t regret my words at all, but they had a point. So we climbed up two steps at a time until we reached the main corridor. 
 
    Tzko waved us over to where he stood with a half dozen mages, four Terra Mages and two Ignis Mages. 
 
    “These were the only ones I could find who were available immediately,” the mage said apologetically. “There’s about twenty more who are definitely interested, but they need a day or two before they can leave. Daibusu himself seems to be particularly interested in your project. Apparently he had heard about it before, but obviously, he’s very busy.” 
 
    The name Daibusu obviously meant something to Aurora based on her wide eyes, but there wasn’t time to dig into that. 
 
    “Can you tell them and anyone else who is interested not to wait but to head up to the mine?” I asked quickly. “They can talk to Haragh. He’ll tell them what needs to be done and where they can stay. We’ve basically made it into a self-sustaining little village. I may not be back in the Oculus for a while, and you should probably not tell anyone you don’t know and trust that you even talked to me today.” 
 
    “By the gods, Defender Flynt,” Tzko groaned. “What did you say to Wyresus?” 
 
    “You’ll hear about it soon enough,” I chuckled with a wink. “It probably wasn’t wise, but it sure felt good.” 
 
    “All right, if you’re coming with us, come now,” Aurora addressed the mages Tzko had recruited with authority.  
 
    Nobody needed to be told twice. Together, we all quickly left the library. Then, as Aurora, Cayla, and Shoshanne got onto their places on Bobbie, I turned to Pindor and the rest of the mages. 
 
    “Get your belongings and meet us at the train at the front gates as fast as you can,” I said as I got onto the motorcycle myself. “You got it?” 
 
    “Got it!” Pindor replied with a wide grin, and the rest of the mages nodded in agreement. 
 
    Bobbie didn’t have to be told we wanted to move quickly. She sensed it. We all four had to hold on tight as we hauled ass down the rock streets, through the dark tunnel, and into the castle courtyard. She didn’t slow down as she peeled down the cobblestone streets, through the two gates that separated the quarters, and out the main gate. A crowd of townspeople was still out front, and they parted quickly at our loud approach. Bobbie squealed to a halt just a few feet shy of the train. 
 
    Cayla, Aurora, and Shoshanne took a moment to get their windblown hair out of their faces, and then they each looked to me. 
 
    Aurora was the one who laughed first. I had never seen her nearly fall over with laughter like that. Instantly, Cayla also burst into laughter, tears on her face. Shoshanne’s hands covered her shaking face, and I thought for a moment she was in tears before I heard the sound of her almost hysterical giggles. That was what finally set me off, and I laughed until I almost couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “You know,” gasped Aurora as we all recovered. “Wyresus is probably exactly in the same position with the same look on his face right now as when Mason said that. Maybe it will take another hour for him to shut his mouth or blink.” 
 
    “I was about thirty seconds from stepping in and telling him to fuck off myself,” Cayla confessed with a giggle. 
 
    “But you’re a princess!” Shoshanne exclaimed, equal parts shock and amusement in her big brown eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I had a thorough education in diplomacy.” Cayla grinned and added a wink. “And that includes knowing when you just have to say fuck off and move on.” 
 
    “That is not a lesson I learned in the Order of Pallax,” Shoshanne replied and returned Cayla’s grin. 
 
    “Well, what’s done is done,” I said after a deep breath. “By the way, who the hell is Daibusu?” 
 
     “One of the most powerful mages in the Oculus,” Aurora replied thoughtfully. “He would definitely be a good ally. Maybe he’d even talk some sense to Wyresus.” 
 
    “It doesn’t change that we’ve got a lot of work to do,” I said as I rolled up my sleeves. 
 
    I turned to the crowd of townspeople who had come back together after they scattered when we approached. Their faces still shone with a mix of fear and excitement. 
 
    “Everyone, I need you to back up to the gates!” I shouted. “We’re about to build the Grand Central Station of Illaria!” 
 
    Of course, no one knew what the hell I meant, but they understood well enough to get out of the way. I began, like I had in Magehill, with the footprint for the platform. Pushing into my power, I raised the rock beneath the dirt to an area three times as big as the one I had created before. Then I held back as soon as the platform was six inches off the ground. My goal here was to create a footprint for the other Terra Mages to follow, not a complete station. 
 
    I sent a wave of my power into the ground to construct the outlines for the waiting room and warehouse on opposite sides of the platform. The warehouse was an enormous room, twenty thousand square feet at least, and I crafted multiple steps and ramps as entrances and exits so it would be easy to both fill and evacuate. I made the waiting room nearly as big with spaces for two grand entrances, one to the platform, and one which would face the gates to Serin. I also left plenty of room for a wide staircase that would give a rather dramatic view. 
 
    I had just finished the footprint when I saw the seven mages we had recruited from the Oculus arrive. They had made pretty good time, and were out of breath, each with his or her belongings packed in hand. I turned to them and followed their eyes as they surveyed the outline of the structure I had created in stone. 
 
    “I don’t have the energy to create this station myself,” I said to the Terra Mages as I wiped the sweat off my brow, “especially since I’m the only one of us who can lay the tracks. I need you to link your powers and raise up these platforms and walls. I’ll join with you to help guide you, but you’ll have to provide the muscle. Ready?” 
 
    “We’re ready.” Pindor nodded seriously, and the other Terra Mages agreed. 
 
    The six of us knelt in the dusty ground and put our hands to the earth. I remembered the resistance I felt the first time I did this to build the village at Magehill. That feeling was fainter now, but not completely gone. It was still pretty damn weird, this connection that made us more powerful than the sum of our parts, but it kind of reminded me of a time I fell in a swimming pool as a little kid. As soon as I stopped struggling against it, I found I could float, and I was all right.  
 
    I just had to keep that in mind. Just relax and float. 
 
    The connection to our element sparked a charge between us, and I opened my mind to share the vision of the station. The stone rose slowly at first and then faster as our energy grew. We held the train platform at six feet but kept our linked power focused on the walls of the warehouse and waiting room. Twenty feet, fifty, and at eighty feet, we stopped. 
 
    I looked away from the stone and to the Terra Mages. Everyone had a sheen of sweat on their brows, some gritted their teeth, others were breathing hard. Pindor and a young woman in braided pigtails who couldn’t have been more than twenty shook and swayed as if they might faint from the exertion. 
 
    “You’re okay,” I said quietly as I met their eyes. “You’re doing great.” 
 
    The two young Terra Mages nodded and doubled down with their energy. 
 
    To top off both the waiting room and the warehouse, we pushed up steep gables to meet, so there were four triangles exposed to the open air. 
 
    “What are you going to put in there?” Pindor asked, curious. 
 
    “King Temin’s artisans will know an opportunity for stained glass when they see it,” I grinned. “The best stations always have plenty of light.” 
 
    I took a moment to survey the building before I signaled the mages to follow me around to the front. Everything was from the local rock just under the surface, so the design was a fortunate luck of the draw. It was primarily a honey-colored limestone with striations of marble of blue, black, and rose that formed swirls and patterns throughout. It was stunning. 
 
    Now, all it needed was a truly grand entrance. 
 
    We six Terra Mages knelt between the depot entrance and the gates to the capitol and tapped into our group power. I focused our energy on the ground below the entrance to the waiting room, and together we pulled up a wide platform to be the floor of the grand foyer. In the middle of the foyer, we let the stone rise up in a thick column until it was fifty feet over the top of the roofs. Then we turned our attention to the internal structure of the column, invisible to our eyes but something we could reach with our connection to the stone. In our combined mind, we carved into it. First, we created a steep spiral tunnel and let it corkscrew up almost to the top. That was where we broke open a hollow space and burrowed out open spaces for windows. Then we let our focus roll back down the spiral and made the ramp into steps. 
 
    There it was, our turret tower, complete with a stone spiral staircase. 
 
    With the tower in place, we could create a dome under it to cover the foyer. We sent up columns beneath the dome and then began to send up a series of narrow walls in front of the foyer floor, each five inches shorter than the one before until the last one reached the ground level. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever seen a grander staircase and entrance in my life. Looking at my fellow Terra Mages, I saw the same expression of pride that I knew reflected mine. Pindor actually had tears of joy in his eyes. 
 
    “By the gods, did we really just do that?” the young Terra Mage gasped, a wide smile on his face. 
 
    “You ain’t seen nothing yet, kid,” I said and clapped him on the back. “Come on, let’s go to the train and be off.” 
 
    “It looks like a palace!” Cayla exclaimed when I came around the station with the five Terra Mages. “You have really outdone yourself, and that’s saying a lot.” 
 
    “We won’t be building depots like this at every stop,” I said modestly, “but I figured the capital deserved something big.” 
 
    “Where to next?” Shoshanne asked enthusiastically.  
 
    Of course, she was eager to see more of the mainland, given that before recently, her whole world had been one small island. I hated to disappoint her, but there was no other way. 
 
    “Well, the next stop will be somewhere called Westrock, but you’re going back to Magehill,” I said gently. “Don’t forget, you’ve got patients in the infirmary.” 
 
    The copper-headed Aer Mage’s face dropped. She bit her lower lip while she tried and failed to think of an argument. 
 
    “You’re right, that’s where my responsibilities lie,” Shoshanne sighed at last. “But after they’re on their feet, if there aren’t any others, then maybe I can come to join you? You might need a healer yourself or some Aer magery?” 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of leaving Magehill without a healer,” I said thoughtfully, “but I agree that we can probably use you on this project as well. Tell you what, while you’re treating your patients, see if you can’t find an assistant among them or from somewhere else in Serin or the Oculus. Teach them what you can about treating most common injuries and illnesses, and then …” 
 
    “I’ll take the next train to wherever you are!” Shoshanne interrupted eagerly and held out her hand to shake on the deal. 
 
    I took her hand. It was quite an exquisite hand, soft but strong, the color of cinnamon like the rest of her. I couldn’t help myself, so I raised it to my lips and gave it a kiss. 
 
    Shoshanne had the same expression of shock and delight as when I told her teacher to fuck off. As she withdrew her hand, she let her head drop down so that her thick, curly hair fell over her face. 
 
    Aurora gave me an amused look before she said, “I’ll take her back.” 
 
    “You sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” the half-elf insisted. “While you were building your palatial depot, I was showing the other Ignis Mages the tricks to powering the engine. You’ll be fine, and I’ll follow the track back to you once I’ve dropped her off.” 
 
    I frowned. “I was hoping you would show me the way to Westrock.”  
 
    “Oh, I know the way to Westrock, dear,” one of the Ignis Mages, a middle-aged woman with white hair tied in a topknot, interrupted us. “That’s where I’m from. I still have family there. My name is Bagnera Glaive.” 
 
    She had the kind of face that reminded me of my favorite aunt growing up. Always cheerful, funny, more than a little weird, but in a nice way. She would make a fine if quirky guide to and in the city. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt something wriggle in the pocket of my tunic, and before I could react, Stan had climbed up my shirt and jumped over to Aurora. He perched on her shoulder protectively and nodded resolutely at me. 
 
    I guessed he was going to be her bodyguard.  
 
    “Okay, that convinced me,” I said with a chuckle as I turned from Bagnera back to Aurora. “Deal. Come on.” 
 
    Aurora, Shoshanne, and I walked down to the intersection between cars and disconnected them. I gave Aurora a kiss and helped them both aboard. Then I flexed my power and began lifting the tracks and ties stack by stack out of the car and into the main locomotive to fill it up. We now had enough for another thirty miles, which would take us a quarter of the way to Westrock. 
 
     Aurora went to the engine of the smaller car, sent a steady spark into its ignition, and it lurched to life with a rumbling growl. 
 
    “Hurry back!” I shouted to Aurora. “And bring a load of new tracks with you!” 
 
    “Fuck off!” Aurora shouted back with a big smile as her train left northward on the tracks we already laid to Magehill. 
 
    I laughed out loud and went back to the bigger locomotive to begin the journey toward Westrock.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Not surprisingly, we were behind schedule.  
 
    It had taken some time for Aurora and me to develop a rhythm, after all, the perfect speed for her to keep the engine going while I used my power to throw down tracks and ties in front of us. And we had a history which included, besides battles and sex, the half-elf igniting the engine of my motorcycle for several days while I steered. 
 
    So I knew it wouldn’t be the same with relative strangers, even if Aurora had trained them a bit. Bagnera handled the ignition of the engine first, and she seemed to have difficulty with subtlety. We began the route south-west, through a field, the most direct route to Westrock. The Terra Mages flattened out the terrain in our path, and I pulsed my power to send out tracks just ahead of us. After a few miles of this, I decided we were ready to pick up the pace. 
 
    “Bagnera,” I called to her on the engine, “give her just a little more juice.” 
 
    Immediately, we surged forward at twice the speed and skipped right over the end of the track that had been laid. Bagnera cut off the power quickly, but we still hit the rock incline in front of us with a crash. 
 
    “Oops, sorry,” Bagnera apologized as I jumped out of the locomotive to try to right us. 
 
    As heavy as it was, it took a significant push of my power to lift the train up and back into position. Not to mention an additional trickle to buff out the scratches and bumps.  
 
    “Goddamn waste of time and energy,” I grumbled to myself as I got back into the train. Each of those tracks I tossed from the train to the ground weighed about a half a ton, and I could feel the strain each and every time. Aurora had made it seem so easy when she increased or decreased the spark intensity by tiny little increments. I had to remind myself that not every Ignis Mage had that measure of control. 
 
    The other Ignis Mage was a young guy with a mop of blond hair named Korion who had sufficient control to increase and decrease speed, but not enough to maintain the continuous stream of sparks the engine needed. We would seemingly be on a decent clip, the perfect pace for the Terra Mages to flatten the ground and me to lay out tracks when suddenly the engine would stall. 
 
    “Damn! Sorry!” Korion cursed yet again. 
 
    Despite all these hurdles, we were evidently still an impressive sight and attracted crowds who waved and chased after us as we went along. I think it did the mages’ morale good to see the enthusiasm of the non-magical people for our project. 
 
    The sunset was ahead of us when we ran out of tracks and ties at the edge of a field of lavender flowers.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Pindor asked. 
 
    “We make camp,” I replied as I pulled a dry sausage from my pack and took a bite, “and we hope we get a visit with a restock of supplies by morning.” 
 
    The mages were mostly city folk, not accustomed to the concept of camp, so they ate and prepared their sleeping arrangements in the now empty train cabin. Cayla had other ideas. She may have been born a princess, but she was not spoiled. She grabbed a blanket and some food, and then she took my hand. 
 
    “Let’s get some fresh air,” the long-legged, raven-haired beauty said with a grin as she led me into the lavender. 
 
    The perfume in the air was a balm to my tired body and mind. As I lay down with her on the blanket and shared a dinner of bread and sausages, it felt like we were in a dream a million miles away from anyone else. I fell asleep with Cayla in my arms. 
 
    It was still dark when I heard a distant roar. Now I knew what the simple people of Illaria experienced when my trains approached. I stood up in the field and saw two of the cars linked up as they chugged down the track from the east. 
 
    When the train was fifty meters away, it slowed to a halt, and its occupants disembarked. It was Haragh and the chubby, brunette Ignis Mage who I had made blush. 
 
    “What took you so long?” I asked with a grin. “We’re ready to go.” 
 
    “We woulda been here hours ago, but when we were halfway to Serin, we met up with those gals of yours in their train on the track,” Haragh replied and cocked a hairy eyebrow in my direction. “Now, can you guess the problem, bud?” 
 
    “You were on the same track, and you couldn’t get around each other?” I groaned.  
 
    The half-ogre nodded. “Yup. I had to pull their car off the track, roll it in the grass past my two cars, and get on the track on the other side.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re strong,” I gasped. “Even empty, those cars weigh tons.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t say I did it fast or without a lot of sweat,” Haragh chuckled, pride in his eyes. 
 
    “Okay, there’s a simpler way, so simple I should have thought of it while I was building it,” I replied. “Let me show you.” 
 
    I sent out a pulse of my power, pulled four tracks out of Haragh’s car, and laid them out parallel to the last of the tracks I had lain last night. With another wave of energy, I gently bent the ones on the ends so that they formed a curve and met the track they were next to. 
 
    I turned to the pudgy brunette Ignis Mage, “Honey, could you give me a little heat?” 
 
    On cue, she blushed furiously but nodded. Then she held out her hands and produced a ball of fire. 
 
    “I need you to soften up the iron, so I can work with it,” I explained as I pointed to the intersection of tracks. 
 
    The girl sent forth an arc of blue flame onto the tracks, and when I felt it was soft enough, I used my own power to break the tracks and create a joint secured by a hinge to connect them together. When I was satisfied with the mechanism, I sent a pulse of power into the car and pulled out a single metal tie. 
 
    “This one I need you to melt down completely, darlin’,” I said with a wink. 
 
    The Ignis Mage concentrated and pushed her flame so that it completely engulfed the tie as I held it aloft. In took a few minutes for the metal to completely liquefy so I could work with it. 
 
    I needed a couple parts to fit together. A three-foot long lever, a five-foot long bar, an axle pin, and a frame with two notches, which fit with a similar groove on the lever. I used my Terra magecraft to dig up a small trench under the hinged intersection, and I floated the bar into it. Then I connected the bar to the hinge, and with another small push of power, I buried it in the trench. Once it all fitted together, I walked over and threw the switch in my hand. 
 
    “This is called a railroad switch,” I explained. “We need to build these into the track every few miles, and that will solve the problem of how to get trains to pass each other if you don’t have a mighty half-ogre on hand to move things around with his hands.” 
 
     “All right, I get it.” Haragh nodded as he took it in. “I can create some molds at the factory and modify the tracks you’ve built already. Probably not as fast as you can, but you got other stuff to do, I guess.” 
 
    “Thanks, dude.” I grinned. 
 
    The half-ogre was right. I did have a lot to do. The first thing was to unload one of the cars’ cargo into the main locomotive. I just had to remember to go slow, stack by stack, and not get impatient and use up all my energy before the sun was up on a new day. It took a few hours, but at least I was ready to go, and not go to sleep, when it was all loaded up. 
 
     Thanks to the railroad switch, it was easy to detach the second full car and bring it around to attach it to the locomotive. We were fully stocked and ready for sixty more miles of track building. 
 
    “See you with the next load!” I shouted to Haragh as he left for his empty car facing east, and I headed toward my two full cars facing west. 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint ya, but I think your half-elf is probably loading up at Magehill as we speak, so she’ll be the one you’ll see next,” the half-ogre Terra Mage guffawed. “You’ll have to wait ta see my pretty face for another two days.” 
 
    “You’re breaking my heart, big guy,” I laughed and gave him a wave as I got aboard the train. 
 
    Bagnera shook her head, but her gray-blue eyes were amused as she started the engines and we continued the journey west. 
 
    It was afternoon when we had all but emptied out all the tracks and ties in the locomotive. It was time to stop so I could refill our load from the car we pulled behind. We had reached the river Asris and could make out the skyline of Westrock on the other side. Bagnera was at the engine, and I knew I had to give her plenty of warning to cut the engine. 
 
    “Full stop!” I shouted. 
 
    I threw out a half mile’s worth of tracks as Bagnera pulled back the spark she fed to the engine. The locomotive rumbled along slower and slower before it came to a rest.  
 
    First, I jumped out and began the slow process of floating the tracks and ties out of the car and into the locomotive. I reminded myself that as close to Westrock as we were, this was not the time to rush. 
 
    Then I turned to the Terra Mages on the train. 
 
    “Come with me,” I said. “We need to build a bridge.” 
 
    The eastern bank of the river where we were had a gentle, rolling terrain with a twenty-foot drop, while the western bank was a cliff face fifty feet high. I walked to the river’s edge so I could survey the situation. It was about half a mile across the water at this point in the Asris. Fortunately, there was a lot of rock to work with. 
 
    I squatted down and put my hand to the ground, and the other Terra Mages did the same. Together, our power linked to one another and to the rocks and stones around us until it spread out under the water to the stone on the other side. I guided our collective focus to the cliff that faced us, and then we began to work it like clay. The ground squashed down and flattened as we pulled the rock toward us until it connected to the bank on our side of the river. 
 
    “That wasn’t hard,” Pindor said with a grin beside me. 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” I grunted. “We need more structural support at this distance.” 
 
    As operations manager at a steel company, I had seen plenty of bridges built and badly constructed bridges repaired. I brought focus to the group mind down into the river itself. We delved down through the silt and mud and into a layer of sandstone. It was eroded and weak, so we pushed even further down until we encountered a bed of basalt, the remnants of an ancient volcano flow. That was what we needed. 
 
    The river below us began to bubble as we pulled up the rock. Wall after wall emerged from the surface, twenty of them in total, exactly placed every one hundred and thirty-two feet. Mud, silt, and the occasional flopping fish dropped from the surface of the walls as they rose up to meet the bridge. 
 
    With the power of our communal mind, we Terra Mages connected with the bridge and could test its integrity and strength. It was good, but I wanted it to be something that could withstand the heaviest loads and not need any repairs for generations to come. So, I redirected our focus back down into the basalt bed deep below the river. 
 
    More walls of black igneous rock burbled up from the surface in our direction, each pressed close to both sides of the supports we already had. We curved them into one another so that they met, one by one, in an arch that melded into the bridge above. 
 
    “They’re called abutments,” I explained to the mages as we released ourselves from our connection. “The stress of carrying weight isn’t top down, but along the curve of the arches and supports. In my old kingdom, there are bridges thousands of years old still being used with this kind of design.” 
 
    The six of us returned to the train, and in a few minutes, the engine roared to life. Once again, I used my power to drop tracks and ties just ahead of us as we chugged slowly along through the meadow and then across our new bridge. 
 
    The Terra Mages pushed through the rocky terrain as we neared the lights of the town of Westrock a few hours later. It was nestled in a valley between rugged hillsides where herds of sheep grazed among the vineyards. A great castle or cathedral dominated the highest hill, like a sentinel that guarded all the stone buildings with thatched roofs below. Though the sun had set, and the sky was gray with twilight. There was something warm and welcoming about this little town, and I felt a tired smile stretch across my face. 
 
    When we were about a hundred yards away, I signaled to Bagnera to cut the engine, and our train ground slowly to a halt. We only had about a mile left of tracks and ties, so the timing was good. 
 
    Cayla and I led the procession of seven mages, all of us with our belongings in hand, as we made our way into town. We were immediately faced with three guards in full mail. By the scars on their faces through their steel helms, they were obviously seasoned veterans, but they kept their blades sheathed and greeted us in a friendly fashion. 
 
    “Welcome, travelers,” the captain, a tall, lean man with a leathery face, said. “What brings you to Westrock?” His eyes shot over our shoulders to the train, and I could see the vast confusion in his eyes. 
 
    “We bring greetings from your sovereign King Temin,” Cayla said in her best diplomatic tone. “These are members of the Order of Elementa here to connect the kingdom through a fast transportation system called a railroad. We would request an audience with the Baron of Westrock and a representative of your merchants’ guild at their earliest convenience tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I can bring you to them now if you’d like,” the captain suggested with a smile. “May I offer you rooms at the castle?” 
 
    “Thanks, we’ll definitely take you up on that,” I spoke up eagerly. 
 
    We had the gear to sleep rough, but I had to admit that a proper bed sounded mighty good to me. The aches in my body had gone from pain to numbness. Small wonder, when I thought back on the events of the last couple of days. The mine collapse and rescue, building the train and the Grand Station of Serin, the miles of train track from Magehill to the capitol to Westrock. If Aurora had been with me, she would have warned me that I had pushed myself too hard.  
 
    And I would have to concede that she was right because right now my legs felt like jelly, and my vision flickered every so often.  
 
    I rallied enough strength to join the rest of my party as we followed the guards up dirt roads. Bagnera thought it a good time to play tour guide. 
 
    “That pub has the most delicious mulled wine,” the white-haired Ignis Mage squealed as she pointed to a tumbledown cottage with a painted wooden sign of a beer mug.  
 
    “You must not have been here in years,” the captain corrected her with a shake of his head. “They haven’t had mulled wine in a long while.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” Bagnera’s face fell. “Did they lose the recipe?” 
 
    “No, the ingredients,” he replied with a sigh. “They couldn’t get the spices anymore. The bandits were blocking the southern trade routes for cinnamon and ginger.” 
 
    “You’ve had a lot of trouble with bandits?” I asked curiously.  
 
    “The terrain around here is ideal for them to camp and raid at their leisure,” the captain nodded grimly. “We hold our own, but it hasn’t been easy.” 
 
    “When I talk to your baron, I might have some solutions for that,” I replied with confidence. 
 
    “I can say with certainty that he’ll be eager to hear that,” the captain said. 
 
    We had arrived at the great stone door of the castle, and the guards opened it for us. For such a modest little town, it was a truly spectacular sight. Hundreds of candles in ornate chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling to lend a glow to the rose quartz and marble below. Life-sized statues of knights and nobles, both men and women, lined the sides of the great hall, which led to a grand spiral staircase. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Cayla gasped as we passed the statuary.  
 
    “They’re all the barons and baronesses who have reigned in Westrock,” Bagnera explained, and then she stopped in front of one. “Oh dear.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I joined her. 
 
    The statue, cast in white marble, was of a tall, heavily-built tank of a man with a sword in one hand and scales in the other. The sculptor had given him a handsome, noble face that conveyed wisdom and strength. 
 
    “This was the Baron of Westrock when I was here last,” the white-haired Ignis Mage said sadly before she turned to the captain. “When did Aerwin die?” 
 
    “Almost a year ago,” the captain replied with a sigh. 
 
    “I hadn’t heard,” Bagnera said, concern in her gray-blue eyes. “What is the new baron like? Does he measure up to his predecessor?” 
 
    “It is difficult for any man to follow Baron Aerwin,” the captain said with a slight smile, “but I can vouch for how hard the new baron tries.” 
 
    “Do you need to announce us or should we just go up?” asked Cayla. 
 
    “Baron Killock will only be too happy to talk. He doesn’t stand on ceremony,” he replied, and then he gestured to the half of the staircase that led down. “If you’d prefer to bathe first, the castle is built above hot springs. They’re very soothing.” 
 
    It was very tempting as sore as I was to take up that offer, but I was afraid if I let myself relax, I would be out for the night, so I shook my head reluctantly. 
 
    “Thank you for the kind offer.” Cayla smiled as if she understood my thoughts. “We should probably conduct business first, however.” 
 
    “This way then,” the captain said as he led us up the dark marble staircase. 
 
    An arched doorway at the top of the stairs led to a richly appointed chamber. A large hearth fire warmed the council room and gave a flickering light to the brightly colored tapestries that covered the walls. Each depicted an intricate scene, from a battle to a courtly romance. I looked for the baron, but no one was in the room except for us. 
 
    “I thought you said the baron was in residence,” Cayla said to the captain with a frown. 
 
    “Just a moment,” the captain replied as he pulled the helmet from his head, set it on a table, and ran his fingers through his silver hair to make himself presentable. “Baron Killock of Westrock at your service.” 
 
    I don’t know if my face gave away my surprise, but Cayla and the mages definitely looked stunned for a moment, all wide eyes and dropped jaws. The baron chuckled as he poured flagons of wine for all of us from a decanter on the table. 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” I said at last with a frown. “Were you in disguise as the captain of your own guard?” 
 
    “I wear many hats,” Baron Killock replied as he handed us each a goblet, “but no disguises. Depending on the occasion, I am captain of the town guard, Baron of Westrock, master of the guild of merchants, or high priest of the temple of Nemris.” 
 
    “Nemris?” I repeated, startled. 
 
    I had thought of the goddess many times over the past few days, sometimes even felt her presence, but I hadn’t seen her manifest herself since Serlo’s inn in Keld. Immediately, my mind swept back to when I first met her, in this lifetime at least, as she floated in the nothingness of the cosmos and gave me the gift to choose the path of my journey beyond my life on Earth. I didn’t need to have her in front of me to be reminded of every detail of her beautiful face and figure. 
 
    “I knew Nemris had blessed you the moment you stepped into town,” the baron said with a nod. “She isn’t a well-known goddess throughout the kingdoms, but Westrock is sacred to her. Legend has it that she crafted it in her aspect of the goddess of transition, as we are the juncture between the mountains, flatlands, and the sea. The springs below are one of her gifts to us. Like I said, they soothe both body and mind, which is only fitting for the goddess of peace.” 
 
    “Huh,” I replied as I scratched at my beard. It was a little disorienting to try and process this information after the day I’d had. I’d always known that Illaria and Cedis probably had a pantheon of deities as “gods” was always the word they used, but with everything else I was having to get used to, I didn’t give it much thought. I never imagined Nemris as one of these gods, but perhaps I should have.  
 
    “I still don’t understand why you’re filling the roles of four men,” Bagnera said and then blushed slightly and curtsied, “with all respect, milord.” 
 
    “I have no aim to be a tyrant,” Baron Killock smiled wearily. “Westrock has fallen on hard times. The previous baron protected his people from the bandit raids, but it was beyond his power to do the same when we were visited by a terrible plague. It claimed his life as well as some of our most prominent leaders, and I had no choice but to take on all those responsibilities to the best of my abilities.” 
 
    “Are there no more healers in Westrock either?” asked Bagnera, stricken. 
 
    “Aye,” the baron sighed as he nodded, “but cut off as we are, it is difficult to get herbs and medicine. We were helpless to do anything but grieve as the plague took its toll, and the baron was the very last victim.” 
 
    “Was he your father?” Cayla asked gently. 
 
    “No one inherits the barony based on birthright,” Baron Killock replied as he shook his head. “The elders perform a sacred rite, and the goddess herself ordains who she deems worthy of the honor. Now, can you tell me more about this project of yours and how it will help us?” 
 
    “Well,” I said and took a long breath. Even without my physical exhaustion, it was always hard to explain the concept to someone who didn’t have the twenty-first century Earth background to grasp, “just imagine an indestructible caravan that comes through a couple times a week. It delivers and picks up goods and soldiers, whatever you need or need to sell. Say, spices for your tavern’s mulled wine or medical herbs for your healers.” 
 
    “What do you need from me to make this happen?” the baron asked, and I could see the eager, relieved light in his eyes. 
 
    “Just a place in or near town to build a depot,” I replied, grateful that he seemed to be on board. “Also, with your permission, we Terra Mages can create a stone wall around Westrock which will at least help protect you in bandit raids.” 
 
    “Nemris certainly sent you to us, that much is clear,” Baron Killock said as a wide smile broke across his tan face. “When would you want to start?” 
 
    “We will need to start and finish first thing in the morning,” I said as I tried to stifle a yawn. “This time tomorrow, we should be in Rajenne.” 
 
    “You’re going to be in Rajeene?” the baron asked as he raised an eyebrow. “That’s fifty miles away. Your … train, as you called it, can go that fast?” 
 
    “Once the tracks are laid, it will go much faster,” I responded with a tired grin. 
 
    “Then let’s not tarry,” Baron Killock said as he turned to his guards. “Show everyone to a room, and we’ll be up at dawn to create the depot and walls, and send you on your way.” 
 
    I shook the baron’s hand as we left the council room, and then I turned to Cayla. 
 
    “I’m going to--” 
 
    Cayla put a long, pale finger to my lips and interrupted. “You’re going to the hot springs first. You don’t have to explain. I’ll keep the bed warm for you.” 
 
    I took the princess’s wrist, proceeded to kiss each of her fingers, and then pulled her closer to kiss her sweet pink lips. She responded passionately, her free hand in my hair to pull me down to her. I released her wrist, and she let go of my hair at the same time. We looked at one another for a moment until we heard one of the baron’s guards clear his throat behind me. 
 
     “You can show me to our room,” Cayla said to the guard before she turned to me and added, “Don’t be long.” 
 
    I smiled and watched them head down the hall. Then I went down the stairs, past the Great Hall, and down until I reached the castle cellar. Before I saw the hot springs, I could feel the warm moisture on my skin and smell the rich spice of minerals released into the air.  
 
    Steam rushed forth to greet me as I opened the door at the bottom of the stairs. Behind it was a vast cavernous room, crisscrossed by stained glass screens lit by candles over a burbling pool. Thankfully it was empty, so I pulled off my clothes, laid them on a bench, and slipped into the water. 
 
    Immediately, I was warmed and comforted by the water. The constant stream of bubbles held me up, so I floated on the surface on my back and let it carry me along. The aches in my muscles dissolved, and I felt my eyes grow heavy. Before I closed them, I noticed movement in the stain glass partition that hung over the pool. They were a stylized representation of Nemris made of irregular segments of silver and white for her hair and skin, and black and gold for her eyes that reflected the cosmos. As I watched, the images of the goddess all around the room turned to look back at me. 
 
    Finally, I heard her voice. 
 
    “This is a special place for me,” Nemris said in a harmonious choir from all around me. “I’m glad to share it with you.” 
 
    “You said before you couldn’t stay in the mortal plane for long,” I said as I looked around me at all the abstract images of the goddess, “but I knew it couldn’t be a coincidence that we ended up here.” 
 
    “No coincidence indeed,” Nemris said, now in a single voice as she emerged from the water between my legs. Her silver hair and loosened purple robe splayed out behind her and floated on the surface as she rose, naked as I was. If there ever existed the perfect set of breasts, there they were on the goddess before me, big and round and wet from the water. 
 
    “Did I ever tell you in our past lives together that you’re beautiful?” I asked earnestly. 
 
    Nemris smiled and rested her elbow on my knee as her long silver fingers played with the hair on my thigh. The merest touch from her sent waves of pleasure radiating through my body. I resisted the urge to squirm, but I couldn’t tell my cock not to get hard as she came closer between my legs. Then she leaned in and brushed the top of my dick with her breasts. 
 
    “And you are beautiful to me,” Nemris sighed and floated up out of the water.  
 
    She hovered mere inches above me so I could feel the warmth of her naked body while her hair waved about her like wings. I raised up my arms and let my hands slide up her slim waist to caress her breasts. She trembled with desire and pressed her lips to mine. 
 
    As she lowered herself to press against my body, my cock slid into her, and I felt as the warm wetness enclosed me. Her silky hips ground against mine, at first with a slow rhythm, and then faster. The water crashed around us as she pushed me deeper inside her, withdrew, and pushed deeper yet. I felt myself on the verge of cumming, but I held back and savored every sensation. The buoyancy of the water prodded me on, so I pushed back against her as frantically as she pushed me into her. 
 
    My hands traveled down to her perfect, round ass, which I kneaded to match each thrust. When I could take no more, I grabbed those cheeks and pulled them to me, so when I came, I came deep. Simultaneously, I felt a shiver run through her as she gasped, and her bare flesh quivered against mine as we bobbed on the water. I knew she couldn’t stay for long, and that had felt great, but I wished we could have a whole night to remember each other’s bodies. For a moment, she lingered, and her black eyes filled with stars locked onto my silver eyes. Then she began to rise up. 
 
    “Send for Haragh,” Nemris whispered as she ascended toward the ceiling of the cavern. “You will need him when you leave Rajeene.” 
 
    I blinked, and the goddess was gone.  
 
    For a few more minutes, I floated on the water and let its healing properties soak into my body while I pondered over what had just happened to me. I had technically made love to a goddess while she floated in the air and I lay on water. It had been the most erotic moment I had ever had, which was a lot to say considering that threesomes with nubile half-elf mages and princesses were a part of my life now. 
 
    When I dragged myself out of the water, at last, I felt completely rejuvenated but ready to sleep. There was a towel on a hook by the door, so I dried myself before I got dressed and headed back up the stairs. I was greeted by one of the baron’s guards who had waited for me on the second floor. 
 
    “This way, sir,” he said, and I followed him down the hall past the council chamber. 
 
    Without a word, he opened a door, and I stepped inside. It was not a big room, but it was beautifully appointed with a domed, gilt ceiling that sparkled in the candlelight, and a large canopied bed with red silk sheets. Cayla lay curled up and asleep under those sheets, and I shed my clothes and crawled in next to her. 
 
    I was asleep when at some time during the night, I felt another warm body slide in next to me. The scent of evergreen tingled my nose as I felt Aurora’s arms curl around my chest, and I fell back into oblivion, content.  
 
    Strangely, when I awoke just before dawn, I was alone. 
 
    I looked out the window and saw the night sky had turned gray-blue, and I also noticed something that hadn’t been there before. A huge wall, at least fifty feet tall, with crenellations for archers filled the horizon. It had to be the work of the Terra Mages, the suggestion I made to the baron last night. 
 
    I quickly got dressed and went out into the hall. There was a savory aroma in the air, and I followed it into the baron’s council chamber. A servant cleaned the remnants of a breakfast feast from the table and turned to me as I entered. 
 
    “Can I bring you anything to eat, sir?” he asked deferentially. 
 
    “That’s all right,” I said as I pocketed a sausage for later. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “They left with the baron almost an hour ago,” the servant replied. 
 
    I headed out, down the stairs, and through the great hall. I feared that the mages had taken it upon themselves to do all this work without me, and if there were anything that was wrong, we would have to start all over again.  
 
    I didn’t have to worry though. It seemed like most of the town was already awake. They formed in groups to look at the wall that now protected them, and it was truly a magnificent sight. There were steps every fifty feet for defense, which the townsfolk climbed up and down to get the whole experience. 
 
    I followed the wall down the streets of Westrock until I got to the space east of the town where we had arrived the previous night. The walls there curved into each other but did not meet, so they formed a wide, tall gate. On the other side of the gate were the mages, Aurora, Cayla, the baron, and several of his guards. 
 
    Pindor was the first one to spot me. 
 
    “Good morning!’ the young Terra Mage shouted and waved me over. “Did you see what we did?” 
 
    “You mean the huge wall surrounding the town?” I asked with a laugh. “How do you think I would have missed that? Well done, everyone. You’ve done me proud.” 
 
    The Terra Mages looked at one another and grinned at the compliment. I could tell by the sweat on their brows how much effort it had taken. 
 
    “You should have seen the look in the eyes of the townfolk when the wall started rising,” Baron Killock added with a wide smile and shining eyes. “I suggested we wait for you, but I was assured they could handle it on their own.” 
 
    “As exhausted as you were last night, I thought we should let you sleep in,” Cayla explained, concerned. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Never better,” I said, and it was the truth. Between the soak in the hot springs, the encounter with Nemris, and the hours of restful sleep in a comfortable bed, I felt like a new man. 
 
    “Good to see you again awake,” Aurora said with her signature smirk. “I brought a fresh load of tracks to lay out. Two cars full.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied and added with a sigh. “Unfortunately, I’m going to need to send you back to Magehill right away, and you’ll need to come back with Haragh. We will need him in Rajeene.” 
 
    “I’m turning into your delivery girl,” Aurora said with a disappointed pout. “I suppose if that’s who you need –“ 
 
    “Let me go,” Korion, the Ignis Mage with a mop of blond hair, interrupted her. “It’s not like I can get lost. I just follow the tracks east to Serin and then north to Magehill.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but think about Korion behind the Stirling engine and how much trouble he had with a steady stream of sparks. He stalled out the train several times, which lost precious time. Unless he mastered the technique, it would take him twice as long to get to Magehill, and that would put the project hopelessly behind schedule. 
 
    “I have a suggestion,” Cayla announced, and I could see in her eyes she had similar concerns about Korion. “I can take Bobbie to Magehill and pick up Haragh while Korion takes the train car to get more tracks.” 
 
    It was a pretty smart plan. Korion would have a chance to practice without the time pressure, and Bobbie could take a shortcut and make much better time. Cayla and Haragh could be in Rajeene by the following morning. Best of all, with Aurora on our locomotive, we could really save time as we put down the tracks. 
 
    “You’re a genius,” I said as I grinned. “Okay, take Bobbie and get to Magehill as soon as possible, the straightest possible path. Tell Haragh we need to meet you in Rajeene, and be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “You got it,” Cayla said with a wink and quick kiss before she headed for the train. 
 
    “Oh, and take one of the rifles with you!” I called out after her. “And extra ammo!” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” she teased over her shoulder with a wink.  
 
    A deep-seated, protective part of me worried after the princess, but she had made longer treks alone and been perfectly fine.  
 
    And that was before I ever gave her a gun.  
 
    I actually pitied anyone who tried to stop her.   
 
    A moment later, all eyes turned to watch Cayla aboard the motorcycle jump out of the back of the train. Her black bob whirled behind her as they roared off in a north-east direction over the rough ground, a cloud of dust left in her wake. 
 
    “That’s the way to make an exit,” Baron Killock laughed, his eyes wide. 
 
    “The girl’s got style,” Aurora remarked as she smiled, and then she turned to Korion. “The tracks are all unloaded, so it’s time for you to get on the train, but don’t try to show off. Just don’t lose your concentration.” 
 
    Korion nodded seriously and ran down the track to get aboard the empty smaller car Aurora had taken to Magehill. I held my breath for a moment, worried that the kid wouldn’t be able to step up to the plate, but then we heard the engine growl to life. The train car lurched and then chugged down the tracks east toward Serin. 
 
    “What’s next?” the baron asked as Korion’s train disappeared into the hills. 
 
    “We need to build your depot,” I replied as I surveyed the area we had to work in. “The walls are going to be key to Westrock’s defenses, so I had a thought. The trains could be vulnerable to bandit raids while supplies are being loaded and unloaded, but we could build the station just inside the walls.” 
 
    “I’m trying to picture how it will fit,” Baron Killock said with a scratch on his chin. 
 
    “Let me show you,” I replied as I walked back through the open gate. 
 
    I could hear the rest of the group follow me, but I concentrated on the ground beneath my feet. Westrock certainly did not need as large of a station as we had built for Serin. I also thought about the possible danger with tracks that would run straight through the town. It wasn’t like there were rail crossings in Illaria. They didn’t even have traffic lights. 
 
    So I needed to make sure the tracks couldn’t pose a danger. They needed to be accessible to the town but also out of the way. I thought back to the streets of Chicago, and a smile stretched across my face.  
 
    Then I crouched down, my hand splayed on the ground. “Watch your feet. It’s about to get bumpy.” 
 
    I didn’t have to tell the other Terra Mages to join me. Even before they touched the earth themselves, I could feel their energy as it joined with mine and the element beneath us. The ground beneath us groaned and buckled, and then it began to rise. 
 
    Baron Killock and his men cried out as they were lifted twenty feet in the air by the bridge we built beneath them. They stumbled about to regain their balance and then turned to us, wide-eyed when at last the elevation came to a rest. 
 
    “Could you all step back now while we finish the depot?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    They didn’t need to be told twice. As soon as they were out of the way, the Terra Mages and I connected again to our powers and the stone beneath us and brought forth a platform six feet above where the tracks would go. Then we sent a wave over the other side to carve a long staircase and ramp down to the ground level of the town. 
 
    “By the gods, this is incredible,” the baron gasped as he pulled himself up from the tracks onto the platform. 
 
    I had to smile as the group walked down the stairs and turned around to admire our construction. This elevated platform over the entrance to the city didn’t look much like the ones in the Chicago “L,” even if that was the inspiration. It fit the town and space well, particularly since it created a dramatic entrance through a tunnel below into Westock. And soon it would have a track above it next to the platform above us. I remembered walking under the great rattling bridges built in the Windy City, and it brought a smile to my face to see something so familiar. Now all the people who entered Westrock would walk under the tracks and station that I had built and get to experience the same feeling.  
 
    “We usually create a warehouse,” I said as I looked around. “It probably makes sense to build those on ground level under the ramp.” 
 
    “That’s something we can handle,” Baron Killock said with a smile “What we can’t do is finish the railroad line.” 
 
    He was right. It was his town, and he had the workers to build on it, even if it wasn’t as quick as I could do it with my mage brigade   
 
    “Okay, sounds good.” I nodded. “We just need to finish up the connection, and then it’s all up to you.” 
 
    The baron clapped me on the back as I went out through the tunnel to the town entrance. The mages followed me as I looked it over and then dropped down to a squat, my hands on the ground. 
 
    Together, we joined our power together and sent a wave of Terra magecraft to where the walls ended at the two hills that cradled the town on either end. We burrowed tunnels through the hills, and then lifted the rock skyward in gentle slopes to meet each tunnel. The train from Serin would travel up the north-east hill, pass through the tunnel, cross the elevated platform behind the town wall, and back down the tunnel and ramp on the south-western hill. When we were finished, I stood up. The finishing touch I had to do alone. 
 
    I motioned to the locomotive with my metal control and lifted rail tracks, one after the other, and sent them into position up the eastern ramp and through the tunnel. Then I pulled more tracks and sent them through the western tunnel and down the ramp to complete the circuit. I took another hour to create two rail switches, one at the bottom of each ramp. Finally, I gritted my teeth and lifted the locomotive itself and moved it to the correct position on the western tracks so that it faced south. 
 
    “Don’t overexert yourself,” Aurora called as she shot me a look. “We have a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    I let myself exhale and turned to the half-elf. 
 
    “It’s like a jog first thing in the morning,” I said as I flashed her a cheeky grin. “I’m charged up. Let’s go!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    With the station completed, the nine of us, Aurora, Bagnera the Ignis Mage, the five Terra Mages, and I boarded the locomotive. I was glad I made it as big as I did because, with all of us and two cars filled with railroad tracks and ties, it definitely felt like a full house. No wonder I broke a sweat when I lifted it up. 
 
    “I’ll take the first shift,” Aurora said to Bagnera as she sent a stream of sparks into the engine. 
 
    It purred and then sent a tremor through the locomotive as it was brought to life. I got into position, concentrated, and levitated tracks and ties onto the path ahead of us. The Terra Mages also tapped into their power and smoothed the way forward. They left a crumbled pile of rock for me to lay the tracks onto as ballast. 
 
    Once we had all picked up our rhythm, I was able to speak to Aurora without distraction. 
 
    “How is everything in Magehill?” I asked as I let my glance flit to her and then back to the track. 
 
    “I wasn’t there for more than an hour to drop Shoshanne off,” the half-elf Ignis Mage replied, one eye on the engine. “Her patients seemed well on their way to recovery. There were about ten or twelve new recruits from the Oculus who were being trained, and they said there were more on their way.” 
 
    “We’re going to need a bigger village,” I said with a grin. “We better keep up the pace, or they’ll produce more tracks than we have time to place.” 
 
    “Haragh hadn’t heard about your little conversation with Wyresus yet,” Aurora added, as a slight smile curved on her luscious lips, “so I guess the gossip hasn’t spread too far. Of course, it’s only been a day, and you know those mages in the research room will talk. Unless Daibusu has had a word with Wyresus about the benefit of the project.” 
 
    I frowned. I wanted to know more about this powerful mage Aurora seemed to know about, but I let it slide for now. “I’d want to be in the room if anyone’s talking about the railroad.”  
 
    “I think it might be a while before you’re in a room anywhere near Wyresus,” Aurora replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Well, that suits me fine,” I laughed. 
 
    I could see in the distance we were about a mile away from another bend in the Asris River with a series of short waterfalls, but I could also see a road and a bridge. This would be tricky. I had sought to avoid any intersections with existing roads for safety reasons. 
 
    I signaled for Aurora to cut the engine, and when the train had crawled to a halt, I jumped out. The mages followed me as I took it all in. 
 
    “We need to go south-east without going right through the road,” I explained as I dropped to one knee and put my hand to the earth to commune with the ground beneath us. 
 
    “What if we built a bridge over the bridge?” Pindor suggested thoughtfully. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think of all the tangled webs of highway intersections back in my former life on Earth. It wasn’t a pretty picture, and I couldn’t do that to Illaria. 
 
    “Good idea, but no,” I replied after a moment’s pause. Then an idea struck me. “We’re going under.” 
 
    The Terra Mages joined me and knelt on the ground, their hands in the grass, soil, and rock. I focused the group mind and power toward the vision I had. We were far enough from the river that we could open up a tunnel without too steep of an incline and still be several feet below the waterbed. The tunnel would go for about a mile and a half and then rise up on the other side of the road and the river. 
 
    At our command, the ground in front of the locomotive sloughed aside to create a valley with a gentle three percent decline. We pushed it out toward the river for a thousand feet until there was a fifty-foot space below the surface. This was the start of a tunnel. 
 
    “Let’s start moving,” I said as I led the mages back aboard the train. “This is going to take some careful coordination. Terra Mages, I’m going to need you to keep digging and reinforcing the tunnel on the train. I know for me it’s easier when I touch the ground, but just keep the connection between yourself and the rock, and you should be okay. I’m going to count on you while I’m putting down the rails. Aurora and Bagnera, I need you to keep the engine running, but we’ll also need light when we’re in the tunnel.” 
 
    “Do you want me to do the engine or the light?” Bagnera asked Aurora. 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I said to Bagnera as gently as I could, “but if you’re controlling the engine and you send out a spark just a little too strong, then we’re crashing hard into solid rock.” 
 
    The white-haired Ignis Mage grimaced. She remembered her occasional lack of control as well as I did. It couldn’t be an easy thing to control a steady stream of flame with the tiniest adjustment to control speed. With Aurora’s talents, it seemed to come easy, but I felt like I was asking Bagnera to become a surgeon overnight. 
 
    “If the Terra Mages can join their powers in a circuit, why can’t we?” Aurora suggested, a sparkle in her emerald eyes at the thought. “We can both fuel the engine and light the tunnel together.” 
 
    I considered the thought. It was a good idea. Aurora could focus and guide Bagnera’s power with her own, and it might help teach her how to do it on her own. 
 
    I nodded, and as a group, we took a deep collective breath. The air inside the train felt charged with energy. I smelled the familiar evergreen scent of Aurora’s power as it focused, and the electric pulse as my own Terra powers were joined to the other mages of my element. All nine of us fell silent in concentration as the engine came to life and we began to roll forward. 
 
    I pushed my metal magery to drop rails in our path as the tunnel opened up like a mouth to swallow us up. Balls of fire whirled around the Ignis Mages before they danced out ahead of us to light the way in the darkness of the tunnel. While the Terra Mages dug the gentle incline down, they sent up more layers of hard stone to reinforce the ceiling above. 
 
    It was a strange sensation as I felt both of my powers at work simultaneously. There was my affinity for metal as I levitated the rails into position and subtly bent them to follow the path, while at the same time, I was connected to the stone that surrounded us. The five Terra Mages connected to me actually controlled the magic, but I led the focus, and I could feel the structure and strength of the granite. I had to concentrate on the rails and ties as I knew only I could manipulate them, but it was difficult not to be distracted as part of the circuit of magic. 
 
    It was also incredibly draining, and I could already feel sweat trickling down my neck and into my shirt. I gritted my teeth and did my best to ignore the fatigue I could already feel settling in along my shoulders.  
 
    After I guessed we had dug at least a mile of tunnel, I said, “Okay, stop for a moment. Let’s see where we are.” 
 
    Aurora and Bagnera kept the lights but brought the engine to a rolling halt, and I stopped with the tracks. The Terra Mages focused our power in a wave around us and felt the strength and thickness of the stone above and ahead of us. The last thing I wanted to do was get too close to the riverbed and make it spring a leak. I could see the whole thing collapse and all of us drowned. 
 
    The stone sang back to us, and I was relieved to find we were more than fifty feet under the bed of the river. As long as we reinforced the tunnel as we went, it would be solid for generations to come. 
 
    “Everyone’s doing a great job,” I said to the group. “Let’s go about another mile flat, and then start a slow incline up until we hit the surface.” 
 
    The Ignis Mages relit the engine, and as we chugged forward, I laid out tracks just behind the tunnel that opened before us. It was a slow process, but there was no way to rush it. 
 
    The hardest part once we found our rhythm happened when we were nearly finished. We had begun the gentle incline upward, and as we ascended past the hearty granite to the more eroded dirt surface, we had to slow down and spend more time reinforcing the sides and ceiling of the tunnel. Finally, we broke through, and dim filtered sunlight streamed into the tunnel. I almost let out a cheer myself, when a tree we had unrooted crashed down just a few feet ahead of us. 
 
    “How are we going to move that?” Pindor exclaimed. “There’s no such thing as plant magecraft, is there?” 
 
    “No need,” said Aurora and Bagnera at the same time. 
 
    The Ignis Mages lifted up their hands and sent forth a blast of flame that reduced the tree to cinders in mere seconds. Pindor stared at them in wonderment, but I just laughed. 
 
    “Come on, everyone!” I shouted. “Last few feet and then we can take a short break!” 
 
    The mages all refocused their efforts as we rose out of the tunnel and then proceeded up a gentle ramp until we had reached ground level. 
 
    We were in a dense forest covered in a thick canopy above. All around was the chorus of birds and woodland creatures, and the smell of damp earth and old fallen leaves. Aurora and Bagnera let the engine die, and we ground to a halt. 
 
    “Okay, let’s take five,” I said to the mages as I wiped the sweat from my face with a slightly trembling hand. 
 
    “What shall we take five of, dear?” asked Bagnera. 
 
    “He means let’s relax for five minutes, have a snack, stretch your legs, whatever,” Aurora explained as she shot me an amused look. 
 
    I took the half-elf’s hand as the rest of the mages had their break around the train. We walked only a few yards deeper into the lush forest, but it was so thick with vegetation, we could have been on another planet. 
 
    “What do they call this place?” I asked. 
 
    “Darfell Wood,” Aurora replied with a smile. “Beautiful, isn’t it? It stretches all the way from the sea to the western border of Cedis.” 
 
    “It is beautiful,” I agreed. “We will have to figure out how to set the tracks through it with minimum damage. How close are we to Rajeene?” 
 
    Aurora looked around while she considered my question. 
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” Aurora responded carefully, “but there’s an old ruined fortress called Tor Morvum we should pass, and Rajeene will be about a day’s journey south. I mean, by horse.” 
 
    “So by train, from Tor Morvum,” I gave Aurora a grin, “it’s about half an hour when we don’t have go so slowly. We’ll hopefully get there by night.” 
 
    “I need to ask you about Rajeene,” Aurora said seriously. “What are we going to be facing and how do you know?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a chance to tell you earlier,” I said apologetically. “I saw Nemris last night, and all she said was to send for Haragh because we would need him when we left Rajeene. That’s all I know.” 
 
    The half-elf blinked in shock at the mention of the goddess.  
 
    “It has to be something important,” Aurora murmured with a frown. “The last time she came to you was to show you how to defeat the Bandit Boss. The goddess wouldn’t bother if it weren’t life and death.” 
 
    “That’s why I sent Cayla to bring him here right away,” I explained. 
 
    “We need to tell the other mages that there’s danger ahead,” Aurora said, concern in her emerald eyes, “even if we don’t understand it yet.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree, especially after they trusted me to dig a tunnel under a river.” I shook my head with a chuckle. “Seems they’re all as crazy as I am.” 
 
    “Not by half,” Aurora chuckled, but then her face softened with a small smile. “They just trust you, Mason.” 
 
    I didn’t know how exactly to respond to that, so I just rubbed sheepishly at the back of my neck.  
 
    The two of us climbed back out of the forest to find the mages where we had left them. I thought they might have needed a longer break, but as soon as they saw us, everyone straightened up and got to their feet, ready to go. 
 
    “We’ve taken more than five,” Pindor grinned. 
 
    “We just wanted to have a word with you before we moved on,” I said as I looked each mage in the eye. “You deserve to know that we have reason to believe we might run into trouble after we’ve been through Rajeene.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” asked Churchwell, one of the Terra Mages, with a frown. He was a generally quiet short guy with a balding head of brown hair and a gray goatee, which he absentmindedly picked at when concerned, as he was right now. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “All I can tell you is that the man, mage, or elf responsible for all the strange creature attacks in recent months knows about our project and is eager to stop it. I assume he’s the source of the danger ahead of us, but I can’t be sure even about that.” 
 
    “All we know,” Aurora said carefully, “is that we need Haragh with us when we leave Rajeene.” 
 
    “So, you’re basically saying, be prepared for anything?” Bagnera asked. 
 
    “How do you do that?” Pinder replied, worried. 
 
    “Well, the best you can do is not overexert yourself,” I said seriously. “We’re going to need you at full strength for whatever we’re going to face.” 
 
    The mages took this in and returned nods of understanding. They had become sober and serious, but from the look in their eyes, still ready to go. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Aurora said as she climbed aboard the train, and the rest of us followed her. 
 
    “Now that I’ve told you not to burn yourself out,” I said as Aurora started up the engine, “here’s the reality. This is going to be tough terrain to cross. Ignis Mages, I need you to burn the trees in our direct path but keep it focused so that we don’t start a forest fire. Terra Mages, as you flatten the path ahead, you’ll need to crush any remaining roots so that they don’t grow back. So, that’s a lot to do, but pace yourself. You got it?” 
 
    The mages all agreed and got into position. I felt the now familiar tingle of the Terra Mages as they formed their bond and smelled the scent of evergreen that told me the Ignis Mages had formed a similar circuit. 
 
    Bagnera acted as a conduit for the Ignis Mages as she let flames fly from her hands, which vaporized each tree in our path. While I levitated tracks and ties into place, the Terra Mages ground down the rock, stone, and vegetation into a smooth powder beneath. We took it slow. 
 
    Hours and miles went by as we chugged deeper into the forest. Trees and underbrush filled our view until I saw up ahead a stone spiral that peeked over the top of the canopy. As we drew nearer, I could see the remains of an ancient wall, reduced to irregular columns of black stone covered with moss and vines. 
 
    “Is that Tor Morvum?” I asked as I caught Aurora’s eye. 
 
    Aurora nodded. “That’s Tor Morvum. It was a stronghold for a clan of mage warlords called the Morvum, long before the dynasty that now rules Illaria. According to legend, they were very powerful and lived to conquer and rule. They amassed a great treasure, but all their riches weren’t enough compared to their love of power. Finally, they committed the ultimate blasphemy and took their war to the gods themselves.” 
 
    “I can see it didn’t end well for them.” I grinned, but Aurora didn’t share my smile. 
 
    “It didn’t end well for anyone,” Aurora replied with a frown. “For fifty years, the land was laid waste, and the people suffered greatly. In the end, the gods destroyed the Morvum and cursed the magic they used so it would never be exploited again.” 
 
    I began to see more of the ruins in the distance through the trees. More vine-covered towers, a great hall, a dome caved in on itself. They must have been powerful indeed, these mage warlords whose lust for power destroyed them. 
 
    “On the plus side,” Aurora added, her voice now light, “we’re only four hours to Rajeene. We might get there before sunset.” 
 
    I looked at the beautiful half-elf and couldn’t suppress a smile any longer. There would be challenges ahead no doubt, but we were getting closer to our goal, inch by inch, mile by mile. 
 
    With the ruins of Tor Morvum behind us, our push through the forest continued until the density of the tree growth began to grow thinner, and we found we were passing on the outskirts of a small village to the north. It was nothing more than a dozen wooden buildings arranged around a central well, but it was good to see signs of people, and even better when the villagers saw or heard our approach and ran to watch us go by. 
 
    As the sun hung in the west, the village turned to farmland, and the farmland was followed by a larger town of merchants, taverns, mills, and workshops. At the highest part of a hill was a well-fortified chalk white palace with a black slate roof. 
 
    “That’s Rajeene Castle,” Aurora said. 
 
    “Where should we build the depot?” I wondered aloud. “It’s hard to tell where the main business quarter is from this angle … ” 
 
    “Look!” said Pindor as he pointed toward the palace. “They’re building something!” 
 
    The boy was right. As we got closer, I could see that a group of a dozen wagons had parked just outside the walls of Rajeene Castle, and a hundred or more workmen were gathered around a large wood and stone platform. They raised their heads at the sound of our approach, and I signaled to Aurora and Bagnera to cut the engine as I laid the last tracks. 
 
    When the locomotive had come to a stop, the mages and I disembarked, and together we walked the last hundred yards through the village to the workmen and their project. It became more and more apparent that the project was a train platform, and my eyebrows raised toward my hairline. 
 
    An older mountain of a man who seemed to be in charge stepped forward and offered his hand. 
 
    “You must be the Metal Mage, Defender Flynt,” the foreman said with a grin. “Welcome to Rajeene. We’ve been expecting you. You just got here a little earlier than we thought you’d be.” 
 
    I shook the man’s hand, but I was thoroughly confused, and I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “Wait, who told you we were arriving?” asked Aurora as her emerald eyes narrowed suspiciously. 
 
    “Why, I told him,” came a woman’s cool, low voice. 
 
    We turned and saw, at first, nothing but shadows at the castle gate. As one of the shadows moved closer, I realized it wasn’t a shadow at all, but a three-dimensional woman who was nearly entirely black. Deep black. Her long silken hair, her slim fitting gown, and every inch of exposed skin was the color of ink. When she was only a few feet away, I could make out that she had fine, aristocratic features to her face, and while her right eye was as black as the rest of her, her left eye was white with a light gray pupil. 
 
    Instantly, I was reminded of the conversation Aurora and I had when I first arrived in Illaria, and she told me about the six kinds of mages, each of whom controlled a different element of air, water, earth, fire, light, and darkness. The traitorous head of the Order of Elementa Abrus had been a Lux Mage, a master of light, marked by his one white eye. As this memory came back to me, I understood instantly what this woman before me was.  
 
    A mage of darkness. 
 
    “You’re a Tenebrae Mage?” I asked though it wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “I am,” the dark woman said as her shining black lips curved into a smile and she held out her smooth ebony hand. “I am also Baroness Batonova of Rajeene. I have heard about you for quite some time, and it is a great pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
    “The pleasure is mine,” I said as I kissed her hand. 
 
    I don’t know what possessed me to do that, other than it seemed the thing to do. From her smile, it evidently was. 
 
    “How could you have heard about the train from here?” Aurora asked as she kept her narrowed eyes on Baroness Batonova. 
 
    “I get around,” the baroness replied as she turned her single white-gray eye to the half-elf. “I study at the Oculus whenever I’m in Serin. When your friend Haragh was recruiting mages for your project, I was intrigued, and I asked him about it. He said you were only looking for Ignis and Terra Mages or I would have joined you to help. Since I couldn’t, I returned as soon as I could here to my barony to prepare for when you came to Rajeene. Like Yakoc said, you got here a little earlier than we thought you would. Do you approve of our platform?” 
 
    I took a closer look at it and even tapped on my power to test its integrity. It certainly passed. 
 
    “You’ll want it two feet taller,” I said at last. “I’d recommend a long gentle ramp on one side for moving produce and a set of steps for people. Are you sure this is the location you want it in? The train is pretty loud, and it’s right next to your castle.” 
 
    “The walls of Castle Rajeene are very thick,” Baroness Batonova assured me. “Thank you for your analysis. Can I offer you something to eat or drink, perhaps a room for the night?” 
 
    It was hard to get a good read on the Tenebrae Mage baroness, but I had to confess as beautiful and exotic as she was, her one light eye gave me an eerie feeling whenever it settled on me. I looked to the sun which had begun to set and then looked to Aurora who seemed conflicted as well. 
 
    “Thank you for the offer,” I replied. “We will happily accept your hospitality. We’ll just go to the train and pick up our belongings.” 
 
    “Yakoc,” the baroness said to her foreman. “Please see to it that our guests are fed and made comfortable.” 
 
    I led the mages back to the train in silence. None of us said a word until we were on board and knew we couldn’t be overheard. 
 
    “I don’t like her,” Aurora immediately said with a frown. 
 
    “She’s doing most of our work for us. She offered us food and drink, and a place to stay for the night,” I replied as I counted off each act on a finger. “She was incredibly accommodating.” Then I flashed a broad and sarcastic smile. “Nah, just kidding. She was creepy as hell.” 
 
    “Her family tree could use more branches,” observed Bagnera. “I heard that only Lux or Tenebrae Mages are allowed to rule this barony, so that’s all their family marries. They say only two kinds of apples grow in the baron of Rajeene’s orchard, black and white.” 
 
    “I swear that I’ve never seen her in the Oculus at any time during all the years I’ve been there,” Aurora said as her frown only grew more severe. “Has anyone else?” 
 
    The mages looked to one another, not quite sure. 
 
    “Of course, don’t they say that if a Tenebrae Mage doesn’t want to be seen, you won’t see them?” Pindor asked. 
 
    To this, most of the mages nodded. 
 
    “Listen,” I said to the group, “we don’t have much choice but to stay in Rajeene for the night. Soon it’s going to be too dark to lay down track, and we only have about ten more miles left before we need restocking.” 
 
    “Not to mention, we believe an attack will occur when we leave,” Aurora added solemnly, “and Haragh has not arrived yet.” 
 
    I nodded. “I hope Cayla has him here by morning. It’s quite a distance from Magehill. Come on. Let’s get our things and get back to the castle.” 
 
    In a few minutes, I led the mages with their belongings slung over their shoulders past the stand and through the open gates of Rajeene Castle. Yakoc greeted us on the steps in front of the grand entrance. 
 
    “A feast has been prepared for you while your rooms are being prepared,” the foreman said as he opened the great white door. “Please follow me.” 
 
    Fitting for a Tenebrae Mage, the interior of Rajeene Castle was dark, but what we could see by the torches that lined the hall was impressive. The floor was a checkerboard of black and white marble tiles, with white walls that rose up until they disappeared into darkness at the ceiling. 
 
    Baroness Batonova sat at the head of the long table in the banquet room as we entered. Roasted meats and vegetables, plates full of cheese, mugs of ale, and freshly baked bread had been laid out, and we quickly took our seats. My mouth began to water, but I knew there were some manners to be observed in the home of this very strange baroness. 
 
    “Please help yourselves,” the baroness said, “I do not dine until later.” 
 
    The food was delicious, but my appetite began to decrease every time I saw the baroness and her one visible eye as she sat in silence and observed her guests. All she did was take the occasional sip from her glass of some kind of black liquor. 
 
    I had to break the silence with some conversation. 
 
    “Can we help with your defenses at all?” I asked. “Your castle is obviously well fortified, but you have a large town with no wall--” 
 
    “My family has been ruling Rajeene for centuries,” Baroness Batonova interrupted me. “The people know that they can always find shelter here if need be. In truth, we have had very little trouble. I believe the bandits are afraid of me.” 
 
    “I can believe that,” murmured Pindor under his breath. 
 
    I gave him a quick sharp look, but the baroness evidently didn’t hear him. 
 
    “Where are you going next?” the Tenebrae Mage asked. 
 
    “To Cedis,” I said as I felt the instinct not to be more specific than that with this mysterious woman.  
 
    “The closest border is due south,” Baroness Batonova said. “The terrain can get quite rocky, but there are some old salt mines not far which you can use for passage if you’re inclined.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said in my friendliest voice. “We’ll just finish up the tracks through here and then be on our way first thing in the morning.” 
 
    With the feast over, the baroness’s household servants emerged silently from the shadows to clear the plates. Among them was a pale man with long, limp white hair who wore a robe of black velvet. 
 
    “This is my castellan Lexius,” the baroness said as she took another sip of her dark elixir. “He will show you to your rooms and will see to it that you have food in the morning. I may not see you in the morning, as I tend to be a night person.” 
 
    “If we don’t see each other again,” I said with a deferential nod, “thank you again for your hospitality.” 
 
    “Oh, I am certain we will see each other again,” Baroness Batonova replied and narrowed her gray eye at me, a smile on her black lips. “I have my eye on you, Defender Flynt.” 
 
    I felt goosebumps rise on my arms and the back of my neck, but I didn’t let on. It seemed pretty obvious she wanted that reaction for some reason, and I didn’t want to give her the pleasure. 
 
    Lexius said not a word as he escorted our group from the dining room and up the dark obsidian staircase that led to the bedrooms. The one he had saved for Aurora and me was the last at the end of a long, dark hall. It was luxurious, and in the same non-colors as the rest of the castle: black walls, gray sheets, white furniture. There were no windows in the bedroom, and now that I thought about it, none in the rest of the house unless they were covered up by heavy curtains or tapestries. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll get any sleep at all,” Aurora sighed. “You know how my senses can pick up on sights and sounds that yours can’t?” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded my head. “Have you picked up on something?” 
 
    “No, that’s just it,” Aurora whispered with a shudder. “Houses are actually pretty loud, with creaky doors, footsteps in the hall, conversations on another floor, but I don’t hear anything at all. I also can’t see any further in any room than where the light touches. It’s like being in a bubble.” 
 
    “Well, we both need sleep, so I have an idea,” I said as I reached into my bag. I took my little buddy Stan out and addressed him, “I’m going to need you to stand guard tonight and wake us in the morning or if you see anything. You got it, buddy?” 
 
    Stan gave me a salute, and then he jumped from my hand to the floor. He walked over to the door and began to march back and forth as if on patrol. 
 
    Aurora grinned. “Ridiculous as it sounds, that actually helps.” 
 
    I had to agree. As we put out the candlelight and settled into the sheets, the tiny sound of Stan’s metal feet on the floor was soothing. Within a few minutes, I was asleep, my arms wrapped around Aurora. 
 
    My dreams were dark and dreamless, and I didn’t wake until I felt something on my chest that then crawled onto my face. I opened my eyes to darkness with a start, which woke Aurora as well. Thankfully, the candle at our bedside ignited with a pulse of her power. 
 
    “Is it morning, Stan?” I smiled at the little automaton. 
 
    Stan stood on my face and pointed into the corner of the room away from the door desperately.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked quickly. “Is somebody there?” 
 
    Aurora sent a small ball of bright flame floating into the shadows, but there was no one there. I put Stan on my shoulder, got out of bed, and tapped the wall. It was solid. No secret passage. 
 
    “You’re sure you saw someone?” I asked Stan again. “Not at the door, but in the corner of the room? Right here?” 
 
    The little stick figure nodded his head frantically. 
 
    “Nothing would surprise me in this creepy place,” Aurora declared as she got herself dressed. “If it’s morning time, I’m happy to get going.” 
 
    I agreed, quickly got dressed, and we headed out into the hallway. Aurora and I began to tap on all the doors we knew were the mages’. They emerged in various states of wakefulness at the same time as the castellan Lexius came out of the shadows at the other end of the hall. 
 
    “We have to get back to work,” I said to the quiet man in explanation. “We can’t put it off any longer.” 
 
    “Breakfast has been laid out for you in the banquet hall,” Lexius said, and I believe those were the first words he had ever uttered to us. His voice was dry as if it wasn’t used very much. 
 
    I wanted to refuse, but my stomach growled hungrily, so I just nodded silently and followed him to the banquet hall.  
 
    We ate the bread, cheese, and butter in silence until Pindor couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for Cayla and Haragh?” the young Terra Mage whispered. 
 
    I put my fingers to my lips and shook my head. Not now. 
 
    Just as the night before, the moment we finished eating, the baroness’s servants came silently out from the shadows of the room and began to clear away our plates. I looked at them curiously, but they seemed like ordinary men and women, who acknowledged us with a smile and a bow but said nothing. Like everything else in Castle Rajeene, the effect was eerie. 
 
    The nine of us stepped out of the front door and were met with the sunrise. When we were in that strange windowless palace, I had to take Stan’s word for it that it was morning. 
 
    As we arrived at the train, I turned to Pindor to answer his question. 
 
    “Hopefully Cayla and Haragh will catch up to us soon,” I said simply, “but we can’t keep waiting.” 
 
    I didn’t want to say or even think the obvious, that they may have run into trouble on the road and were not able to come at all. I also didn’t want to voice my disquiet about the baroness or her creepy castle. It was best that we get on the move again.  
 
    Bagnera and Aurora charged up the engine, and we slowly began to move forward. The Terra Mages joined their power circuit and focused on the path ahead, while I used my power to lift up tracks and ties and lay them out to the platform and then on south. I also remembered to take the time to create a rail switch at the platform. 
 
    The forest was sparse compared to the one that covered Tor Morvum, but there was still an occasional tree that needed to be blasted by the Ignis Mages and have its roots crushed by the Terra Mages. The ground, however, was rough, as Baroness Batonova had suggested, and more effort had to be made to keep the path smooth with incline or decline. We had to create a train line, not a rollercoaster. 
 
    Clearing the path did not take too much energy, but I liked less and less the landscape we were in. I kept in mind the goddess’s warning about trouble when we left Rajeene, and anyone or anything could easily hide in this rocky terrain. It was ideal for an ambush. 
 
    “What do you think about the baroness’s suggestion about finding an old salt mine to use?” Aurora asked as if she had the same thoughts. “It would save us the trouble of digging out a new tunnel.” 
 
    “I’m considering it,” I admitted while I continued to levitate tracks ahead of us. “I just don’t know if it’s good advice or a trap.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Aurora said quickly and she shut off the engine so that we came to a halt. “Everyone, be quiet.” 
 
    The half-elf pulled her azure hair away from her long, pointed ears and concentrated. Then a frown marred her beautiful face. She heard something that we regular humans could not, that was certain. 
 
    After a minute, Aurora shook her head, frustrated. 
 
    “What did you hear?” I whispered. 
 
    “It sounded like a distant rumbling or growling,” Aurora replied in a low tone. “Almost like a roar.” 
 
    A couple of possibilities came to mind, one good, one not so good. 
 
    “Was it a creature of some kind?” I asked quietly. “Or could it be the roar of Bobbie’s engine?” 
 
    I let Aurora wait another moment in what sounded like perfect silence except for the wind. Her brow creased, and then her eyes widened. 
 
    “Wait, there’s something--” she began to say, but the rest was cut off when something struck the train. The impact wasn’t great, but heavy enough that we all felt it. 
 
    “What is it?” Pindor asked, and his eyes were widened in fright. 
 
    The mages all went to the sapphire glass windows and peered outside. Nothing to be seen but rocks and trees all around us. 
 
    I felt warmth on my face, and it took me a moment to realize it was the metal as it called to me. I looked up to the ceiling and noticed it was slightly dented. 
 
    “Everybody out!” I shouted. “Scatter and find cover!” 
 
    The nine of us leapt from the train and split up as we ran. None of us looked behind us while we scrambled into the rocky terrain. Aurora and I found a place behind a boulder before I finally turned. 
 
    There it was on top of the train, though it took me a moment to understand what I saw. Its legs were as long as mine, and there were eight of them that scuttled on the roof. Twin claws scratched into the metal as it tried to dig down. Most horrifying of all, it held its tail up above it, poised to strike with its stinger. 
 
    It was a motherfucking fifty-foot long scorpion, and it was made out of fire. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “What the fuck is that thing?” I hissed to Aurora as I stared in horror at the beast before us. 
 
    My Ignis Mage shook her head, emerald eyes wide. Apparently, she had no idea either. 
 
    The giant scorpion currently atop the train wasn’t just on fire, it was made of fire. Its armor wasn’t made of chitin, but instead flame on some kind of solid matter, and when it clacked its claws and swung its stinger, flames trailed behind like tracers off a sparkler. 
 
    Except ten times hotter and more lethal.  
 
    The flame scorpion stayed on top of the train for a moment, and then it leapt to the windshield, perhaps thinking it could tunnel into the car from there. Of course, it was sapphire and wouldn’t melt at all, but the fire-beast would realize that in due course.  
 
    Sure enough, after a minute of hacking futilely at the windshield with its claws, the scorpion seemed to give up. Then the small pair of eyes on top of its head, and the four sets of eyes along the side, flicked from left to right as it looked for its prey.  
 
    I scanned the area for the other mages to make sure they were clear. Most had hidden themselves, but I spotted some movement and assumed the scorpion did, too. I glanced back at the beast, and heat radiated from it, so the air in its vicinity shimmered. 
 
    “We have to get that thing off the train, or it’s going to melt right through the car,” I whispered to Aurora. 
 
    She nodded but kept her eyes trained on the scorpion. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “I’ll think of something,” I muttered as I looked at our surroundings. I didn’t want to dislodge anyone’s cover, but there were plenty of rocks strewn about around the train. Placing my hand to the ground, I let my power pulse through the surface until I could lift a dozen stones, some the size of baseballs and others the size of a desk, and with another strong charge, I sent them flying at the giant scorpion. 
 
    The rocks had nearly hit their target when they began to disintegrate in the air. Only two made it to the flame-scorpion, but by then, they were barely more than pebbles. Enough to irritate the monster, but not enough to knock it off its perch on the train. 
 
    While I considered my next move, I caught a whiff of evergreen in the air. I turned to Aurora and saw the half-elf focused on the scorpion with her arms outstretched. She too had tapped into her power. 
 
    “You’re trying to extinguish it?” I asked. 
 
    Aurora nodded, not breaking her concentration, and I already saw beads of perspiration on her beautiful pale skin. 
 
    “I-I don’t think I can do it,” the Ignis Mage groaned as her face contorted with strain. “It’s too powerful.” 
 
    “Keep it up, maybe you’re weakening it,” I suggested, but my mind was on the train. Even from my vantage, I could see rivulets of steel as they ran down the sides. If the giant fire scorpion stayed on it much longer, even on the sapphire windshield, my train would be a molten puddle. 
 
    I touched the earth below me again and focused on the ground beneath the train. It began to burble, and the train above began to sway. The giant fire scorpion scampered about as it tried to keep its footing while the train started to sink. The moment the train had sunk completely into the quicksand, I sent a fast pulse to harden the surface back to stone.  
 
    My train was buried in rock, but at least it was safe. The creature, however, was now on solid ground. 
 
     And boy was it pissed. 
 
    It had no obvious targets, so it clacked its pincers in frustration before it froze. Then it shifted its gaze, all six eyes focused on one target.  
 
    Which happened to be me. 
 
    “It’s being controlled!” Aurora exclaimed, and I caught a whiff of evergreen as she stretched out her arms. Suddenly, a wall of flame leapt up between us and the giant scorpion. “I can feel someone pushing against me when I try to extinguish it. I can hold it off, but you need to be far from here! Get the other mages to safety!” 
 
    Like hell I’d run. 
 
    I waited until the giant fire scorpion had struck the shield and been held back so I knew Aurora would be safe. Then I took a very deep breath and tried something new. I held my arms stiffly by my sides and connected with my element beneath my boots.  
 
    First, there was the sucking sound, and then the earth collapsed beneath me. I was pulled under the earth feet first and stone melted around me like butter on a hot knife. I shut my eyes, but I felt the drag of being underground, touched by roots and worms and stones. Just before I was out of breath, I burst out of the ground like some sort of super hero mole man.  
 
    I was in a trench and as I looked around me, I saw two Terra Mages and Bagnera, the Ignis Mage other than Aurora. They stared at me as I dusted off my clothes and pulled myself over the trench. 
 
    I could see the giant fire scorpion from my new vantage point as it hammered on Aurora’s fire shield. My first move was to turn to Bagnera. 
 
    “You need to form a circuit with Aurora and intensify that shield,” I ordered quickly. 
 
    Bagnera nodded, and her brows furrowed as she concentrated. As she did so, the shield grew larger and stronger before our eyes. It stretched nearly thirty feet up into the air and was at least fifteen feet wide. No way that fucking monster was getting through.  
 
    Still, I had to tear my eyes away from my half-elf lover as I turned to the Terra Mages next. They were a middle-aged couple, a husband and wife named Jovion and Zerla. I hadn’t spoken with them much, but I hoped they could hold their own. 
 
    “Come on, let’s bury it,” I said as I summoned my power to the surface again. 
 
    The three of us knelt, held our hands to the ground, and joined our focus together. We then sent a wave of power out, and we picked up the dust, mud, and pebbles out and let them swirl around the beast. Most of the debris melted and fell to the ground like a waterfall, but some seemed to have an effect. As we doused the creature in dirt and soil, the flames surrounding its body began to flicker and lower. 
 
    Suddenly, I saw movement close to the monster, and the scorpion seemed to noticed it as well.  
 
    My heart leapt into my throat when I realized it was Pindor.  
 
    He had his back to the scorpion as he ran for cover further away, so he didn’t see it was now locked on to him. With an awful chittering, clacking noise, it scurried after him on its eight legs and quickly gained on the young Terra Mage. 
 
    “Pindor! Behind you!” I shouted as I tried to summon up my magic quick enough and send it hurtling toward the beast. 
 
    Aurora must have noticed too because she sent her own wall of flame roaring across the ground, but we were both a second too slow.  
 
    Pindor whirled around, and my heart skipped a beat as he appeared to freeze in terror at the creature as it came upon him. Just before it was in striking distance, however, a wall of stone erupted up from the ground between them, and the scorpion, unable to stop its momentum, crashed into it in an explosion of fire.  
 
    I realized it wasn’t terror that caused Pindor to pause but concentration on his Terra magecraft.  
 
    “Way to go, kid,” I murmured to myself.  
 
    The scorpion recovered from its collision and backed up away from the wall in front of it. I knew what it was going to do, and I put my hand to the ground to try to counter it. Just as I felt the pulse of my power surge through the ground to build up and strengthen Pindor’s wall, I saw the scorpion’s tail stab forward and break through the stone.  
 
    There was an agonizing scream as the wall broke away, and I knew the boy had been hit. 
 
    No one hurt my mages.  
 
    “Hey!” I shouted as I stepped out from my cover. Rage bubbled through my blood like magma, and I raised my hands in front of me as I faced the fire-beast. “Come and get me, motherfucker!” 
 
    I suddenly remembered what Aurora said about the creature being controlled. If that were true, and it wasn’t purely acting on instinct, then it would recognize I was a bigger threat than Pindor and I was exposed. 
 
    It seemed the half-elf’s analysis was correct, because the giant fire scorpion quickly turned and barreled toward me. The train had been the primary target, and me, the train-builder, was the next best one. 
 
    I tapped into my power and pulled up stone wall after stone wall between us. I could no longer see it, but from the sound, it crashed through them almost as soon as I put them up. It would be on me in a minute.  
 
    This thing really was a pain in the ass. Give me a goddamn drake anyday. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, and my mind churned to find a different plan, but then I heard another sound.  
 
    A roar in the distance that got louder as it approached. 
 
    A roar that was very familiar. 
 
    “Haragh!” I heard Pindor shout from across the field, and I snapped my head up as my heart hammered in my chest. 
 
    It was more than Haragh. It was Cayla, Shoshanne, and Haragh aboard Bobbie 2.0. The motorcycle leaped over the rocky landscape at full speed, a cloud of dust behind it, and they barreled straight toward me. The scorpion must have seen them too, because I didn’t hear it crash through any more of my walls. 
 
    My connection with Bobbie was as strong as ever, and without words, I knew she was on a direct path to me. Through this connection, I told her to stop and let out her passengers. It was a calculated risk, but I thought it a safe one.  
 
    As safe as this situation warranted at any rate.  
 
    I could immediately hear Bobbie’s riders as they objected to her sudden lack of movement. 
 
    “What are you doing, ya stupid metal steed?” Haragh shouted. “Go!” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Cayla cried out. “Mason!” 
 
    I stepped out so they could see me and shouted, “Run to me! Bobbie will distract it!” 
 
    The moment I was visible to the scorpion, it came at me just as I had expected. I sent a pulse through the ground, and a pit of quicksand opened up beneath the monster. The beast of flame sank for a moment, but the heat around it almost immediately solidified the ground, so the overheated sand only stopped the scorpion’s charge and slowed it down a moment. 
 
    I retreated behind the wall, but I could see Cayla, Haragh, and Shoshanne rush toward me over the rocky ground. I ripped up some boulders from the ground and let them hover in the air around them to give them a little more extra cover. 
 
    Bobbie and I “talked” to one another, and I explained to her that she needed to do her best to keep the giant fire scorpion distracted. She got it right away, and I heard the roar of her engine as she blasted forward toward the monster. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Haragh growled as he reached me, and there was genuine anger in his voice when he grabbed my shoulder. “All night, we drive to you, and you drop us off right in front of a giant fire scorpion?” 
 
    “I knew you’d be okay,” I explained calmly. “The creature wanted the train, and now it wants me. It didn’t give two fucks about you.” 
 
    “What can we do?” asked Cayla earnestly. Her blue eyes were wide, and there was a smudge of dirt across her porcelain cheekbone. 
 
    “I’m all out of ideas,” I replied, frustrated. “The damn thing is burning too hot for my Terra and metal powers, and Aurora said her Ignis magic was being thwarted by some outside force that’s controlling the scorpion. I wish I could pump the fucking thing full of lead, but the bullets would melt before they’d do any harm. It’s like someone knew how to specifically counteract my magic. All I know is the goddess Nemris said we needed Haragh here at this moment.” 
 
    “Goddess? Me?” Haragh asked as he released his tight grip on my shoulder. His green face was twisted in a bewildered expression. “What the hell am I supposed to do?” 
 
    Despite his size and general bravado, the eight-foot tall Terra Mage clearly lacked confidence. I had to remind myself that this was probably his first battle, like with all my other mages. Fighting monsters and magically manipulated men was normal for me, but it did take some getting used to. 
 
     I gave Haragh a moment while I watched Bobbie run circles around the scorpion. It was a delicate dance to get close enough and then pull back. The beast tried to catch the motorcycle in its claws, but Bobbie skirted away at the last second and threw up dust, which at least momentarily paused the scorpion’s assault. 
 
    That gave me an idea. I licked my finger, touched the rock in front of me, and brought the dust to my mouth. Then I turned to Haragh. 
 
    “You have a particular skill at controlling gems and crystals, right?” I asked quickly. “Salt is a crystal, and the baroness told us there are salt mines in the area. I taste salt in the dust. Is that something you can tap into?” 
 
    “Maybe, but how would that help?” the half-ogre questioned with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Salt is one of the best things to use to put out a fire,” I explained, “assuming you can get enough of it.” 
 
    “I will try,” Haragh said, and he raised his arms and began to concentrate. 
 
    “What do we do?” Cayla asked as she placed a hand on my elbow. 
 
    I couldn’t see Bobbie behind my wall, but I felt her circling back in my direction. I reached out through my connection with the motorcycle and asked her to come to me. 
 
    “See if you can keep me from getting myself killed,” I instructed as I stepped out from behind the wall. “I’m going to try to buy Haragh some more time!” 
 
    Cayla shouted after me, but I was already gone. 
 
    Bobbie slowed down just a bit as she roared past me, long enough for me to jump on. We turned sharply to avoid the scorpion’s stinger, and then popped around the creature to make it spin. I took off down into the maze of rocks and could hear it behind me, the scuttle of its feet and the crash as it knocked into the formations and boulders. The scorpion was fast and very nimble for a monster of its size.  
 
    I made a fast turn into a low valley with the beast right behind me, close enough that I could feel its heat. Bobbie accelerated to full speed as we wove around the corners and under natural bridges. We finally had put some distance between us when we made a quick turn and found ourselves at a dead end, a sheer wall of stone.  
 
    Bobbie braked and spun to avoid a crash. The giant fire scorpion rounded the corner, and it filled up the entire space of the valley.  
 
    I was trapped. 
 
    But I wasn’t going down without a hell of a fight. As Bobbie and I squared off with the flame-beast, I raised my right arm and summoned up as much power as I could muster. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with it yet, but I was going to give this bastard all I got.  
 
    Right as the creature raised its stinger up, a shot echoed through the valley with a sharp crack, and the scorpion reacted with a hiss of surprise.  
 
    I whipped my head up and could just see Cayla standing on top of one of my walls at least a couple hundred yards away, a smoking rifle in her arms. 
 
    Way to go, Princess Crackshot. 
 
    However, my celebration was short lived.  
 
    As I watched, the molten remains of the bullet dropped to the ground with a sizzling sound. It had melted before it struck the creature, so obviously the scorpion was just surprised, not hurt.  
 
    I knew I had to take advantage of its distraction because it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    With a quick pulse of my power, I spun the bike around, turned the wall at our backs into a ramp, and revved up Bobbie. Then we shot up and out of the small valley with a deafening roar of the engine. I tried to collapse the ramp as soon as I jumped, but the scorpion was too fast and scrambled up the ramp to wind up right next to us. I spun again, wheels churning in the dust, and started heading back where we came from. 
 
    Cayla still stood on the wall and fired at the scorpion, but this time, it didn’t react or slow down when it was hit.  
 
    “Don’t waste the bullets, they just melt!” I shouted. 
 
    Haragh suddenly stepped out from behind the wall ahead of us, a ball of white crystals in the air in front of him. I knew I would have to get the scorpion to stop to allow the half-ogre to use his ball of crystalline salt, which meant I would have to stop myself.  
 
    The trick was how to do that without ending up dead. 
 
    I circled the area with the beast behind me, and as I did it, I reached out with my power and lifted up a stone wall in the center. With each pass, I added more to the structure, another wall and another. By my fourth circle, I had completed a hut with one entrance. The scorpion was nearly on me when I made a quick turn to head into the hut. 
 
    “Haragh!” I shouted. “The target is ready!” 
 
    I tapped into my power and lifted a wall behind me, so I was sealed within the small structure just before the monster reached me. Bobbie skidded to a halt, and the walls trembled as the scorpion beat on them with its claws and stinger. I sent a pulse of power to support the stone, but I knew it wouldn’t hold up for long under the beast’s ravaging flames.  
 
    Cracks and fissures began to form in the walls faster than I could reinforce them. A chunk of the ceiling burst inward, followed by a claw. Then another claw broke through, and the rest of the structure began to crumble. I worried I hadn’t given Haragh enough time, and this was the end. The heat of the scorpion was so close, it felt like an oven in the hut. 
 
    I was just about to summon another burst of power to suck Bobbie and I into the earth again when the scorpion’s stinger crashed into the wall, and it crumbled away completely. Then I was face to face with the monster, but it wasn’t the same beast I had seen before. It was white now, crusted with salt, and it was smaller than before.  
 
    It was also getting smaller by the second. 
 
    The scorpion thrashed about as it shrank, so I wanted to get out of the way. Bobbie and I shot out of the remains of the hut and raced over to the walls where Cayla and Haragh stood. 
 
    By the time I reached them and turned around, the scorpion had vanished entirely. 
 
    I collapsed forward onto Bobbie’s handlebars and sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “That was too close,” I panted and clapped Haragh on the back. “Way to make it dramatic, buddy.” 
 
    Cayla jumped down from the wall and ran into my arms. 
 
    “I was really scared for you,” she gasped as she buried her face into my chest. “I was trying to help, but that thing just kept coming.” 
 
    “Shh, it’s alright,” I said to her soothingly as I stroked her raven black hair. “We’re all okay.” I held the beautiful princess as all around us, the mages came out from hiding. Then Aurora carreened around one of the walls and joined us in our embrace. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” the half-elf hissed as she buried her face in my neck. She smelled like sweat and soot, and I wanted nothing more than to kiss her forever. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop diving head first into danger?” She pulled back with a teary scowl and punched me in the shoulder.  
 
    “Ouch,” I chuckled as I rubbed the sore spot. The I flashed my worried blue-haired lover a cheeky grin. “Sorry to worry you, dear. I’ll be sure to not schedule giant flaming scorpions for our next vacation.” 
 
    “Good,” she huffed before she threw her arms around my neck and pressed her mouth to mine.  
 
    A few moments later, Pindor came over, and I could see the extent of his injuries. The shoulder of his white mage’s robe had been burned away and showed the ugly black and red scorch on his chest and arm.  
 
    Shoshanne, who I hadn’t greeted yet, noticed at the same time as I did, and she hurried over to him to tend to it. It just showed me how close I came to an even worse fate. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to see you,” I said to Shoshanne. “Your timing was as good as Haragh’s. You found someone to run the infirmary at Magehill, I guess?” 
 
    “Yes, you know him, Karoo,” Shoshanne replied as she began to bind Pindor’s burns with linen soaked in medicinal herbs that she pulled from a satchel around her shoulder. “He’s the old guy who broke his leg in the mine. Turns out he has the temperament and a real knack for care. Of course, we don’t have giant fire scorpion attacks at Magehill.” 
 
    “Yeah, what the hell was that thing?” Cayla asked as her eyes darted to the carnage and damage all around us. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “No, no one has,” Aurora said grimly, and a dark look passed behind her emerald eyes. “It was created and controlled by an Ignis Mage. I could feel their magic push back against mine when I tried to extinguish the beast.” 
 
    “Would you be able to do it?” I asked. “Control the scorpion, I mean, given enough time?” 
 
    Aurora shook her head. “It would have to be someone very powerful.” 
 
    “And nearby,” I pointed out. “That’s not the kind of thing you create and send it out to wander on its own.” 
 
    My eyes found Bagnera among the crowd of mages, just one of the many frightened members of our group, but also the only other Ignis Mage beside Aurora.  
 
    The half-elf followed my gaze and shook her head. 
 
    “No,” Aurora whispered to answer my unspoken question. “She’s not powerful enough.” 
 
    “And she couldn’t be faking it?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    “She could have up to the point when we shared our power with the circuit ritual,” the half-elf replied, “but there’s no faking it after that.” 
 
    “This is definitely the work of the Master,” I said grimly. “It was going after the train first and then me.” 
 
    “Where is the train by the way?” Cayla asked as she looked around. “Did the beast destroy it?” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said as I sent out my powers in a wave toward where my locomotive was buried. I softened the ground first, and then I let the bedrock underneath surge up and carry the locomotive with it. It rose in a cloud of dirt and pebbles, and it looked like a godsdamn mess.  
 
    It almost broke my heart to see my beautiful train caked with soil and muck. 
 
    Churchwell patted my back sympathetically. “We got this, Defender Flynt,” 
 
    Then he and the other Terra Mages walked out to the train with arms outstretched. The rocks and dirt that streaked the locomotive began to dissolve and float away at their command. Within a few minutes, the train was clean, and I joined them to inspect it. 
 
    Most of the damage to the roof was pretty superficial, and it only took a push of my power to mend it and bring back the shine. We were back in business … sorta. 
 
    “Korion hasn’t come with the next load of rails and ties,” I said with a frown. “We have maybe five miles of material left.” 
 
    “What do we do?” asked Cayla. “Wait for him?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We have to keep going as far as we can until he catches up. I don’t want to sit here and wait for the next fire monster to show up. We’ll take a break to see to any injuries and rehydrate, but then we have to push onward.” 
 
    Once we had regrouped, I led the mages back onto the train, and then I used a strong pulse of my metal magecraft to lift Bobbie 2.0 up and into the car. I helped Shoshanne settle Pindor in, and then we started again with the process we had before the giant fire scorpion so rudely interrupted us.  
 
    Bagnera and Aurora started up the engine and used their Ignis Mage powers to destroy any trees in our path. The Terra Mages reached out with their power to smooth down the rocky path ahead of us and set a bed of crushed rock for me to lay the tracks and ties onto. 
 
    We continued for several miles over the broken, rocky landscape, until we saw a tendril of smoke on the horizon. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11  
 
    “How close are we to the border of Cedis?” I asked Cayla as I stared at the approaching column of smoke. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the princess admitted with a frown. “We may be right on it for all I know. I never traveled this way when I first came to Illaria, and I’d have to see a map to be certain.” 
 
    As we drew closer, we could see that the smoke thankfully came from a bonfire in the middle of a rough little settlement, not from another beast wreathed in flame. It would be too generous to call it a village, just four little simple buildings and a dozen men and women who stood in our path, all eyes on our approach.  
 
    That was the one thing when you traveled by rail, you couldn’t do it stealthily. 
 
    We were down to our last few rails and ties, so we didn’t have much choice but to make this a stop. Aurora and Bagnera cut the power to the engine, and we let the train come to a slow halt. Then I jumped down from the locomotive, followed by Aurora, Cayla, and Haragh. Three of the group, two men and a woman, left the settlement and cautiously approached us. 
 
    They all had a similar look. First off, they were all pretty dirty, but they had the same red-brown hair and dark green eyes, stubby noses, and strong jawlines. Clearly, they were all related. 
 
    “You must be lost,” said the older man, who to judge by the lines on his face, must have been in his fifties. 
 
     “Why do you say that?” Cayla asked as she came to stand behind my left shoulder. 
 
    “No one comes to Durch unless they’re lost,” the woman replied with a sigh. 
 
    “Durch is the name of this place?” I asked curiously. “You’re right though, we don’t exactly know where we are. We’re not even sure if we’re in Illaria or Cedis.” 
 
    “You’re nowhere,” the younger man said. “We ain’t seen patrols from either kingdom in years. I don’t think they care enough to make a claim.” 
 
    “That’s about to change,” I said with a smile. “Settlements near train tracks tend to get noticed.” I gestured behind me to the hulking shadow of the locomotive. “The thing behind me is called a train. It’s a mode of transportation we’re constructing for both the kings of Illaria and Cedis. I’m Mason Flynt, by the way, and this is Cayla, Aurora, and Haragh.” 
 
    “Rumic Atway,” the older man replied as he reached out and gripped my arm with a strong, calloused hand. “This is my niece Lilys and my son Umor. Durch has been the Atway family salt mine for generations. Back when there was actually a decent amount of salt in it.” 
 
    “I figured you were family,” I nodded, intrigued. “But I didn’t know you were miners. Definitely an interest of mine. Can I see your operations? It might be of use to our project.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Rumic shrugged as he eyed the train over my shoulder. “Ain’t got anything else to do, and you’re the strangest thing to happen around here in decades.” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” I chuckled. 
 
    He led us past the silent, slightly suspicious stares of the rest of his family to the largest of the structures in town. Upon opening the door, we faced a straight vertical shaft topped by a platform that hung from a heavy iron chain connected to a winch.  
 
    Haragh looked at the platform with concern in his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think that thing’s gonna hold me,” the half-ogre grumbled. 
 
    “It’s held tons of salt over the years,” Rumic replied. “I’m sure it could hold the lot of ya.” 
 
    We cautiously stepped aboard the platform, and Rumic released the winch. With him on one side and his son Umor on the other next to us with the chains in hand, they slowly lowered us down into the mineshaft. 
 
    There were flickering oil lamps embedded in the rough walls to give the dark shaft some flickering light, but Aurora still cast a ball of flame to let us see a little bit better. 
 
    “Damn,” Umor whistled as he stared, wide-eyed. “Is that a trick or are you a mage?” 
 
    “They’re all mages, except me,” Cayla said a slight smile.  
 
    I took from that she didn’t want to say she was actually a princess herself and might one day rule this land if it turned out we were on the Cedis side of the border. I gave Cayla a knowing look, and she silently pressed a finger to her lips. 
 
    “Haragh here is particularly skilled with gems and crystals, like salt,” I explained before I turned to the half-ogre. “Are you detecting much salt in the mine?” 
 
    “There’s still some here,” Haragh replied, but then he shook his head, “unfortunately, not a lot, and it’s pretty far away.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Rumic moaned. 
 
    “Here’s something I guess you don’t know,” I said with a cheeky grin as I sent out a little pulse of magic into the ground surrounding us. “Metal speaks to me, like crystals speak to Haragh. Do you know this place is filled with iron and copper ore?” 
 
    Umor and Rumic stared at each other and then at me. As I suspected, they had no idea. There was too much of it all around us for it to be something their family had tapped into over the years. 
 
    We eventually reached the bottom of the shaft, a big cavern with a network of tunnels linked together with pulleys and carts. It was clear this had been a successful mine for the family, but that had been years ago.  
 
    I walked to one of the walls and concentrated my power to locate the iron ore not far from the surface. With a pulse of energy, I separated it from the rock and dirt around it, and then I pulled out a chunk of iron ore the size of a melon.  
 
    “You find enough of these, learn how refine them, and you’ll be a rich man, my friend,” I said to Rumic as I handed him the ore. “People will be talking about fine Durch steel as the metal to be beat.” 
 
    The man scratched his scraggly beard. “I wouldn’t even know how to start.” 
 
    I pulled a dozen more similarly sized chunks of iron ore from the mine and passed them around. That would be enough to get us started. 
 
    “Lucky for you and me, I have a little time on my hands for now until my supplies arrive,” I added with a smile. It would feel good to do something with my hands and distract myself from the Master’s shadow that hovered in the back of my mind. “Let’s head up, and I’ll give you a primer.” 
 
    Umor and Rumic pulled us back up to the surface with more speed than they lowered us down. It was obvious they were excited, if maybe a little intimidated about this change in circumstance I offered. The younger ones had probably never even known a time when the mine yielded anything but disappointment. 
 
    When we were out in the sunlight, I found the Atway family and the mages had all gathered around a new arrival. Korion was there with his two cars full of tracks and ties, and he raised his arm in greeting. 
 
    “It looks like your supplies are here now,” Umor sighed, disappointed. “I guess this means you don’t have time to teach us what we need to learn?” 
 
    “It will be time well spent,” I said as I shook my head. “I need you as much as you need me. The distance to my own mine is getting further and further away, and I need to have my materials delivered every day so I can keep building the railroad. I’m counting on you and your family getting up to speed quickly. It’ll be a mutually beneficial relationship.” 
 
    “You got a deal,” Rumic said with a grin. “Where do we start?” 
 
    “I need some of your strongest boys to unload the tracks and ties from the new arrival and put them in my locomotive and car, half in each,” I explained. “Meanwhile, we’ll build you a forge, show you how to use it, create some molds, and show you how to create everything we need.” 
 
    Rumic went to his people to instruct them while I turned to Aurora. 
 
    “Let’s start refining,” the half-elf said with a grin as blue flames danced across her fingertips.  
 
    “While we do this,” I said to Haragh, “get the Terra Mages to make a couple molds of the tracks and ties we have.” 
 
    The half-ogre gave me a mock salute and left to talk to the mages. 
 
    “Can I do anything to help?” Cayla asked, and I knew she was feeling a little restless with all the magery going on.  
 
    “Will you check up on Shoshanne and Pindor?” I requested with a tired smile. “Make sure they’re alright? And I’ll need you to also keep an eye out for anymore attacks while we work. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of those fire-beasts.” 
 
    “At least they won’t be hard to miss,” the princess quipped with a dry chuckle. Then she pressed a quick kiss to my cheek and sauntered off to go check on our healer and injured mage.  
 
    Even though I was tired and on edge from the previous attack, I used my power to hold a big chunk of iron ore in the air while Aurora bathed it in flame. When the impurities had dripped out, and the metal was soft enough, I began to create a forge. It was much the same as the ones Ogder gave me, and I made some of my own in my workshops in Eyton and Magehill. 
 
    Rumic joined us as I was setting the forge over the campfire, together with his niece Lilys and two boys who looked to be under ten. I turned to them with a smile and wiped the sweat and dirt from my brow. 
 
    “Okay, welcome to Forging 101,” I began as I clapped my hands together. 
 
    “Won a won?” the youngest boy asked as his brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “Let’s start over,” I chuckled. “You need a really hot fire. My beautiful assistant over here--” 
 
    “Assistant?” Aurora asked with her eyebrow cocked. 
 
    “Sorry, my beautiful associate here,” I corrected with a grin, “can make a really hot fire with magic, but you’re going to have to do it by stoking lots of wood or coal, if you can find some of that.” I turned back to the campfire and summoned up a burst of magic. “Let me show you what that does to metal ore.” 
 
    I floated another large chunk of iron ore into the forge, and Aurora blasted it with blue flame. The Atways watched enraptured as the metal glowed, showered sparks, and then melted. 
 
    “We got your molds ready,” Haragh said as he tapped me on the back. 
 
    “Your timing is perfect, bud,” I said with a grin. “Put ‘em right over here please.” 
 
    With a push of my power, I lifted the basin of molten iron, poured its contents into the mold, and Haragh sent out his own power to clamp it shut. He then floated the mold to the pump, which was the settlement’s water supply. 
 
    “You guys big enough to handle the handle?” I said with a wink to the boys.  
 
    The kids eagerly ran over to the pump and dumped water onto the mold. Then they gasped excitedly as it hissed and let out a cloud of steam so big, they seemed to get lost in it. When it cleared, we joined them at the pump, and Haragh popped open the mold with a flex of his magic. 
 
    “You guys have just seen how to make a track,” I declared proudly. “Any questions?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lilys, puzzled. “What do we do with it after it’s done? How do we get it to you?” 
 
    “And what are these for exactly?” Rumic inquired with a frown. 
 
    “These tracks help that big benemoth over there run smoothly across the countryside,” I explained as I tilted my head to the train. “As for what you’ll do with them … ” I turned and called over my shoulder. “Bagnera! Korion! I need you over here!” Then I pivoted back to the others by the pump. “I have six cars and a locomotive built. Two of the cars are back at the existing mine, getting the next shipment loaded up. The trains are powered by an Ignis Mage who keeps the engine running. Aurora is coming along with me while I lay down the track with the locomotive and one of the cars. One car I’m sending back to my other mine to bring back what they’ve manufactured there. The other I’m leaving here along with another Ignis Mage to help you keep the forge hot and to transport a car’s load to us if you happen to get finished before the other mage returns.” 
 
    Before I finished explaining the plan, Bagnera and Korion had arrived, so they understood what they needed to do.  
 
    Lilys whispered something to Rumic, who shook his head and grinned in turn. 
 
    “My niece has requested the young blond lad stay here in Durch,” Rumic chuckled. “if that is okay.” 
 
    “Um, sure, happy to,” Korion replied with a blush that matched Lilys’. 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. The young Ignis Mage might never end up leaving Durch, and that seemed fine with him. It felt good to laugh at something as carefree as young love. I needed some kind of reprieve after the day we’d been through. 
 
    “Bagnera, that leaves you doing the run to Magehill,” I said as I turned to the middle-aged Ignis Mage. “Can you take one of the empty cars and deliver it to Magehill, and then bring back the two cars which should be full by the time you get there? Leave one car behind for them to stock and then they can fill up the warehouse. You got it?” 
 
    “Certainly, dear,” Bagnera nodded with a smile. “I go back and forth between here and Magehill. One empty car there, two full cars back.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied and turned to Korion. “If you have a full car before Bagnera gets here, drive it down the tracks and bring it to us so we can restock and keep building. If Bagnera shows up with two full cars before you have enough to fill your one, then give her the empty one to go to Magehill, and bring us the two cars.” 
 
    “What if we end up with three full cars?” Korion asked earnestly. 
 
    “Then we’re really cooking,” I chuckled. “Bring them all to us and I might just hug ya!” 
 
    Korion laughed as well. 
 
    It seemed we had a plan, and I was happy to have another group to keep us stocked up. Rumic practiced the art of forging and showed the others the process while the men of Durch finished loading up my locomotive and car while I rested and refueled. It was definitely a slower process without the use of magic, but it was obvious the Atway family recognized this as an opportunity they were lucky to have. 
 
    When the last of the tracks and ties had been loaded up, it was time for us to go. 
 
    “All right, I’ll be off then, dears,” Bagnera said as she headed for one of the empty cars. 
 
    “Just a moment,” I called, and then I turned to Shoshanne who had just approached me. “How is Pindor doing? Would he better off in your infirmary than on the tracks with us? 
 
    Pindor looked to the healer with pleading eyes as he tried not to lean on her for support. 
 
    “There is no greater remedy than healthful rest,” the copper-haired Aer Mage replied before a smile slipped across her beautiful, cinnamon-colored lips, “except of course being inspired to adventure. I think young Pindor will heal just fine on the tracks, but I’d recommend he steer clear of any more giant fire scorpions if he can.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I sighed in relief, and Pindor tried to fist-pump before he winced in pain.  
 
    I waved on Bagnera, and the Terra Mages leveled out the rocky path through the settlement while I prepared to lay out tracks through Durch. As an anticipated loading area for our materials, it would need a rail switch. It was the fifth one I had created, and now it was almost second nature. 
 
    Once we had a clear path and strong tracks stabilized with ties, it was time to get back on the locomotive and continue on. Everyone except for Korion pulled themselves up into the locomotive and we set off, one full car pulled behind us, one empty car behind. 
 
    Over the crest of the next hill, we could see the plains of Cedis to the east and the sea to the west. It was a spectacular sight for anyone with a pulse. The rolling farmland was a patchwork of different crops separated by irregular fences and dotted with farmhouses next to the wide blue expanse of water, but I knew that to Cayla, it was even more special. It was home. I gave the princess’s hand a squeeze, and she smiled at me with shining bright blue eyes. 
 
    Knowing one of my girls was in her homeland made me pause to think of my other girl. Aurora’s feelings for Nalnora were more mixed, I knew, since she grew up in a border town, not really belonging to either kingdom until her mage powers revealed themselves. Hopefully, King Temin would soon receive word back from the elves about a meeting that was so desperately needed, but what then? The Master was a storm moving ever closer, and I feared if something wasn’t done soon, we’d all be caught in the downpour, mages and elves alike. 
 
    I shook myself and pushed that thought aside for now. The tracks weren’t going to lay themselves, and that is what I needed to focus on. 
 
    We followed the natural curve of the hill east with just slight adjustments to the terrain courtesy of the Terra Mages when the slope was too steep or rocky. Aurora powered the engine, but occasionally we still needed her to vaporize the odd tree in our path.  
 
    My job as always was to use my power to throw down tracks and ties in our path, a task made more enjoyable when Haragh began to bellow one of his ogre work songs. Soon the whole train had joined in the chorus with growls and grumbles and snarls. 
 
    Hours went by as we slowly descended into the valley below, and I saw a familiar sight on the horizon. The light of the late afternoon sun was behind us, but I recognized my work when I saw it. 
 
    The walled town of Keld. Of course, it wasn’t walled when I first visited there. That had been my parting gift to help protect them from the bandits which once plagued the town. It had been quite a while since my time there, but I was eager to see how they fared. I estimated we were about twenty miles away, so we could get there by sunset with just the tracks we had in stock. 
 
    “Look!” Cayla pointed out as we got closer. “It looks like a beehive.” 
 
    It was a great comparison. Covered wagons swarmed their way in and out of the front gates of the town from far and wide. I could see activity all over the surrounding fields as if this once sleepy little town had become a hub of action. 
 
    We neared the walls and of course attracted a lot of attention. The wagon drivers pulled aside to gawk and point as the Terra Mages turned over the dirt and grass along our path, and I cast out a succession of tracks and ties. When we were about fifty yards from the front gate, I gave Aurora the signal, and the train came to a slow, rumbling halt. 
 
    The ten of us as we got out of the train were no doubt a sight almost as arresting as the locomotive itself. Five Terra Mages we had recruited from the Oculus, an enormous half-ogre who could craft gemstones, a healer Aer Mage from a distant island, a half-elf Ignis Mage, the slightly in disguise Princess of Cedis, and me, a transplanted Earth resident turned sole Metal Mage in the land.  
 
    We stepped through the gates of Keld and took it all in. 
 
    When I had first come to the place, it reminded me of a sleepy, dusty town in the Wild West, beaten down by bandit raids, with weathered buildings ready to fall apart in a strong wind. It still retained some of that spirit but the emphasis was now on the “wild” part of the Wild West. The streets were lined with colorful tents, a bazaar of trading goods, and the atmosphere was that of a party. Merchants shouted their deals, musicians played, traders sampled goods, and certain buxom young ladies showed the world’s oldest profession was flourishing in Keld. 
 
    “Mason, it’s amazing that this is the same place,” Cayla gasped. “We have to go to the Prairie Inn and see Serlo!” 
 
    “What should we do?” asked Churchwell as he scratched at his gray goatee. 
 
    “The walls I built seem to have stood up pretty well,” I observed as I looked them over, “but it’s been a while, and they might need some repairs. Could you Terra Mages take a long walk around the perimeter and see if they need any reinforcement?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Pindor replied with an enthusiastic smile. Shosanne’s treatment seemed to have done the young mage a world of good.“Maybe we could look at some of the other structures in town too, and see if they are in need of repairs?” 
 
    “I like that attitude.” I grinned and gently clapped him on his uninjured shoulder. “That’s the sort of plan that’s going to start turning around the reputation of mages. We’ll be at the Prairie Inn when you’re finished, and we’ll see if we can’t set us up with some food and beds for the night.” 
 
    As the Terra Mages took off to do their good deeds, Cayla, Aurora, Shoshanne, and I made our way through the crowd. Looking from one of the women’s faces to the next, it was hard to determine who enjoyed the sights more. Cayla and Aurora who had seen what Keld used to be, or Shoshanne for whom all of this activity was brand new? All of their eyes, Aurora’s emerald, Cayla’s crystal blue, and Shoshanne’s warm chocolate, were open wide as they tried not to miss a single thing. 
 
    The sign outside the Prairie Inn had the same images of the silhouette of the bucking bronco and the pitcher of beer, but before, they had been faded, and now they were clean and newly painted. From the crowd that came in and out of the swinging doors, apparently this was still the place to be in Keld. 
 
    We saw Serlo, the proprietor of the inn, almost immediately. His wispy gray hair and tangled beard were just the same, but that was about it. I remembered the first time we met, him behind the bar, a sour expression on his face and a dirty dishrag in his hands as he wiped down some glassware. The memory was a stark contrast with this day, when he rushed from table to table in the large, crowded room to help his tavern wenches get his patrons food and drink. He also wore a big welcoming smile on his face. 
 
    We found one of the few empty tables and decided to let him find us. 
 
    “Something smells really good,” Shoshanne sighed as she inhaled the scent that drifted in from the kitchen. 
 
    I took a sniff as well, and then I tried to stifle back a grin. “Ah, those would be sod poodles.” 
 
    “Sod poodles?” the Aer Mage asked, curious. “Is that a local specialty?” 
 
    Cayla nodded while she failed in her attempt to suppress a smile of her own.“You could say that. They’re pretty good, but don’t ask too many details about what they are.” 
 
    “By the gods!” Serlo suddenly shouted as he caught sight of us and rushed to our table. “You’ve returned, the saviors of Keld!” 
 
    I felt a tinge of embarrassment but mostly pride as my chest swelled up at the tavernkeep’s words. We shook hands warmly, and then Serlo kissed Aurora and Cayla on the cheek before he stopped at the sight of Shoshanne. 
 
    “Are you on a mission to collect the most beautiful women in the land?” the bartender asked me with a grin. Then he turned his eyes back to Shoshanne. “What is your name, milady?” 
 
    “Shoshanne of Epiphones,” the healer replied as she let her wild, curly hair fall over her face to conceal a blush. 
 
    “Well, I hope you came with an appetite, Shoshanne of Epiphones,” Serlo declared as he chuckled heartily, “because all the food and drink is on me.” 
 
    “Before you make that offer, Serlo, you should know we aren’t alone,” I spoke up. “We have six Terra Mages on the streets, making repairs, and one of them is a half-ogre who could probably eat all your sod poodles and ask for a sod great dane on toast.” 
 
    “We have no risk of running out of supplies, I assure you,” Serlo said with a smile. “Not anymore. Not since you helped us get back on our feet. Will you all need rooms for the night?” 
 
    “Do you have any vacancies?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “It might be a little crowded, but I’ll make sure you have beds,” the tavernkeep assured us and signaled to the closest wench to come to our table. 
 
    She was a pretty, smiling girl in a corset dress with a deep plunging neckline that pushed her endowments together but left just enough freedom for them to jiggle as she hurried over. 
 
    “Ria, we need to get beds for ten tonight for my friends here,” Serlo told the wench. 
 
    “We can shuffle things around, but some people might need to share a bed,” Ria replied. 
 
    “I don’t recall that was a problem for you before, right Mason?” the tavernkeep said with a wink. 
 
    I nodded my head with a quick glance at Cayla and Aurora. 
 
    “I’ll see to it,” the wench smiled, evidently not a stranger to these types of arrangements. “In the meantime, I’ll tell the kitchen to bring out food and drink for your friends, sir.” 
 
    Ria hurried off, but not quite fast enough to avoid the smack on her ass that Serlo delivered. She shot him a grin over her bare shoulder as she left us. Then Serlo pulled up a chair to our table. 
 
    “Okay, tell me everything about your battle with the Bandit Boss,” the tavernkeep said as he took a seat. “I’ve heard various rumors, but they couldn’t possibly be true. Something about you employing a metal warrior?” 
 
    “The rumors are true about Big Guy,” I grinned, and let Stan out of my pocket. “He’s a giant version of this little fellow.” 
 
    Serlo stared wide-eyed as Stan stepped out onto the table and lifted a metal hand up. After a moment’s pause, the bartender tentatively lifted his own hand up in greeting. 
 
    “Hello?” Serlo said, unsure. 
 
    “He’s looking for a high five, like this,” I explained with a smile as I tapped Stan’s hand with my forefinger. 
 
    The bartender’s face broke out in a laugh as he too tapped Stan’s hand with his finger. “I’ve never seen anything like it!” 
 
    “Stan’s one of a kind, all right,” I agreed, “like his big brother. The battle was definitely one for the ages. The Bandit Boss, also known as Camus Dred, had taken King Davit hostage in the throne room. It took every trick in the book to take him out, and even so, we barely made it out alive. I’d probably be dead right now if it weren’t for Shoshanne. She’s a healer of the Order of Pallax.” 
 
    Serlo glanced at Shoshanne with respect as well as admiration for her looks. “Very impressive.” 
 
    “Since then, we’ve been doing what we can to rid the region of the remaining bandits,” Cayla continued. “Among the rumors you’ve heard, has there been one about Mason’s train?” 
 
    As we spoke, Ria appeared and passed around mugs of cold ale. 
 
    “Well, I’ve never heard that word used, but there’s one outlandish rumor about a metal caravan running around the countryside,” Serlo scoffed. “They say the Metal Mage has something to do with it.”  
 
    “That rumor’s true as well,” I said with a grin as I took a sip of my ale. “The idea is to link up all the major trading posts in the region with fast transport for goods and soldiers, if need be. If you think you’re busy now, wait until we’ve built the Keld train station stop.” 
 
    Serlo’s eyes glittered, and he slapped the table eagerly. “Well, tell me more about this … train then.” 
 
    We had attracted more than our share of attention in Keld and in the Prairie Inn, and I had gotten used to the curious stares and whispers. At a table near us, however, I couldn’t help notice a group of six men who hadn’t taken their eyes off us since the moment we walked in. They were each dressed in ill-fitting thread bare clothes, and their faces were grim and unsmiling. 
 
    As I opened my mouth to respond to Serlo, the group rose from their table and came to ours. They were led by a man with a scar that rose from his left eye and into his hairline, and his hair was cut short so the ugly scar could still be seen in the black stubble of his head. 
 
    “What do you need, Yaxin?” Serlo asked as he turned toward them. A frown was etched across the tavernkeep’s face, and I let my eyes settle warily on these newcomers.  
 
    “Just wanted a word with your friend here,” the man in front sneered. “I think he could use some advice.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said calmly. 
 
    “We don’t need your fancy magic caravan,” Yaxin glared back. “Me and my men got the trade here handled just fine without you.” 
 
    “So you’re traders?” Aurora spoke up, and I glanced at her to find her eyes narrowed. “You must be doing good business now that we’ve taken care of the bandits.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we don’t need you messing things up,” he growled at her before he turned back to me. “What gives you the right to come in and fix what don’t need fixing?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we’re operating under the directions of King Temin of Illaria and King Davit of Cedis,” Cayla replied with her sweetest smile. “So you can leave us alone and take it up with them.” 
 
    “Listen, bitch,” Yaxin sneered as he pulled a dagger from inside his raggedy jacket, “you can save your breath. Only one thing you need to do, and that’s leave.” 
 
    “This is my place,” Serlo said angrily as he got to his feet. “You and your men are the ones who need to leave.” 
 
    The trader made a move to stab Serlo, but I was ready. With a small surge of my power, I sent the metal blade out of his hand and across the room, where it impaled itself up to its hilt in the wood of the bar. 
 
    After that, everything seemed to happen at once.  
 
    Yaxin made a move to grab me, but I was already out of my seat, so he fell into the table. Our drinks crashed to the floor as the three girls jumped up from their chairs. The nearby patrons fled or were pushed aside by the traders as they grabbed what they could use as weapons. 
 
    Yaxin made another lunge for me, but I met him with a haymaker that sent him on his back to the floor. Then I reached for the revolver I always kept strapped to my hip. Momentarily distracted, I had missed the burly trader next to me as he swung a chair at my head. I only noticed when a shot rang out, the chair fell to the ground, and the trader fell back. He groaned in pain and clutched his blood-stained shoulder. 
 
    “Who’s the bitch now, bitch?” Cayla smirked as she cocked her smoking revolver. 
 
    Two more traders came for me from either direction, one with a sword and the other with a bottle of booze. I caught a scent of evergreen just for a moment to warn me that Aurora had flexed her powers before the bottle of alcohol exploded in the man’s hand in a burst of flame. As he fell to the floor and screamed in pain, the other trader was just distracted enough for me to flex my own power, yank the sword from his hand, and bend it tightly around his wrists. 
 
    Yaxin was on his feet, and he gave a thin-lipped grin as he wiped blood from his mouth. 
 
    “You had enough?” I demanded as I lifted my revolver and leveled it between his eyes. “We’re taking it easy on you, but patience isn’t my strong suit. You need to apologize and clear the fuck out.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Yaxin demanded, but it wasn’t to me. His eyes had jumped over my shoulder, and a frown marred his face.  
 
    I turned and saw what the trader was looking at it. It was one of his men behind me. 
 
    And he had one arm around Shoshanne and held a knife to her throat. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” the man chuckled as he curled a lock of Shoshanne’s hair around his finger teasingly, “no one’s gonna hurt you. You’re packing up and going back to where you came from. And when I say ‘packing up,’ I mean dismantling all your railroad shit. You hear me?” 
 
    “Put down the knife,” Yaxin growled. “You know we don’t do it like this.” 
 
    “You don’t think the other traders do?” the man snarled back.  
 
    I tried to make a judgement call on how serious these guys really were. They certainly acted tough, but my gut told me it was just that, an act. They weren’t bandits, they were traders. 
 
    I’d still put a bullet between their eyes if they kept threatening my women though. 
 
    Just as I was going to fire a warning round into his shoulder, I heard a gasp from the man who held the knife to Shoshanne. The man’s face had turned blue, and the knife clattered to the floor as he staggered back. 
 
    “C-can’t breathe,” he gasped as he clutched at his throat. 
 
    A light breeze blew through Shoshanne’s hair and robe as she focused her Aer magic at the man. Yaxin stared at his fellow trader in shock for a moment before he turned to grab the healer. 
 
    I flexed my power quickly and turned the stone floor under Yaxin into quicksand. He cursed as he sank to his waist, and then I sent another pulse into the floor to solidify it around him. 
 
    I was pissed and felt a strong urge to constrict the stone around him and snuff the motherfucker out of his misery. But then I took a moment to check myself. This guy was no killer despite his bad manners and bravado. 
 
    “Yaxin,” I said calmly as I looked down at him, “I want you to listen to me. I have no intention of hurting anyone’s business, including yours. The railroad is happening, and you have a choice to adapt to it or not. It’s not going to go to every podunk town, village, and farm in the land, and it could be very lucrative for you to make a deal with the kings to be that middleman.” 
 
    The trader just glared up at me. 
 
    “Are you hearing me, Yaxin?” I asked, more sternly. 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded. 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “I’m going to let you and your men go now, and I don’t want to see your face again until you’ve considered this very generous offer where everybody wins.” 
 
    With a wave of my power, I softened the stone that held Yaxin. After a bit of struggle, he managed to pull himself out of the floor. He didn’t lift his eyes to meet mine as he rose to his feet. 
 
    Yaxin and his injured men helped up the unconscious man who had held Shoshanne, and they silently headed for the swinging doors out of the tavern. Yaxin paused at the knife the unconscious man had dropped, but I yanked my revolver up and fired a quick shot that cracked across the room. The bullet embedded itself in the floor in the mere inches of space between Yaxin’s fingers and the blade. 
 
    “Why don’t we just leave that there?” I said with a smile that was more a baring of teeth. I didn’t want to murder these unarmed men now, but if they tried anything more, they’d leave me no choice.  
 
    Yaxin muttered something under his breath as he pulled his arm back, and he and his men continued on their way out the door.  
 
    “So do I have your answer? Are you with us or against us?” I called after them as I uncocked the revolver and swung it around my finger. 
 
    Yaxin glared back at me, and I could tell he wanted to spit venom, but his eyes tracked the silver gleam of my revolver, and fear shone in his face.  
 
    He might have been a toughened trader, but he had never seen anything like me.  
 
    The traders left without another word, but with the railroad still in its infancy, I expected I’d see them again.  
 
    Until then, I’d keep doing what I do best.  
 
    Moving forward.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Serlo had insisted Aurora, Cayla and I take his room, while the seven other people in our party shared the large room next door. It was just before dawn when I was woken by a knock on the door, so I quickly pulled on my breeches and answered. 
 
    It was Serlo together with Korion, who tried to avert his eyes when he spied Cayla and Aurora lying in the bed behind me. 
 
    “This boy says he knows you?” the tavernkeep said as he stifled back a yawn. 
 
    “I do, thanks,” I said before I turned to Korion. “Did you have trouble finding us?” 
 
    “Not really,” Korion chuckled. “It seems like there’s no one in town who doesn’t know who you are. They were all talking about the fight you got in last night. I wish I’d been there.” 
 
    “Yeah, things got a little hairy.” I shrugged. “But more importantly, you brought some restock of our tracks and ties?” 
 
    “Only one car,” Korion sighed, disappointed. “I was hoping for three.” 
 
    “That just means the Atway family has exceeded my expectations,” I said as I clapped the lad’s shoulder. “They finished a car’s worth of stock before Bagnera got back with two cars from Magehill? I’d say for non-magical folk who never mined before, that’s pretty damn impressive.” 
 
    “Well,” Korion grinned as he held up a finger that glowed with blue flame, “they did get a little magical help.” 
 
    “Sorry, I give you full credit,” I chuckled, and then I pointed next door. “Try to wake up the others, and try not to annoy Haragh until he’s had a chance to stretch. He’s really isn’t a morning ogre.” 
 
    Korion gulped while I returned to my room and roused the girls. Unfortunately, there was no time to wake them my favorite way, not when we had a station to build and tracks to be moved into the locomotive. We really just had time for breakfast. 
 
    The last time I was in Keld, I taught Serlo how to make my world-famous omelette, and he had not forgotten. The rest of the group joined us in the main room of the tavern while we tucked in. 
 
    “You know,” said Cayla as she savored another bite, “we give you credit for all the things you’ve created, guns and motorcyles, mechanical men and trains, but we don’t give you enough credit for your culinary inventions. Wings, ranch dressing, omelettes. What will you create next to tempt our tummies?” 
 
    The princess meant this half-teasing, but it was something to consider. Tacos? Mac ‘n Cheese? Lasagna? The possibilities were endless. 
 
    The challenge had been issued, and I considered it while I led the group back through Keld and out the gates to the trains. I had an idea of what I most craved from life on Earth, but it wasn’t something I knew how to make outside a trip to the corner convenience store. 
 
    I pushed the thought of various Superbowl snacks from my head as I turned back to consider the design of the station. Building a wall around Keld had saved the town, but it didn’t really match the style of the Wild West.  
 
    I could fix that. 
 
    My idea required me to multitask and join with the group mind of the Terra Mages. While they used their combined power to build the depot, I used my Metal magecraft to move the tracks and ties into the locomotive. The sensation was strange as ever, like one ghost image on top of another, and I couldn’t relax my focus on either. I wondered if this was the reason I was the only Terra Mage with Metal Mage powers in existence. Maybe all the rest had gone blind or crazy. 
 
    “Do you want us to give you a hand with that?” came a man’s voice. 
 
    He was one of the tradesmen from Keld, a big, bald guy, and there was a large crowd behind him. 
 
    “Can you carry all these into the train?” I panted as I wiped the sweat from my brow. The morning sun was slowly rising in the east, but already my shirt was damp from my exertion. 
 
    “It’s the least we can do,” another fellow in the crowd volunteered. 
 
    I looked out to all the faces and saw something similar to what I had seen in the mages when I first asked them to be a part of the project. It was a hunger for leadership and direction, to be a part of something that was going to change things forever. I nodded gratefully and let them take over the task. 
 
    Since I knew I would be expending a lot of energy when I put down tracks, I didn’t want to loan too much power to the group, just enough to help push them toward a vision of the depot. 
 
    Most of the time, I built from the bottom up, but because I had an idea of the distinctive roof I wanted on this station, we began from the top. We focused our collective energy and pulled up a long ridge in front of the train, fifty yards from the entrance to town. Lifting up the ridge, we created a long low slope on both sides, and then ten yards from the entrance, we pulled it up as a straight wall twenty yards high. It looked like a big, simple house with a pitched roof like a child would draw. 
 
    At that point, we began to carve into the flat walls of the structure all the way from one end to the other. All that we had left was a platform at the base, six feet from the ground, and a series of columns to support the roof. The end result was the kind of old-fashioned train depot I used to see in old western movies, open air with a gabled awning on top for shelter. 
 
    Now I needed to lay down the tracks. Since the station was open, it was perfect for a switch rail on each side to allow parallel tracks, one in front of the depot and one between the depot and the entrance into Keld. 
 
    By the time I was finished, the morning sun had fully risen, and the men of Keld had loaded up the locomotive. They looked at their new depot with awe. 
 
    “Alright, Korion,” I turned to the young Ignis Mage, “time for you to head back to Durch. We’ll see you down the line when you have more supplies to deliver. Give my best to the Atways.” 
 
    Korion nodded and headed back to his car. In a moment, its engine roared to life and it began the journey westward. 
 
    The rest of the mages and I waved goodbye to the good folk of Keld and boarded the locomotive. I first turned to Cayla. 
 
    “All right, princess,” I said. “We have about thirty miles of track, so about a quarter of what we need to reach Eyton. You’re the expert on this kingdom. Where should we head that’s on the way and could use a depot?” 
 
    Cayla pursed her lips while she considered the options, but it didn’t take long for her to come to an answer. 
 
    “Pautua,” she said definitely. “It’s just a little village, but it’s at the crossroads of several large cattle ranches. It would definitely do them a world of good to have a fast way to get their meat to market before it spoils or they have to salt it down so much it’s basically inedible.” 
 
    “To Pautua,” I agreed with a grin, and everyone aboard the train got into their positions. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” Shoshanne asked in a small voice. 
 
    “You and me are just baggage on this trip,” Cayla said with a wink. 
 
    “Don’t you sell yourselves short,” I said and took both of their hands. “You two were totally badasses in that fight last night. How would we find our way around Cedis without its princess, and what’s going to happen when one of us inevitably hurts ourselves without our healer?” 
 
    The two women looked at one another, and then back at me, and we all shared a smile. I looked over to my other girl and noticed Aurora alone had a frown. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, concerned. “Do you hear something?” 
 
    The half-elf shook her head and took a moment to reply. “It’s hard to explain if you’re not an Ignis Mage, but … I’ve seen you when you go into a mine or someplace with a strange metal. It sort of speaks to you, right? You can sense its presence even without trying sometimes?” 
 
    I knew exactly what she was talking about. When I focused, I could find metal where it was hidden in the rock, but I could also feel its call when there was something new or wrong, like the mine cave in. I gave Aurora a nod of agreement. 
 
    “It’s like that,” Aurora replied with a shake of her head. “I felt a little twinge, like there was some sort of fire that was not normal. It’s gone now though.” 
 
    “Have you felt it before?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Recently? Once or twice,” Aurora replied, and then after a thoughtful pause added “Definitely twice.” 
 
    “Do you remember specifically when?” I prodded her. 
 
    “The first time was in Magehill, right about the time you asked me to explain to the Ignis Mages how the Stirling engine you just created works,” the half-elf said with a purse of her lips as she recalled. “The second time was in the morning as we were leaving Rajenne.” 
 
    “Both times just a few hours before this agent of the Master struck,” I pointed out and tried to keep the concern out of my voice. “Maybe you’re sensing the spell of this powerful Ignis Mage who can destroy mines and conjure up giant fire scorpions.” 
 
    “The feeling is so faint I ignored it before,” Aurora said, her emerald eyes wide with fear. “If I had known, I could have done something!” 
 
    “Stop it, there’s nothing you could have done,” I said as I went to my Ignis Mage and put my arms around her. “Nemris even warned me directly we would be in danger after we left Rajenne, and even that nearly wasn’t enough. Don’t you blame yourself for even a single second.” 
 
    Aurora nodded, and wiped at the tears she wouldn’t let fall. Then I felt her pull herself together as I held her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the half-elf said after a moment as she gave me a smile. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I pulled her closer and then turned to Cayla and Shoshanne. “One thing you two could do while we’re riding the tracks?” 
 
    “Yes?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Keep your eyes out for … anything,” I said. 
 
    “You got it,” Shoshanne replied eagerly. 
 
    I considered that was a drawback I hadn’t thought about, the way we travelled. In order to lay out track, we had to take the train backwards so I could pass the tracks and ties out the open back door. That had bothered me because, frankly, the train didn’t look as cool going ass-end first.  
 
    But there was a more serious problem, that of visibility.  
 
    The windows were mostly on the front and sides, so we only saw what was directly in our path. That was the only thing really important to lay tracks out, but we knew we had enemies and too many blind spots. 
 
    Shoshanne took the east windows and Cayla took the west. On my signal, Aurora charged up the engine, and the Terra Mages sent a wave of their energy toward the south to smooth out our path and lay out a path of pebbles for my tracks. Then I took a deep breath, forgot about the mistakes I’d made, and threw out the first tracks and ties with my power.  
 
    The train surged forward on the tracks, and we began our journey south toward Pautua. 
 
    Cedis had an advantage over Illaria in terms of terrain, at least for our purposes. It was generally flat fertile terrain of open fields, a bit like the Midwest of America where I had grown up on Earth. Because of that, the Terra Mages had a much easier time. We didn’t have mountains to burrow through, or wide rivers to build a bridge over, or even rocky terrain that needed to be flattened. There were a few hills to which they gave more gentle slopes and an occasional odd boulder deposited in some ancient glacial age which needed to be pushed aside or shattered. 
 
    The real tricky part I discovered in our path through Cedis was not geographical but economic. Much of the land was cultivated as farmland, and I wanted to bring as little trouble to that as possible. I tried to direct our tracks next to roads so we didn’t get too deep into the fields, and when that wasn’t possible, I aimed our path next to fences in between farms so we weren’t cutting through the land, just shaving the ends. Legally, of course, since this was a feudal type society, all land was the king’s, but in practical purposes, I couldn’t let us ruin some farmer’s livelihood. 
 
    Three hours after leaving Keld, we traveled along one such stretch with a long picket fence on our left and cornfields to our right when I suddenly heard Cayla give a shout. 
 
    “Stop the engine!” the princess yelled. 
 
    Aurora quickly cut the power, and we rolled to a stop. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as I turned to the women in the front of the train. 
 
    “Did you see the scarecrow in the field we just passed?” Cayla asked. “Well, the moment we passed him, I saw him climb down into the corn.” 
 
    “So, that was no scarecrow,” I said as I grasped the meaning, “that was a man on lookout.” 
 
    “Mason, you should come see this!” Pindor shouted from the back door. “I think we have a problem!” 
 
    The train rails were pulled tight against a thick length of twine the same color as the earth and corn that stretched off into the field. Beneath the train there was a river that flowed out of the cornfield, shallow for now, but the current was getting stronger and deeper. 
 
    “Follow me!” I called to the mages as I jumped down from the train into the muck. 
 
    The ten of us pushed our way through the cornfield as we followed the rope to its source. The stalks were so high even Haragh couldn’t see over them. It wasn’t until we were nearly on top of it that we found what the trap had triggered. 
 
    It was a tin water silo, tipped on its side. Gallons of water rushed out of a two foot tear in it where the twine had been attached. If we had let the train go forward even a bit further, it would have ripped the silo completely apart and washed us over. I quickly flexed my powers and sealed the tear and then lifted the water silo back up to a standing position. 
 
    “We’re in a real swamp now,” I said as I stamped through the foot and a half of flood in my boots. “We should’ve have Quidnu on the train. We could use a Flumen Mage.” 
 
    “That’s not the only way to dry a path,” Aurora smirked before she turned to Shoshanne. “All we need is a little heat and air.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded seriously and held out her arms. Her wild, curly hair began to whirl about her head, and her robe rippled in the wind. Aurora also concentrated, and I smelled the evergreen scent of her powers in bloom. 
 
    The Aer and Ignis Mage concentrated their powers into the flood around us, and the water began to shimmer and evaporate into steam. I could definitely feel the heat, but the air current defused it before it could do damage to us or the crops. When the steam cleared a few minutes later, we found we stood on earth that was slightly moist but not flooded. 
 
    I smiled at Aurora and Shoshanne and began to say something when I noticed the half-elf had turned away to stare eastward, through the fence. She pulled her blue hair back from her ears and frowned sharply. 
 
    “What do you hear?” I whispered. 
 
    “Screams,” the half-elf said quickly. “Someone calling for help.” 
 
    “Let’s go then!” Cayla said as she pulled a rifle off the train car. 
 
    Aurora unleashed a ball of fire to create a hole in the picket fence, and the ten of us rushed through it and into the adjoining orchard. The thickly clustered bright green apple trees obscured our view and tripped Cayla as she ran through before I helped her up. It wasn’t long before the half-elf wasn’t the only one who heard the cries of distress. There was another cry as well, but it wasn’t human. It sounded like the scream of a bird of prey. 
 
    We burst out of the orchard and onto one of the dirt roads that criss-crossed Cedis. Immediately, we were face to face with a covered wagon engulfed in flames, and when we looked up and down the road, we saw the ruins of several more.  
 
    The traders from Keld that we had faced in the Prairie Inn were in a panic. One man rolled on the road to extinguish the flame on his clothes. Others tried to beat out the fire on one of their wagons with blankets, but they only succeeded in feeding it. The only thing we couldn’t see was the cause of the fire. 
 
    Then it came from above like a demon from hell. 
 
    It was a hideous giant bird made of fire, a twisted, burning combination of a vulture and an eagle, and it let out an ear-piercing shriek as it dove out of the sky straight at one of the few undamaged wagons. At the last moment before collision, the bird banked to the side so it was undamaged, but its flames had lit the wagon ablaze. 
 
    Two men leapt from the wagon, and I could tell one of them was our old “friend,” trader Yaxin. Our eyes met through the smoke and chaos, but we had bigger problems at the moment than each other. 
 
    I caught a scent of evergreen from Aurora’s direction, and I knew the half-elf didn’t need to be told to put out what flames she could. The Terra Mages however needed a little prod to use their powers to smother the fire. 
 
    “Lift up the dirt, guys!” I shouted as I demonstrated. Clouds of dust from the road rose up and around the burning wagons. 
 
    The temperature of the bird must have been intense, because the wagons were burning white hot just from its proximity. I felt the connection between my fellow Terra Mages and me grow as they blew up more dust, and between our efforts and Aurora’s all the fire we could see was extinguished. 
 
    Yaxin and his men ran to us, but if I expected gratitude, I should have known better. 
 
    “This one of your creations, mage?” the head trader spat as he reached us, fury in his eyes. 
 
    “We’re saving your sorry asses!” Cayla yelled. “Don’t make us regret it!” 
 
    “Incoming!” I shouted as I pointed up. 
 
    The fiery bird of prey plunged out of the sky straight for us. Everyone instinctively scattered, some into the orchard, some into ditches on the side of the road. I waited until the last moment and sent a cloud of dirt into its face before I dove out of the way. 
 
    The beast crashed into the ground and rolled until it hit the remains of a wagon, which instantly reignited. I sent out a fast pulse and pulled up walls of stone around it to create a cage. One flap of its wings, however, and the stone disintegrated. 
 
    Haragh came up next to me and grumbled, “Don’t even ask me if there’s salt around here, ‘cause there ain’t.” 
 
    The bird took off into the sky again and began to circle above us. 
 
    “We have to keep it down on the ground,” I said to the mages. “That’s the only way we can fight it.” 
 
    “But how are we going to fight it?” Cayla asked. “It’s much tougher than even the scorpion was.” 
 
    I turned to Cayla, no answer on my lips. Then I noticed something on her face. I reached out and touched the orange and white mottled smear on her cheek. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess just mud or whatever from the flood,” Cayla replied, bewildered at what I was getting at. 
 
    “No, this came from the orchard,” I said decisively as I rubbed my fingers together and felt it sing to me. “The farmers put it down for fertilizer.” 
 
    “We’re all gonna die, and this guy wants to know what makes Farmer Joe grow his apples so good?” Yaxin rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Shut up,” Aurora snapped, and then she turned to me. “You got an idea, I can tell. What do we need to do?” 
 
    “Distract the bird and buy me some time,” I said quickly and grabbed Shoshanne by the hand. “I need you in the orchard with me now!” 
 
    As I half-dragged the healer into the orchard, I could hear the horrible shriek of the fiery bird pierce the air, and I knew it was coming in for another attack. All I could do was pray they could keep it occupied long enough for me to make a weapon that could take it out. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” asked Shoshanne when we were deep in the orchard, halfway to the fence. 
 
    “Do you remember when you helped me make titanium, creating a vacuum so it didn’t touch oxygen and get ruined?” I asked. 
 
    The healer nodded. 
 
    “I need you to do that again, okay, and hold it for as long as you can,” I explained. 
 
    “You’re making titanium again?” Shoshanne asked, confused. 
 
    “No,” I said as I sent out a wave of my magic through the orchard around me. “I’m making magnesium.” 
 
    “Oh,” said the Aer Mage as she looked around her and saw particles of light gray rise out of the ground like snowfall in reverse. “It’s pretty.” 
 
    “It’s explosive is what it is,” I explained as I kept my focus on the metal in the soil, and the clouds of gray began to coalesce into a ball in front of me. “Given enough concentration and a nice source of ignition, like that fire bird. Can you put the vacuum right here, around this ball?” 
 
    Shoshanne concentrated, and wind began to blow through her hair and around her robe. It was evident how much focus was needed, because the vortex around her grew more and more wild minute by minute. 
 
    I continued to pull in more and more metal and compressed it into a tighter ball. In the oxygen-free zone Shoshanne had created, it began to change color, going from light gray to silver. 
 
    I heard screams of man and bird beyond the trees, but I kept my focus tight, until at last, I had before me an object the size of a golf ball and as reflective as a mirror. 
 
    “Shoshanne, I need you to move the vacuum exactly where I move the ball,” I said in my calmest voice. I had explained to her the danger already, but I wanted to assure her it was under control. 
 
    Together, we walked out of the orchard back to the road, the ball in front of me, and the Aer Mage still enveloped in a whirlwind. 
 
    The scene before us was pure war. The last of the wagons was nothing more than a smoking skeleton of its frame. The firebird was on the ground and shrieked at the Terra Mages who surrounded it. They cast rocks and dirt at it from all sides, which disintegrated on impact but seemed to keep it agitated. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer, stay there,” I whispered to Shoshanne. “Just keep the vacuum moving with the ball until I tell you to release it, okay?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know how much longer I can hold it,” the Aer Mage gasped, her voice almost lost in the wind that whipped around her. 
 
    “Just like last time, you held it longer than you thought you could, remember?” I gently reminded her. She needed all the confidence I could give her right now. 
 
    With the ball still levitated in front of me, I stepped out into the road. 
 
    “I’m going to count to ten!” I called out to the mages as they battled the firebird. “On two, pull up shields of stone all around the bird except in front of me. On six, open the ground underneath it. On ten, seal the walls around you on all sides. Cayla, Aurora, Shoshanne, you’ll need to get in close to me. Yaxin, you and your men better get in close with one or more of the Terra Mages if you want to live. Everyone understand?” 
 
    Reactions varied, but I got the assurance I needed that all had heard me. 
 
    “One … two,” I began, and on cue, stone walls rose from the ground on all sides of the bird but mine. 
 
    “Three … four …”  
 
    The creature took a moment to look around, and then it turned its attention to me. It let out an angry squawk and took a step forward in my direction. Two steps, and it noticed the silver ball that I began to float closer to it. 
 
    “Five …”  
 
    It seemed to notice its own image in the ball and bristled, not sure what to make of it. Finally, it did what I waited for it do, and let out a shriek, its beak open wide. I pushed the ball down its throat with a burst of magic. 
 
    “Six!” I shouted, and the ground beneath the bird opened wide. It reacted with a flap of its wings and flew up into the air. 
 
    “Shoshanne, drop the vacuum!” I yelled. 
 
    Overhead, the sky turned bright white as the bird exploded. 
 
    “Oh shit! Seveneightnineten!” 
 
    Aurora, Shoshanne, and Cayla huddled around me as with a pulse of my power, I enveloped us all in a cocoon of stone. 
 
    From behind the walls, I could hear the muffled sound of explosions all around us. Then silence but for the crackle of flame. I gave it another minute before I opened a small crack in the rock and peeked out. 
 
    It looked as if we had been napalmed. There were fires everywhere, but they were clear, almost invisible, except where they touched a source of fuel like the branch of a tree or the remains of the traders’ wagons. The waves of heat were intense, immediately bringing a sheen of sweat to my face. 
 
    Besides me, there were nine stone mounds in the road of various sizes and no bodies, so it looked like everyone shielded themselves in time. 
 
    “Everyone out!” I shouted. “We got some fires to put out!” 
 
    As the mounds cracked open like eggs, Aurora joined me to survey the fires all around us. 
 
    “Now maybe we need a Flumen Mage,” the Ignis Mage said with a purse of her lips, “before we burn the orchard down.” 
 
    “No, water is the worst thing you can use on a magnesium fire,” I replied. “What we need is sand. Did you hear that, Terra Mages?” 
 
    “Yeah, we heard it, we heard it,” Haragh called back as he extracted himself from a shelter he had shared with two of the traders. 
 
    “We’re on it!” Pindor shouted as he climbed out of his shell. 
 
    Yaxin climbed out of the same barrier and checked on his men, while the Terra Mages began to shower the fires with clouds of sand. I turned to the three women with me as I let the rock around us crumble away. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” I asked. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Cayla said, her blue eyes wide. “You saved us all.” 
 
    “Aw shucks.” I grinned. “I couldn’t have done it without Shoshanne. It would have blown up right in my face.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad it didn’t,” the Aer Mage said shyly as she slipped her fingers through her copper hair. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I believe you didn’t create that monster,” Yaxin said with a sigh as he joined us. “We tried to flood your train, and then you came over and saved us. What is there to say? Thank you? We owe you one?” 
 
    “How about you stop laying out traps for us?” I said with a grin. “That’d be a start.” 
 
    “You saw what happened to our wagons and all the goods we were carrying,” the trader grimaced. “Even if we were going to, which we aren’t, we can’t. Pretty much everything’s gone. My boss is going to have my hide.” 
 
    “We’re going to Pautua and then on to Eyton,” Cayla chimed in. “Why don’t you and your men join us? We could use some help loading and unloading tracks when our new shipment arrives. We could also use some look-outs while we do our work.” 
 
    “What if there are more of those … firebird things?” Yaxin replied cautiously. 
 
    “Then you’ll be happy you’re with people who can protect you,” I pointed out as I broke out my cockiest smile. “What do you have to lose at this point? Play your cards right, and I might set up an introduction with King Davit about you getting involved in the railroad project and trade.” 
 
    “You really could do that?” the trader asked with a trace of residual suspicion. 
 
    “Oh, yes he could,” Cayla held back a giggle. “He’s got a good ‘in’ with the king.” 
 
    “Well, that would be great,” Yaxin said and for the first time I saw a small, careful smile on his face. “Sorry about calling you a bitch the other day, miss.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t apologize for that,” the princess said with a wicked grin. “That’s the only thing you’ve been right about this whole time.” 
 
    That prompted the smile on the trader’s face to turn to an outright laugh. 
 
    The sand the Terra Mages used had made short work of the magnesium fires, so there was nothing more that we needed to do but walk back through the orchard to the train. I opened the door to the empty car the locomotive and ushered Yaxin and his men inside. Shoshanne ran to the locomotive and came back with her parcel of medical gear. 
 
    “There are some burns and cuts I should attend to,” the healer explained. “Yaxin, maybe you can keep an eye on the windows to the east in case of trouble?” 
 
    “Me and my men won’t even blink,” the trader assured her. 
 
    I joined the rest of the group in the locomotive, and everyone got ready. Aurora started up the engine, the Terra Mages joined their magic to make our path southward smooth, and I took a deep breath. Then, with a flex of my power, I began to levitate tracks and ties ahead of us. 
 
    Within five miles, we were in open country, the orchards and fields of crops behind us. This was the ranch country Cayla had mentioned, grasslands populated by herds of cattle, sheep, and the occasional family of pigs and goats. I kept focused on my task to lay out tracks, but with so much livestock around, I thought again of Cayla’s culinary challenge. A bacon double cheeseburger might be just the invention this world needed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Cayla had described Pautua as nothing more than a little village, and at first, I thought she had sold the place short because it took up a lot of space. It seemed like a vast oasis of civilization in the middle of miles of open grassland. A sleepy little creek ran through it, bordered by willow trees which powered a mill, and slaughterhouses, dairies, and stockyards were everywhere.  
 
    Of course, it didn’t take long for me to register that they were all nearly empty. 
 
    The heart of the town also seemed to go on, block after block of shops, saloons, churches, and residences, but again, the windows were dark and no one was in. The sound of our train’s arrival usually brought out all the townsfolk in the places we passed, but only a few dozen Pautuans came out as we slowed to a halt. 
 
    “It’s a boom town during the annual cattle drives,” the princess explained. “The rest of the year, it’s almost a ghost town.” 
 
    The Baron of Pautua was among those who came to greet us. He was an elderly man, but quite finely dressed, and though he walked with a cane, it immediately sang to me that it was made of gold. I shook his hand as our group jumped down from the locomotive, and Yaxin’s men came out of the smaller car. 
 
    “Welcome, welcome to Pautua, the queen of the cattle towns,” the baron said grandly, though his voice shook with age. “We hope you have a long and happy stay. Is today Tuesday? If it’s Tuesday, there’s a special at the Frog and Eagle Pub on Olive Street. Steak!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if it’s Tuesday or not, dear,” the old woman next to him, also richly attired, chimed in. “It’s always steak at the Frog and Eagle.” 
 
    “I do like steak,” I replied with a grin. “Maybe we’ll go there for a bite after we’ve built Pautua’s train station.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s alright,” the baron shrugged. “We don’t need one. I had one last Thursday. Why eat seafood when you can have a nice steak?” 
 
    “Station, dear, not crustacean,” the baroness corrected him kindly before she turned to me with a quizzical expression. “Although … what is a station exactly?” 
 
    “It’s a stop for trains like this,” I explained as best I could as I gestured to the locomotive behind me. “It’s a means of transportation that the kings of Illaria and Cedis commissioned be made. Your people will be able to ferry their livestock quickly throughout both kingdoms, and other regions can send their goods here as well, much faster and safer than on the road.” 
 
    “How much faster?” the old woman asked, suddenly all business. 
 
    “Once everything is laid out, the trains will be going about thirty miles an hour at the least,” I replied and waited for her reaction. 
 
    “And then what happens after the hour?” the baroness asked suspiciously. 
 
    “It goes another thirty miles an hour,” I said patiently. “Until it reaches its destination. So, for example, your cattle could be in the capitol in about three hours.” 
 
    “Three hours?” the old woman gasped, and she looked like she was about to faint. “Sign us up!” 
 
    The Terra Mages were at my side right away, ready to begin work. Seeing that this town would be transporting some large animals, we began the station with a long, gentle ramp which led in the direction of the stockyards. Because the product was likely to be a large animal, an open air platform like we made in Keld seemed like the way to go. Instead of a double slanted roof, though, to change things up, we created a series of gables. 
 
    While we raised up the gray and red gneiss bedrock to create the station, I became aware of activity all around us. Men on horseback galloped out of town at speeds I didn’t expect from such a sleepy little hamlet in its off-season. 
 
    Once the basic station was set up, I sent a wave of my power to the remaining tracks in the locomotive and set them into place. Then I set up a pair of rail switches in the front with the assumption that some of the merchandise coming on or off would be slow-moving, and we didn’t want a back up on the tracks. 
 
    It took a few hours for everything to be perfect, and then it got a little more perfect. 
 
    We heard from the north a familiar sound of a train engine, and when we turned we found there was not one, not two, but three of our cars on the track to join us. 
 
    I whooped and ran to meet them as they rolled to a stop. Korion and Bagnera both jumped out of the first car. 
 
    “I told you you’d get a hug if you brought me three full cars,” I grinned, and then I gave the poor kid a crushing bear hug. 
 
    “Well, I hope I get one too, dear,” said Bagnera with a giggle that belied her age. 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I embraced her a bit gentler than I had Korion. “You decided to come along and not go back to Magehill?” 
 
    “Well, when I brought two full cars and saw they had filled up another one at Durch, I did a little math in my head,” the white-haired Ignis Mage said with a grin. “Isn’t that just exactly what you need to get to Eyton?” 
 
    “Why, yes it is,” I said with a smile, “and you’d like to see us set up the terminal station there?” 
 
    “Do I need an invitation?” Bagnera asked, tickled. 
 
    I laughed and when I turned, I saw Yaxin and his men as they walked toward us. 
 
    “You still want us to transfer the tracks and ties into the what’s-it-called, the biggest one that you ride in?” the head trader asked. 
 
    “Locomotive,” I said and nodded. “Yes, as soon as possible so we can get going. You’ll need the Terra Mages with you. Those tracks weigh a ton each. The mages can use their power to leverage the tracks from car to car, and you and your men can help guide them.” 
 
    The traders and the Terra Mages got to work while I reunited the two Ignis Mages with the rest of our party. As we talked, the Baron and Baroness of Pautua joined us. 
 
    “I very much like this crustacean more than the one I had last Thursday,” the baron said happily. “So much less slimy!” 
 
    “I have good news, and I have bad news,” the baroness added, seriousness in her tone. “The good news is I’ve sent word to all the ranches and I expect they will be coming within the hour to admire your work. The bad news is the Frog and Eagle Pub is … out of steak.” 
 
    I held back a snicker out of politeness. “I’m afraid I will have to get that steak to go then the next time I’m in town. We really do need to be leaving if we want to get your connection completed to Eyton done in a timely manner.” 
 
    “Oh yes.” The baroness nodded vigorously, a flash of greed in her wrinkled eyes. “That does take priority. What’s slowing you up?” 
 
    I pointed to the trains at the station and the two dozen traders and mages who strained to move the tracks out of the back car and into the locomotive. It was a slow and laborious process. 
 
    “Why, we’ll never get our three hour connection to Eyton at this rate,” the baroness grumbled and then turned to the townsfolk behind her. “I need every able-bodied man, woman, and child out there moving those tracks! Even some of you non-able-bodied ones! Quick!” 
 
    As I watched the baroness corral her people to assist the traders and mages, Cayla joined me. 
 
    “If that woman has anything to say about it, we’ll be out of here in five minutes,” the princess giggled. 
 
    “I assume that would be good with you,” I replied. “We’re almost to your home.” 
 
    “Yes, but there is something I’ve wanted to talk to you about,” Cayla said haltingly, uncharacteristically shy. “It has to do with that explosive you used on the fire bird.” 
 
    “I was lucky there,” I said modestly. “I had a huge supply of magnesium, more than I needed it turns out, and an Aer mage who could keep it stable until I could detonate it.” 
 
    “I’ve learned we can’t always count on luck,” Cayla replied seriously. “Do you think you could create a stable explosive about that size anyone could use, even a non-mage? There could be a standard for when it explodes, like on impact--?” 
 
    “Or maybe on a timer?” I grinned. 
 
    “You’re making fun of me,” Cayla stuck out her bottom lip. 
 
    “No, no, you’re a genius,” I chuckled and grabbed her hand. “Sweetheart, I told you, most of these things I’ve ‘invented,’ I’m just remembering from my time on another world. You’ve come up with the idea for what we call a grenade just from your imagination.” 
 
    “Do you think it can be done?” the princess asked, bright blue eyes wide. 
 
    “I’ll make sure of it,” I said and pulled her in for an embrace. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” the baroness huffed twenty minutes later as she came up from the tracks. “You’re all loaded up. Best be off, hadn’t you?” 
 
    I was about to reply when I heard the sounds of shouting down at the tracks. A horrible feeling came over me about another fire beast attack, and I ran down to investigate with Cayla right behind me. 
 
    There was no beast to be seen, just ten men who had come off the road, and they argued loudly with the traders. They were just as raggedy and unkempt, and one of them climbed into one of the train cars and began to rummage around. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “Get out of there!” 
 
    Yaxin looked back at me and yelled back, “We got this!” 
 
    The trader boss climbed into the same car, and a moment later returned holding the man by his collar. This prompted another man in the new group to draw a sword, and in the blink of an eye, there was a full on brawl. 
 
    Considering that Cayla, Aurora, Shoshanne, and I easily bested Yaxin’s men in a bar fight in Keld, they were actually pretty good brawlers. It was entertaining to watch them go at it, and they certainly weren’t afraid to fight dirty. 
 
    Nor were their opponents. One of the new fighters picked up a tie from the closest train car and held it up, ready to swing it. 
 
    Cayla casually took out her revolver, cocked it, and shot the tie out of the man’s hand at two hundred yards. 
 
    God, that was hot. 
 
    “That’s enough!” the princess yelled. “We have to get going!” 
 
    The new guys stared at her for a second, until she cocked her gun again and shot it into the dust at their feet. That was all the motivation they needed to get their asses out of there. 
 
    “Well,” the baroness cleared her throat as if nothing had happened. “Like I said, shouldn’t you best be on your way?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” I chuckled. “I guess we best. Make sure to keep that steak warm for when I get back, all right?” 
 
    As we walked down to the train with the other mages, the baroness shouted one more piece of advice, with a point of her wrinkled finger due south, “You know where you’re going, don’t you? That’s the fastest route!” 
 
    “Thank you!” I shouted back as everyone boarded the train. 
 
    I took a moment to take Yaxin aside before I got on myself. 
 
    “They’re not bandits,” the lead trader said as he anticipated my question. “Just rival caravan traders, thinking we looked like easy pickins for some reason. They won’t be botherin’ us again I’m sure. That girl of yours is something else.” 
 
    “We agree on that,” I chuckled, and then I got aboard the locomotive. 
 
    “South to Eyton?” Aurora asked eagerly. 
 
    “The baroness said that’s the straightest route,” I said as I pointed the direction she had shown us. 
 
    “Mason,” Cayla started as she shook her head, a smile on her lips, “that woman and her husband have steak for brains. Just around the next bend through those trees over there, that sleepy little creek goes over a fifty foot waterfall. Obviously you impressed them so much, she thought you can fly.” 
 
    “Maybe someday,” I laughed. “All right, point me in the right direction and let’s see if ninety miles of track will get us to Eyton.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “No, you can’t have an audience with my father looking like that,” Cayla frowned as she looked at Yaxin. “You’re basically dressed in rags and you look and smell like you haven’t taken a bath in … ever.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Yaxin’s shoulders slumped as he helped his men and my mages finish loading the last of the tracks into the locomotive from the last of the train cars. 
 
    It was noon the day after we had left Pautua. We had one reload after thirty miles and continued on for another thirty before night fell and we slept out under the stars. Yaxin, his men, and my Terra Mages had reloaded the locomotive first thing that morning, and after another few hours, we were ready for our last one. Even with the Terra Mages easing the burden, it was back-breaking work. Still, if the traders had any complaints, they were smart enough to mutter them out of earshot. 
 
    That was to say up until the moment when Cayla began her evaluation of whether or not Yaxin was to be allowed an audience with her father, the king, as promised.  
 
    “You need to,” the raven-haired beauty hissed. “You smell gross.” 
 
    “When we get to the lake, I’ll take a bath,” Yaxin said with a sigh. 
 
    “That’d be a start,” Aurora joined in. “What you need is a nice cover up. I’m seeing a cloak in yellow-green.” 
 
    “Why yellow-green?” the trader asked, bewildered. 
 
    “Because right now, you look like a two-bit prairie trader,” Cayla said with a sweet smile. 
 
    “I’m no longer sorry I called you a bitch,” Yaxin grumbled. “What else am I supposed to look like?” 
 
    “Like a man who makes trade deals with kings,” Aurora replied sternly. “Come on, man, find a yellow-green cloak and wear it because you like to stand out and be counted, like Mason Flynt.” 
 
    “Don’t get me involved in a discussion about fashion,” I chuckled as I held my hands up and shook my head. “That’s not my area of expertise.” 
 
    “You might not think so, but why don’t you wear white robes with brown trim like the other Terra Mages?” Aurora countered as she pursed her lips. 
 
    Before I had a chance to reply, Cayla answered for me. “Because that doesn’t define you, any more than being a two-bit prairie trader defines our friend Yaxin here. Don’t get stuck in a uniform.” 
 
    “And don’t argue with women,” I added as I winked at my beautiful princess. 
 
    “That’s fine, fine,” Yaxin gave up and headed for the now empty train car he shared with his men. “When we get to Eyton, show me the shop, and I’ll buy a yellow-green cloak.” 
 
    “You know what?” Cayla said as the rest of us boarded the locomotive. “I’m beginning to like him.” 
 
    I shook my head with a chuckle and pitied the poor guy as we set off on the last leg of our journey. 
 
    Cayla’s directions took us along the edge of Lake Falder, right in the shadow of the great city walls. The sun hung low in the sky casting every shade of red and orange, which the placid lake reflected back like a mirror. We were down to our last few tracks, probably just enough to make it to the city, but as I looked at the lake, I could picture our station in the reflection as well. 
 
    “Cut the engine,” I told Aurora, and as the train came to I halt, I jumped to the ground. In the distance, I watched the city gates open and a retinue of horses ride out, but I paid them little mind as I turned to the raven-haired beauty at my side. “What would you think about having the station here?” 
 
    “I love it,” Cayla said as she joined me. Her eyes were the same color as the crystal blue lake and sparkled just as brightly. “Not only because it’s beautiful, but it’s also practical. There are so many sellable commodities in Lake Falder, fish, Barbil oil, pearls, herbs, and we’re only a little over a hundred yards away from the city gates.” 
 
    “Well, that is convenient,” King Davit said as he reached us, accompanied by his royal guard with their brightly colored and easily recognizable banners flapping in the breeze. Davit trotted his steed over to his daughter and deftly slid from the horse with a broad grin. “Welcome home, sweetheart.” 
 
    The king and princess embraced, and I received a hearty handshake. As the rest of the mages and traders came out of the train, each received a royal welcome as well. It was curious I didn’t see any signs of Yaxin, but it was no concern of mine. 
 
    “You knew we were coming today?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “I try to keep abreast of any major developments in my kingdom,” the king replied with a nod. “And you know you can hear the racket of this … train thing of yours from miles away. As far as I’m concerned, let’s set the station here down by the lake, far, far away from my bedroom window.” 
 
    “Then we’re all in agreement,” I chuckled as I clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s going to look amazing.” 
 
    “You have a design in mind?” David asked as he tilted his head at me. Now it was his turn to be curious. 
 
    “I do, as a matter of fact,” I replied thoughtfully. “As we’ve been traveling from Illaria to Cedis, we’ve been doing different kinds of depots and stations to suit the style and needs of each town and village. In Serin, we made a particularly grand station with domes and a great tower King Temin is putting a giant clock into. It just seemed like a capitol city should have that sort of magnificence for visitors’ first impressions. We’ve had two days on the road since Pautua to think about what to do to make your grand station stand out.” 
 
    “And what have you come up with?” asked the king eagerly. 
 
    “Make it exactly like the one we made in Serin,” I said with a sly grin. 
 
    Davit frowned. “That doesn’t sound very creative, Defender Flynt.” 
 
    “It’s about what it symbolizes,” I explained. “The unity between two kingdoms joined together even with all their differences, neither better than the other.” 
 
    “I suppose if you made the one in Eyton even an inch bigger or smaller than the one in Serin, or if you made a bigger dome but a smaller clock tower, even with all the best intentions, national feelings are going to get hurt,” Cayla said as she considered it. “I have to say I think it’s a great idea. A symbol of a new and strengthening alliance.” 
 
    “Very well,” King Davit said as he looked at his daughter fondly, “I’m sold.” 
 
    “I’ll have my mages get started on it first thing tomorrow morning,” I said as I grinned. “Speaking of selling, by linking up all these markets throughout your kingdom, you’re going to be making some markets very rich. But the converse is also true, meaning the markets that are not on the route are going to suffer. I don’t need to tell you that it’s in the best interest of everyone if there’s openness in commerce. I would suggest you find someone of experience to facilitate imports and exports and make sure the little guy isn’t left behind.” 
 
    “Do you have someone you would suggest, Mason?” Davit asked as he appraised me. 
 
    “I think you would do well with someone like Yaxin,” I replied. 
 
    “Yaxin?” the king questioned with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Yaxin,” said Yaxin as he suddenly stepped forward, his hand outstretched. 
 
    He was a man transformed. His hair slicked back, a large diamond in his ear, clean-shaven, and a beautiful fur cloak in yellow-green. 
 
    The king’s eyes darted to me, and I nodded my approval. 
 
    “Well, Yaxin, then, what do you propose?” King Davit inquired as he shook the trader’s hand. 
 
    “I propose an exclusive agreement between parties to manage trade routes through Cedis and Illaria for the mutual benefit of all,” Yaxin said, and he even sounded different. More refined somehow. “I can have a contract for you to look at by tomorrow if that pleases Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I look forward to reading it,” the king replied before he turned to Cayla, “but not now. Now I would like to spend some time welcoming my daughter home.” 
 
    I followed Cayla and her father through Eyton and into the castle gates before I said, “Why don’t I catch up with you back at the workshop, princess?” 
 
    Cayla turned to me, a little surprised, but nodded. “I’ll make sure everyone is fed and has a place to sleep, Mason.” 
 
    “I knew I didn’t even have to ask,” I said with a smile. 
 
    The rest of the group followed Cayla and the king, but Aurora held behind for a moment. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” the half-elf asked, worry in her emerald eyes. 
 
    “More than okay. I just have a little surprise to plan.” I grinned and waved off her concern. “Go on. I’ll see you at the workshop.” 
 
    I made my way down the castle corridors to the chambers of Gwain, the royal blacksmith. He was as always at the forge, and I waited until he was about to hit his hammer hard against the red-hot plate before I issued forth a small push of my power and made it curl up and roll away. The blacksmith looked at the plate confused, and then he glanced up, saw me, and groaned. 
 
    “I might have known,” said Gwain. “You go off and become famous for your metal magic, and I never hear from you until you’re playing a prank on me. Tell me, did you really make something more marvelous than that metal steed of yours?” 
 
    “Different,” I replied with a smile. “Not better. Nothing’s better that Bobbie, but the railroad system may revolutionize everything and bring about peace in our time. So that’s a nice trick.” 
 
    “I’d settle for a piece of ass in my time,” the blacksmith grumbled. “So what do you want now? More ammunition for your guns?” 
 
    “No, what I’m looking for is help putting together an explosive for a certain special someone,” I said with a sigh. “Apparently Cayla is not a princess that like jewels.” 
 
    “I like you, Mason,” Gwain said as he grinned and shook his head, “but you are weird.” 
 
    That didn’t bother me. I took it as a compliment. 
 
    Over the next hour, I took Gwain through the steps of what I wanted to make. It was a lot of detail work at that scale, with a tiny little globe and little chambers and a spring through it. When I asked about the filling, Gwain said he had a contact. 
 
    “Klueon, the royal botanist owes me a favor,” the blacksmith said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Come back tomorrow, and I’ll have your little present ready.” 
 
    When I stepped outside the castle, I realized how much time I had spent at the blacksmith’s. The moon hung high in the sky over the city, and for a moment I considered going back inside and asking the castellian for a bed. That was when I spotted Bobbie at the bottom of the steps, her engine humming in anticipation. 
 
    As I boarded the motorcycle, she told me, in her own non-verbal way, how she had taken the girls to the workshop hours ago. I let her take control, and we drove out of the city and over the gentle fields, until I was home. My workshop in Illaria might have been different, but this one was exactly how I had left it, and it was a welcome sight. When I walked into the workshop bedroom, I found the two girls wrapped in sheets, arms around one another. Obviously, they’d had some fun without me, I thought, only regretting that I was not there to watch.  
 
    I pulled myself into bed between them and closed my eyes. 
 
    The next day was crazy. I woke up at dawn and found my girls already dressed and ready to go. Bit of a disappointment there. 
 
    “How about you take ten or twenty minutes and come back?” I asked as I pulled back the sheets to show what I could offer. 
 
    “Tempting,” said Cayla. 
 
    “Very tempting,” agreed Aurora, “but the mages will be at the tracks by now, waiting for your instructions. Let’s get this done, before we have some fun.” 
 
    I groaned. They were both so irresistible, particularly as they looked now. Aurora in her thigh-high boots and just below the waist high robe, and Cayla decked out her traveling costume of tight leather with see-through cut outs. Knowing that they were into me too made the anticipation almost too much, but I nodded.  
 
    Work first, fun later. 
 
    The three of us boarded Bobbie and headed to town. On the way, while I stroked Cayla’s thighs which were wrapped around me, I thought I should compliment them on Yaxin’s makeover. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be discouraging,” I called over the wind. “Obviously, you both were right, and the proof is plain to see. I’m just amazed he got himself cleaned up so quickly.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t all him,” Cayla said. “He confided to me later that as soon as he ran into the first shop, as soon as he mentioned my name, they set him up. They didn’t even take a payment in return, but he gave me this.” 
 
    Cayla slipped a gem into my hand, and I felt a familiar hum of energy spark through me. I glanced back at the princess in surprise. 
 
    “Does he know this is a channeling gem?” I asked, excited. 
 
    “I don’t know if he knows that specifically, but he does know it’s rare,” the princess said. 
 
    I thought about all the ways I could use one, since the only other one I’d ever received was from King Davit, and I had used to give life and sentience to Bobbie. The first thing that came to mind was to put it in Big Guy, because how cool would it be to have a metal knight with a mind of his own?  
 
    I let the thought go to the back of my mind as we arrived in Eyton. From the front gate, I saw the Terra Mages as they made their way to the lake and our train. Bobbie didn’t need to be told. She slowed down and came to a stop when the thought passed through my head that I ought to go and talk to them. 
 
    “We’ll send Bobbie back to you,” Aurora said as they continued on into town.  
 
    I went to the mages, all of whom had been with me when we built the station in Serin, and cleared my throat. 
 
    “Can you do this without me supplying the vision?” I called to the group. “Now maybe you need me to put down the rails and ties, and create the rail switches. That’s fine. But I need you to step up. We are recreating the station in Serin. And by ‘we,’ I mean you.” 
 
    “Booyah!” shouted the mages, and I smiled in satisfaction. 
 
    “We won’t let you down,” Pindor said earnestly. “Come back in a few hours and see.” 
 
    “Just do your best,” I said to the boy with a clap on his shoulder. 
 
    It was amazing to see so many individuals, men and women, all different colors and sizes, as they joined together. As they linked their power, I saw walls of stone rise up from the ground. I felt a part of it too, but I walked away. They could do this all on their own. 
 
    I walked through the town of Eyton and accepted handshakes and kisses to my cheeks as I made my way through the crowd. Sometimes a young lady was daring enough to push her lips to mine, and who was I to resist?  
 
    The first thing I had to do was write to King Temin and tell him to send the support he promised to Cedis. I headed up to the royal library, where I requested a pen and paper. 
 
    “Do you mean a quill and papyrus?” the head librarian asked. 
 
    She was a nasty old thing, at least eighty years of age, with wild, white hair that stuck out at all angles. Her eyes were like a cat’s, slightly slanted but multi-colored, and always suspicious. 
 
    The head librarian hovered over me like an angel of death while I used the quill and ink to put together a letter on papyrus.  
 
    “Temin, the railroad is open,” I wrote. “Please send support to Cedis.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to sign it, but “Best, Mason” was what I settled on. Then I handed the note to the librarian, who hovered near me like a moth to a flame. 
 
    “Pray tell,” she asked, “what do you expect me to do with this?” 
 
    “Send it by courier to the king in Illaria by fastest possible means?” I suggested. 
 
    She gave me the classic stink eye, and I grabbed my note back. I didn’t need a courier, I needed a mage. I walked down, out of the palace, through the city, and down to the tracks. Korion was one of the first people I saw. 
 
    “Can you take two of the empty train cars and take this note up to the king in Serin?” I asked. “It’s extremely important. Watch out for giant flaming critters.” 
 
    Korion nodded as he took the note from me and set off. 
 
    Over his shoulder, though I promised myself I wouldn’t peek, was the most magnificent train station I’d ever seen. The Terra Mages continued to work on the details, but from my perspective, it was perfect. 
 
    My last stop was to Gwain the blacksmith. 
 
    “This is what you asked for,” he said as he gingerly handed me the orb wrapped up in paper. 
 
    “Have you tested it?” I asked. 
 
    “How would I possibly do that?” he inquired with a frown. 
 
    “Good point,” I conceded. “I’ll let you know how it works out, and you may be asked to make more.” 
 
    The blacksmith gave me a doubtful nod. 
 
    As I walked down the grand stairs to the palace, I saw Cayla, Aurora, and Bobbie at the foot. The girls had their hands on their curvy hips and expectant looks on their beautiful faces. 
 
    “You need to see this,” Cayla said. 
 
    “Not another word until you’ve seen it,” Aurora agreed. 
 
    We took Bobbie down through town to the station. My first impression was of the reflection of the station against the water. The granite that was the bedrock had an aqua green cast to it which made the station, though identical to the station in Serin, unique. I gave a push of my power and laid out the tracks and ties to finish it off. 
 
    “That’s it!” I shouted to the group. “We have completed the first transnational railroad!” 
 
    The mages celebrated with cheers, hugs, and laughter. In the middle of the group, I saw Cayla and Aurora. When they saw me, they rushed over to hug and congratulate me. 
 
    “Does it meet your expectations?” Aurora asked. 
 
    I grinned. “Exceeds them.” 
 
    “Well,” Cayla added with a wide smile across her glistening lips, “let’s go home and … celebrate.” 
 
    Bobbie knew the way back to the workshop, which was a good thing, because no one else was paying attention to the road. My right hand was down Aurora’s top, squeezing her breasts when I wasn’t pinching her nipples. My left hand was behind me and in Cayla’s pussy. I tickled her clit while my finger stroked her until she was very wet. 
 
    By the time we got to the workshop outside Eyton, we were all ready for bed, if not for sleep. That would not happen for several hours, but when it did, I slept well, my girls under my arms, their hands on my chest.  
 
    But then Aurora shook me awake in the middle of the night. 
 
    I had been dreaming of the day’s adventures, experimenting with explosives with Gwain, supervising the construction of the Grand Central Station of Cedis, and making love to my women in my workshop away from Magehill until dawn.  
 
    And yet those dreams had been rudely interrupted. 
 
    “Mason, something’s happening,” I heard the half-elf hiss though my eyes were not yet open. “You need to wake up.” 
 
    I sat up and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes so I could see the Ignis Mage clearly. She was already out of bed and dressed, but the first thing I noticed was the look of dread in her emerald green eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked quickly. 
 
    “I don’t know, but something’s about to happen,” Aurora said as she pulled me quickly out of bed. “You remember that strange feeling I had those three times before, just before the mine collapse, the giant fire scorpion attack, and the fire bird attack?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I replied while I pulled on my clothes. 
 
    “I had it again, the strongest one ever,” the Ignis Mage said, panic in her voice. “It actually woke me up it was so powerful. Something bad is about to happen.” 
 
    I didn’t know what I was about to say or do to reassure her and calm her down, but at that moment, a loud clanging bell began to peal. Aurora was right.  
 
    Something bad was going down. 
 
    Cayla shot up in bed with frantic eyes, but there wasn’t any time to waste on explanations. The half-elf was already out the door, and after Cayla and I tugged on the last of our clothes, we followed hastily on her heels. 
 
    When I reached her, she was getting aboard Bobbie. Big Guy stood outside the workshop, and he tilted his head as if to ask what was happening. I lifted him up with a strong push of my power and brought him into Bobbie’s sidecar. 
 
    “Just in case we need back up,” I said as I climbed on Bobbie behind Aurora. 
 
    “Guys!” Cayla ran to us as she struggled to toss the strap of a rifle over her shoulder. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “No time to explain,” the half-elf shouted impatiently. 
 
    “And no idea what’s happening,” I added as I helped Cayla behind me. “That’s what we’re going to find out.” 
 
    Bobbie didn’t need to be told to drive fast, she sensed the need the moment I did. We tore down the dirt road toward Eyton, and Bobbie started onto her usual shortcuts, when I had a thought that made her change direction. 
 
    “Wait, we’re not going to the palace?!” Cayla shouted in my ear. 
 
    “The threat isn’t at the palace,” I called back. “This is the agent of the Master again, and he’s always had one aim from the day he tried to stop the mining operation to today! To stop the railroad!” 
 
    We bypassed the city entirely on this hunch and cut fifteen minutes through shortcuts directly to Lake Falder and the train station. We immediately saw the flames reflected on the still water and knew what we faced before we made it all the way there. 
 
    The station was on fire. 
 
    “How is that possible?” I heard Cayla gasp to herself. “It’s made of stone!” 
 
    Impossible or not, the closer we got, the more real it became. A blue blaze covered the station from the dome at the top down to the rails. 
 
    Aurora didn’t wait until we had come to a stop before she attempted to extinguish the flame. From my position behind her, the scent of evergreen washed from her over me like a tidal wave. I could tell she gave it her all, but the flames barely flickered in response. 
 
    As we pulled to a stop in front of the station, we could see a crowd run toward us from the open gates of Eyton. With their white robes glowing in the moonlight, I could tell our mages were among them. Bagnera and Korion were soon at Aurora’s side. 
 
    “The fire is too powerful!” Aurora shouted. 
 
    “Let’s form a circuit,” Bagnera replied as she wiped sweat from her brow. 
 
    The three Ignis Mages raised their hands, and I could feel the spark on the energy. I wasn’t about to sit around and watch either. The moment I spotted Haragh, Pindor, Churchwell, and the other Terra Mages in the crowd, I pulled them over to me. 
 
    “Let’s start a circuit too,” I shouted. “We’ll try to smother it with dirt!” 
 
    The Terra Mages nodded and in unison, we dropped to our knees, hands in the sandy soil at the shore of the lake. I felt their energy pass to me and mine to them, and together we unleashed a massive wave of power into our element. The dirt all around us rose up in a flood and washed over the station. 
 
    All of our efforts seemed to pay off at least a little. Most of the flames had diminished and a few had gone out completely. Still, between the efforts of nine mages working their damndest, I would have thought we could put out a fucking fire. 
 
    It was when I was standing there with my eyes on the scorching of the beautiful structure and the warping of the tracks that I saw it. 
 
    The runes. 
 
    The same runes I had seen everywhere, from the mines to long before on the amulet around Mage Abrus’s neck, were carved into the space where the clock on the tower was to be installed. I sometimes wondered whether it was truly part of a spell or just a profane act of mockery. The ultimate fuck you graffiti. It didn’t matter to me really. It was the mark of The Master and if it wasn’t personal before, it was now. 
 
    “Mason!” Cayla shouted, which broke me out of my angry revenge fantasy. “Count the number of train cars!” 
 
    There were four, including the locomotive, but there should have been five. 
 
    Cayla and I didn’t waste a word before we ran full sprint to Aurora, who still tried to extinguish the flames with the help of the other Ignis Mages. I grabbed her by the arm, which seemed to break her out of the spell. 
 
    “Come on, he’s getting away!” I bellowed before the half-elf had a moment to object. “He has one of the train cars!” 
 
    Haragh spotted us and roared, “Where are you going?!” 
 
    We had just reached where Bobbie was parked when I turned and yelled back, “We’re going to get the bastard who did this! Try to save what you can!” 
 
    The moment our asses hit the seats, Bobbie skipped onto the train tracks and accelerated fast northward. That was the thing about stealing a train on a track’s terminal station: there was only one direction one could run. 
 
    In my head, I tried to calculate how far ahead he could be. It had been about an hour since Aurora woke me up and the bells started to ring their alarm. If that had been the moment the Master’s agent set the station on fire and took off in the train car, if he had been going maximum speed, he’d be halfway to Pautua by now. We would never be able to catch up even if we chased him all the way to the other terminus in Magehill, and who knew what damage he could do to the other stations along the way? 
 
    The moment I had that thought, Bobbie popped off the track, and Aurora turned to give me a questioning look. 
 
    “The train can’t take a shortcut to Paulua, but we can,” I grinned. 
 
    The shortcut, the straightest path to the queen of the cattle towns as it were, was a harrowing ride up and down over the hilliest terrain, and required us to jump fences, splash through creeks, swerve around trees, and drive blind through eight foot tall blades of prairie grass. All at night time. I trusted Bobbie’s instincts, but my heart felt like it would burst out of my chest for most of the ride. 
 
    We were back in cattle country, dodging cows and steer in their grazing fields, when I saw the stolen train car on the tracks to the north-east. It was going at its maximum speed, and I felt a new stab of anger that the thief had been the one to experience that sensation before me. He wasn’t driving ass backwards either. Bastard. 
 
    “Look!” shouted Aurora. 
 
    Before I had a chance to see what she saw, Bobbie was struck in the front by something covered in flames. The sapphire windscreen held strong, but Bobbie wobbled, and we were showered by sparks from the impact. 
 
    I looked up as Bobbie began swerving left and right as if to avoid something, but as I looked behind me, I saw no sign of the fiery object we had been struck by. Turning back, I noticed Aurora look up, and I followed her stare up into the starlit sky. 
 
    It hung in the sky, awash in flames of yellow, orange, and red, and it watched us pass below with a long serpentine face and open mouth that dripped with fire. Its wings beat slowly as if it treaded air like people tread water. 
 
    It was, for lack of a better word, a flame dragon. 
 
    Aurora pointed her hand up at it and set forth a jet of blue flame. The creature opened it maw to drink the flames in and came in closer. Aurora immediately ceased her flame attack. 
 
    “No, keep doing that,” I said to the half-elf, and then jerked my head back to the princess. “How close are we to the twenty foot waterfall you got us to avoid outside Pautua?” 
 
    “One mile that way!” Cayla shouted, and I mentally transmitted that information to Bobbie. 
 
    Bobbie altered her direction but continued to weave back and forth to avoid being targeted. Aurora sent up another blast of blue flame at the beast, and as before, it devoured the attack and began to fly closer. I had hoped it was a trick of perspective that it appeared to get bigger only because it got closer, but I had to admit to myself it was true.  
 
    The dragon that fed on Aurora’s flame was larger than before.  
 
    Her flame didn’t just attract it, it nourished it. That meant if things didn’t go to plan, we would have a very big dragon to deal with. 
 
    “Turn right at the next hill!” Cayla yelled in my ear. 
 
    “Come on, you got to reel it in, like he’s the biggest fish in the sea,” I shouted to Aurora. 
 
    The half-elf doubled down on her blue flame, and I could feel the heat of it as it flew from her fingers. I dared to look up, and I saw the dragon was mere feet above us now. It was close enough that I could have reached up and touched it if I wanted to be roasted. 
 
    It was at that moment when the dragon was almost upon us that we drove under the waterfall. The beast’s shriek echoed over the valley, and we could see nothing but steam. 
 
    When I could see again, we were on a hillside, nearly vertical, and there was no dragon to be seen in any direction. I breathed a sigh of relief as we came up over the side of the hill and into the middle of Pautua. 
 
    The empty village was even emptier than usual at this late hour as Bobbie steered down to the tracks. I heard rather than saw the train car’s approach from the south and sped up to intercept. 
 
    I reached into my satchel and slipped something into Cayla’s hand. She held it up, and her eyes opened wide when she guessed what it was. 
 
    It was a steel orb with a cap and ring on top, the size of a baseball with segments like a pineapple for easier grip, and matching notches on the inside to make it fragment on detonation. Inside was six and a half ounces of ammonium nitrate Gwain and I had on loan from the royal botanists. Pulling the ring on top would release a thin metal striker on tiny springs so it would tap a percussion cap filled with just a pinch of gunpowder, enough to light a spark. This spark ignited the fuse, just a sliver of tin coated with gunpowder, which by our calculations would take about four seconds to burn from one end to the other, and set off the compartment with the ammonium nitrate. It wasn’t particularly complicated, but it was tiny detail work and the sort of thing which if done wrong could be pretty disastrous. I had thought it best to work with a colleague. 
 
    Not that it had ever been tested. Where the hell was I supposed to test a grenade in King Davit’s castle? So this would be our test, right in the middle of an important battle. It could be a dud or it could be overkill that blows us all up, like the magnesium ball I shoved into the fire bird’s gullet nearly did. Not that I told Cayla that. 
 
    “When we’re almost next to the car, pull out the pin, throw it under the rails,” I explained and gave her a grin, “then count to four, and we’ll see what happens.” 
 
    Cayla looked at it like I just gave her an engagement ring. Poor girl was as weird as I was. She squeezed my waist in a hug as we drew near to the train car. 
 
    We were two seconds away from passing the train car when I shouted, “Now!” 
 
    The princess pulled the pin and the trigger flew off the top of the grenade. She tossed it to the tracks, and we sped on. Based on my calculations, we needed to get a hundred yards away in four seconds, which was a little over fifty-five miles per hour, very close to Bobbie’s maximum speed. Needless to say, Bobbie picked up on this and accelerated rapidly. 
 
    One … two … three … four … 
 
    “Damn!” I groaned. “It’s a dud--” 
 
    Then a massive explosion sounded, and Bobbie did a one hundred and eighty degree spin so we could see what had happened. My poor train car, which had taken me hours to create, rolled end over end off the tracks to come to rest in the grass in the shadow of the town of Pautua. 
 
    We steered Bobbie over to the smoking husk of the car, and the three of us stepped off the bike and approached. 
 
    A flash of flickering light in the window of the car told us to get ready, and we were prepared when the creature leapt out from the car door. When it did, it was burning tentacles first, half fire and half plasma in their boneless mushiness, as they flailed about trying to blindly catch someone, anyone. The rest of the torpedo shaped body seemed to be dragged out by these appendages, and it included a single yellow burning eye which gave us a stare of resigned malevolence. 
 
    “Dude!” I shouted, “You’ve given us a giant fire scorpion, a fire bird, a flaming dragon, and now we’re at a fire squid? You’re making me cry. Aurora, would you put this thing out of its misery?” 
 
    “Gladly,” the half-elf replied and, with a wave of her hand, extinguished it. 
 
    There was another flash of light through the windows, and while I was prepared for another creature to come out of the back door, a fiery humanoid flew up through the steel wall like it was a hot knife through butter. It sent out a blast of hot air in its wake, strong enough to knock me on my ass. 
 
    “You cannot even begin to fathom the power that is behind me,” the creature bellowed as it rose up into the night sky. “Soon you will all bow to his majesty or be destroyed.” 
 
    “I think you know our choice,” I said as I sent a dirty curl of soil and pebbles toward him, and I smelled Aurora’s pinewood scent and knew she had her powers set to extinguish this being. 
 
    The fiery humanoid zig-zagged through the air to avoid my projectiles, but finally it crashed down to the ground. The flames dissipated, and all that was left was a middle-aged man with black curly hair and angry eyes. 
 
    “Daibusu,” Aurora murmured as she blinked in surprise. Then her eyes shot over to me. “Mason, this is Daibusu, the ultimate Ignis Mage, who I always thought should have been head of the Order of Elementa after Abrus died. Guess it was a good thing he wasn’t. It seems he and Abrus had the same Master.” 
 
    “It would have been too easy to become head of the Order.” Daibusu smiled, but there was blood on his lips. “But Wyresus was a useful fool. With him in charge, trust in magery would continue to drop, and would-be mages would find another home. Our home.” 
 
    “Sorry to put a damper on your plans,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “Oh, the Master has plans for you, Mason Flynt of Nowhere.” Daibusu began to giggle, an insane glint in his eyes. “First the railroad, so the kingdoms will continue to be divided, and then--“ 
 
    There was a gunshot and as Daibusu collapsed, his hands to his bloody chest, Aurora and I were showered with sparks from above. Cayla walked over to us, smoking gun in hand. 
 
    “He was conjuring up something behind you,” the princess said. “Sneaky little prick.” 
 
    I pulled my own revolver out and cocked it, while I looked at him. The son of a bitch was still alive, just barely. 
 
    “Thank you, Princess Crackshot,” I said with a smirk. “I don’t think there’s much purpose in listening to these villains give a farewell speech anyhow. I mean, this guy is obviously cray cray.” 
 
    “Very obviously cray cray,” Aurora agreed. 
 
    “My Master wanted me to deliver a message to you,” Daibusu sneered as he lay in the dirt and gurgled on his own blood. 
 
    Though his chest was a gaping wound, I was still able to see the remains of a tattoo across it in the runes I had seen so many times before. They flashed before my eyes, from Abrus’s necklace, to the drawing scrawled in the mine and the “fuck you” graffiti at the station at Eyton, and then I thought of the Bandit Boss who exploded upon revealing his tattoo. 
 
    “Nah, chief,” I said as I fired my revolver into his head. “Here’s my message back.” 
 
    The three of us looked at the body on the ground before us, and blood pooled behind it like a shroud.  
 
    It seemed the score was now Mason - 3 , Master - 0. 
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked as I turned to Aurora. I remembered her reaction to the death of Abrus, the feelings of denial and betrayal. 
 
    “We stopped the Master’s agent, didn’t we?” Aurora said with a shrug. “I think we need to figure out a way to find anyone else who might be with him, and drive them out of the Order of Elementa.” 
 
    “It would be nice to have someone in the Order who was totally on our side,” I agreed, “but you knew Daibusu, too. How do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel … ” the half-elf paused to collect her thoughts. “I feel incredibly lucky. I could have easily been recruited by the likes of Abrus and Daibusu, but instead I fell in with you. And for that, I am very happy.” 
 
    I pulled her to me, and with my other arm, I pulled in Cayla. 
 
    Then we became aware that someone else was about to join us. Looking up, we saw the elderly Baroness of Pautua, who carried a sack. 
 
    The three of us blinked at her figure in surprised confusion because she didn’t seemed to be at all phased by the burning wreckage of the train or the corpse at our feet.  
 
    “You did ask for your steak to go, right?” she asked as she handed me the sack. 
 
    I opened the bag, and my mouth began to water. It still wasn’t quite morning, but I was ready for a steak dinner. 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 15 
 
    “So my daughter is now known throughout my kingdom as Princess Crackshot?” King Davit chuckled as he embraced Cayla.  
 
    “Sorry, father,” Cayla giggled as she gave me a look. “Mason came up with it. It’s probably not the most ladylike nickname.” 
 
    “Nonsense, I couldn’t be more proud of you.” The king grinned and took a moment away from her to give me and Aurora big bear hugs as well. King Davit was a vastly different man than the one I had met mere weeks ago, but a lot had happened since then. In the trenches, I was happy to know we had all grown closer.  
 
    Now, more than ever, we needed to be unified and strong.  
 
    We were in the king’s throne room in his palace in Eyton, and I couldn’t help but think of the battle we had here with Camus Dred, the Bandit Boss, not so very long ago. It had been an absolute wreck between the fight, the walls and floor I had altered with my magecraft, and the explosion when Dred went out with a real bang. Of course, I repaired what I could afterwards, but it hadn’t been the same. Now, after weeks of hard work, the king’s craftsmen had brought it back to what it had been and then some. 
 
    Tapestries with scenes from Cedis’s history covered the stone walls, and the throne itself glowed golden in the torch light. Davit gestured to some benches, which had been cushioned in ornate fabrics. 
 
    “Please take a seat and tell me all there is to know about this Daibusu,” the king asked seriously.  
 
    “He was one of the most honored and powerful mages in the Order of Elementa,” Aurora began with a frown. “It seems The Master corrupted him, just like Abrus was corrupted.” 
 
    “And Camus Dred,” added King Davit. 
 
    “There’s a long list of all the men and creatures who have been touched by The Master,” Cayla replied with a nod. “He seems to be at the center of so much evil in the region, but this is the first time he has sent someone specifically to target Mason and us. Obviously, the Master considers us a threat that must be dealt with above all else.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said with a crooked grin. “The Master does not want to see the railroad succeed. We can’t say why exactly, but if I had to guess, it’s because he is afraid what will happen when the powers of the region are connected and working together.” 
 
    “That’s part of it, I agree,” Aurora spoke up, her emerald eyes on me, “but it’s also something more personal. You heard what Daibusu said. The Master wants you dead, Mason. It’s personal. That can only mean he fears you. However, he can be defeated, it’s connected to you, and he knows it.” 
 
    “Let me just say, I hope he’s right about that,” I said grimly. “I would love to be the one to put an end to that son of a bitch.” 
 
    “What I don’t understand is how Daibusu was able to get so close to us without anyone seeing him,” Cayla said thoughtfully. “He set off the explosion that nearly collapsed the mine, then he attacked us with a giant fire scorpion outside Rajenne. Next, he’s in Cedis, attacking us with the giant fire beasts, and again, escaping unseen. Finally, Daibusu manages to sneak to the rail station here in Eyton, set it on fire, and almost get away with stealing a train car. It’s like he was able to turn invisible!” 
 
    “Well, pretty much everywhere Daibusu attacked was somewhere good for hiding, the mine, the rocky terrain, the woods,” I pointed out. “Still, there must have been a time when someone saw him, right?” 
 
    “For that matter, how was he able to even keep up with you on your journey?” the king asked with a furrowed brow. “You went across hundreds of miles, and he was just one man.” 
 
    “Near the very end, when he transformed himself into that man made of fire and was able to fly, I felt that feeling again,” Aurora replied thoughtfully. “The one I felt before the collapse of the mine in Magehill, before all the fire creature attacks, and the attack on the station here. It is such the ultimate manifestation of an elemental mage’s power, to make yourself into your element, that I felt it when he was nearby. I just didn’t recognize it in time.” 
 
    As she spoke, I couldn’t help but wonder whether Aurora herself would ever tap into that power as an Ignis Mage. I could imagine her bathed in fire in flight over a battlefield, fireballs falling in her wake.  
 
    And what about me? What would be the ultimate power of a metal mage? I stopped my daydream when Aurora began to speak again.  
 
    “As far as not being visible, I’ve been thinking about that too,” Aurora said as she stood up and walked to the far end of the large chamber. “Humor me for a second and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Aurora closed her eyes and concentrated, and I smelled the scent of evergreen from across the room as she tapped into her power. I was expecting fire, but nothing happened, at least not immediately. Then the air around her rippled like it were made out of water. I stared with wide eyes as the half-elf seemed to warp and twist before my eyes. 
 
    Then, just as suddenly, she seemed to snap back to her normal, beautiful shape. Her jawline was set, and there was sweat on her brow. 
 
    “S-sorry, I think I can d-do it if only for a s-second,” Aurora said between gasps of air. 
 
    The Ignis Mage closed her eyes and concentrated again. The scent of evergreen was intense like a perfume that emanated from her. Once again, the air rippled around her, her form warped and twisted, and then she seemed to vanish. Just for a second, like she promised, and then she was back. 
 
    She looked weak, so I went to hold her, and as I did, I passed through a wave of heat. 
 
    “Where did you go?” the king demanded as he blinked at her in shock. 
 
    “N-nowhere, I was still here,” Aurora gasped. “I superheated just the air in fr-front of me without allowing it to combust into flame. An Ignis Mage with Daibusu’s power could probably maintain it for longer periods of time so we couldn’t see him even if we were staring right at him.” 
 
     “It’s called a mirage,” I said, impressed. “Light goes through the hot air faster than the cold air, and gets bent towards the denser air. You see it all the time when there’s a big difference between the surface temperature and the temperature of the air.” 
 
    Of course, I thought of examples the group wouldn’t understand. Hot asphalt, airplane fumes, but none of that would make any sense to them, and that was fine. 
 
    Luckily for me, at that moment, there was a tap on the door to interrupt my train of thought. 
 
    “Enter,” said King Davit. 
 
    Captain Mayard came into the royal chamber, accompanied by Haragh and Yaxin. I couldn’t help but notice the trader still wore his yellow-green cloak, and I was sure Cayla and Aurora took note of it as well. 
 
    “What is the status of the station?” the king asked. 
 
    “There’s nothing that can’t be fixed,” Haragh replied with a shrug. “Actually, we had our first delivery this morning. Supplies for rebuilding Cedis and a dozen mages from Illaria, courtesy of King Temin.” 
 
    “We will make them welcome.” King Davit nodded, and then he turned to Yaxin. “Have we settled on our contract?” 
 
    “Yes, I only need to get the signature from my bosses in Orebane,” the lead trader said. 
 
    “Ah, so they’re dwarves,” the king mused as he stroked his beard. “That makes sense.” 
 
    I felt my excitement build, but I tried to keep my cool. I had only heard mere mentions of the dwarves, but they were said to be master miners. Sounded like my kind of folk. 
 
    “Maybe it would be good if I accompanied you,” I suggested calmly, “to meet the dwarves. The mages can now go back and forth along the rail line from here to Serin, and King Temin is still waiting for a reply from the Nalnoran elves. Perhaps if we get the dwarves on our side too, we can be more prepared for when the Master inevitably returns.” 
 
    Yaxin blinked at me in surprise but then nodded. “Actually, that sounds good to me. You can be the one to explain this metal behemoth of yours and the beasts of fire to the bosses up north.” 
 
    I felt a broad grin break out across my face.  
 
    Mages, kings, half-elves, princesses, and now dwarves. Come on. 
 
    Life was fucking great. 
 
    Especially when I was a metal mage that could make guns, motorcycles, grenades, and now trains. 
 
    I wonder what I could make if I had some dwarven help? 
 
      
 
    End of book 3 
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