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CHAPTER ONE




The lanky male elf paced around his living area. Alphonse circled the stretching young man like a hawk as he tried to figure out how to appropriately scold the young Runner. 




A seemingly forever-burning fireplace set the solemn tone. 




The young man in question swiveled his head as he watched Alphonse walk around, Booker rested in the seat with his jacket draped over his shoulders and eventually gave up the effort to watch Alphonse when the room started to spin.




“Sterling,” Alphonse addressed the young man, stopping behind the chair directly opposite of where Sterling sat sipping on his drink, his eyes trying to focus.




“Yessir?” Booker’s brown eyes looked at Alphonse from beyond the rim of his cup.




“I gave you one job Booker,” Alphonse reminded him, “what was that job?”




Booker’s eyes rolled up as he tried to recall Alphonse's exact words. Taking an exaggerated gasp of air Sterling answered the question, “Keep the Princess safe?” Booker leaned forward, laying out the argument to his defense in a spit-fire hurry, “Which I did do, she hasn’t suffered so much as a scratch.”




“No,” Alphonse admitted,“she hasn’t, but you were also supposed to keep her in hiding, correct?”




Sterling shifted in his seat awkwardly as Alphonse reached for his TV remote, “Question Booker; When I turn the TV on to hear the news what do I expect to find?” Alphonse asked.




“The weather?” Booker hoped.




“So, what do you think I happen to find instead?” Alphonse turned the TV on showing a brown-haired woman in professional attire describing an accident scene on a stretch of road out of town.




The reporter, wearing a red blazer, gave her description of the car crash to the camera. “The black sedan was found in the ditch after having tumbled several times. The seatbelts suggest there were survivors who managed to escape the wreckage. Further, there was a crossbow found at the scene. No word on where these survivors are now and what caused the incident on what locals call Bandit’s Stretch.”




Alphonse turned the tv off as he looked back to Booker who was glancing around looking anywhere but at Alphonse, “Wouldn’t happen to know anything about that would you, Sterling?”




Sterling shrugged and shook his head as he looked to Alphonse. “Those poor survivors, I sure hope they’re Ok.”




“Nothing, not even about the rather random crossbow comment?” Alphonse pressed. “Given the fact that I now have a crossbow bolt LODGED IN MY MUSTANG’S INTERIOR!” Alphonse articulated, loudly, the condition of his vehicle for Sterling.




Sterling sucked air through his teeth, “Oh, that crossbow. I thought you meant…” he looked around for an answer to Alphonse’s question. “Yeah, I got nothing.” He looked up, “It’s not my fault they shot a bolt at me!”




“Perhaps you are right, not a thing you could do about the assailants,” Alphonse crossed his arms on the back of the chair as he leaned toward Sterling. “However, you definitely had a choice on how much DAMAGE… OCCURRED… TO THE BODY… OF MY CAR!”




Booker scoffed at the older elf as he waved a hand, “But Alphonse, ’tis but a scratch.”




“It’s an obvious dent, to a painstakingly accurate, exquisitely restored, vintage replica of Steve McQueen's 1968 Mustang from the hit movie Bullitt.” Alphonse corrected.




“For someone that’s lived, what, three hundred years?” The young man peered at his reaction to the guess, wanting to get a gauge for Alphonse's age. “You sure love your Steve McQueen,” he finished.




Alphonse pointed his left hand towards the now dark TV, “That doesn’t change the fact that you used it as a stunt car and flipped that sedan.” 




Sterling grinned as he remembered the event. “Oh, you should have seen it! Honestly, it was so cool. Have you ever done a pit-maneuver?” 




“Sterling!” He snapped his fingers at him.




“And besides,” Sterling continued, “why am I the only one catching flak? It's the twenty-first century." His arms introduced Princess Auralee with a grand gesture. "The Princess and I share this responsibility as equals.” 




Auralee, leaning against a wall with her ankles crossed, looked up from inspecting her nails and reading on Sterling's smartphone when he pointed to her. “I don’t think your Civil Rights Movements apply to Elves,” she answered.




Alphonse took a moment away from Sterling to question the Princess, “When did you have time to read U.S. political history?”




“At least it's not Flappy Bird again,” Sterling conceded.




The Princess looked at the clock, “It was a long ride here, and you were walking around forever figuring out how to yell at him.”




  Sensing the opportunity, Sterling slammed his hand onto the armrest, “What’s important now, is that we take the progressive steps forward to accomplishing Martin Luther King Jr’s dream, by the two of us sharing this blame equally.” 




Princess Auralee frowned, then stepped into the argument, “Your Martin Luther fought for race equality, the name you’re probably searching for is Susan B. Anthony.”




Sterling turned to look at Auralee. “Did somebody just send you a link to the Wikipedia page to counter the fallacies in my argument?”




Alphonse waved a hand to the side to dismiss Sterling's conjecture, “Doesn’t matter, I could’ve called you out on it as well since I was there.”




Sterling looked at the two, his eyes and mouth wide open as he set a hand on his chest, “I came here to have a fun time, but I’m feeling very attacked right now.” Standing up, Sterling started toward the door, “Good day, Sir!” He exclaimed as he swiped a set of keys off the wall.




“Booker,” Alphonse snapped his fingers again to get his attention.




“I SAID GOOD DAY!” Sterling dramatically swung open the front door and stepped into the night.




Auralee’s eyes looked from the door to Alphonse, “Does he know I still have his phone?” 




“The better question is,” Alphonse walked around the chair, “What does he plan to do with the keys to my Condo in Las Vegas?”




—




Sterling closed the door behind him leaving the Elves behind. Wiping a hand across his brow as he remarked out loud, “Close one there, sounded like blame was coming my way.” He jogged down the porch as he twirled the keys around his index finger, “Now which car did I snag? Camaro, maybe. Perhaps another Mustang. Ooh, what if it's the Tesla?” His greedy smile spread as he looked at it under the porch lights, “Well these sure don’t look familiar.” Sterling dropped his head as the realization dawned on him, “House keys,” he observed.




Sterling turned around looking at the cabin, shivering as a breeze came through, “Now,” his eyes repeatedly scanned the exterior of the house as he formulated his plan. “How do I enter that cabin with as much dignity as possible?”




__




The Princess waved her hand trying to dismiss Alphonse who had retrieved a drink and a doily, “No need for such formalities Alphonse.”




“I’m sure there isn’t Aura,” Alphonse set her glass on the center table, proceeding to sit in the seat perpendicular to Auralee. 




“Then why do you do it?” Auralee questioned, bringing the drink to her mouth.




“It’s a matter of respecting your Father,” He attempted to peer out the window from where he sat, “believe it or not, your Father and I go back to our youths.”




“Then why don’t you serve alongside him in the government as an advisor?” She inquired before inspecting the drink.




“It’s hot chocolate,” He informed the Princess, “Besides, the political wait times that go along with the Elven kingdoms governance is far too long, I could barely stand it when I had the opportunity to serve in the Senate.” 




She took a sip and nodded to Alphonse, “What do you think Booker is up to?”




Alphonse held up a finger to signal for her to wait as he took his drink, after swallowing and clearing his throat he explained, “Well, after realizing his mistake and likely complaining he will have to find his way back in. Sterling has too much pride to try and enter the front door. He’s probably walked around this place a couple of times looking for an unlocked window.”




Auralee turned her head to the surroundings trying to figure Booker's position.




Alphonse looked at his expensive watch, “He should be trying to climb a nearby tree to get onto the roof.”

The Princess frowned at Alphonse, “I thought this was a one-story cabin?”




“To the outside, it looks that way. The second floor is disguised as a rather steep looking roof, and it's closer to an attic than a second floor, but works just the same.” Alphonse tilted his head waiting for something.




The soft thumps of Sterling's feet landing on the roof sounded through the living room.




“That must be him,” Alphonse remarked.




A sliding noise soon followed his words and accompanying muffled ‘Whoas’ from Sterling on the roof. Auralee and Alphonse listen to the ‘whoas’ crescendo, then the sound suddenly cut off followed by a loud thud and a little sliding noise.




“What was that?” Auralee seemed concerned.




“Well, if I were a gambling elf,” Alphonse rubbed at his chin, “I’d say Sterling launched himself from the tree and landed on the roof, but forgot about how he should have stood since the roof is a little slick right now and he started to slide. He proceeded to fall and slide down, probably off the roof, but I didn’t hear the thud he’d have made if he hit the dirt.” 




Alphonse rose from his chair and walked toward his windows, “I’ll make a quick check around to make sure he’s not lying broken and twitching on my lawn.” Leaving the Princess alone in the living room he walked down the hall.




She watched Alphonse disappear and considered the situation, letting out a sigh. Auralee pursed her lips and considered options.




Option one, knowledge is power, continue researching the affairs of Booker’s people. That way she would not be so in the dark concerning this world. The second option was to go outside and investigate herself, stretch her legs and get some fresh air.




Or... She could investigate that second-floor Alphonse mentioned.




Perhaps she would need to know the layout of the building in case of an attack; Auralee decided as she rose from her chair and moved deftly about her surroundings. She tried to figure where the trap door or hidden bookshelf was to show her to the second floor.




Outside the cabin, Booker rolled back onto the roof and winced as he put pressure on his left arm, “Scrooge McFucked that one up didn’t I?” He looked back at the branch where he jumped from and watched the broken wood dangle. “Now, where’s that panel?” Booker questioned as he looked around trying to get a sense of where he was. He noticed a shadow slowly pass over the lights from window to window on the perimeter. “Either.” Booker sounded slightly concerned as he witnessed the haunting, “This cabin also happens to be haunted, or Alphonse is looking for me. And honestly?” Booker started to crawl away from the edge, “Neither of those choices bode well for me.” 




Booker patted his hand around for the hatch, “Now the last time I had to sneak in it was around,” He felt the cold metal of the handle, “here!” Opening the panel and sliding into the crevice, he quietly recollected to himself, “The last time I was in this hole, I was attempting to sneak out,” Booker told the walls, “look at me now.” 




Booker dropped into the large attic; an area carefully maintained to allow Alphonse to make his way around without issue. “Tonight, on Hoarders,” Booker whispered to an invisible camera, “what does an Elf who’s lived hundreds of years keep in his attic? Well, it may surprise you.” His head slowly looked around the black surroundings as his eyes adjusted to the lighting. “What does an elf keep in his attic?” Booker carefully stepped around the clusters to make his escape, “Am I a genius or what?” He patted himself on the back for his brilliant reentrance.




—




“Booker is a goddamn idiot.” Alphonse swore as he didn’t discover the broken body of a particular human on his lawn, “If I were an immature child what would I do?” He groaned at the most likely option, “If he’s in my attic I will force him to drive the Edsel!” He promised as the elf made his way to where he suspected Booker to be.




—




Back up in the attic, Booker found himself lost. “Would you look at that, bigger on the inside.” He remarked tugging on the nearest rack, he weighed the idea of climbing to the rafter to get a better vantage point. “I mean, no harm if I don’t get caught.” He reasoned, careful with where his hands and feet found purchase, “Alleyoop,” he grunted. Carefully treading atop the racks, playing a self-indulgent game of I spy as he went along to keep himself preoccupied, “I spy with my little eye, something…” His eye caught an overflowing box containing watches, jewelry, and bracelets with padding at the bottom to keep them in safe condition, abandoned in this place. Booker grinned at the finding, “Something shiny.” 




He paused for a moment, combing his fingers through his hair, after lightly sifting through the box, “Well I can see why you’d want to stick all this in a box in the attic.” Booker quickly became depressed as his digging rewarded him nothing, but accessories that didn’t go with what he already had on.




“Come on, there has to be at least something to go with these shoes,” Booker complained.




On the brink of calling it a lost cause, a bracelet buckle caught Booker’s eye with its dull silver sheen. He let out a soft gasp as he pulled it from the pile. “Come my pretty,” he cackled inspecting it, “And it goes with the shoes!” Wrapping it around his left wrist. He pulled the strap to keep it snugly on his wrist. He modeled the bracelet for himself, “Welcome to my wardrobe.”




Out of the corner of his eye, Booker noted a door opening, freezing for the moment as he waited to react to whoever found their way up here.

—




Auralee took two steps into the attic, “Goodness Alphonse, why do you keep this place so dark?” Conjuring a red light in her hand to solve her issue, she continued into the room. The door shutting behind her spooked her. Auralee shuddered and straightened herself out, “Nothing but the breeze Aura, you are better than these childish fears.” Slowly she made her way into the maze, inspecting everything she could, attempting to dissect its reason. 

—




Booker craned his head attempting to figure who decided to join him. Unsure which of the elves had meandered their way up top until a crimson light radiated from where the door was. “Hi Auralee,” He rubbed his hands together with a deep, conniving thought. “Oh man, if I spooked her up here with one of these antiques.” Booker looked around for the right tool for the job before suddenly halting his search, “I’d probably be dead before I would finish laughing.” He concluded. Attempting to move forward, a hapless step sent him flailing about as quietly as he could, knocking something over as he tried to regain his balance. Whatever he hit thudded heavily onto the floor.




Across the room, Booker could watch Auralee’s reaction to the sound as her red light swung in his direction, “Hello? Booker?” Auralee called out, the orb moving through the grid-like maze




“I’ll take that as my cue to get out of Dodge,” Booker pulled the leather strap to release the buckle, so he could slip it into his pocket, to no avail. He panicked inspecting the accessory to see what went wrong. Soon finding the prong of the buckle that threaded through the holes in the wrist strap had fused back with the buckle making it a single solid piece of metal, “Ooh shit,” Booker observed with a particular calm, “would you look at that.” While accepting his future fate of having to forever match some part of his outfit with the wrist wear, a shriek bounced off the walls from where Auralee was. Booker tensed himself as his head flooded with decisions, “Should I stay or should I go now?”




—




Auralee strolled down the aisles, making her way over to where she had heard the noise, “How does he have this much stuff?” She questioned after passing her hundredth vase, “What makes these special, what are these?” Auralee paused as she let her fingertips touch a smooth blue and white vase.




“Ming vases,” Alphonse informed her from behind.




She shrieked and straightened as her eyes shot open, sending her orb to the ceiling to explode in a brilliant light as her arms flung out knocking the vase over.




Alphonse steadied the Princess with one arm and caught the vase with the other, “I would appreciate you not knocking over my beautiful things, Aura.”




She took a steady breath, “You shouldn’t be sneaking up on your royalty,” Auralee scolded, “What brings you up here?”




"Up here? To my attic, the attic which belongs to me where I keep my lovely things.” Alphonse glanced about his rather lofty attic he helped build so many years ago, that he owned. “Well, our courageous Bodyguard has slunk away somewhere up here,” Alphonse gave a quick glance around his labyrinth, “I hope.”




—




Booker heard Alphonse’s words while he moved from shelf to shelf, “What is Alphonse doing up in his attic?” Booker paused adjusting for a new plan, rolling his sleeves down his arms to cover up the bracelet he had managed to pick up along the way.




—




Down the aisles, Alphonse led Auralee through his rows of stuff and memories with the aid of another bright light, idly picking a couple of things off the shelf as they passed.




Auralee glanced over as Alphonse ripped open a packet with his teeth, “What are you doing?” She asked him.




“This can serve as a target practice opportunity,” He explained, with a twitch of his ears he whispered back to Auralee. “Now stop here,” Alphonse dumped the contents of the packet into the barrel of his pistol. 




“Why, how?” She wondered.




“To make sure he doesn’t try this again,” Alphonse answered. “And by… just watch and learn.”




Atop the rafters behind the duo, Booker remained still like a statue as he sought to figure what Alphonse was fiddling with in his hands, Rubik’s Cube perhaps? Either which way, once they turned from the aisle where they were currently standing he was in the clear to slink back into the cabin and wait. He could already imagine himself sitting in one of the chairs like a megalomaniac villain, waiting to twirl around and tell them about his evil shark pool with lasers. 




But why were they still standing there?




Booker’s brows arched as he heard a familiar metallic click, like the sound of someone cocking a gun and then Alphonse turned around, pointing something at him in a dueling pose as something clicked again. 




Alphonse gave his final words, “Good night, Sterling.” 




Reanimated in a flash, the confused Booker put a hand up in defense as he begged, “No, Alphonse!” Diving off the rafter as Alphonse pulled the trigger and ignited the gunpowder in his pistol. The sound of a gunshot deafened the room, and a large puff of smoke appeared as Booker's body thudded onto the floor.




“WHAT WAS THAT JACKASS!” The mass of Booker on the floor cried out.




“What have I told you about using my attic?” Alphonse questioned, placing his finger on the side of the gun as he inspected it.




“YOU SHOT ME!” Booker responded.




“I shot at you,” Alphonse corrected, “I didn’t load anything more than powder.”




“That gun must be as ancient as you; it could’ve exploded in your hand!” Booker sounded frustrated as he picked himself off the floor




“I’ve kept up with it after all these years, it served well during my days in the Continental Army.” Alphonse walked to Booker, setting his flintlock pistol on a nearby shelf cap. “It also came out of retirement to serve you a lesson.”




“This is why we have so many issues,” Booker started to turn away and walk.




Alphonse put a hand on his shoulder, twisting him back around and then pulling him close by the collar of his shirt, “We are having issues because some of us can’t grow up for a minute and accept responsibilities for one's mistakes and move on to improve.” He growled at Sterling




Booker attempted to show no reaction, but his breathing gave away his concern, his eyes looked down, and he sagged his shoulders, “Yes sir, sorry sir.”




Alphonse let go of Sterling and brushed his shoulders to get rid of the wrinkles his grip had formed, “Splendid.”




Auralee finally spoke up, “I would like to remind you, gentlemen, we still have my kidnappers to worry about, and after some thought, perhaps more.”




Booker's head tilted and looked at Auralee from over Alphonse’s shoulder, with her statement. Booker's eyes slid to the side looking at Alphonse, “I want danger pay.”




“That’s nice,” Alphonse turned sideways and offered a hand for Aura, “Let us discuss this in my living room please.”




















CHAPTER TWO




Auralee watched as Alphonse and Sterling went back and forth in a heated discussion she didn’t have much knowledge about. She thought it was something important as there was no other reason for their tones to match the voices she heard when politics became rather tense at home.




“I am not driving a damn Edsel!” Booker shook his head and made a gesture with his arm to strike out the idea of driving such a failure.




“That’s a nice opinion you have,” Alphonse answered.




“What did I do to deserve this?” Booker paraded around the living room.




“You jumped on my roof then climbed down into my private attic,” Alphonse dangled the set of car keys.




“What have I done recently?” Booker corrected.




Alphonse turned and looked at the clock, one eyebrow raised, “That was maybe twenty minutes ago!”




“We’ve already dealt with that,” Booker shrugged his shoulders and looked at Alphonse innocently, “water under the bridge.”




“You still have my Condo keys,” Alphonse pointed out.




Fishing them out of his pockets Booker flashed them at Alphonse, “I will trade you these keys,”




“My keys.”




“These keys,” Booker continued, “For, andIAmMeetingYouInTheMiddleHere…a Ferrari?”




“How the hell is a Ferrari meeting me in the middle?” Alphonse asked, incredulous.




“Alright fine, Lambo.” 




“No,” Alphonse rejected.




“Beamer?” Booker offered




“Nope.”




“Benz.”




“Wrong.”




Booker pursed his lips, humming with indecision, “Alright, you talked me down, Tesla.”




“Give me the keys or, get this, you walk.” Alphonse smiled at Booker who hid behind Auralee’s chair.




“Mmm,” Booker made a sour face as he looked away, “But I would be walking out with a new Condo.” He pointed out to Alphonse.




Auralee looked up at Booker, leaning on her chair with the keys loosely swaying in his hands. Rolling her eyes, she snagged the keys and tossed them to Alphonse quick enough that Alphonse almost didn’t react fast enough to catch them and it took Booker a moment to realize he no longer held the keys that were now soaring through the air.




“You two are like my brothers, always bickering about something.” She sighed as she took command of the situation with the natural tendencies of royalty. “We still have another day before I am allowed back into my home, and until just recently our biggest concern was a perpetually distracted guard.” She glanced over her shoulder at Booker as she finished the sentence. Booker noticed her stare and looked over his shoulder into the kitchen to try and see who Auralee was talking about. She rolled her eyes and continued, “Now, we know someone or something is attempting to kidnap me,” She looked to Alphonse, “So with the remaining time we have today, what can we get done to confront the threat by tomorrow?”




Alphonse combed his fingers through his hair, “We don’t need to confront the threat, just put the threat at ease.” He answered.




Booker kept his left arm socked away in his jacket pocket doing all his gesturing with his right to hide the borrowed wrist wear, “Well I don’t know about you, but having a bounty out for me doesn’t make me want to look for peace negotiations.”




Auralee frowned, “Why would the bounty be out for you and not me, sure you’ve made a splash, but nothing significant enough to warrant a full-fledged bounty.”




Alphonse came in to fill in the gaps, “Well, whoever put out the hit likely knows you’re with him. My thought is there's a wink to go along with the description of who the actual target is.”




“Makes sense,” Auralee nodded, “It would be foolish to put a contract out specifically for a Princess, but her bodyguard that isn’t a bodyguard…”




“Hey,” Booker butted in offended.




“You just hid in my attic for a solid 15 minutes to avoid walking through the front door,” Alphonse shut him down. “Whoever it is, has resources and is willing to use them, but why, what is there to gain?”




It was Auralee’s turn to look at Alphonse offended, “What do they have to gain, from kidnapping a Princess?”




With a horizontal wave, he shut Auralee down too, “Is it kidnap or kill, this information is surprisingly relevant.”




“Yes,” Booker answered. Rewarded with a scowl from Alphonse, Booker continued, “At least from what I’ve heard.”




The tall elf squinted down to Booker, “Heard from where? Haven’t you been pursued the entire time?”




“Ahm,” The human scratched the back of his head with his left hand and turned away. “Delvar and Mordecai,” He muttered.




“I’m sorry who,” Alphonse leaned in, turning his head to exaggerate his anticipation.




“A pair of Freelancers that were sent after us,” He admitted, “I managed to incapacitate them for a moment and asked a couple of questions.”




Auralee rolled her eyes. If by incapacitate you mean pull them out of the wreckage, she thought to herself.




“Where did you bury their bodies?” Alphonse tapped his chin trying to figure it out.




Auralee’s face became smug, crossing her arms as she turned to Booker, Yeah Booker, her eyebrows seemed to question him, where did we bury the bodies?




Booker peered back at Auralee’s expression before turning back to Alphonse, “There were no bodies to bury.” 




“Did they go through the effort to conjure assassins?” Alphonse looked to Auralee, perplexed.




The Princess raised her finger up to explain; however, Booker managed to get his question in much faster than she could answer Alphonses question.




“Wait!” Booker's head snapped to Aura, his eyes wide with excitement, “You can conjure things?”




“Yes, and they typically dissipate or disintegrate when terminated,” Alphonse looked back at the Runner. “Which you would have known had you killed them, so how were there no bodies?”




And I might’ve gotten away with it too had I not opened my mouth, Booker lamented. “Because I let them go,” He confessed, “I saw no reason to put in all the extra effort for such little gain.”




“What extra effort?” Alphonse wondered aloud.




“Digging holes is hard work, dammit!” Booker slammed his left hand atop the nearest couch to accent his point.




The duo of elves rolled their eyes at him.




"Stop hitting things," Alphonse told him, “So we have a pair of Freelancers running about who know there's a bounty out on you, and so you let them off because digging holes is hard?” 




“Well when you put it like that,” Booker's eyes looked for an exit out of this situation.




“Then again, we can’t solve every situation with ‘kill all the baddies’ like we were in some paranormal science fiction book,” The senior elf reasoned out, “Perhaps they could become of use later down the line.”




Booker hummed, nodded along with what Alphonse said, attempting to stay out of trouble if he could.




Auralee, on the other hand, decided to not use Booker as an example as she spoke back to Alphonse, “How is that the right choice, for all we know he just put more information out there to be used against us!”




Alphonse glared toward Auralee in such a way it made her question her authority as royalty, “Because,” he stated, “chances are they were burned, meaning they were borderline left on this side of the realm until they can route themselves a way out. I doubt these bounty hunters will be happy with their client, making them great turncoats. Plus, if it got out, even as a rumor, that a Princess had personally executed even criminals in times like this?”




Alphonse whistled, “I mean, it’d be ideal for business I guess, but also to Booker’s point, holes aren’t fun to dig.”




“Unless you get a giant backhoe,” the enthusiastic Booker chimed in, then mimicked how he’d think operating the mechanical excavator would go.




“Hm,” Auralee accepted.




Booker looked around as something clicked in his head, “Hold on, Delvar and Mordecai are still here?”




“Likely, yes,” Alphonse nodded. “If I were in their employer's shoes, I would want as little to do with them on paper as possible, so burning them and keeping them in this realm would keep their mouths shut.”




“So, they’re still here, as in probably in this area.” Booker restated.




Shifting her gaze over, Auralee addressed him, “Yes, Sterling. They are likely still here.”




Booker clapped his hands in excitement and made his way to the valet box on the wall where Alphonse kept his assortment of car keys, “Gimme gimme gimme,” He kept the hand with the bracelet in his pocket, his other dancing along the keyrings like they were piano keys.




“Bad Booker,” Alphonse started towards him, startling Booker.




Feeling the pressure of the impending Alphonse, Booker snagged the first pair of keys that looked like luxury, hastily shutting the panel and taking a few steps away, “Too late!” Booker claimed, shooting his clenched hand into his jacket pocket.




They froze in their positions, every time Alphonse threatened to take a step forward, Booker moved a foot behind him.




“I’ll make you a deal,” Booker started.




“Uh huh,” Alphonse responded, more curious on how Booker planned to sucker him into getting his way.




Booker licked his lips, “If I can guess the country of the maker, I get to keep the keys.”




Alphonse nodded, “If you don’t…”




“If I don’t then there is an Edsel with my name on it.” Booker bet.




“Okay,” Alphonse accepted the terms, “Shoot.”




“Germ-” Booker’s face went sour as he had second thoughts, “No, no, no, not German it is,” Booker felt an immense pressure as his thumb glided over the keys topography, “British?” He sucked air through his teeth as he tried to dispel final doubts.




“If you get this wrong,” Alphonse clicked his tongue, “Qué lástima, what a shame.”




“British and you can fight me about it, Alphonse,” Booker answered with confidence. He brought his hand out of his pocket, keeping his fingers cradling the prize. Slowly he opened his hand, his eyes scanning every bit of it for a logo. Closing his hand in a fraction of the time when he figured who had made the car.




“Well, spit it out, I can’t let that poor Edsel rust away now.” Alphonse taunted.




“You’ll have to let it sit there for another while because” Booker flashed the keys at Alphonse and the cocky elf's demeanor slipped away. “Guess who’s driving a Rolls Royce? It's me.”




Alphonse squinted back, “How interesting; you managed to snag one of two British made cars out of the sea of German, Italian, Korean, American, French, and Japanese.”




Booker raised his hand up to stop Alphonse and his speech, “You have one French car, don’t act like it's not an anomaly too, just be happy for me.” 




Alphonse shrugged, his face neutral then turned into regret as he groaned.




Booker attempted to remedy Alphonse with an explanation, “It’s not even your favorite car, you’d pick something German or a classic Americana before you’d remember you even have a Royce.” 




“It’s not that,” Alphonse responded, “I can only fathom the amount it's going to cost me in gas alone.” 




“Mmm,” Booker nodded as he understood Alphonse's concern, a twelve-cylinder car wouldn’t be very light with its gas consumption. “That sucks. I think we need to get going if we have any chance of my plan working.”




Auralee looked concerned, “You have a plan?” 




“Yes, I have a plan,” Booker defended, “And it’ll only work in the front seat of a Rolls Royce.” He dangled the keys, “I’m already halfway there.”







“Fine, get to it, I have some strings that need pulling anyhow,” Alphonse waved a hand to dismiss them, taking out his smartphone and letting his thumb dance across the screen.




Booker let out a small sound of glee as he left the Princess. He sprinted across the lawn to the garage, eager to get on his way. 




When Auralee made her way out the door, Booker was nowhere to be found, not even the soft pitter patter of his shoes across the lawn could be heard, she waited around for the moment. Inspecting Alphonse's estate and suddenly becoming aware of exactly what all this property, stuff, and management entailed, what did Alphonse do to earn all of this? Surely, he didn’t get all this from the other side, almost everything she’d seen so far had been from humans, but then how come she hadn’t heard much about Alphonse if he appeared to hold this much power? 




Auralee soon became lost in her thoughts as she pieced together what she could, only to be interrupted by a low purr and bright head lights flashing at her, a figure leaned out of the car and waved.




Booker’s voice called out to her, “No just take your time looking at the tree’s Princess, my plan isn’t time sensitive or anything.”




















CHAPTER THREE




   Auralee looked around the car's interior surprised in how plush it was in comparison to the first one. 




If it even was comparable to the Green Mustang’s interior. 




Everything seemed smooth to a fault; the Princess was nuzzled into her blue and black leather seat. Booker was steering with his left arm as his right hand twisted a knob in-between the two. His efforts caused sounds to start pouring out of the walls, soft tones and inhuman voices danced in the air. 




“So,” Booker broke their silence after fiddling with his mechanism some more, lowering the music volume, “I bet you have some questions, ‘Why are you so ruggedly handsome and good at this,' or maybe, ‘What expertly crafted plan is it this time?’” He looked over at Auralee with a cocky grin.




“You plan on encountering Delvar and Mordecai at some spot you’re familiar with, likely some seedy tavern your type like to hang out at,” Auralee answered in a matter-of-fact tone.




Booker's grin shrunk away, “I thought it was a brilliant plan,” he admitted, slightly disappointed.




“Why else would you wonder if those two were still here,” Auralee responded.




Booker kept his eyes on the road, watching the white lines zip by under his headlights, “And, it’s a diner, not a seedy tavern.”




“Either way,” Auralee ran a hand through her hair, “I don’t see how you expect this plan to work. You expect the two criminals to be at this place at this moment, highly unlikely.”




“Don’t worry about the small things,” Booker told her, switching lanes and passing up cars as he pleased.




“That doesn’t seem like a small thing to me,” Auralee turned, reading Booker's profile.




“If I’m stuck in an area I don’t know, I look for the familiar things, generally a McDonalds, perhaps a Carl’s Jr. If I’m in the right part of town,” He explained, “Sure the two are stuck on the wrong side of the fence, but most anyone I’ve met on a job has known of Kitches.” 




Booker smiled as he recalled a memory, while passing up a bright yellow Jeep. “I even had a job where someone wanted me to deliver Kitches, I mean this guy offered me a price so good I questioned whether I should jump behind the counter and get cooking.” He chuckled to himself, “Guy wanted his chicken fried steak I guess.” 




She nodded at his sentiment but still pursued her questioning, “Alright, but the moral is…?”




“They’ll be there,” He reassured Auralee, “If not.” Booker thought a moment and shook his head,”Nah they’ll be there, what else do they have to do?”




The speedometer needle began to drop as Booker closed in on his destination, questioning himself on how big of a splash he should make when pulling up to the place. 




Maybe if he roared his engine they’d know he’s driving a Rolls, but then there goes any chance of surprise. And people don’t tend to like the people who cause a loud noise during their dinner times

. 

Booker cracked open his door once he pulled up to a sufficient parking spot far enough away from where most everyone else would park.




“Why are we parking way out here, when we were parked much closer in the other car?” Auralee questioned.




“You see those cars?” He pointed out the trio in front of the diner’s entrance.




Auralee stated the obvious, “Yes?”




“This car is too nice to risk so much as a feather scuffing it,” Booker responded, listening to the soft purr of the engine for another moment, before giving it a soft prayer and shutting the car off. “Now let’s go say hi to our friends.”




On the way to the door, Booker stopped when he realized he could make out his reflection in the glass well enough to check out his outfit. He looked twice to make sure there were no unnecessary wrinkles, and his hair was in place.




Auralee rolled her eyes, “You’re so vain.” She was still dressed in what came down to a modernized tunic with a golden belt and leggings.




“And I’ll look damn good doing it,” Booker retorted, pulling open the door. Allowing Auralee to slide in and look around inside the place.




“Look what I don’t see,” Auralee feigned surprise, her hand over her mouth. “A dwarf and his tall friend.” She answered for Booker.




Booker squinted and looked about, there were a handful of patrons, one sat at the counter with a drink in hand, and a two couples sat in booths. 




Booker shook his head, “Hmm,” he debated, “What was that one thing the elf did yesterday, it made him look like a police officer? Before he was nice enough to come into my apartment and start breaking my things.”




“A glimmer?” Auralee clarified, “Dwarves can barely wield magic to begin with. Why would this one know enough to cast that on two people?” She questioned.




“Humans certainly aren’t born with an innate ability to use magic either, but that didn’t stop Houdini,” Booker answered, “If I were in his shoes that’s the least I would learn, perhaps the only thing, but definitely the least.”




A passing Waitress took note of the two and waved, “Welcome, good to see you Sterling!” The curly haired girl greeted.




Booker smiled and waved back, “Can you un-glimmer them?” He whispered to Aura.




She shrugged, “Yes, but it would also dispel anyone else.”




“Well,” Booker gestured to the room, “After learning this place was actually a safe spot for your type, a lot of things have fallen into place. Do your voodoo, if you would be so kind?” He encouraged.




Auralee rolled her eyes and muttered something, a faint glittery trail appeared to snake around the room for those that could see it. Once it moved over the two patrons sat farthest from the door, the trail stopped and what seemed like a large Irishman with a beard became Delvar, a stout Dwarf with a long brown beard and shorter kept hair. Across from him sat Mordecai, who was now revealed to a slightly taller, more muscular, oddly colored humanoid with four fingers reading the day’s news.




“I’m sorry, what was that? Booker, you were right?” He asked her.




Auralee jabbed him in the side with her elbow, watching Delvar look up at his compatriot, doing a double take once he realized that the troll no longer looked like your average dad. 




His chewing stopped mid-motion along with the rest of his body as his eyes darted around the two, looking for where their camouflage had gone.




Booker stifled a chuckle and gestured for Auralee to approach them, “You go do your diplomacy and see if we can’t add them to my ever-growing ‘crew.’”




Auralee took a step forward, “You’re what?”




“My crew, my Couriers Crew,” Booker branded the team, “I’ll explain later, don’t kill them or else we’ll have some problems.”




“And what will you be doing?” She asked him.




Booker's passively rubbed at the bracelet from atop all the layers, “I uh, have some questions I kinda need to be answered, I’ll be right with you.” 




The Princess watched the two fools for a moment, starting her approach once she locked eyes with Delvar, the dwarf. His eyes went wide when he realized who was staring him down, looking back across the table and to the Princess who had covered half the distance already. 




The Princess grabbed one of the four-legged chairs from a nearby table, setting it at the edge of their booth and spinning the chair so she could lean on the back of the chair




The Princess cleared her throat to make sure she had their attention, waiting for their greeting.




“Uh,” The Dwarf rolled his shoulders in an attempt to set himself, “Good evening Princess, didn’t expect to see you so…soon.” Delvar looked around for his savior from earlier, where had the human gone? He spotted Booker, talking with one of the waitresses.




To the opposite side of the diner, Delvar thought, of course he did.




Mordecai looked up from his chicken tenders and newspaper, wanting to find out what made his friend so antsy. When he saw the Princess snag a nearby chair, twirling about to sit at the edge of the table, he figured it out. 




His wide eyes looked between the two for a moment, then decided to not get involved with that. He continued to eat his chicken strip basket the nice lady from earlier gave him.




“Hi Dende,” Auralee greeted him, an impressive fake smile on her face.




“Its Delvar” The dwarf corrected.




“I know,” She informed him.




“Okay,” Delvar's eyes glanced to and from the Princesses fierce gaze, “So what can we do for you?”




“Well, Booker is busy talking with what I can only assume is one of his copious connections,” Auralee patted the troll to let him know that she acknowledged his presence. “I think you two can answer a few questions about your trade since I doubt any of my father’s advisors would tell me about if I were to ask when I get back.”




Delvar nodded, information, I can work with that, he thought. “What did ya’ have in mind?” He asked.




Auralee looked between the two, “Let’s start with you two, what are your jobs?” 




“Freelancers,” Delvar answered with a grin, “Jack of all trades, master of none, but often better than a master of one,” he finished with a wink.




“What made you so confident that you would be able to defeat Booker in a chase?” Auralee inquired.




“Well,” Delvar rubbed at his chin. “Neither of us knew he was a Runner first off.”




“You just accepted a random hit without even considering what the target was,” Auralee sounded astonished.




“You wouldn’t know, but that bounty was worth a solid week’s worth of work, and for one kid.” Delvar shrugged as he picked out a single fry with his fingers, “sounded simple enough to us.”




Auralee questioned his reason, but continued regardless, “Then what makes him being a Runner all the more difficult?” 




Delvar swallowed his fry and cleared his throat to explain to Auralee, “The thing is, he is also not just a Runner. You see there are job specializations for people on the Undermarket and these specs have tiers of skill and at the top are the sort of Bosses of it. These people tend to cost a bit more coin for the job, but they’re known for a reason and the jobs they do deserve such a pay grade. Runner is an open spec, easy to learn, not even that hard to master, the safest of the specializations. Freelancers tend to take some running jobs if they are in need of money.”




Auralee nodded along as the dwarf explained further.




“So, if someone manages to make a name in that line of work, it means they are something special,” Delvar concluded. “Was no wonder why your buddy had us beat, we went up against The Booker.”




“You mean ‘Booker,’” Auralee corrected.




Delver frowned at his meal, a french-fry half way to his mouth, “What?”




“You said The Booker as if it were a title,” Auralee clarified.




“Because it is,” Delvar answered, pointing the french-fry at her, “A bit of an honorary thing amongst us in the Runner Undermarket, but the best on each spec get a title that’s passed either by skill or challenge. He is The Booker, why it’s called Booker and not something cool, I don’t know.”




“And exactly what makes Booker, ‘The Booker.’” The Princess looked back over to Sterling.




“I’m not entirely sure myself, only learned about it after questioning some people who’ve walked in and out during this downtime. Why don’t you ask him yourself?” Delvar ate the fry, then attempted to suck the remainder of his drink to little avail, only causing an annoyingly loud noise.




---




Once he split from Auralee, Booker made his way over to the diner bar part of the restaurant, tapping the shoulder of one of the long-time servers.




“Hi, Laurel,” He greeted.




“Hey, Sterling,” The young brown haired girl turned around, having to tilt her head up to meet Bookers gaze.




“I see you decided to straighten your hair today,” He observed.




“Yeah,” Laurel confirmed, she took a step back and looked him up and down, placing her hands on her hip as she pursed her lips quizzically. “Weren’t you, like, just here earlier today?” she asked.




“It’s a small world,” He pushed the inquiry aside, “Now how much would you happen to know about elf-fashion, and hopefully it’s as much as you know about human fashion.” He turned to make sure Auralee was still with the other two before turning back and whispered to her, “Cause do I have the predicament for you to help with.”




Laurel only looked back at Booker with confusion, “What?”




Booker rolled up his sleeve to reveal the leather bracelet he procured while scurrying about Alphonse’s cabin.




Laurel went from looking questionably at Booker to looking questionably at the bracelet, “No way,” She murmured.




Booker responded with some concern, “Is that a good no way, or a bad no way?”




“How did you get your hands on an elvish antique, to begin with?” Laurel asked as she grabbed, then twisted Booker’s wrist to examine the piece.




“I was uh,” Booker attempted to create a cover story, then decided it was easier to remember the truth. “I happened to be up in Alphonse’s attic, stumbled upon the bracelet, thought it went with my shoes,” he looked down and pulled up his pants leg to show her before dropping them, “and here we are now.”




Laurel looked Booker’s attire up and down, “It certainly goes with the shoes,” She agreed, “But the bracelet is also like a…” She tapped a finger on her chin trying to figure the right human word.




“Like a vintage piece?” Booker guessed.




“Like an inspiration,” She sounded unsure about her choice of word, “It describes a story or set of instructions I guess.”




It was Booker’s turn to exclaim ‘no way’ as he started to look for the story on the wrist wear.




“Unless you can read Elvish, you’re going to need help,” Laurel told him.




Booker let out a disappointed ‘aww.’ waiting for Laurel to do the heavy lifting.




“So,” She trailed a finger along the leather as her eyes floated across the etchings, “Roughly translated,” She sighed, “I promise I’m not kidding, it’s a tale of a dragon.”




He looked at his wrist, eyebrows raised, “Sounds badass, I’m listening.”




“This story is set during what my kind refer to as the Last Orc war, the brace tale is centered on a particular dragon. This dragon’s job was to deliver messages with a royal courier, serving as the courier’s protector, while not hindering the speed the courier could deliver messages like a horse.” Laurel told.




“Hold on, how would a horse weigh them down, it’s a horse. Courier’s ride horses, right?” Booker questioned.




“Royal couriers were no joke,” Laurel looked up at Booker, “Even though elves are fast, couriers were quick, agile, young, had superb stamina and were frankly the best. Once a Courier reached maturity, they were often recruited into the King’s Rangers, regardless of class or gender, and if you believed some of the stories, the best of the best was inducted into an assassin’s class.”




“Also sounds badass,” Booker complimented.




“Tell me about it,” Laurel agreed, “Now dragons could also mature, and once that happened they became siege weapons, but according to your story on the sleeve here, this dragon never seemed to grow old, he forever stayed a whelping.”




Laurel now used two fingers to glide across the text, explaining to the anticipating Booker more of the tale, “This little guy was the old elvish equivalent of a flying ace, best amongst those his size and even acrobatic enough to go toe-to-toe with dragons older than him.” 




Laurel smiled reading the bracelet, only serving to tease Booker more, “He was renamed Izimandius after some number of trips, which is a sort of bastard way to say,” She rocked her head side to side trying to figure out how to translate.




“Just say it in as many words as possible, I’ll piece it together, and you can confirm it,” Booker informed her, excited to hear the dragon’s translated name.




“An exact translation would say dark storm cloud, thunder of the quickest lightning,” she thought for a second, “which sort of fits.”




“Why is that so damn cool?” Booker questioned softly.




Laurel continued her explanation, “But that doesn’t account for the culture behind the name, I think the author would have adjusted it to translate to be Black Lightning.”




“Still cool,” Booker assured.




Laurel turned his wrist over to continue, “Oh wow, there’s more.”




“Good, I wanna hear how it ends.” Booker grinned, “Maybe he settled down, lived life to the fullest.”




Laurel gave Booker a rather unassured face as she started to translate the rest of it, “Izimandius was once partnered with a prodigy Ranger, Ranquel. They were sent on what was essentially a suicide mission to slow an orc battalion when they passed through one of the Kingdoms forests.”




“Oh no,” Booker moaned.




Laurel nodded, “After some time of seeing nothing of the orc battalion or Ranquel and Izimandius, the King mobilized his defense. The King moved them into the forest where they only found scores of dead orcs marked with swords slashes, bite marks, and various other fatal wounds. But nothing of the orcish warlocks or the Ranger and Whelp, save for some scales and the Rangers armguard, which this,” She lifted his arm, “Is supposed to be representative of.”




“My arm?” Booker frowned.




“No, the bracelet,” She pointed out one of the edges that seemed hemmed, “Appears that there is probably a second half, or you just got the end piece. Moral of the dragon’s story being no matter how small you are, you can always excel and be the best.”




“That’s really neat,” Booker smiled at his new favorite bracelet, “Now how do I get it off?”




“What do you mean,” Her hands crawled to the leather strap, “All you have to do is pull this.” Her tug yielded the same result Booker had when he attempted to take it off, which was jack all. “Well, that’s not supposed to happen.”




“That’s what I said,” Booker agreed.




“Have you tried cutting it off?” Laurel suggested.




“I thought about it, but didn’t want to ruin the leather,” Booker admitted.




“You wouldn’t happen to know any dwarves would you,” Laurel questioned, “A bit racist, but they’re known for metalwork for a reason.”




Booker thought a moment, “I do.”




“Great,” Laurel smiled up at Sterling, “Talk to them about it, they might know what to do.”




“Thank you Laurel,” Booker started to turn, “Oh, and a- “




“Sweet tea?” Laurel gave a smug smirk, “On its way.”




“Sweet.” Booker thanked, straightened himself up and made his way over to the booth of friends.




“Delvar!” Booker cheered as he approached the table, “Good buddy, how are you?”




“What do you want?” Delvar questioned, recognizing the pandering.




“Been in the business that long huh,” Booker pointed out, gesturing for the troll to scoot over some to give him some room to sit. “Now I don’t want to be racist,”




Here comes the but, everyone thought.




“But,” Booker presented his buckle to everyone at the table, “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about magical buckles, would you?”




Auralee recognized the design of the wrist wear, “Since when have you been an archer?”




“Summer Camp technically,” Booker clarified, “but I also think guns were invented for a reason.”




Mordecai looked up from his basket, glancing at the bracelet. He moved a crumby finger to the arm guard, pointing at the symbols that comprised the Elvish written form.




Auralee looked between Booker and Mordecai, “What’s he doing?”




Delvar frowned, “Ain’t it obvious, he’s reading it.”




“He can read Elvish?” Auralee questioned incredulously.




“And Dwarvish, and Troll, and Human.” Delvar listed off, “And I think orcish, but never had an orc ask us a thing so I can’t confirm.”




Booker arched an eyebrow, “What exactly is Human?”




“The stuff you and I are speaking with,” Delvar answered.




“Boy, do I have some news for you,” Booker sucked air through his teeth before delivering the bad news. “There are lot more languages than English, this continent alone also has French, Spanish, Portuguese, a smattering of Chinese and Japanese, and let’s not talk about all of Eurasia, a few indigenous languages too.”




“How many tongues does one race need?” Delvar sounded astonished.




“I haven’t even brought up the dead languages like Latin, or the previous versions of modern languages,” Booker answered.




“You Humans are so messy.” Delvar shook his head.




Booker shrugged as Mordecai turned over the Runners bracelet to read more.




“Oh no,” The troll crooned softly.




“That's what I said, big buddy.” Booker used his left arm to reach across and gently pat Mordecai’s reading hand.




Auralee tried to get a glimpse of what was going on with Booker's wrist, “What is he reading?”




“The tale of Ozymandias,” Booker informed.




“Izimandius,” Mordecai corrected.




“What he said,” Booker confirmed.




“The children’s story?” Auralee asked.




“You mean, the history lesson?” Delvar inquired.




“No,” Auralee turned to Delvar, “The story given to kids, meant to inspire them.”




“Lass, trust me, we Dwarves know a thing or two about history since most of us have seen it,” The dwarf looked seriously at the princess, “That’s no fake story.”




“It’s been told over a millennia,” Auralee reasoned, “There’s hardly a grain of truth to it by now, really. A Ranger and Whelping taking on an entire orcish battalion, including warlocks? All the kingdom’s banded together could barely suppress the horde.” 




She gave a flippant hand toward his wrist, “That bracelet was probably made from a beginner’s armguard and given to his younger brother, not an actual piece of Ranquel’s armor. Where did you even find it, Booker?”




“Al-” Booker began before being interrupted.




“Hardly a grain of truth?” Delvar repeated, frustrated, “My Great-Grandfather fought in that war, he was one of the soldiers that discovered what was in Ranquel's wake, and I’ll tell you when Grandfather Drakvar said his story around the forge fire, there wasn’t a bit of lie in his eyes. Delvar pounded his hand on the table, startling the waitress that was serving Booker his drink.




Booker mouthed an apology to the waitress and gave a comforting smile, sipping slowly on his tea as the Dwarf continued.




“My Grandfather was even one of the lucky few that got to bring back a special piece,” He went on, stopping to reach into his shirt and pull out a necklace, the centerpiece was a dark shard with the string wrapped around it like an arrowhead. “One of Izimandius’ scales, there are 12 more just like it.”




“Even if,” Auralee crossed her arms in a huff, “the story was true, it’s not like it’s any help, they’re dead.”




Delvar had a mischievous grin as he shook a finger at the Princess, “That is where you’re wrong.”




Mordecai twisted Booker's arm a bit more causing pain, “Ow ow,” He looked over and found Mordecai inspecting the leather strap and metal buckle that held it together. Booker took his arm away and awkwardly contorted it, but it was more comfortable. He let Mordecai continue his reading. 




“No remains of the two heroes were found,” Auralee leaned into her argument, “That’s one of the pillars of the story.”




“Exactly!” Delvar stated, clapping his hands as if he got a one up on the Princess, “So how do you know they died?”




“Please.” Auralee turned her head to give Delvar a side glance, “What are you suggesting next Dwarf?”




“Don’t get ahead of me,” Delvar gestured for her to slow down.




“Magic?” Booker seemed to wake up and pay closer attention.




“Now I have your attention,” Delvar nodded.




“You can’t be serious Delvar,” Auralee dropped her shoulders and tilted her head, “You’re suggesting that Ranquel and Izimandius used magic to whisk themselves away?”




“Of course, not Princess,” Delvar waved his hand, dismissing the idea.




“Good, now you’re starting to make sense,” Auralee sighed in relief.




“Because the orcs did,” Delvar finished.




“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Auralee looked at the Dwarf dismissively.




“You’ve got to me kidding me!” Booker said with excitement, “What happened?”




“Well, my Friend,” Delvar addressed the jovial Booker, “Those two proved to be vicious foes to the orcs, with a Ranger's reflexes and a Whelps speed, nothing seemed to be hitting the pair, so the orc warlocks got together while their soldiers were cleaved in two.”




Booker now had both his elbows on the table, listening to Delvar’s side of the story as Auralee swiped the Humans drink, looking around.




“These Warlocks decided that to get rid of their foe’s, they would need something big.” Delvar motioned for Booker to lean close, and Booker did just that as the dwarf whispered, “Opening a portal.”




“No way,” The human exclaimed as his inner self slowly transformed to a five-year-old, “Did they, do it?”




“Experimental, taboo, making it incredibly risky,” The Dwarf gave a quizzical look to his audience. “You bet they did. There was only one problem, where would they open it? They didn’t have much time as the fodder they called ‘troops’ were quickly dwindling,” he pointed under his ear, “even a couple of the warlocks had fallen by then, arrows jutting out their necks.”




Booker instinctively rubbed at his neck due to Delvar’s description, doing his best to picture the scene mentally.




“Now this is the tricky part, portal magic back then wasn’t nothing like it is now,” Delvar explained, “It was inefficient and as unstable as magic can get.” The dwarf held up a calloused hand and shook it to exaggerate his point, “So they decided that if they were going to do something like this, why miss by a cord?”




Booker looked to Mordecai for a translation of the metaphor.




“All or nothing,” The troll answered kindly.




“Oh,” Booker nodded in understanding, swinging his head back to the dwarf.




Delvar nodded at Mordecai, “Thank you.” He soon returned to his story, “So they decided to do away with all codes and honors, and attempt to bend life magic to their whim.”




“Whoa wait,” Booker called for a halt and turned to Auralee, “There are different kinds of magic.”




“Everything has got magic in it,” Delvar answered.




“Not true,” Auralee countered.




“Prove it, lassy,” Delvar challenged.




“Rock’s don’t,” The Princess answered bluntly.




Delvar cackled, “Well that's cause ye’ ain't a dwarf.”




Booker looked at Delvar, noticing that the more excited he got, the more some odd Scottish sounding accent came out.




“There are all sorts of magic, but that not the point right now.” Delvar pressed on ready to tell more of the tale. “They chose one of their own to embody the portal if you will, sort of becoming the portal, luring Ranquel and Izimandius into a trap. Once the pair connected with the chosen orc, they would be whisked away to wherever they managed to make a connection with.”




Booker eyes Delvar cautiously, “Why didn’t Ranquel just shoot the…portal…orc.”




“Cause Ranquel ran out of arrows long before then,” The Dwarf mimicked the action of firing an arrow as he went on. “I would say I’m surprised his sword was still sharp, but I know it was probably made by one of my great ancestors.” He humble-bragged, “By the time the Ranger and Whelp started to eviscerate the Orc magi.”




“I thought they were warlocks,” Booker questioned.




“Magi, Warlocks, Sorcerers, same thing,” Delvar answered. “They had cut down all of the Warlocks but one, the portal orc, as you called him, probably too busy with all the combat fervor they had going on to notice that no spells were launched at them. When Ranquel went to slice him in two,” Delvar made a big show of someone primed to cut down their foe and then swung, suddenly stopping short and spread his arms like a magic trick. “Poof, gone in the blink of an eye, all that was left was his armguard.” The dwarf pointed to his bracelet, “And some scales from the dragons wound.”




“That's it!?” Booker exclaimed, “Where did they go?”




Delvar shrugged, “That’s the part no one knows for sure.”




“Dead,” Auralee answered Booker.




Booker addressed the Princess, “Real buzz kill there.” 




“Where would we start looking, Booker? Seriously” Auralee asked him, frustrated.




Mordecai finally joined the conversation, placing the folded newspaper back on the table, “New York?”  The troll sounded unsure, but Booker couldn’t tell if it was because Mordecai was unsure of the places validity, or if he was unsure of how to pronounce it.




“New York, where?” Booker questioned, snatching the newspaper as he was the only one familiar with the area.




Mordecai reached over and pointed to where he found the suggestion and Booker mumbled along with the article.




Auralee straightened up and looked over to the newspaper as Delvar sat back in confidence.




“On Friday,” Booker quickly lost his patience and started to paraphrase, “Museum of Modern Arts gets their turn at a traveling gallery featuring a bunch of mystifying statues from history, and one of the centerpieces is a fantastical warrior and his accompanying mythical dragon.”




The human made a big show of closing the newspaper with his best impression of a Jim Carrey grin, “Well ladies and gentlemen,” placing his hands carefully on the table, “Looks like we’re off to New York.”




The three other-worlders looked amongst each other in confusion, as Booker’s mind already started to do the logistics of it.




“Ohh no,” Booker groaned, “New York traffic is going to be god-awful, maybe I’ll take the detour to avoid New Jersey, they’re all assholes.”  




The trio before Booker now looked at their driver, even more, confused as he ranted on.




“Nope, gotta take the 95 to 295, it's not all that bad,” Booker pinched his forehead and shrugged, “That's like what three hundred fifty something miles from here? At call it, fourteen miles to the gallon,” His eyes rolled up as he did the math, “twenty… twenty-five gallons? Say it’s thirty to be safe. Gas is no doubt going to be somewhere around two-fifty. Eighty dollars and change for gasoline?”




Delvar looked to his compatriot, “The hell is he talking about?”




Mordecai shrugged, “Not sure,” The troll brought his thumb across his chin, “I believe this is called, ‘Bitching and moaning,’ but I can’t be sure.”




“Alright,” Booker began to stand up at Mordecai’s subtle snark, “Screw you guys,” He tossed a ten-dollar bill onto the table to cover his drink and then some, “I’m going home.”




“Well,” Delvar looked at Booker in anticipation, “are we going to New York or not?”




“I mean,” Booker deliberated as he looked at Auralee, “What could go wrong if we take you?”




Auralee rolled her eyes.




“This technically counts as an adventure, why are you so jaded?” He questioned.




“There’s no guarantee of adventure,” Auralee answered, “It sounds like a fallacy to me.”




“Nothing in life is guaranteed but death and taxes,” Booker quoted, “Well assuming you’re an average person, and not royalty.”




“Alright,” She folded her arms and looked up at him expectantly, “What’s the plan.”




“So, “Booker leaned forward and swiped his drink, “we have one day to pull this off, we have to get there before it closes. If we leave by eleven o’clock tomorrow, we'll be fine.”




Delvar raised a hand, “What about arms and armor?”




Booker squinted, “Why would we need those?”




The dwarf shrugged, “If we’re going on an adventure, I want a trusty axe.”




“Where would we get those?” Booker questioned.




“I know a guy,” Delvar assured him.




Booker ran one of his hands through his hair. “See,” he ruffled the back of his head thinking aloud, “I don’t think that’s a wise idea.”




“It’s alright, he can meet us,” Delvar shook a disposable phone he pulled from his pocket.




“I don’t want the Elvish equivalent of Samuel Cummings, knocking on my door.” Booker rejected.




“That’s ok,” The small man put away his phone, “He’s always an hour away, or so says his business card.”




“Mhmm, moving on,” Booker set down his drink, “I’ll meet you two back here at ten o’clock tomorrow then?”




Mordecai raised a finger to get attention, “Small issue with that.”




“What, were my numbers wrong?” Booker guessed.




“Where will Delvar and I sleep,” Mordecai answered.




Booker looked back down to Auralee, taking a long drink, raising his eyebrows as if to ask, where are they staying?




“You wish,” Auralee nodded slightly to congratulate Booker on the effort. 




“But I don’t wanna sleep on my floor,” Booker remarked in a quiet voice.




Clearing his throat, Booker gestured to Delvar, “I mean he’ll fit on the couch, that's no issue, but you?” He swung his arm to Mordecai, waving it up and down, “You’re like six foot six, you would snugly fit in my walkway, that’s about it.”




“A roof is a roof,” Mordecai shrugged.




“If you’re down,” Booker offered, “I have pillows galore.”




Delvar leaned toward his partner, “Did he say I got a couch?”




There was a thud underneath the table and Delvar suddenly straightened his back.




“We thank you,” The Dwarf smiled at his host, no doubt a dull pain in his shin after Mordecai’s conspicuous leg jerk, “For your generosity.”




Booker nodded, tossing a twenty-dollar bill on the table as well, “How did you guys plan to pay for your meal?”




The duo looked at each other and stayed silent.




“No way you guy’s planned to dine and ditch, Bounty hunters and Freelances would’ve been on you guys in minutes.” Booker looked surprised.




“What, no,” Delvar waved a hand to dash such thoughts, “We aren’t that dumb, we have coins.”




Booker watched as the dwarf produced a small handful of golden glimmering coins.




With a quizzical expression Booker inquired further, “You think five would cover the meal?”




“Why wouldn’t it, I would be surprised if two didn’t,” The Dwarf answered, “How much do you think these are worth?”




Booker shook his head and looked around as he thought, “I’m not sure, I was always tipped with a few of them, so I assumed they weren’t worth a lot.”




Everyone’s eyes widen at the implication.




“Sterling,” Auralee wondered, “How many of those,” she pointed to Delvar’s hand, “coins do you have?”




“I don’t know,” Booker began to search his memory to guesstimate.




“About twenty?” Delvar guessed for the human.




“In my car’s ashtray alone maybe,” Booker shrugged, still looking up, “At least, golly, two hundred and something? Not counting the ones I leave around the house and in either of my other car’s.




The entire team looked ready to spit out their drinks had they been sipping on something.




“HOW!?” Delvar asked first.




“When I delivered something, often they would give me a handful of coins on my way out on top of what they were already paying Alphonse,” Booker answered.




“Ok,” Auralee gained the attention for her question, “But how do you not know what they are worth?”




“I can’t buy a car or computer parts with them,” With hands spread open, Booker raised them level with his head, “I don’t buy things on the black market since they don’t have anything I need, So I keep them in my piggy bank.”




“What’s a Piggy bank?” Delvar responded.




“Porcelain pig that people often put nearly worthless coins into to avoid keeping track of them,” Booker answered.




Auralee placed her hand on Booker's arm, looking up to give him a warning, “You could ruin an average villages local economy with your amount of worthless coin.”




“Alright, but again I remind you, can it get me a fresh set of brakes for my motorcycle project?” Booker countered.




Delvar nodded his head, “I’m sure for the right price someone will learn about it for you.”




“Who woulda known,” Booker realized.




“We did,” Auralee pointed out, “Everyone other than you, actually. Your waitress friend probably could’ve told you.”




Delvar looked at the slips of paper Booker threw on the table, “Are these how you pay for your meals.”




“Yeah,” Booker answered, “Kinda makes the world go 'round.”




“They’re pieces of paper,” Delvar held the bill with Alexander Hamilton up.




“Sure, but there’s also a lot of history and economic implications of how we got to where we are now,” Booker took the bill away and placed it back on the table. “I would explain it to you, but it would take an hour or so to reach the middle ages, and we humans as a society just got over the misconception that money had to have intrinsic value in the modern era.”




Delvar and Auralee looked up to Booker, apparently lost.




“Exactly,” Booker stated.




Mordecai straightened his back to bring attention to himself, “I want to listen.”




“Alphonse hasn’t told you of their value?” Auralee questioned.




“He offered me like, twenty dollars for each one or a hundred for four,” Booker shrugged, “But it’s such a long drive for a few hundred dollars.”




The dwarf ran his clumsy hand through his already thinning hair, threatening to tear some of it out in frustration, “How much do you make as a Runner, kid?”




“Enough to make Alphonse bitch every fiscal quarter when he does my taxes,” Booker answered.




“Why would Alphonse do your taxes?” Auralee questioned.




“He doesn’t trust me to, and I quote, not fuck it up,” Booker replied, “And the government doesn’t tend to look too deeply into things when you’re shoveling money their way.”




“Fine,” Delvar conceded, “You’re the Booker, I’m sure you’ve earned it.”




“You mean Booker?” Booker responded.




The table became silent, eyes taking apart Booker’s expression to see if he was joking or not. 




“The makes me seem so much older,” Booker turned around and started to walk away, “leave it out.” He complained over his shoulder. Booker’s shoulders rose and fell as he slipped his hands into his jacket pockets. 




















CHAPTER FOUR




Mordecai and Delvar lounged comfortably in the back of the four-door Rolls-Royce as Booker sang to the car about him not throwing away his shot. 




Auralee’s face was illuminated by the blue light of Booker's phone; a white cord tethered the device to the car. Her slender finger slowly pulling the screen up to continue learning about Booker’s world.




“You know what,” Auralee brought up after Booker climatic crescendo. Although he was just below the proper key of his song no one commented on it since he appeared to have just as much fun singing as he did driving.




“Probably,” Booker answered and raised his eyebrows as Mordecai leaned forward at the prospect of learning a bit more.




The Princess rolled her eyes and persevered. “If you have your own way of transportation, at least two, why do you seem so reliant on Alphonse to get around?”




Booker broke into a grin at the question, “Because my car is not as nice as this, one day it will be, but that day is away aways.”




“What is your car?” Auralee questioned.




“Well,” Booker paused a moment trying to figure how to explain it, “It started as a Mercedes, I won in a high-stakes race, but after about fuh-hu-hu…” Bookers voiced trailed into indistinguishable gibberish not willing enough to admit the absurd amounts of revenue spent on his car, “Amounts of money. It's like Theseus’ ship at this point having to outfit it for my modern comforts such as an actual bass and Bluetooth setup.”




“I’m sorry how much?” Auralee inquired.




Booker returned a shrug as he pulled the steering wheel, turning onto the road at his apartment complex. 




“Mmm,” Auralee set that information aside somewhere, sure she would be able to use it against him at some future point.




He simply made small nods, slowing down as he approached the security cabin, rolling his window down to greet the man inside.




“Evening my main man, Jenkins.” Booker greeted, making extra effort to emphasize Jenkins as his main man.




Jenkins set his book down and gave a wheezy laugh, pressing his white curly hair against his head as if he was sliding in some hair gel.




Jenkins slid open his window and called into the car, “How do you do, Mister Sterling?”




Booker undid his seat belt so he could lean out the window, reaching an arm into the box and the two did a secret handshake that left them both smiling. Leaving the guard with a sense of youthfulness that he probably hadn’t seen in decades.




Booker answered back trying to match the old man's style of speaking, “The world still spinnin' ain’t it?” Hiking a thumb to the rear of the car, he continued, “Brought me a pair of no-goods.” The youth suddenly cleared his throat, “I mean a couple of friends, promise you we won’t make much noise.”




“Not sure about that Sterling,” Jenkins shook his head, “The Ds, down under you, gave me some pretty scathing words about a bunch of bangs and thuds from where your apartment is as if there was a fight?”




Booker nodded along, remembering the elf that ruined his dinner plans with an attempted kidnapping, resulting in a teeny tiny brawl.




“Look at me Jenkins,” Booker smiled, spreading his arms wide, “If there was a fight, wouldn’t I be a bit roughed up doncha think?”




The Guard shrugged, tapping his book against the edge of his table with his index digit keeping his page. “I wouldn’t know, just passing’ on their kind words.”




“Sure,” Booker agreed sarcastically, ‘Kind.’ He threw his chin at the tapping book, “What’s the story this time?”




“Same series of books actually. The author just killed off one my favorite guys in book nine, though. I need to write the author a letter calling him a real son-of-a-bitch,” Jenkins licked his lips as he let out another soft chuckle, reaching over and pressing the button to open the gate. “Now you have yourself a nice night Sterling, I better not be gettin’ no more complaints from the Ds, they scare me.”




Sterling smiled back, giving him a two-finger salute as he crept forward, “Have a good one Mr. J.”




Once Booker rolled up his window, Mordecai tapped his shoulder.




“Question,” The Troll started, “Why was that one so much darker than you?”




“What?” Booker rose a single brow inquisitively, “I don’t know. Neither of us got to throw in our two cents on what ethnicity we got to be.” He turned his chin to the side, but kept his eyes forward, “Is skin color not a thing where you’re from.”




Mordecai rose a hand and tilted it back and forth, “It’s not as contrast as the two of you are.”




“Now,” Booker wondered, “Is that the same for the entire race or just your particular enclave.”




“The race,” Mordecai explained, “There is light variation, but the ends of the spectrum are not dividing.”




“Is that the same for all of you?” Booker questioned the other two characters as he parked the car, turning his head around after stopping the car.




Auralee only shrugged.




“There are different beard colors,” Delvar offered. 




“Not the same,” Booker shot down, unbuckling his seatbelt.




Opening his door, Booker mouthed out ‘Wow’ in astonishment. Pulling the handle on the rear door and opening Delvar’s door as his mind ran with implications of such a society.




“So, race wars aren’t a thing?” Booker questioned.




Delvar frowned, “All wars that aren’t civil, are race wars.”




Booker's face flashed red hot in embarrassment. Right, trolls, elves, dwarves, and orcs. I am an idiot, he thought.




Booker led the three outsiders to the elevator, where they were held back for a moment as Delvar was incredibly cautious in trusting the machine in front of him.




“I walk in,” Delvar repeated.




“Yes,” Booker coached, readying to step forward as he heard the machine make a light chime.




“And disappear,” Delvar finished.




“Close enough,” Booker granted, “just note that If there’s anyone inside they get to come out before you go in.”




They walked neatly into the confined space and Booker glanced around to witness their reactions. Mordecai glanced about, no doubt trying to figure out how all this worked, well below the roaming head of the troll was Delvar, still unsure in his confidence, jabbing a chubby finger at the box’s panels. 




With a stifled chuckle, he looked over to Auralee who seemed… uncomfortable? Booker flicked through his memory to her first time in the elevator, and while he remembered her being cautious. Booker assumed it was the cause of it being an elevator and all. 




Now she seemed genuinely discomforted by the situation. Booker dwelled on it, trying to figure if it was claustrophobia or not as he herded the guests out the elevator.




Delvar glanced about the structural integrity of the place and questioned, “Now, why are your walls so thin?”




Booker frowned, “They aren’t? At least compared to most other complexes.”




The dwarf rapped his knuckles against the wall, and Booker made a little lunge to smack his hands away.




“Dude, come on,” Booker scolded, “I just got in trouble for making a lot of noise, I don’t want to be a repeat offender.”




Delvar looked up, then imagined himself tapping the walls and the sounds they’d make.




This time prepared to open his door, Booker fished out his keyring, dancing his fingers around it at picking out the right key. With the twist of his wrists and the mechanical thunk of his locks sliding out of place, Booker pushed his door open.




“We’ll set Mordecai about there,” Booker pointed down the hall and into the living area, then moved his arm sideways to point out the couch, “Delvar there.”




Auralee cleared her throat as she stood in front of her door.




Booker scoffed, “You’re staying in your apartment, it's ok, you won’t be getting your hands dirty.”




“Ahem,” Auralee clarified for Booker.




“Have you never used a key before?” He questioned, turning his head left to look at her as Delvar and Mordecai walked into his place.




“I don’t have one,” Auralee answered.




Booker gave a heavy sigh, dropping his shoulders and gave her a disappointed look. His right arm was patting down the frame of his door, keeping his eyes locked with Auralee as he pulled out his small lock picking set.




“What?” 




“What do you mean what?” Booker took two steps and kneeled in front of her door, sliding the thin metal into the lock and getting to work.




“You looked at me that way,” Auralee explained.




“Yeah,” Booker confirmed, “you forgot your key, who does that?”




Auralee shifted her weight to her right leg, placing her left hand on her hip, “If you're so good at remembering about it why do you have a lock picking set in your door frame?”




“This isn’t about me,” He pointed out, starting to look concerned at the lock, “And this lock isn’t being as complacent as I want it to.” Booker updated.




“I’m not staying in your room,” Auralee voiced.




“You wish you had to,” He teased, “But it's ok cause you won’t.” Booker twisted the lock, and a metal bar slowly slid out of place, “Because I am just that good.” Pushing the door open as he looked back at Auralee with his cocky grin, “Your Highness,” He made a small hand gesture to her door.




The Princess huffed as she strutted past, flicking the door closed as she went in.




Booker straightened as the thud echoed into his ears, he questioned the empty hall, “Did she just close that without touching it.” He inspected the door shut in front of him, imaging a pair of Batman gadgets that would help deduce this mystery.




Auralee ran her hands through her hair, taking apart the ponytail as she shook her head. Sending the small flow over her shoulders. She sat at the edge of her bed, taking off her shoes and staring blankly in front of her as her mind gently rolled with ideas.




“How does the dwarf not know about Ranquel’s true mission,” Auralee questioned.




Gently rolling her head around her neck, she answered herself, “Well, not like he’s royalty.”




Her room had all the extravagances. Alphonse, the one who set her up with her lavish abode, probably dropped some pretty coin or at least a couple of favors to get the gold trims on nearly all her pillows and blankets. Rubbing the silk fabric between her two fingers in contemplation.




“Why, of all the legends he wants to dig up,” She sighs, “Does Booker have to pick the only one that everyone still longingly searches for? If we don’t trip off at least a couple of alarms, I’ll call this a success. Regardless of what those statues hold.”




Auralee maneuvered her way around the room into the connected master bathroom, drawing herself a bath based on what the folded piece of paper instructed her to do, plucking a bottle labeled bubbles and pouring a generous dose into the bath.




With lazy hand gestures, she caused the steam rising from the bath to swirl in the air, eventually making a small floating oval once enough of the water had evaporated. Red particles snaked around her right arm, coming together to make a small red ball she shot into the target, watching it disappear in the makeshift portal.




After undressing, Auralee sank herself into the tub, waiting for the reply from her teacher on the other side. Entertaining herself with the nearly overflowing number of bubbles she had caused.




“Hello?’ An echoing voice called out from the oval, now gently pulsing red, “Someone asked for me?”




Auralee remained silent, inspecting the back of her left hand, running her right thumb lightly across her nails.




“Miss Auralee,” Ezra’s voice called back again, “Need I remind you, you are already my least favorite student?”




Auralee cleared her throat and answered back, “I am also your only student, so I win that achievement by default.”




“That doesn’t lessen the implications,” Ezra retorted.




“Master Ezra,” Auralee responded to put the conversation on track, “How much do you know about the Ranger Ranquel?”




Ezra hummed loudly; the princess could only imagine her teacher pulling at his collar as he thought.




After a couple seconds of silence Ezra picked back up, “I'm sorry what was your- “




“Ranquel,” Auralee reminded, “I know you pour into that myth in your spare time.”




“Everyone has their hobbies,” The teacher defended, “Mine just so happens to be magic history, and that particular story contains the first written account of temperamental portal magic.”




Auralee rolled her eyes, “How does it have the first account of portal magic’s?”




“You don’t think they just up and disappeared, did you?” Ezra questioned, “They had to go somewhere and since no one found their bodies over here.”




“So,” Auralee lifted an arm out the water, manipulating the bubbles to her entertainment, “Where could they be?”




Ezra gave a mumbling sound of unsureness, “That’s up for speculation. Portal magic was in its infancy when Ranquel made his last stand. I’m surprised orcs had got to it before we did, although I suppose desperate times.”




Auralee scoffed, “What do you mean desperate times? Orcs were knocking at our door when Izimandius was sent on the suicide mission. You were the one that taught me that.”




“On paper,” Ezra corrected, “But think about it, we had been at war for nearly three hundred years, the generation that grew up with the war, almost bred by it, was on the cusp of combat readiness. It’s probably why the Elven kingdom had next to no military failures for the following couple hundred years as that generation was itching for combat.”




“Hmm,” Auralee thought back on her history lessons with this new theory. “And what are the side effects of plane traveling?”




“Now?” Ezra inquired, “Next to nothing, a bit more than a thousand years ago? With orc magi? Who knows, I mean,” Ezra laughed to himself, “They could’ve been turned to stone.” 




The teacher laughed a bit more.




Auralee only groaned.




“Why what’s wrong?” Ezra wondered, “Realize something?”




“Did you have to specify stone?” Auralee complained.




Ezra thought a moment, “Not exactly, technically they could’ve been thrown forward through time as well as back, anything is possible.”




The Princess sank into the bubbly water in an attempt to escape the ramifications of such outcomes.




“Alright now,” Ezra suddenly sounded serious and authoritative, “Explain these questions.”




With a heavy sigh, Auralee started the story, “Booker- “




“Who is Booker?” the Teacher questioned.




“Sterling Wells,” the Princess answered.




“Ah,” Ezra nodded and gave a knowing sigh, “The Booker.”




Auralee lost her words for a moment; her mind clouded at the frustration that it seemed everyone else in the kingdom knew who Sterling was.




But her.




“Interesting character,” Ezra went on in his train of thought, “Word is he’s actually some Human, but I’m not entirely sure if that’s true, I mean, who names their child Sterling?”




“Anyway,” Auralee eventually interjected to get the conversation back on track. “He managed to procure one of the numerous copies of Ranquel’s wrist protections, etched with Izimandius’ story. Now, he along with a dwarf named Delvar and troll who goes by Mordecai,” she paused thinking a moment, “not like normal ones. This troll is alarmingly intelligent.”




“Yes, Mordecai,” The Teacher sounded impressed, “I’m disappointed he didn’t pursue the scholastic offerings, but his reasoning was fair enough. Not wanting to spend this portion of his life doing something as safe as studying.”




“Ok,” Auralee grew frustrated again, “How do you know about all these characters, but I didn’t until I was stuck with Booker as my bodyguard?” She sighed, casting her thoughts aside to something she thought more pressing, “While talking about me being sent off, how’s the Senate? Are the rest of the Noble houses still in hiding like me?”




“I’d say keep your head down for a bit longer; the Red’s still aren’t on terms with your Father and your Uncle Twinvall.” Ezra rubbed at his chin, “and as far as your new friends? Each of them has made names for themselves on what bandits and smugglers like to call The Undermarket, really just another black market.”




“How have they made names for themselves,” she asked, worried that she might be the weak link in the chain.




“Delvar, the dwarf,” as a book thudded solidly on the other side of the call as Ezra moved from book to book, “There’s not much that guy can’t do, and what he can’t do he sure can fake. His compatriot and muscle, Mordecai, he’s even known beyond urchin conversations, in the scholarly circles for his evident anomaly of being an intelligent troll, let alone a troll’s natural combat capabilities.”




“But how do you know this?” Auralee repeated, “You’re a court wizard, shouldn’t you study laws and spells?”




“Oh, I do,” He reassured, “At this point, I can’t remember if I studied some of these laws or wrote them, besides knowledge has no exact alignment. It can neither be good or bad all on its own, it is simply knowledge. So, learning what else goes on in the world is a service to those I advise, even the shadier side of things.”




Auralee stood up in the water, making loud dripping noises as droplets slid back into the tub, “Alright but what about Booker, I feel like something is missing. There’s no direct correspondence on what his title suggests and from as far as what I can tell, who he is.”




“The Booker title,” Ezra began, off tangent of what Auralee wanted to know now, “Possibly the oldest title in the entire circuit. As long as there have been desires, they always haven’t been legal, and people often wanted those things fast.”




The Princess accepted her future as learning the backstory of the title, making it easier on her.




It sounded like Ezra picked up a book and flipped through its pages as the flutter noise escaped into Auralee’s world.




“Now there are a few missing links in my personal track of the titles dependents,” He admitted, “But I think I have the best list, save for perhaps The Booker himself.”




Auralee wrapped a towel around herself as she repeated what Ezra had said, “So you have the best list then?”




“The exact dates are fuzzy, but I’m proud,” Ezra smiled, “Now, you can see the title swap quite often when it was earned through combat and not reputation.”




“That doesn’t seem like the smartest thing to do,” Auralee pondered aloud, “The name is earned not with the attributes that merit such a name.”




“Early Booker’s weren’t the smartest folk,” Ezra agreed, “However once their new rules, came to be that become the common form of challenge. Often skill based tasked around the medium versus raw strength which didn’t quite fit the job description..”




Auralee nodded, this concept seemed more fitting than a trial by combat.




“Although interesting, but where does Sterling fall into this?” she inquired.




“He earned the title rather recently, having dethroned Martel Alcester,” Ezra glanced at his notes, “From what I’ve dug up it was one of the few peaceful transitions that dot the entirety of Circuit history.”




“Cause, of course, it is,” Auralee grumbled to herself.




The teacher called back into the small portal with new excitement, “Did you know, speculation and the common word is that Booker was involved in the Belleci incident, you know the one that sent the Senator's twin brother right into the dirges?”




Auralee debated internally, “That’s what he and Alphonse had said, but I wasn’t entirely trusting their word.”




“Alphonse?” Ezra was inquisitive at the new name.




“Alphonse,” Auralee repeated, “Elf on the Circuit, runs most of it come to think about it.”




The sound of more pages fluttering filled the Princess's echoey bathroom as Ezra raced about his office flipping through pages of notes, “I don’t know of any Alphonse of note connected to the Circuit,” He commented.




“You have to have something, He’s Booker’s boss,” Auralee commented, “Alphonse must have been at this for at least a couple hundred years, even my Father has respect for him since he is who my dad called on when stowing me away.”




“Well, I won’t have nothing for long,” Ezra set his books aside, “What does any of this have to do with Ranquel?”




“There is,” She paused a moment debating how much hope to answer, “some,” she finally decided to say, “evidence that Ranquel and Izimandius ended up here, on Sterling’s plane. As stones.”




“Petrification?” Ezra thought, “It makes sense, such a result was one of the more common side effects, along with actually getting lost in magic and a couple of other nasty things.”




Auralee continued to fill her Teacher in on the plan, “Sterling and Delvar want to follow the lead, in hopes of reviving the legend.”




Ezra pulled at his small beard, “Makes sense,” He commented. “On cases where petrification was the only side effect of using portals, they had to use some combination of magic and sheer force of will to break elves out. Often with a piece of their history and lots of coaxing.”




“Why would it need coaxing?” Auralee questioned.




“When left with nothing, but his thoughts,” Ezra sounded jaded as he explained, “It’s impossible for one to not contemplate their meaning, the petrification can be seen as an easy way out, simply slipping into the magical plane and becoming one with the winds.




The Princess nodded solemnly, suicide by petrification.




Ezra thought aloud for a moment, “Who’s to say Ranquel already hasn’t made that choice? It has been a long, long time since his battles.”




“Hold on,” Auralee paused, “You said they could be thrown forward in time, maybe that lessened the impact.” She suggested to her Teacher.




“Yes,” He admitted, “But those examples of successful attempts oft-times only happened a few weeks after the incident, even if you got lucky and he was sent to only a fraction of the time, that could still be tens if not hundreds of years.”




Auralee still tried to defend the point, “But there’s still a chance, he was a Ranger, after all, aren’t they known for their fortitude of will?”




“Was,” Ezra emphasized, “Whether or not he was the best Ranger is still up to debate if you ask me, but Ranquel could be either a genius or absolute madman if he managed to live after all those years.”




“Alright,” She answered, still willing to accept some form of hope as her stance on the adventure changed, “If you hear about a Ranger, you know where to start looking.”




“Good luck,” Ezra wished and closed his portal, making Auralee’s dissipate into the air.




“We’ll need it,” The Princess reaffirmed the mirror.




















CHAPTER FIVE




	The disgraced elf stumbled across the cobblestone of Cladestine Street, internalized anger and frustration resulting in rigid and forceful steps. The stars rose over the horizon, the moon's light refracting off the small puddles that dotted the street. 




With clenched fists, the elf made his way to the local tavern and Circuit spot Stacked Deck, an apt name since nothing would ever go your way if you wanted business to be done there. This locale also happened to be the only place on this road that was pulsing with light. 




He paused at the place’s entrance, resting his arm on the door in contemplation, taking a deep breath to boost his confidence and pushed his way into the place. 




Remembering the hazing tactics of the establishment, looked away from the bright light positioned near the door to give the patrons a second to evaluate who walked in while the new person was blinded.




However, he didn’t have to do much more than entering before someone shouted his name.




“Belleci,” The voice boomed to the room, causing activities to cease and heads to turn toward him.




Belleci could feel the eyes burning into him hotter than the nearby candles.




The bartender gave a whistle, “Can’t say any of us expected you to turn up after your incident.”




Belleci spared no time in retorting the audience, “I am no mongrel that you can kick and expect to stay down.” His eyes finally adjusted, giving him a clear sight of tonight’s crowd, “I see the usuals are here.” Belleci observed and gestured to a trio of younger characters. “Even some new faces since I’ve been gone.”




The brawniest of the three straightened up, rolling his shoulders back as he looked at Belleci, “New faces that have better credit than you.”




The once great criminal broke into a smug grin, “Maybe so,” He shrugged moving across the wooden board floors to the table, spinning the only empty chair at the table to sit on it with his chest against the backrest.




“But how bad do you want to find that out?” Belleci asked the three, drawing a small knife from his boot. The lithe elf splayed his left hand on the table, fingers widely spread apart as he tapped the point of the knife in-between his fingers in rhythm.




The two slim built thugs looked at each other unsure what to do. Their friend, on the other hand, was unfazed.




“I don’t need to find out something I’ve already learned,” He voiced.




“Oh, ho, hoo,” Belleci chuckled, picking up speed with his dangerous game, “What’s your name big man?”




“Takahati,” He answered, “and I don’t appreciate your tone.”




“Appreciate,” Belleci quoted with surprise, lifting his blade into the air as the brute slammed his fist into the table rattling his hand. He calmly continued his knife game, “Big words from a big man, now tell me Takahati, what brings you and the two snakes you probably call friends into this establishment?”




“Something that brings everyone else, money, power, and notoriety,” Takahati explained with a sneer, “You offering’ or are you as washed up as everyone else says you are?” Breaking apart his fist and tapping his fingers in succession onto the table, making a steady rhythm.




Belleci slammed the knife into the table at the mere suggestion of being washed up, nodding in appreciation of the mind game. “Maybe you’re not as stupid as your size suggests,” He commented, “I can offer you and your compatriots all the chance to help me rebuild my syndicate.”




Takahati scoffed, “What makes you think we’d want to be associated with you?”




“Think about it Taka,” Belleci suggested, “how many opportunities are you going to get to help someone like me regain what I’ve lost? As cornerstones of my reconstruction, you get all the power and money you could dream, even if I am a disgraced name. Who else is as well-known as me in the Circuit?”




“That new Booker fellow,” Taka answered smugly.




Belleci gave a low sigh as his breathing became shallow in annoyance, “Yes, the new Booker,” He agreed, his insides aflame at the title of the person who perhaps contributed the most to his own downfall, “what if I can give you his title, is that enough notoriety for you?”




Taka’s tapping stopped, “Not my preferred job,” he lamented.




“Fair enough,” Belleci conceded, “But you have to start your résumé somewhere, and I doubt tavern muscle is as reputable as The Booker.”




The Mercenary finally seemed interested enough, “What’s your idea?”




“I can get the Booker to be at a certain spot for a limited amount of time, if you can catch up, challenge him for his throne , or execute him,” Belleci shrugged, “Whichever ruleset you use, I don’t care, just get him out of our way.”




Taka looked Belleci over, “And how do I know this isn’t just a con?” 




“Here,” Belleci stabbed the knife narrowly between two of the brute’s fingers, “skin me with my own knife if it’s a trap, but know that there’s a small window for you to pull this off, and I hear he’s traveling with a dangerous crowd. So, if, or perhaps when, something goes wrong it’s on your shoulders.”




Taka looked over to his two friends, they looked back at him with wild eyes, still unsure of what was going on.




“We’ll take the job,” Taka answered.




“Excellent,” Belleci spread his arms wide, “You have until day break to get your things together. Come back here and I’ll introduce you to the magi that will lead you to where you need to go. They will be with you every step of the way, so you won’t get lost or stuck.”




“We don’t need a guy,” Taka clarified, “There isn’t a single corner of this or nearby kingdoms we don’t know.”




“Trust me,” Belleci reassured, “where you three are going, you’ll need every guide you can get. Just make sure to stay on task and don’t turn to stone along the way.” The elf got up with a new sense of direction for his future. 




A soft flame burned in him at the opportunity to rid himself of Sterling Wells before the human could collect any more friends or power and become a possible Under Market juggernaut. Someone who could be a real pain to get rid of, later.




















CHAPTER SIX




It was just past dawn as Booker found himself in his closet trying to piece together the day’s outfit. There were softly playing tunes from his hidden Bluetooth speaker he kept in his sizable walk in. 




His bedroom probably found itself lonely as much time as he spent in his closet.




“I’m going to need these regardless,” He muttered, picking up the chocolate brown sneakers and placing them next to his wrist before setting them aside to take. “Can’t let the shoe-match-the-bracelet idea go to waste.”




Booker looked over the rest of the closet, coordinated to a tee, many shirts, button ups, jackets, and hoodies strung on hangers, parted to reveal the sweaters, jumpers, and a few more hoodies Booker had neatly folded in different boxes. He pulled at his cheeks, contorting it into various states of Salvador Dali as he questioned himself, “Belt or no belt, belt or no belt, belt or no…”




He let go of his cheeks. “Belt,” he confirmed as he plucked a length of leather cord, a lighter shade of brown than either the pants or shoes. The rest of his outfit fell into place quickly after that. 




He grabbed a light faded pair of blue jeans, topped by a triple layering, artfully composed off-white cotton shirt, dark chambray button up and a draped, slim fit leather racing jacket.




“Yeeeeesss,” Booker whispered, turning to his left, then his right in front of the full-length mirror he kept on the inside of the closet just opposite the door. 




The music changed to another tune.  Soon, Booker was slowly swaying to the melodic hip-hop, with a stupid grin as he watched himself perform in the mirror.




His closet door began to creak open as Booker moved his torso and his hips back and forth.  His eyes flew open, his head turning back to the noise.




It brought him to an immediate stop.




“Yello?” Booker called out, grabbing the side of the door and keeping it closed to limit how much whoever was on the other end could see.




Because you know, priorities.




Delvar cleared his throat from the other side of the door, “So what time are we leaving?”




“Goodness!” Booker exclaimed in surprise, twisting his head to look down at the dwarf, “It’s barely dawn, what are you doing up?”




“Dwarves get up at dawn,” He explained, “It’s what we do, what are you doing up at dawn?”




Booker’s eyes slid up as he thought of his answer, “Because,” he watched Delvar carefully as he continued, “Leaders need to be presentable, so I’m just making myself presentable.”




“You decorating your beard?” Delvar questioned.




“No,” Booker responded, dragging his spare hand lazily across his clean jaw, ‘Genetics man, I have exactly zero beard game.” He lamented.




“We have ailments like that,” Delvar offered, “wouldn’t be much at all if you needed help, some dwarves can’t get ‘em out sometimes either.”




“Uhm,” Booker pondered the offer, and possible allusion, “The thing  is, that medicine is meant for dwarfs and dwarf beard culture, and while I wouldn’t mind the help, I also fear I would step out looking like… oh… say, Saint Nicholas.”




Delvar shrugged, “Just know that I know a guy.”




“I’m sure you do,” Booker nodded, “Just like how you know a guy for when you need axes on demand.”




“When you’re in the business like me…” Then Delvar realized, “You are in the business like me. How do you- “




“Because, I am the one that gives you the axes you demand,” Booker answered, “Little hard for there to be a middle man when you are the middle man.”




“Makes sense,” Delvar nodded, “Where are those coins we talked about earlier.” The dwarf inquired.




“Yesterday,” Booker corrected.




Delvar waved his hand, “The same thing.”




“Why,” Booker questioned.




“We’re going to need them,” He responded.




“Need them for what,” Booker pressed further as Delvar’s answers became more and more conspicuous.




“Chances are we’ll run into someone or somewhere, where it would be the better option to pay with coin,” Delvar answered.




“And let me guess,” Booker rose an eyebrow inquisitively, “You want to hold on to said gold coins?”




“Sure,” Delvar answered as if he hadn’t even had the thought in mind.




“Alright,” Booker agreed, pulling his door open to let the dwarf in, “How many do you think we need, like a hundred?”




“Like a handful,” Delvar corrected in dismay, “Unless you plan on also renting a mercenary band for a few days?”




“I can do that? “Booker inquired.




Delver nodded with his beard as he approached Booker, “Yeah, but good luck getting that many mercs in such a short time.” 




Booker slid his eyes to the side as he set that idea aside, “Huh,” he bisected his array of formal shirts, reaching in and pulling it back out with a silver suitcase attached.




“Alphonse got me this when I became The Booker,” he informed. “For when I started, and I quote again, ‘making it big time.’”




Rolling his thumbs along the digit locks on the brief case, a sharp metallic click of the locks snapping out of place signified Booker's success in remembering his passcode. Booker brought the case around and opened it to Delvar.




The Dwarves eyes grew wide as several long rows of neatly arranged golden coins dully glared back at him.




“Grab a stack or two; I think I arranged them in tens.” Booker offered.




“Don’t mind if I do,” Delvar slipped a roll into his pockets, “This is what it’s like to be The Booker eh?”




Sterling shrugged as he shut the case, scrambling the digits on the top of the case before placing it back where it belonged, “It’s better than a lot of nine to five jobs I know some other people have. Just happened to be the guy with the right amount of luck in the right place.”




“Can’t all be luck,” Delvar batted at his nose before pointing back at Sterling, “Else something would’ve gone wrong by now.”




“Oh, things have gone wrong,” Booker answered, nodding as he recollected some faulty jobs. “Sometimes my fault,” he admitted, “and there was this one time where it was a setup, never quite figured out who was behind that one at all.”




Delvar listened absently as he looked around the closet for more hidden gems, giving Booker the opportunity to continue discussing his favorite topic.




“I mean seriously; there was this baby that I had to get from point A to point B.” Booker placed his hands on his hips and looked up into his ceiling as he continued his story, “Crossbows were shot at us, it was honestly pretty badass ‘cause they were all chasing me with Alphonse in the passenger seat holding the baby, and Alphonse was all like.” Sterling cleared his throat and gave a pretty accurate impression of the elvish crime lord, “I swear to you, Sterling, should you injure I, the car, or this child, with these reckless maneuvers…”




Damn Delvar was looking around as Booker continued and on, He’s either really good at hiding or doesn’t have much more.




“-And that’s probably why I ended up becoming Sterling The Booker Wells and not Sterling The Economic Analyst Wells.”




Delvar shook his head. Damn, where did the time go? “I’m sorry did you say something?” he asked the young human.




Booker slowly swayed his head left to right, “Nah not really, only my life story, honestly.”




“Ah, makes sense,” Delvar nodded, “So nothing important.”




“Ow,” Booker whispered softly.




Delvar started out the closet door, “Where do we go from here?”




“That depends, what time is it?” Booker moved his hands, pressing against every possible pocket in search for his phone. Growing more panicked as each pocket was confirmed to be empty. 




Without much of a word, he slid past Delvar and back into his room, frantically searching the bed, “Where is it,” Booker muttered softly, then spotting the aluminum borders of his phone. He reached across his bed to swipe the phone off his night stand. 




Booker had some trouble coming up with the will power to peel himself off his bed.




“You alright there?” Delvar questioned.




“Yeah,” Booker assured him, sliding his phone into his back pocket, “Just making sure I had my phone.”




Booker snapped his fingers in realization, moving around his bed to the nightstand, pulling open the top drawer. “People occasionally ask me what I look for with outfits,” he started, pulling out a slim black rectangular box, and a neatly wrapped cord. “The answer is commonly, pockets.” Booker opened the inside of his leather jacket, the items disappearing into the inner coat pockets as he explained further.




“Utility is a questionably overlooked aspect of clothing, to be honest, I mean sure, guy’s jeans have pockets that could fit their entire day.” Booker retrieved his phone and moved it into his front pockets, gesturing with his hands to the rough outline it made, “but I mean c’mon though, this just ruins the lines for me, like I have some sort of Robocop panel on my leg.” He moved his phone into his back pocket, “At least in my back pocket it's less disrupting to me.”




“Right,” Delvar agreed as he slipped out the room, unsure what this entire tirade was about.




Booker sighed and scratched his head as Delvar closed the door and entered the small hallway.




“What’s a Robocop?” the Dwarf questioned himself, making his way back to where his makeshift cot was, Mordecai slept on the floor, quietly muttering to himself in his sleep, no doubt dreaming of scholarly smart things like financial systems or something elaborate. 




Delvar sometimes wished he were as intelligent as the outcast Troll; the Dwarf was smart. While there was nary a nook or cranny he couldn’t get himself in or out of, he was barely literate outside of dwarvish sigils, even after all of Mordecai’s efforts. But, that’s why Mordecai was around, to do all the heavy mental lifting. 




For the actual heavy lifting, trolls are famous for their raw strength for a reason, and Mordecai was not an exception. 




However, compared to the Dwarf, he was on the awkward side in social situations, since there was no previous code, style or instruction of approaching the Troll as his people tended to be rather isolationist. There are a handful of recorded Troll tribesmen that broke away, and the Dwarf’s friend was the fourth on that list when he left so many ages ago.




Delvar wandered about the apartment and eventually landed at the window, looking out to an inky black sky floating above this world's buildings and cars. Lost in thought on how he got here, while it wasn’t unheard of for a dwarf to leave his family to pursue a different career than the generational occupations dwarf culture expects, but no one ever believed that they would be the one to break the lineage unless they come from a litter of dwarves. 




In that case, it is expected for the youngling to pursue a worldly cause, perhaps spread their culture in another race’s land. But to become a career criminal? Delvar’s eyes searched the sky for an answer, missing out on Booker finally stepping out of his room.




“You alright, Bud?” He questioned, making his way over to his kitchen. Pulling his jacket off as if it were a cape, neatly hanging it on a hook jutting off the edge of the bar.




“Why are you The Booker,” Delvar questioned, still searching the sky for clues at least.




“I just told you,” Booker shrugged, slowly folding his long sleeves up his arm, “Pays well, more attractive than regular jobs.”




“That’s not quite right,” Delvar pondered, “Why as in, what led up to you taking the mantle as one of the best Runners in history?”




Sterling moved to his fridge, the white light illuminating the contents as he moved his pizza box around to get a better look, “Huh,” He sounded, “Never quite thought about it.” 




The Runner pulled out the eggs and milk. Setting them on the nearby counter, moving about his kitchen on autopilot as he thought back. Setting various bowls, a pair of lined cups, and a few more ingredients in front of him, and placed a large iron griddle atop a set of burners on the stove. Slowly starting to explain how he thought he got here.




“I guess it started with…” he tapered off as he poured milk into the largest bowl, closing the box and setting it back in the fridge before answering, “Hot-wiring.”




Delvar looked questionably at Sterling, “Hot-wiring?”




“Yeah, you know,” Booker looked back to who he was talking to and corrected himself, “No you don’t, why would you.” He looked up as he thought of the simplest way to describe his old pastime, “Steal cars, go for a joy ride, occasionally race them, and if I was really good or the owner was really oblivious I could do this all without getting caught.”




The Dwarf moved over to the barstool, climbing up on the chair to sit on it as he watched Sterling in the various shades of blue cast on the human from the early morning sky. “How does that lead to becoming a part of the criminal underworld of another…” The Dwarf trailed off unsure what to refer to his side as.




“World?” Sterling suggested.




“Eh,” Delvar sounded unsatisfied.




“I get what you mean, though,” Sterling voiced. He answered the questions while cracking eggs into the same large bowl he poured milk into, “That’s a tricky answer, a lot of little things had fallen into place. A few close calls that shouldn’t have gone my way gained me a reputation that I could do anything that involved a motor.” 




He opened the small bottle of vanilla extract he pulled from his cabinet, adding a dollop of the dark liquid into the mix of milk and eggs before capping it and placing it back up. Twirling a whisk around his fingers like a baton before using it to beat the ingredients together. 




“That rep eventually, I assume, led me to end up on Alphonse’s Rolodex,” Sterling continued. “Not long after his first job offering, we became a powerful pair. Well, I say we, and pair, but odds are he has many runners, freelancers, and such under his control. I just happen to be the highest ranking one both in his organization and out of it.”




Delvar nodded, watching Sterling pull out a couple of small pans out. Setting them near him and twisted something. There were three cracks, and suddenly the recognizable sound of conjured flames rode along the circle on top.




“After a few high-level jobs, some races, two or three fights, and one confrontation with Martel, I became ‘The Booker’, since I felt like I deserved it more and always looked to climb higher.” Booker summed up, cutting slices off a stick of butter into the pans. 




“Did anybody challenge you?” Delvar questioned.




“Plenty of people, especially some of the more aggressive characters since I was passed the title and didn’t win it in the conventional sense.” Booker chuckled, dipping slices of bread in the batter and slinging it onto the flat iron, making light crackles and Booker pursed his lips and shook his head.




“Alphonse was flooded with challenges, so he arranged one giant show of power and skill for the new Booker.” Sterling walked back to his fridge, turning his head to look at Delvar as he pulled the door open lighting half his face in the pale blue-white, “Me.” He retrieved his container of tea, elbowing the door closed. As he poured himself a glass, he looked back to his cooking array, and then to Delvar, “How much do Trolls eat?” 




Delvar looked over Sterling's current setup, “Hum,” trying to figure a good enough comparison, “You recall that meal we had yesterday at Kitches?”




“Number four, chicken basket with fries and toast,” Sterling recited, “Yeah what about it?”




“That’s a snack,” Delvar answered, “But they also don’t eat often, and bread is his choice of food.”




Sterling began to look discouraged as he thought about his last half loaf of bread he had, “Wait a second!” He snapped his fingers. Drawing a knife from the brown knife holding block that Sterling affectionately called Julius Caesar when no one was looking. 




He choked his hand up on the handle, hiding it away at his side, and marched to his pantry. Swishing the door open and pulling out a bag of potatoes, lugging it back over to his cooking counter. “Potatoes are carbs too, like bread, bread's third cousin twice removed,” Booker dubbed the spuds and smiled as he set the knife on the table, pulling several out and washing their skins, “what we need are some hash browns.”




Booker set a cutting board on the marble, placing a potato on it and then inspected his knife before he honed it with a nearby sharpener. Catching the personal engraving on the knife as the light glinted off the clean metal, Higdon, the cursive read.




“Uh oh,” Booker remarked, recalling that his name was not Higdon, “So that's where Brian’s knife went, whoops.” He shrugged, rolled his shoulders, and began to dice the potato. Careful to rock the blade from end to end versus slamming it onto the board.




“Is there a problem, lad?” Delvar asked, trying to peek around Sterling’s arms.




“Not really,” Booker answered, “Brian’s been looking for this knife for like a couple of months, I don’t remember why I have it, though.” He thought a moment and set the knife down at the end of the counter, letting go without a second thought and watched as the gravity pulled the heavy hilt to the floor.




Delvar was surprised to see the reflexive Sterling jump back and away like a frightened cat versus attempting to catch the blade before it clattered against the floor.




When Sterling looked around to make sure everything else was alright, he noticed the questioning gaze Delvar was giving him. 




Sterling kept the dwarves gaze as he reached over and lowered the flame on the griddle, grabbing a towel and wiping the browning butter off the griddle. 




“Never catch a falling knife,” He warned.




“Ever.” Booker punctuated, calmly bending down and retrieving the blade. Moving back to his sink faucet and turned the water on, “A falling knife is a knife that has no handle,” he quoted as he scrubbed the knife. Setting his sponge aside he looked back to Delvar, “Outside of actually poisoning yourself, attempting to catch a knife is probably the most dangerous rookie mistake you can make.” He cautioned while flexing his right hand, making extra effort to test his pinky finger.




The Dwarf nodded as Booker resumed preparing the meal. By the time Mordecai awoke to the scent of the peppers Sterling had chopped and tossed in with the potatoes, it was just past dawn, and sunlight slowly came through the windows to change the room to go from its somber blue hues to the golden rays revealing the real colors of everything.




Mordecai stretched his arms apart, fingers grazing the stucco ceiling as he questioned, “What’s that smell?”




“French toast and country style hash browns,” Sterling announced after tapping white powder atop rows of bread he had dipped in his mix and set on the griddle all the while throwing ingredients such as onions into a pan of cubed potatoes.




Mordecai looked over to Delvar, “Do he know how much trolls eat?”




Delvar shrugged, “I tried.”




“I did too,” Booker answered, “Now help yourself, just take a plate.” Booker passed along a couple of larger plastic plates and cutlery, turning back and grabbing a plastic plate so he could help himself to a few slices of bread and a spoonful of the potatoes.




Mordecai was the first of the two to realize what to do, moving over and using the spatula to slide food onto his plate. Delvar followed suit seeing as Mordecai often knew what to do in new scenarios before he did.




Booker leaned against his counter, holding his plate with one hand, giving himself a generous serving of Aunt Jemima before carving away pieces with his metallic fork.




While everyone was munching away at their food, there was a knock at the door reminding everyone that they were technically missing someone. 




Sterling set his plate aside and wiped his mouth off with a paper towel he ripped off the bulbous spindle near his sink. Almost jogging to his front door to answer.




When he undid his door’s latch and pulled it open, Auralee spoke before she could be seen.




“Good to know you didn’t leave me behind,” She voiced, strutting past Booker, dressed in what Booker would describe as mid-calf boots along with the elvish equivalent of joggers.




“Eyes up here,” Auralee called back as Booker squinted at her legs.




“What? No, I was,” Booker tried to answer but soon realized how futile it was, “Oh dammit, fell right into that one.”




“Uh-huh, sure you did,” Auralee agreed, looking at Delvar and Mordecai in the kitchen quickly scarfing their plates down, each of them had a tear sliding down one of their eyes as they ate.




“Are you two OK?” The Princess questioned the crying freelancers.




“It hurts to eat,” Delvar answered, breathing heavily, “But it’s so good.” He continued.




Booker followed the elf back into his kitchen and paused at the sight of the Dwarf and Troll who now had rosy cheeks and a glimmering trail on the side of their faces from tears, “Why are you guys crying?”




“Why does it burn my mouth?” The dwarf replied.




“Just some red pepper,” Booker answered, “I didn’t think I added that much.” He leaned over his raised bar counter and plucked his fork, spearing a small stack of hash browns to eat. Making a small show of chewing the food and swallowing, “Yeah there's isn’t much, well there is a little and some onion.”




“It’s so…” Delvar searched for a word, “fiery.”




“Spicy,” Booker corrected.




Mordecai cleared his throat and coughed, “Is that what you call it?”




“What is your word for it?” Booker questioned.




“We don’t have a word for it, none of our foods are like this,” Mordecai informed him.




“You don’t have peppers in your world?” Booker questioned.




The both of them shook their heads, and Auralee only looked over to Sterling with a confused look.




A wicked grin spread on Sterling’s face, “Hey Auralee,” He moved back to his kitchen and pulled a fork from its drawer. Spearing several cubes together and offered the fork to her, “Try this.”




“No,” She answered, going off of the Dwarf and Trolls reaction.




“Please?” Booker tried.




She shook her head and held a hand out, “No.”




Booker snapped his fingers and ate the collected food, covering his mouth with his hand as he asked the troll, “So is spice not a thing where you’re from?”




The trio looked at each other, unsure.




Booker then changed his question, “Do any of you cook?” 




Auralee shook her head and pointed to herself. “Royalty,” she answered.




Delvar pointed to Mordecai, the troll shook his head, “Not like this at least.” He offered.




“Sometimes I wonder if I ever take everything for granted,” Booker was nearly done with his plate of food, tapping his fork on the side to keep the attention on him so he could finish his thought, “And that answer, I find, is always found to be yes pretty soon after I ask myself the question.”




“Gentlemen,” Auralee spoke to gather their focus, “I’d like to remind everyone that today we are breaking a legend out of stone and should probably go over the plan.”




Booker looked back to Delvar with a quizzical glance, wondering what happened to Auralee who wanted almost nothing to do with this project just last night. He kept silent on the possible chance that reminding her of her previous thoughts on the idea might make them resurface.




“It’s honestly pretty cut and dry,” Booker answered, licking his lips for the syrup as he placed his dishes in the sink, “Step one, drive up to MOMA in New York, Step two…” Booker shrugged not exactly knowing what made up stage two but moved on, “And then step three; we have a tiny dragon and a mythical ranger. Imagine my bonus when I hand you back to Alphonse without a hair out of place and an ancient warrior as a new bodyguard.”




The gold coins that lined Delvar’s pocket suddenly became a lot heavier at that thought.




“It’ll be a cakewalk,” Booker shrugged.




Auralee didn’t seem satisfied with his positive answer, “You still remember that there’s still a bounty out for you right?”




Booker's tune changed quick at that reminder, stopping him in his place as he cycled his plan back through his head with that information. “I’ve already dispatched two attempts; you don’t think the word has spread back by now that the bounty might be a little low for such a challenge?”




“Ehhhh,” Delvar sounded, “I’m sure I’ve told you before how pretty a coin you are, plus it’s a job out for a ‘Sterling Wells’ not ‘The Booker’”




Booker's resilience began to waver as it was tested with more damaging information, “Alright fine, even then they have to have a reliable mode across the planes or have to already be on this side of the fence to do the job. I would think that the surge of first prospectors would already have come and gone.”




“We are still, wholly sorry about the confusion on who was Sterling Wells and his relation to The Booker,” Delvar told Sterling.




“Are they not synonymous with each other?” Sterling asked.




All three of them shook their head and Sterling's ego deflated.




“Well then,” Booker stuck his hands in his jacket pockets and swiped a set of sunglasses he kept on the counter with other miscellaneous items such as coins and a necklace, “Let’s go change that, shall we?” He started toward his door as Mordecai and Delvar set their dishes with his. He walked out with the three of them as they set out on their long car ride North to New York.
























CHAPTER SEVEN




The first hour of the ride seemed rather short as it was filled with discussions about spices and breakfast, Booker trading his knowledge on the delicacies for what cuisine was like on the other side.




“Seems rather boring and bland,” Booker complained about the food he had never tried.




“I thought it wasn’t bad,” Delvar answered, “Then again we don’t have paprika.”




Booker chuckled and then remember something from all his time spent on trading routes in high school history class, “What about sugar? The stuff that makes things taste sweet?”




Delvar looked up to Mordecai for a better understanding of what Booker was trying to describe, the troll told his friend something that Booker couldn’t understand, but it led to Delvar nodding once Mordecai got the point across.




Mordecai chose to answer Booker’s question, “Those are rare where we are from, delicacies reserved only for royalty.”




Booker's eyes slid over to look at Auralee as he drove along the barren stretch of road, “Any comments?” He prompted the Princess.




She shrugged with her hand in front of her face to block the sun.




Booker frowned, squinting his eyes behind his sunglasses as his brain made some comparisons between their culture and West Europe around the start of the first millennia. 




“How do you not have any technological progress?” Booker questioned almost frustrated, “Like how do you get from one town to the next promptly?”




“Horses,” Delvar responded.




“Or portals depending on a few factors,” Auralee added on.




Booker found Auralee’s statement to conflict with his current understandings, “I thought portals were supposed to be almost ceremonial in use?” 




“What gave you that idea?” Auralee scoffed, “Perhaps around a couple of hundred years ago, but since the preoccupation of Peace between the Kingdoms allowed for more cultivated magics to flourish, gold and intelligence have primarily limited portal travel.”




“How are those the main factors for portal travel?” Booker inquired.




“Gold to hire the people intelligent enough to maintain the mental upkeep of portals to accurate locations,” Auralee answered, “So those places had better be important and often traveled to make it worth it.”




Booker nodded in understanding, “Then what makes now such a renaissance of portals?”




“A what?” Mordecai questioned.




“Ren-” Booker sighed to himself, “Why is now the time for portals to be successful versus,” he gestured to the elven princess, “about a couple of hundred years ago according to Auralee?”




Auralee answered first, being the residential expert on magic, at least until Booker could get his toes into the water. “For the longest time, it was seen as a more volatile magic. There are horror stories of early, eager magi taking their attempts toward that school of magic, while it was still just Orc magic, never to be heard from again. At least based on the journals nearly all reputable magi kept.”




“You specified Talion era,” Mordecai observed, “Why then.”




Auralee smiled, “Good question. Since portal magic was written off soon after the Orc war because it had no military use. Instead, you could see the improvements in more combat and defensive magics, once everything became calm between the kingdoms. My Grandfather was talked into letting his magi experiment with some more utilitarian magic like kinetics and some animated magics while digging around for old spells lost to the ages. Someone found portal magic information, and it spread like wildfire.”




Booker took a guess at the outcome of such a finding, “More horror stories of people disappearing?”




“No actually,” Auralee corrected, “Since the only rush was the scholar's excitement of potentials and not pressures from superiors to make an army appear out of thin air. It managed to keep the danger rate lower.”




Mordecai nodded, “Makes sense.”




“Mordecai, where is your race in all of this?” Booker questioned, “I hear about the elves, and orcs, and an occasional dwarf, but never the trolls. Did you guys hide during all of this?”




There was a sudden silence that Booker could almost immediately read as awkward, Auralee’s eyes went wide as she turned around and locked eyes with Delvar who had an identical look.




“They,” Auralee started but soon lost her voice.




“Trolls were…” Delvar tried to pick up but lost the courage.




“We were the bad guys,” Mordecai admitted after their failed attempts.




“What?” Booker sounded his confusion.




“During the Last Orc War,” Mordecai leaned forward as he gave Booker a history lesson. “It wasn’t only orcs, there were another two races, trolls, and a race that is closest described to you as Diablo.”




“Huh,” Booker could feel the wave of guilt go down his cheeks as he had no doubt brought up something that was probably rather not mentioned.




Mordecai continued nonetheless, “While the orcs were made extinct or at least driven underground depending on who you ask.”




“Dead,” Auralee confirmed




“Underground,” Delvar countered, “There are some odd tunnels no dwarf remembers makin'.”




“Dwarves forget what they had for breakfast, let alone digging one of the many holes that they do for fun.” Auralee retorted.




Mordecai moved a hand between the two, gesturing them to steady down with his four fingers, “So when that happened, the trolls chose to stay above ground, but since things were a little tense, to say the least, they became isolated. Troll’s don’t have the best record keeping and since there was no one else wanting to do it either it gets sketchy.”




Now Auralee was interested in the conversation, “So what do you know?”




Mordecai tilted his hand back and forth to show how unconfident he was on the subject, “Mostly, just ritual dances and war practice for the next awakening as they call it.”




Booker scoffed, “Well, that’s not ominous in the least,” he remarked sarcastically.




Mordecai shrugged, “It’s a prophecy of sorts, but it relies on some faulty logic. As long as we don’t cause the white to crawl out the ground, and the dead aid the living, we should be fine.” The Troll answered nonchalantly.




“Auralee…” Booker started.




“Why would I be the one to do something like that?” Auralee defended herself, “If it’s any of us in this cart it would be you.”




“What?” Booker sounded astonished, “Do you know how hard it is for the dead to help me? I can barely get the living to help me if I could’ve had Abraham Lincoln help with any of the Civil War projects I had to do, I would most definitely not be here, right now.”




Auralee and Booker continued to bicker, slinging claims and counterclaims at each other for their causes.




“And- oh great!” Booker exclaimed, using his left hand to steer, allowing him to use his right arm to point out the large 16-wheeler they were approaching. “Now we have Jabba the Truck here going twenty miles per hour under what I’m doing, and the nearest place for gas is another half hour or so.”




Delvar frowned, “What makes it a Jabba?”




Booker only grumbled to himself, slowly swerving out his lane on the two-lane road, sliding back in when he spotted the other car coming his way.




The Truck made a loud honk back at Booker in his scouting mission to try to pass the truck.




“Yeah what about it,” Booker said, “Do you want to fight me?”




“Who are you talking to?” Auralee asked.




Booker made a rude gesture to the white box on wheels in front of them, “I mean it's not his fault,” He reasoned, “But that also doesn’t mean I have to enjoy this.”




“Just go past him,” Auralee suggested.




“Thank you Auralee, I hadn't thought about that,” Booker responded, “Here I was swerving into oncoming because this made me wanna see what a high-speed collision looked like up close.”




Auralee looked at Booker carefully as he used words she was unfamiliar with and couldn’t tell if he was serious or not.




Booker craned his head against the driver seat window and commented back, “Yeah, one second.”  Soon the roar of the engine became notably louder as Booker accelerated past the trucker, making sure to give him the bird as he did so, eliciting a longer honk from the truck.




“Like I said,” Booker called back from the inside of his car, “Fight me about it.”




“That seemed,” Auralee pondered a moment, “Wholly unnecessary, and rude.”




“It honestly was,” Booker admitted, “But he’ll never see me again, and I’ll be out of this car before he can figure out who owns it.”




Auralee only nodded, weighing certain odd’s internally after Booker's remark.




The traveled on for another almost thirty minutes, and in that time Booker had managed to strike up a conversation with Mordecai about economics armed only with what YouTube videos had taught him the week prior. Mordecai seemed to take pity and even appreciated the gesture as he lightly corrected some of his common misconceptions.




“What do you mean money doesn’t have to have a value attached to it?” Booker repeated.




“As in it just needs an agreed upon value, it is not necessary for anything to be intrinsic about the currency,” Mordecai explained.




Booker thought about it for a quiet moment, in that second of deep thought he realized the needle that told him how much gasoline he had left was awfully near empty, “Where are we?” He questioned, looking around before spotting a helpful sign advertising a truck stop in about a half-mile, “Close enough.”




He peeled off and onto the appropriate exit, leading the charge to the pit stop. 




“Oh man,” Booker sounded concerned, “Your first experiences with Humans culinary offerings thus far have been a dinner that isn’t entirely human, and what I could chef with little to no preparation.” Then he spotted what else the truck stop housed, “And you’re also about to have some Barbecue, just don’t look too closely at anything and you’ll be fine.” 




The team was rather out of place in their ride, pulling up to the sea of gas pumps, a mouse amongst the giant eighteen-wheeler elephants, a mouse that is an overseas luxury car, but a still a mouse.




“I’ll drop you guys off at the front, if you guys could…” Booker turned in his seat to look at his cohorts and saw the spread of social anxiety, “Right.” He realized then thinking some more, “No wait a moment, Delvar your entire job relies on communication, how can you not order a brisket sandwich?”




“With criminals,” Delvar clarified, “There’s something less clean about it, much more comforting for me.”




“That’s fair,” Booker agreed, “Let me fill up the tank, and we can walk in.”




Booker chose one of the pumps, checking the indicator on his dash for which side his gas cap was one. Placing the car in park, shutting the engine off. “Be back in a jiffy.” He said, opening his door and stepping into the sunlight. 




Locking shades with a mustachioed trucker with a graying mullet on top of his head, no doubt this man was judging Booker as he stepped out of the Rolls Royce in his expensive leather jacket and designer jeans, eyes hidden behind Ray-Bans. 




Booker did the common courtesy, throwing his chin up in the trucker’s direction to acknowledge him, moving to the opposite side and positioning the nozzle and the works. Twiddling away at his phone as the flows of gasoline slowly filled the car. The price of his trip was quickly racking up; the cost displayed on the pump that Booker paid no heed too, knowing he wouldn’t like the price tag even if he was the one paying for it.




He put the tools back where they belonged once the pump made a solid thud sounds the flowing ceased. Walking back to the car with his head down responding to a text message, “Let's do it, to it.” Booker rallied once he slid back into his seat, starting the engine with the push of a button. Creeping around the trucks and to the front of the integrated BBQ joint. 




“From here,” Booker said, opening his door once again when he brought the car back to a halt, signaling the rest of the crew to follow suit, “We have another couple of hours, and we should be in the Big Apple.”




Auralee rolled her head around as she rubbed her neck, “You should get portals,” The Princess recommended, “It makes trips like this infinitely easier.”




Delvar hopped out with ease, walking past Booker and to the front of the restaurant, “Are you sure this isn’t just another inn on Dirk Street?” He questioned.




Booker reappraised the spot, “What’s a Dirk street again?” Leading his group into the joint that had no doubt just opened given the notable lack of customers and relatively clean setting.




“Welcome Y'all,” The red headed women answered from behind her till.




Booker paused a moment in worry, Y’all; he thought, this far North? I did go North right?




“Howdy,” Booker answered back autonomously, “Do Y'all have sweet tea?” 




SINCE WHEN DO I SAY Y’ALL? His mind screamed back.




“Yes, we do,” The lady replied, not seeming to take any offense to Booker’s imitation of her speech.




Booker began to talk to himself in his mind, Alright I need to come clean about how I talk while I still can, she probably now thinks this is how I speak and that I'm not a dick. All I have to do is…




“Well ain't that just a blessin?” Booker replied with a drawl.




SON OF A BITCH, He scolded himself, well down this rabbit hole we go.




“Yes’m,” The lady agreed, “Now what can I get you guys and gals today?”




Booker gave the menu a quick look over, “Imma get the pulled pork sandwich, with mac-n-cheese, and sweet tea.” He turned back to his friends, “And these folks here are new to Barbecue, what do you recommend for them?”




Auralee gave Booker a glare as he appeared to be talking down to her with this new accent, Delvar seemed to be trying to take apart Booker's new sentence structure inside his head as Mordecai read the menu above them.




After their meal orders had been sorted out after some deliberation and description, a couple of fibs to avoid having to reveal Auralee, Delvar, and Mordecai’s origin, Booker led them to the drinking fountain.




“So, after this, we’re dead set to go save the Ranger.” Booker sounded excited.




“We’re going unarmed?” Auralee looked unsure.




“Why would we show up to MOMA armed?” Booker countered.




“I can cast a glimmer,” Auralee offered, upset with the idea of a quiet operation.




“Do they use metal detectors by chance?” Booker questioned.




“The worst they can say is no,” Auralee answered.




“No,” Booker corrected, “The worse they can say no and then kick us out meaning I will have to come up with some complicated plan to get us back in. Said plan likely involving fake mustaches on everyone.”




Auralee rolled her eyes at Booker as he flipped the lever to cause the familiar brown ichor to flow into his cup.




“Where did Delvar go?” He pointed out as he looked around his spot.




Now Mordecai and Auralee were looking around.




Mordecai responded after glancing around, “Sure he’s looking around for ways out in case things don’t go his way.”




“Does that happen often?” Booker asked, turning to lead them to one of the numerous booths.




Mordecai shrugged, “Depends on the kingdom, some more than others.”




“Well we’ve made no enemies yet,” Booker reasoned, “So I doubt we have to look twice at anyone that walks on in.”




As Booker said that, a quartet of characters entered that made Auralee and Mordecai look twice.




“What is she doing here?” Auralee asked with a sneer.




“What did they do to you, you shouldn’t even know them,” Booker replied.




“They have a glimmer on,” Auralee explained, “I can reveal them to you.” She offered, raising an arm as she stared down the small group looking up at the menu.




“No, no, no,” Booker rushed, “if you unglimmered- “




“Dispelled,” Mordecai corrected.




“Dispelled,” He adjusted, “Their glimmer, how do you think the lady will react, or perhaps if someone came in and there was a giant troll.” Booker looked across the table to Mordecai, “Wait, why didn’t she give you so much as a second glance.”




“I put a Glimmer on everyone,” Auralee answered, “You can see through it, making the spell less effort for me.”




“Then how do you know they have a Glimmer on?” Booker asked.




“I’ve worked with it long enough to be able to see the subtle things,” The Princess answered.




“And what about you big guy?” He questioned Mordecai.




“They don’t smell like humans.” He responded bluntly.




Booker opened his mouth and closed it, looking at the Troll warily, “I’m suddenly uncomfortable.” 




Mordecai shrugged, “You asked.”




“Fair enough,” Booker agreed, “But what do we want to do with them. They’re not causing any harm.”




“Sure but,” Auralee argued, “what do you think are the chances that Xandrie and what is probably her tavern muscle, are at the same tavern- “




“Barbecue joint,” Booker defended.




The Princess waved Booker's injection aside “Whatever you call it, while you still have a bounty?” She finished.




“My bad, I still thought I was invulnerable.” Booker said, “And what’s a Xandrie?”




Auralee appeared to be a bit busy fuming so Mordecai had to fill in Booker while she sat.




“According to the records,” Mordecai’s eyes rolled up as he recollected the information, “She’s a sorceress, top of her class if I remember correctly. One of the few students to study under Ezra during his short tenure, one of his prodigies if the reports on his opinion are accurate.”




“ONE”, Auralee pointed out, “Not the favorite, just one of them.” She clarified with venom.




Booker muttered to himself, “Jealous?”




“What was that?” Auralee bit back at him.




“Nothing,” He answered.




“Anyhow,” Auralee sighed, “What the reports all forget to mention is that she also left the schools and joined in the seedy activities on Dirk street and alike.”




“Allegedly,” Mordecai suggested.




“Look!” The Princess hissed, pointing the group back out as they talked to the same lady that took their order not long ago, “I wouldn’t exactly call it allegedly anymore, cause there she is, with hired muscle for this idiot here.” Moving her pointing hand to Booker.




“How are they going to know it's me,” Booker said, “It’s not like they have a picture.”




“Who in here drives that Rolls Royce out there?” A voice bellowed, causing Booker’s eyes to go wide.




“Oh shit,” Booker whispered to himself, “Would you look at that. Previous actions coming back to haunt me.” He observed.




“I believe that gentleman over there,” The ma’am behind the counter pointed Booker out in the empty dining area.




“Thanks,” Sterling mouthed, looking up to lock eyes with the pissed off trucker. “Howdy?”




The man started towards the trio as the other group watched, “Never in my years of trucking on these roads have I run into someone as rude as you- “




“And I am so sorry,” Sterling launched into his apology, “We were a little impatient,”




“We?” Auralee asked.




“I,” Sterling corrected, “I wanted to get up and go since we are going to New York. I apologize for my actions, here, let me pay for your meal.”




Both Mordecai and the Princess watched as Sterling attempted to diffuse the situation and it appeared to be working.




The trucker man seemed to cool down for a second but then continued to interrogate Sterling, “And what's with your friends, they don’t seem to be from around here?”




Booker turned back, making a puzzled face as he wondered why they intrigued him, “They’re not from around here, figured I’d introduce them to one of our facets of life, barbecue.”




“Our?” The Trucker pressed.




Oddly specific, Booker wondered in his head, “American?”




The trucker prodded Booker’s chest with a forceful finger, “Watch your tone with me, boy.”




The group wondered where this newfound hostility was coming from as Booker attempted to recover the situation.




“I’m sorry sir,” He started again, “Didn’t mean nothin’ to offend you.”




“Sure, you did, Boy,” The trucker agreed, still in an aggressive stance, “What do you do that lets someone of your age afford a car like that anyhow?”




These lines of query perplexed Auralee. She kept trying to figure out why the man that appeared to get over the issue at the offer of free food suddenly return to being hostile and asking impertinent questions.




“I am an Independent Contractor,” Booker answered, “that's about all I can say about it.”




“Not one of those,” The Trucker snapped his fingers as he tried to recall the job, “Runners?”




Time seemed to slow for Auralee, alarms ringing at the accusation. Her eyes scanned the area for danger and then she spotted Xandrie again, noticing how her lips were moving in sync with the truckers.  




Got you, Auralee smirked.




Without missing a beat, Booker answered the Truckers questioning, “Afraid, not Sir, just another-” The Trucker started to swoon and appear dizzy. Booker stepped forward to steady the man, “You alright, Sir?”




The Princess smirked, clenching her glowing red fist as Xandrie no doubt wondered what happened to her connection. She watched as her nemesis’ face contorted in confusion, her lips racing to try to reestablish her mental dominance on the Trucker. 




Xandrie’s head scanned the room to find the interruption, stopping the moment she saw the Princess’ Glimmer. 




“Well done,” Xandrie mouthed to Auralee.




The princess smiled back, making a small nod.




Xandrie threw her arm up, a blue light exploding from her open palm sending the Register lady back in a scurry.




Auralee got up from her table and threw one of her crimson orbs at Xandrie. It was pushed aside by the explosion, and the two started their duel. 




Booker tensed up at the sight of combat, pulling the trucker away, “Let’s get moving,” He told the stumbling man.




The three hired muscles all started to draw their weapons as their glimmers fell, approaching the Princess. Mordecai hopped over the table and roared at the group, causing a chill to go down everyone’s spine and bringing them to a halt. The mercenaries paused as they looked the Troll up and down, their tattooed leader was the first to speak.




“You may be a troll,” Takahati pointed out, “But we’re the ones with weapons.”




“Let me change that for you,” Delvar’s voice called out as twin hand axes twirled in the air toward Mordecai.




The Troll caught them with such ease and flourish; it made Booker wonder if it was planned and even rehearsed.




Mordecai removed the leather at the edge of the axes and gazed the trio down as Delvar jogged up with his broad axe across his back, “Now everyone has weapons,” Delvar pointed out, “It’s nice and fair.”




“Where did you..?” Booker questioned after setting the now passed out trucker down.




“I keep telling you,” the dwarf called from over his shoulder, “I know a guy.”




















CHAPTER EIGHT




Booker placed his sunglasses back on as Auralee and Xandrie made a light show inside the place. The battle cry of Delvar, Mordecai, and the three mercenaries made up for the whip sounds the slung spells made. Sparks were showering about when the red and blue collided.




Mordecai twirled his twin axes at the main bruiser, Takahati. Booker watched in amazement as the two went at each other, one of the Troll’s axes catching Taka’s longsword, letting Mordecai take a swing with his other axe that Taka would dodge.




Delvar, on the other hand, was busy having to keep two lesser prepared fighters at bay, using the momentum of each axe swing to carry into the next one to limit exposing himself to one of their blade strikes. It was somewhat funny to watch, like some bearded, lethal version of the top spinners kids would play with.




Auralee, on the other hand, was like a bat out of hell with all the passion she was putting into her attacks. Glowing balls and slashes barraged Xandrie’s bubble that she laughed behind. 




Booker looked around for a way to help, but couldn’t come up with an answer that was guaranteed to be beneficial.




After all, he was a Runner, not a Fighter. 




Could he fight? Sure, if necessary. But in situations like this? Watching Delvar and Mordecai use their weapons against a triad of foes was like watching a choreographed action scene on YouTube. 




Auralee had devolved into speaking solely Elvish, no doubt placing cuss words in between spell words.




“Jealous?” Xandrie questioned from behind her bubble.




“No,” Auralee answered, a few more words made a mystical sword give the shield a glancing blow, “I’m the one on the outside.” She stepped back from her barrage, breathing heavily. She held one hand up and directed at Xandrie, continuing a much lighter barrage on her. “You can only keep that up for so long, and it's only impervious to magical assault, and the light physical,” Auralee informed her.




The raven-haired magi smiled back to the Princess, “I have done a pretty fair job so far haven’t I, Princess?”




Booker watched as Auralee then resumed her onslaught of attacks. “That's probably not something I want to get myself into,” He decided.




There was a cry of pain and Booker snapped his head over to watch Delvar pull his mighty axe from one of the thugs’ shoulders. He made a face of sympathy for the poor fellow as he crumpled to the floor. 




This distraction gave Mordecai the opportunity to push his opponent off and use his long reach to slice Taka across the chest. The Troll and large bruiser both had various battle wounds already, but the wounds Mordecai inflicted seemed more. Anything Taka did to the Troll seemed to bleed less. 




The simple attack infuriated Taka, making him overextend his strike to compensate for the Troll’s reach. Mordecai dodged the thrust, side stepping and grabbing his arm. Slamming it down on his knee with such force that Booker heard a snap and cry in agony as Taka retreated. 




The leader's pain caused Delvar’s other opponent to falter, giving him an opening to cleave his foe. Booker looked back to where the first enemy had fallen and saw a pile of dust. Wait, what? 




Xandrie scowled at the outcome of their skirmish, trembling in rage as she made a grand gesture with her arms. Roaring as a sphere exploded around her sending everyone that was on two feet flying away. The upset Sorceress moved quickly to Taka, grabbing his arm and then there was a bright light. Even with the help of with his sunglasses, the duo became a black blob that seemed to disappear before his eyes. 




When the light died as quickly as it started, they were indeed missing.




“Good job Morty,” Delvar congratulated, “Been a right while since we’ve done one of those.”




His friend nodded, “Could’ve gone better, shame I had to break his arm, but needed to teach him to not overextend like that. That’s not how you raise proper warriors.”




“Raise proper warriors?” Delvar quoted, “You’re raising proper warriors to come back and fight us?”




Mordecai only nodded, “We need challenges, not attempts.”




Delvar rolled his eyes, “Speakin’ of challenges; You doin’ alright Princess? That lass seemed to give you a real run.”




The Princess had only quietly sat, angrily staring at where Xandrie once was until Delvar questioned her. 




She screamed in frustration and launched another red orb at where they once stood. Delvar and Mordecai blocked their eyes as a shower of crimson sparks rained.




“Take that as a nooo,” Delvar remarked.




Booker looked around, surprised to see everything was still in one piece after the small showdown, a few condiments were knocked over after that bomb or whatever it was, but outside of that not so much as a splinter.




“Oh no,” Booker realized, “The Camera’s.”




“Were all knocked out,” Auralee informed through gritted teeth, “Even if they weren’t, I doubt Xandrie would be as reckless to leave some sort of footprint.”




“How do you know this?” Booker questioned.




Auralee pointed to one of the old-fashioned CCTV camera’s that was hanging limply, pointed back toward the very wall it was hanging on, "Knocked out when she decided it was time to duel."




“Alright, what about the lady at the register?”




“Probably slowly getting out of her induced nap, the other couple of people back there quietly attending to whatever their mind tells them to do if it isn’t related to witnessing what happened,” Auralee responded, rising from her seating position, “We should probably get going.”




“But my Mac and cheese,” Booker pleaded.




Auralee ignored his request, slammed her hands on the handle and walked out the door.




Delvar and Mordecai got up, watching Booker for what to do. Booker sighed and got a lid and straw for his tea, “Let's do it to it, part two.” He lamented. 




Gesturing for the two to follow him back, “Put those sheaths back on. If so much as a loose stitch gets cut you two will be walking.” He threatened.




Once everyone was buckled in, and they were back on the pavement, Booker moved on with a parade of questions.




“Where did they go, how did they do that?”




Auralee took the drink Booker brought and had a sip, causing Booker to draw a breath to question her but ultimately decided against it.




Mordecai offered his idea first, “Regroup and retry?”




“With a shattered arm?” Delvar questioned.




“How did they find us to begin with?” Booker moved on.




“Divination,” Auralee answered, “and perhaps some luck.”




“Are they done for?” Booker questioned.




“I doubt it,” Auralee replied, “Xandrie isn’t one to leave a job half finished, and if she knows what we’re after I don’t think she’ll underestimate us a second time.”




“Well at least we are armed now,” Booker pointed out.




“No thanks to you on that one,” Delvar answered.




“So, I’ve had a change of opinion,” Booker shrugged off, “sue me.”




“Where did you get those,” Auralee questioned.




“Had my guy come by, drop off my axe and something for Mordecai,” Delvar answered.




“And nothing for me?” Auralee sounded offended.




“Didn’t know your weapon of choice, didn’t wanna risk it,” Delvar pardoned himself.




“Officers short sword,” Auralee informed him, “don’t forget it.”




“Will do,” he remarked, “expensive taste.”




“I am a Princess,” Auralee responded.




“Anyway,” Booker pulled the attention back to him, “When we get to the MOMA, can we use that divination to find Ranquel and Izimandius?”




Auralee made an indecisive sound, “Not really, if we could enchant something we could use it as a sort of compass but that needs something they hold close.”




A moment later Delvar held a necklace between the driver and passenger seat, a black triangle dangling at the bottom, “Will this work?”




“I-” Auralee paused giving it a second thought, “can try.” She promised, taking the cord and gripping the scale in her right hand.




Booker didn’t pay attention to her as the crimson flakes started to be pulled out of thin air and channeled down her arm and into her hand. A low buzz sound emanated through the car. Once the sound disappeared and the light died down, she returned the necklace.




“Did it work?” Delvar asked.




“We’ll have to find out when we get closer, it won’t work from this far,” Auralee explained.




Delvar settled back into his seat, looking out the window and watching the ride go by, Auralee snuggled into her position, tired from all the magic she had used in the last half hour. 




Leaving Booker and Mordecai to talk quietly to each other, they attempted to one up each other on random trivia the whole way. Booker learned some of the cultures of his world and Booker taught him some simple Spanish along with some social situations that he might encounter.




When Auralee awoke from her nap, she learned that she was lost. Her heart rate rose as all the new sights overwhelmed her. 




Mordecai was the first to notice her discomfort and add one of his hands onto her shoulder to comfort her. She quickly placed her hands on his large fingers as she steadied her breathing, the Princess’ eyes still scanning the horizon of tall grey blocks.




Booker turned from looking out the window of the idling car, “You alright?” He questioned the scared Princess.




“Where are we?” She interrogated.




“New York, New York,” Booker answered, “It’s about four o’clock, and we are a few blocks away from the Museum of Modern Arts. We are about to go and disrupt tomorrow’s plans by stealing a couple of statues.”




“What about Xandrie?” Auralee questioned.




“What about Xandrie?” Booker replied, “I’ve not seen hide nor hair of anyone, just discussing with Mordecai really. I don’t doubt she’s in or around here if she’s as dead set as you think she is, but she isn’t bothering us right now.”




The Princess nodded, still lightly dragging her thumb across the top of Mordecai’s hand.




“We’re in no rush if you need a moment we can chill here, “Booker offered, “Not like Ranquel is going anywhere.’ He commented while rubbing his right hand on his wrist where the bracelet still rested.




“Thank you,” Auralee said, settling back into her seat.




“Besides,” Booker said with a smile, “Mordecai and Delvar were just telling me another story about Ranquel.”




Auralee took a breath and at that moment decided it was better to let them have their fun, “Which one?” She asked.




“Mostly the little stories, running through some of the captured Orcs’ depictions of him,” Delvar answered.




“According to some, it was like he could make arrows appear out of thin air,” Booker reenacted what it was like to draw and fire an arrow, “and boom, an arrow was sticking out their buddy's chest.”




“You’re a child,” Auralee jested.




“Yeah, but that’s because I can now afford the nice things I wanted as a kid,” He clarified, “So I’m more or less backtracking and filling up my quotas.”




Mordecai picked up the hype fest, “He was depicted as one man with the strength, and armament of an entire squad. His sword skill was something even the Ranger Instructors occasionally had trouble keeping up with.”




“And the silver tongue that would get him out of trouble as often as he was in it.” Delvar continued to inspire Booker.




“That’s going to be me one day,” Booker informed them, mimicking his favorite boxing movie as he threw punches at the window.




Delvar laughed, “You and all the other children that hear that story.”




“Yeah but here’s the difference,” Booker shook a finger, “I can fund my training, and I don’t have to consult my parents about my ventures.”




“If you say so,” The Dwarf chuckled some more.




They continued discussing the small things as Auralee steadied herself. When she was ready, she opened her door as a signal for the rest to follow. 




Down another elevator to street level from the top of the parking garage they were at and across the street they went. Booker was leading them the entire way as the guide dog.




“Yes, it's shiny Delvar,” Booker agreed with the dwarf that seemed to stare at everything, “But you can’t touch because it will not fit you and I'm sure you’ll scare the poor salesperson at the counter.”




“I wasn’t doing nothing,” Delvar defended himself as Booker pulled them along.




When they approached the gray and glass exterior, Booker met up with a young guy dressed neatly in a tailored suit with a loud tie and hip modern haircut. He introduced himself as Caesar and Auralee was entranced. 




The man led them through the wooden interior as a personal guide while talking with Booker in a jovial tone that Booker kept up. They discussed politics and what the exhibit was all about tomorrow.




“Oh,” Caesar stopped them in one of the rooms they were attempting to setup “There are these two statues they brought in earlier today, and I had a look at them, and they are so well detailed!” He sounded excited.




“Really?” Booker questioned with the same enthusiasm.




“Yeah,” He confirmed, “The detail on them are incredible as if they were frozen in time. It’s interesting how people were able to make such, precise pieces of art.”




“And this is where you’re going to showcase them?” Booker questioned as he looked at the spot, the only other person in the room was a woman facing some array of chiseled stones with a clipboard.




“Yep,” Caesar answered proudly, “putting the finishing touches as we speak.”




“What’s she up to?” Booker asked, pointing out the black-haired women.




“Oh,” Caesar looked at her, “She’s the ah, hm.” Caesar ran his hand through his slicked back hair. “I’m the one that let her in; I should know why.”




His worried look at the guest ripped Auralee’s gaze away and toward the woman, and the Princess’ face immediately became a grimace. Pointing a finger at her and launching one of her attacks at the women.




“Whoa whoa,” Booker started, then watched as the attack sliced through the air and made the blue shield ripple, “Oh, that's not good for us.”




“What?” Caesar became very confused very quickly.




“You need to get out,” Booker told the man, trying to push him back towards the exit.




The Princess launched a couple of more offensive moves at Xandrie to little effect. Xandrie didn’t even bother to turn around as she stared down the rock formation.”




“What’s going on?” Caesar asked, slapping at Booker’s hands.




“I’m not entirely sure myself,” Booker answered.




“Those are Portal stones,” Auralee defined, “She’s trying to summon something over.”




“Can we do something?” Booker questioned as he finally pushed Caesar out the door they came in.




“Not really,” Auralee answered, “I doubt she’s even entirely conscious that it is me that is attacking her, she just knows something is attacking.”




Delvar pulled his necklace out, and it floated in his hands, “Hey, the scale is floating, does that mean something?”




Auralee looked back, “It means we’re close.”




An oval opened between the chanting Xandrie and the stone; drawing blue lights were being pulled out of the air around Xandrie and into it. Even some of Auralee’s red were pulled off course. The portal was siphoning off their combined magics, making the noise of a growing annoying office fan.




“I need to get out of here,” Auralee told them, her voice going up an octave in concern.




Booker scurried across the room to the back where a door labeled “Employees Only” was blocking their way. He fiddled with the door, but the locks resisted his attempts. “Well, I’m going to need a minute.” Booker patted his pockets, “And I’m going to need lock picks.”




“Move,” Auralee commanded. She placed a glowing hand on the door.




Booker, Delvar, and Mordecai could only watch as the portal got bigger and bigger, an ominous sense of dread rolled over them as they tried to figure out what could come out.




Their questions were answered pretty soon as a soft echoing howl came out the portal.




“No,” Delvar commanded the portal.




“Afraid so,” Mordecai confirmed.




“It’s a wolf,” Booker assumed.




“I wish,” Delvar remarked, “She’s summoning a Worg, much scarier, more teeth.”




Booker's eyes slid toward Auralee who appeared to be having a heart to heart with the door to get it open. No, take your time, Booker thought, There’s no scary sounding wolf on its way.




The howling became less and less echo-y as time went on. Xandrie’s chanting was becoming incredibly repetitive, incredibly fast.




Then sound just stopped.




Booker could hear his heartbeat slowly inside his chest and thoughts race through his mind, but other than that, it was almost as if they were in a vacuum.




He counted his heartbeats to keep from losing track of time, and after the fifth pulse, his auditory sensory slammed back into place. Booker nearly crumbled to his knees, wanting to put his hands over his ears like a five-year-old. Instead, he leaned himself against the wall and closed his eyes, limiting the number of senses he needed to keep track of as the portal sounded like a turbine as it continued to absorb magic. 




Someone grabbed Booker’s arm and shook him violently, making his eyes flutter open to Auralee saying something to him that the shell-shocked Sterling couldn’t understand.




“Let’s go!” Auralee shouted at the phased Booker.




“He can’t hear you,” Mordecai informed her, “Human ears are much more delicate than ours when that portal reached its point of spin, it likely damaged his ears.”




The group turned as something thudded against the floor. A single paw stuck out the portal as it neared the end of its journey. They turned back to Booker who was still looking for his friends.




Auralee swore, remembering the words for healing and sending the spell down her arm and into Sterling.




When the flow ended, his eyes appeared much less erratic and notably focused. His breathing slowed as he looked around, and then spotted something that caused his face to change into horror. Grabbing Auralee’s arm and pulling her to the door.




















CHAPTER NINE




“Run, RUN, RUN,” Booker yelled at the sight of the massive werewolf, pushing his team to a door. Immediately launching into a full tilt sprint down the boring white hall, Booker led the pack with his swift legs. The group ran down the hall. Delvar and Mordecai had their respective weapons, trouncing down the hall like a pair of overly committed LARP-er’s.




“Come on guys, let’s go!” Booker motioned with his arm for the crew to catch up, “Or need I remind we are outrunning a giant wolf?”




Delvar retorted with a huff, “You see how long a dwarf’s legs are?”




Auralee followed suit, “Not all of us have your natural running away prowess, Sterling.”




Mordecai picked up his pace and easily caught up to Booker.




“There we go big guy,” Booker clapped him on the shoulder.




Booker noted that they were quickly approaching a fork in the road, “Now which way Delvar?”




“Uhm,” The dwarf held the scale that was bouncing against his chest, “Thataway,” He answered pointing right.




“Thank God, I can see where you’re pointing,” Booker yelled back over his shoulder.




“Right!” Auralee clarified.




Booker shifted himself and slid a moment, touching the ground with his right hand to balance himself before launching himself down the next corridor.




“Where are these things?” Booker questioned, only seeing an aisle of white walls and yellow lights ahead of him.




There was a loud smash and rattle, sending everyone flailing about. After the group had recovered, Delvar responded to Booker’s question, “We’re getting close, don’t worry.”




“Oh, no you’re right,” Booker responded, another quake then sent them sprawling, “IT'S ONLY LIFE OR DEATH HERE!”




“There!” Delvar pointed at one of the many nondescript doors.




“That holds Ranquel and Izzy?” Booker questioned.




“Which one of us has the magic compass?” The dwarf responded.




“Fair enough,” Booker waited at the door, one of his bouncing, ready to bust into the room poses.




Delvar patted down his outfit, “I don’t have my lock picks on me.”  




“No way Mordecai can kick that door down, it's able to stop a bomb,” Booker informed.




“Gentlemen,” Auralee addressed calmly, “If you would kindly.”




Everyone gave the Princess a two-foot space around her.




She glared at the door, her left arm becoming swirled by the familiar red lights of her magic. Bringing her glowing arm across her chest, then in a swift motion swung her open palm at the door. Causing it to collapse in on itself and fly back, taking one of the door’s bolts with it.




Had Booker had the time to whistle he would’ve, but he didn’t. 




The human was the first to pour into the small room sliding through the door frame like a snake. Looking around, he saw a rather minimalistic area; two statues were visible the moment someone entered the room. One of a dragon mid-bite, the details to a point so fine, it’s almost like the monster was frozen in a moment in time. 




Ranquel’s statue had a similar fate, his face was shouting at something below him, his arm mid-swing but missing his sword. 




Where’s the sword? Booker thought, turning his head to find a dull scabbard with a tightly wrapped sword hilt sticking out along with a matching bow and quiver stocked with seven arrows, hanging on racks nearby.




“Now what?” Booker exclaimed.




“Bring him back,” Delvar answered, ripping off his necklace and holding it to the little dragon’s statue.




They watched as the marble seemed to crack before the scale, falling apart once the blue-grey whelp extended his wings, crying out to the room. Probably because he finally had limbs in over a thousand years.




“Release Ranquel,” Delvar shouted.




Booker jolted to the base of the Ranger’s statue, wrapping his right hand around his left leg. The face’s angry features began to crack as another quake was sent through the walls. Izimandius flapped up and gave another small cry, zooming past everyone and out of the room.




“No, we need him!” Booker reminded everyone.




“No shit?” Auralee, hand to her head in worry said, “I need to sit down after that.” She followed up by slumping against a wall and passing out.




“We need you too!” Booker exclaimed, keeping his fingers tightly wrapped on Ranquel’s statue’s calf.




“Guys,” Mordecai pointed up to the statue’s head.




Booker snapped his head up, dodging a crumbling piece of statue as the art fell apart.




“Where’s Ranquel?” Delvar questioned when the statue started to crack apart, and a hollow core revealed itself.




Booker saw a large part of the statue’s pectoral start to tilt toward him, he launched himself scrambling back as it began to fall. Looking in shock and horror as the statue crumbled before them. 




His head began to swim as the situation got the better of him.




“What do we do?” Mordecai questioned the trembling Sterling.




“I…I-” Booker’s mind raced with thoughts to where it felt like two minds were thinking at the same time.




A loud crash echoed down the halls as the beast broke through, accompanied by the bright cry of Izimandius. The Whelp’s battle cry answered with the Wolf snapping his teeth.




Sterling’s voice trembled as he attempted to piece things back together, “He- he… Ranquel was supposed t- “




Delvar brought the back of his hand against Sterling’s cheek, “Snap out of it, you’re supposed to be a leader!”




“I am a Runner!” Sterling shouted back, “All I do is run, and I don’t see why that isn’t a bad idea right now, it’s what I’ve done in the past, it’s what I’ll do in the fut- “




Delvar brought another backhand to Sterling, making a loud pop and Mordecai winced.




“OW!” Booker lightly tapped where Delvar’s hand hit him, no doubt red by now, “The fuck?”




“Say it again!” Delvar prompted, “I dare you.” The small man seethed.




“I said,” Sterling said, not to be intimidated by something he can’t do, “I am a damn run—”




When Delvar brought his hand back to smack sense into Sterling, the human was ready for it, slapping his arm to send it away and threw the dwarf off balance. Sterling pushed Delvar while he wobbled and slid out from under him. The cries of Izimandius’ fight bounced through the corridor as snarls vibrated on the ground.




“Coward,” Sterling finished walking toward the small rack of weapons, “Do you know how to use this?” He questioned picking out the scabbard and shook it with vigor, “I sure as hell don’t, and the bow?” He used the arm that had the archer’s wrist guard attached to point out the curved wood, “Last time I touched a bow, was for a summer camp!” 




Tears welled in his frustrated eyes.




Delvar got up and dusted himself off pointing to his right. “Right now a little itty, bitty dragon is fighting a wolf several times his size.” 




He answered in a calm, collected voice, pointing a finger now at himself, “That dragon is my world’s actual embodiment of an underdog, he never grew up, but did he ever put up a fight? You bet your damn coin he did. That bracelet you picked up because it went with your shoes? Armor to perhaps the best warrior in Elven society? They don’t make anything like that anymore since Rangers were disbanded a few hundred years ago and mothers STILL tell their kids of Ranquel’s valiant effort. So, you,” The dwarf pointed a steady finger at the trembling Sterling, “Are going to do what? Run? What do you think Ranquel would think?”




“I don’t care!” Sterling blasted back, “He,” Sterling pointed toward where Ranquel’s stature once proudly stood, “Was supposed to come back and save the day, not push his responsibilities back on me!”




“Well, Ranquel isn’t there, is he?” Delvar asked.




“And what the hell am I supposed to do about that?” Booker asked, a tear slid down his cheek as he did his best to keep his voice steady, “I am a Runner, I get things from A to B, I’m not a fighter, I am not a leader, and I’m certainly NOT A RAN- “




Sterling’s vision exploded into a white light as he lost all his senses. The conscious that composed Sterling just seemed to float in some odd white plane. After a moment that felt like an eternity he was slammed back into a body.




Opening his eyes as if it was the first time, he saw, green.




__




What?




A primordial forest surrounded him, He knew this isn’t what he was supposed to be seeing, but he couldn’t quite remember why.




“Help?” He called out softly in a voice that wasn’t his.




“Then how are you supposed to grow?” A voice answered back from the trees.




Who is that guy? Sterling thought.




“But Master,” A voice called back, “Perhaps we can learn gradually?”




“Nonsense Ranquel, the Worg is a perfect place for a Ranger to start, not too smart, but not too easy, you can do it,” The authoritative voice responded.




Sterling took a moment to figure out the situations. There was him, who seemed to be a consciousness inside someone else’s body. The rightful owner of said body, Ranquel, and a teacher of sorts hidden somewhere in the nearby tree’s since Sterling couldn’t see him.




While Sterling collected the information on his condition, he became aware of a growling noise. Looking forward he saw what appeared to be a wolf on steroids who only drank protein shakes and the blood of his enemies.




AGAIN? Sterling screamed out, but had no voice to accompany his internal cries for help.




Both the Ranquel and Sterling’s thoughts answered with the same message, “But I’m just a Runner.”




The Worg began to circle Sterling, who spent another moment looking around at his surroundings and himself.




I don’t remember being this white, He commented looking at the fingers, unable to tell if they were this pale naturally or because of how tightly he was gripping the swords handle, Or this tall.




“Just another Elvish Courier,” The voice began to reason.




Oh no, Sterling thought as puzzle parts fell into place.




“Nonsense,” Sterling could now see where the voice was coming from, in the trees was a well-hidden man, dressed in lithe leathers that hid him well in the trees, “You keep up that talk, and you’ll get nowhere, even if you can run fast.”




The Worg lunged at him, and he shut his eyes, holding his sword out and somehow managing to push the monster away.




“Open your eyes lad!” The voice advised, “It’s hard to hit something you can’t see.”




He accidentally locked eyes with the Worg, its menacing yellow eyes peered back into his. Sending Booker reeling internally.




Dodge, dodge, dodge, Sterling attempted to command, watching as the monster set himself to pounce again.




Roll dammit! Sterling felt the sensation of pushing against the tide. Trying to force himself out of the beast’s path he saw in slow motion the wolf opening his jaws and pushing off with his back feet.




Do you not know self-preservation? Sterling scolded, and suddenly the resistance was lifted. Sending both Sterling and the body tumbling.




“That was a good dodge,” The watcher admitted, “But you can’t do that forever.”




“Oh, you’d be surprised,” The voice and mind answered in unison.




They heard a short whistle, and the sound of an impact as something hit the dirt. 




Sterling and the elf looked down to see an arrow had suddenly appeared, “You’re on my team!” the elf called back.




“I’m your teacher,” The Instructor in the tree informed, “I’m on whichever team helps improve you.”




Ranquel and Sterling rolled out of the way as one, just in time to watch another arrow impale itself in the tree behind where they just stood.




“Still think you can dodge forever?” His master taunted.




A bead of sweat fell from his face as he looked at the Worg, doing his best not to back down. When the monster launched himself again, the two rolled out the way, this time flailing his sword at the Worg as they narrowly escaped.




The beast yipped and snarled as the blade cut through his side, now even more pissed at the Elf.




“There you go!” The teacher commended.




They felt a surge of success rush through their being and readied themselves again. The Worg tried pouncing once more, and the two did the same maneuver, this time their sword was a bit steadier. 




When the blade pierced the beast's pelt, they heard another yip but forgot to keep a solid grip once they hit the concrete that must’ve made up that monster’s bones. Ripping the sword from his hand and sending it twirling with the wolf.




“Oh no,” They realized.




The monster knew he now had home advantage, stalking around the bloody weapon and waiting.




“What now?” They called up.




Another arrow magically appeared in the dirt, surrounded by a little cloud of the dust that it kicked up.




“Right,” The elf answered, shrugging and moving his arms as he retrieved the bow off his back, “Slight problem. I am the worst in my class with the bow.”




I can help! Booker answered from the inside, helping guide the hands to the correct spots. Drawing the string back to his cheek, aiming and letting go. Sending the missile flying into the woods, they aimed too high. Whoops.




The Worg tensed again, willing to risk another leap against a reloading novice.




They tried quickly to notched another arrow against the bow and aimed, staring at the beast’s yellow eyes down the shaft of his arrow. Silence hung in the air as the wolf circled the battleground, seconds felt like hours. 




Ranquel began to feel the physical strain of aiming his bow. Booker was flooded with the waves of emotion inside the elf’s head, the anxiety, fear, rush of battle, and pride as he looked death in the eye.




Their enemy made the first move attacking ferociously. The two kept their eyes open as they let go of the bowstring again, firing into the beast's open mouth. The two found themselves flattened onto the ground by the giant body of the wolf.




Am I… are we still alive? Booker thought as his sight became black. He felt sensations return to his being. That’s good, legs and arms are healthy, Booker acknowledges as Ranquel pushed the beast off, crawling away as boots hit the ground nearby.




“Good shot, a bit risky.” The Ranger from the tree’s observed.




“Thank you Master Tanyan,” Ranquel said.




“I’ll give you this,” Tanyan offered a hand, which they took. “You’ll be a legendary Ranger Ranquel; I can promise you that. We’ll get Drakvar to forge you your weapons. You’ve done well today boy.” The master Ranger tussled his hair, “Conquered your fear; soon you can take on anything.”




Sterling’s state of conscience began to sway, the world around him spun until it was all a single color, Here we go again. 




















CHAPTER TEN




Delvar looked vehemently at the boy in front of him; fists clenched as he gestured for Sterling, “Well he isn’t here, is he?” The dwarfs entire body contributed to him pointing at where Ranquel’s statue once stood.




“And what the hell am I supposed to do about that?” Sterling asked, a tear drop slid down his cheek as he did his best to keep his voice steady, “I am a Runner, I get things from A to B, I am not a fighter, I am not a leader, and I’m certainly NOT A RAN- “




Then the strangest thing happened, Booker slapped himself, hard. With the sword, still in his hand. Sterling stumbled to his left, running into Mordecai who helped ground him.




Delvar and Mordecai looked at each other quizzically as Sterling straightened himself up, twisting his head left and right making loud pop noises. 




Sterling looked around, he was wild-eyed and a touch cautious, slowly regaining control of his ragged breathing. 




“You alright?” Delvar questioned.




“I’ve been trapped in a statue for a long, long time,” Sterling answered, “So I’m doing alright now.”




Sterling started to flex his limbs, doing light warm-ups that Delvar wouldn’t have thought Sterling would know.




“Hold on one second,” Mordecai frowned, “Booker doesn’t speak Elvish.”




“Oh, you can talk.” Sterling looked up to the troll as he started to buckle the sword to his waist, “Please, just Ranquel.” He delivered with a grin.




Delvar squinted scrupulously, “Why wouldn’t he be able to speak?”




“He’s a uhm,” Ranquel looked between the two awkwardly.




“Troll,” Mordecai finished for him, “There have been some changes since you went to sleep.




Delvar was now more confused at his partner willingness to accept the change in personality.




Ranquel clapped Mordecai’s rather large arm, “Well as long as you’re on my team, I am more than willing to call you friend.” He looked about and spotted Auralee, sleeping in the corner. “Who’s she?”




“Our Magi,” Delvar answered him.




Ranquel squinted and tilted his head, “A woman?” Ranquel questioned as he walked to where his bow and quiver hung on the display stand.




“A lot of change,” Mordecai clarified.




“Where’s Sterling, if you’re in his body?” Delvar inquired, watching the Runner deftly clip the quiver to his side and gripping the dark curved weapon.




“Here, I'd bet,” Ranquel exposed his arm and rattled his archer's wrist guard. “When he broke the statue, instead of taking the form of what would no doubt be a fragile thousand years old me, I found out your leader for whatever reason had a relic of mine, so I slipped into his conscious to try to guide him to success from the inside.”




“So instead you took over his body?” Delvar accused.




“Well,” Ranquel dipped his head, “When I realized the situation at hand, I decided it would be best if your leader had a breather. His internal constitution was all but gone, so I traded conscious’ with him. I’m not sure what he is doing, he hasn’t tried to say anything.”




“And your plan now is to what?” Mordecai inquired.




“I believe an old friend of mine has shown up, no doubt Izimandius is running out of tricks to keep his attention," Ranquel pushed up his sleeve and practiced swinging his arms, before remarking at the bodies condition, “He could use some training, but beggars can’t be choosers.” 




“You’re just going to go out there,” Delvar squinted, “And fight the giant wolf?”




“Worg,” Ranquel corrected, “A nasty one too, no doubt someone with influence sent him.”




“And fight it?” Delver repeated.




“As opposed to what? Talk to it?” Ranquel questioned, nearing the door, “You two care to help or are the weapons just for show?”




Delvar shrugged, reaching back and unclasping his battle-axe, “You’re the leader,” He suggested.




“Safety over damage,” Ranquel emphasized, looking out the door, “I would rather drag your beaten body than your bloody corpse.”




__




When his vision returned, Booker was still in a forest, but this time he felt, older. He knew he was back in Ranquel’s body but wasn’t sure why they were approaching the edge of the forest.




Ranquel began to slow down once they got close to a clearing, walking against the brush.




Why are we slowing down? Booker questioned, then a sharp schwing sound permeated the air, Why are we drawing out the sword? Booker asked.




When they stepped into the clearing Booker saw what Ranquel was anticipating.




They’re like eleven green skinned slightly morphed Jean-Claude Van Damme’s, Booker thought when he saw the orcs, I wonder if they can do the kick.




“I heard you were looking for me,” Ranquel called out to the meandering orcs, Booker didn’t recognize the language yet he understood what everyone was saying.




“Elf thinks he is smart since he can speak Orc tongue too?” One of the verdant Jean-Claude Van Damme’s asked.




“Actually?” Ranquel practiced a swing of his sword, “Yes.” He answered.




The bravado sent a handful of the orcs roaring and charging at Ranquel.




Dodge, Booker suggested as the orcs began to close in, Really soon.




The first orc to reach Ranquel was easily evaded, the Ranger stuck a leg out and sent him stumbling into the dirt. The following stupid paid too much attention to his friend to see the sword being stabbed into his open mouth. The last two decided to team up and attack as a pair. Circling the Ranger.




“Little help?” Ranquel questioned looking at the last six orcs for aid.




The request confused the orcs as they looked amongst each other for the traitor.




Ranquel sighed, drawing an imaginary bow and aiming it at one the centermost orc. When he released his fake bow, an arrow suddenly seemed to sprout out of his chest. Ranquel repeated this a few more time to similar effect, appearing to make real arrows with no bow. 




This is so awesome, Booker watched.




The final two roared at Ranquel and charged. The elf Ranger decided to duck and roll away. From ten feet away Ranquel poised his sword at the ready, making sure their attention was on him he lunged to pierce the air causing one of the orc’s chest to burst open with a case of the-sword-through-the-body. His surviving buddy dropped his weapon and bolted into the forest, not bothering to look back.




Ranquel rose onto his tiptoes to make sure the foe was gone, then motioning with his hand that it was safe.




“Good show everyone,” He congratulated, “Sorgel, great timing with that stab, couldn’t have done better.” 




Sorgel pushed the orc’s corpse off his shining sword, “That’ll haunt him for a while.” Sorgel chuckled.




Ranquel chuckled and pointed to the two archers leaping out the tree, “And I can’t thank you two enough, your accuracy was a real-life saver.” 




“I would just like to point out,” the one Ranquel’s thoughts called Nhym hoisted his bow, “I’m the one that took out the fifth one.”




“Yeah right,” the other archer, Varian, punched him in the shoulder, “You were too busy bitchin’ about Ranquel’s form when he was shootin’ his fake bow.”




Ranquel gave an inquisitive look toward Nhym as they stepped close, Nhym grinned under his hood.




The accuser shrugged, “You would’ve been lucky to hit a castle wall with that form, was all I was saying.”




Ranquel chuckled, “Maybe so, but that’s why I have the twins,” With a charismatic grin he looked at Sorgel, lowering his voice “And we all know which one is doing the heavy lifting.”




“Me,” The twins clarified simultaneously.




All four of them laughed again, and it made Booker smile watching it, this is just like my team… oh.




“Now,” Ranquel slid his weapon back into its sheath, “Let us let that orc tell his friends about the Legendary Ranquel and his impossible feats, give them something to fear should they step into our forests.”




“Hey,” Sorgel wondered, “Why can’t they fear Sorgel the Savage?”




“Simply put Sorgel,” The Ranger looked at his friend, “I’m the better looking one.”




The jab caused the other swordsmen to break into a smile, and they all began to walk away from the clearing.




“By the way,” Varian leaned in close, “Rumor has it that the Headmaster Tanyan has something for you, everyone thinks it's a dragon.”




Except for this time, Bookers conscious didn’t follow along like it normally would. Instead, he was left standing amongst the bodies of the orcs that team had just destroyed with ease, together.




“Dodge!” Ranquel reminded as the contrasting black wolf stomped hits paw against the laminated white floor.




Five of the Ranger’s seven arrows stuck out of the Worg’s already bristling body, several slash marks showed that the team was at least trying to fight the beast, but progress was slow.




“Me axe is going to get dull before it falls,” Delvar quipped.




Mordecai called out from the other side of the Worg, “Its tendons may as well be rubber, impervious to steel.”




“So, after consideration,” Ranquel was interrupted by a snap of the beast's jaws, taking the opportunity to sink his blade into the beast, “A sorcerer,” He yanked his sword out to avoid losing it, “May also be behind this.” The Ranger finished.




“Really,” Delvar hoisted his axe up in anticipation, “I thought they all came in size extra-large!”




Izimandius came back around, continuously doing fly by’s and spitting orange flames, taunting the monster with how close he flew, always managing to escape by ricocheting off surfaces and twirling away.    

 

When Booker returned to his body, he immediately realized he wasn’t in control of his nimble limbs. 




Not again, Booker groaned inside his head as his vision was clouded by the underbelly of the giant wolf.




“Your friend is back,” Ranquel shouted to Delvar, watching the dwarf cleave his axe into the Worg’s front right leg. 




The beast yipped and instinctively tried to take a chunk out of the dwarf. Delvar left his axe inside the beast and dove out of the way of the first strike, scrambling to get away as the monster launched into a second attack.




Ranquel kicked off from his bent, almost kneeling, position. As if he was runner getting ready to race off the block. Gaining a short three step build up to power slide, arcing his sword and cleaving into the side of the Worg’s lower jaw, causing just enough force to push the jaw off its intended course




Delvar’s eyes widen as he watched the beast snap at him, one of its sharp fangs pierced the dwarves light armor, tearing at the leather and shirt underneath.




Booker froze inside his mind, attempting over and over to process what he saw as red slowly began to seep out, that’s not supposed to happen, he repeated.




Izimandius and Mordecai put in extra effort in attacking the monster, buying time for Ranquel to make his way back and help attend to Delvar’s wound.




“It’s not that bad,” Ranquel promised, looking Delvar over.




“As opposed to what,” Delvar questioned, grunting as he was placed against a nearby wall, “TWO wolf bites?”




“One moment,” Ranquel asked.




How does this happen, what do I do? Booker questioned, his mind now racing with questions and ideas.




His thought train was promptly derailed as Ranquel popped into his mind space to backhand him.




Haven’t I had enough of those today? Booker questioned.




“Apparently not,” Ranquel responded.




The two seemed removed from time; both thought entities now stood on an eternal white plane. Ranquel was manifested as his Ranger self, armed to the teeth. Quiver dangling on one hip, the ebony hilt of his sword on the other, the end of his bow peaked just over his shoulder, on the same horizontal as elven eyes that peered into him underneath the cowl.




Booker hesitantly took a step back from the imposing figure.




“You’re not a Ranger,” Ranquel informed Booker.




“That’s what I said,” Booker pointed out.




Ranquel waved the boy’s declaration aside, “Yet,” he finished.




Booker shifted his weight to the foot he placed behind him, instead of adopting a retreating attitude, he slumped his shoulders and crossed his arms, “Please, don’t.”




“Too bad,” Ranquel told him, “Since we’re sharing this body…”




“Hold up,” Booker interrupted, “since when has there been we?”




“Do you think you have been the one doing all the fighting?” The Ranger questioned.




“Well no,” Booker held his right elbow, the boy's right arm pivoted up to scratch his head as he turned away. “Keep doing you, just come knocking when it’s time to drive.”




Ranquel snapped his fingers twice at Booker to get his attention. The human tensed as he debated how to respond to such an action, deciding to tilt his head up enough to be able to see Ranquel by sliding his eyes up.




“And I’m not sure if you know this,” The Ranger pulled back his hood, revealing a majestic mane that was tied into a knot underneath the hood.




It’s gorgeous; Booker admired before he continued his message.




“But, we can’t be flooded with fear or worry if we expect to come out of this a hero.” 




The human pondered a moment, “Can’t or won’t.”




The elf closed the gap between the two, “Either,” He answered.




Booker took a step back, “Fair enough, but on the other hand, I’m still just a- “




“Runner?” Ranquel finished with a knowing smile.




Damn it, walked straight into that one, Booker lamented.




“Got you, now let’s get going.” Ranquel began shaking his hood, preparing to throw it back onto his head.




“Wait,” Booker’s brows furrowed in a query, “That’s it? No speech on how you used to be a Runner, or how you’ve faced a fear or enemy just like this? Some heroic tale of overcoming to get my spirits up?” He looked left and right for his answer.




“Why?” Ranquel questioned, “a grandiose speech would just waste time, it would be more motivating if I told you, you couldn’t do it.” The Ranger threw an arm up, gesturing to Booker, “Plus you’ve seen me when I was in your shoes, I don’t know what got me to dodge that Worg, but I’m still healthy today for it. Now let's go.”




Ranquel dissipated before Booker’s eye. The Runner squinted in his eyes where the Ranger once stood, “You know what,” Booker told the surrounding air, “I already hate it when he’s right, and I just met him.”




Booker felt a pull and went along with the feeling, ripped from their stasis and returned to the living. He still didn’t have control, but he was okay with that.




You keep doing you buddy, Booker encouraged as Ranquel drew his sword again.




“Mordecai, Izimandius,” Ranquel called out.




“What?” The troll answered back from above.




Ranquel looked up to see Mordecai carefully balancing atop the shaking Worg, giving the dragon ample opportunity to spit fire at the beast.




The Ranger slid his sword back into its scabbard, “I have an idea, can you keep the animal still for a moment?”




The Worg’s efforts increased, bashing itself against the walls to throw the unwanted passenger off. Mordecai slid and dug one of his hand axes into the body, using the monster’s body to steady himself. Scrambling, Mordecai jumped off the front of the Worg, rolling once his feet connected to the ground.




“And you want me to what?” Mordecai questioned, rising from his curled position with only one of his hand axes.




“I need a clear shot either through his eyes or up his mouth,” Ranquel explained.




“Get the dragon to fly above his head,” Mordecai offered, “Get him into a bite, while his jaw is open I can wedge my axe in.”




The Worg snarled at Mordecai who was twirling his one axe in his hand.




“Good idea,” Ranquel agreed. He whistled three different notes, and Izimandius came back around. 




Ranquel shouted Elvish in Booker’s voice, which closest translated to, “bait.”




The whelp did circles around the beast's’ head, diving and spitting flame into one of his eyes to draw all his attention. 




Ranquel took a step back and kneeled, drawing his arrow and aiming. Waiting on Mordecai to find the right time to lodge his last axe to buy him enough time to give the Worg an impromptu lobotomy.




Like an Olympic sprinter at the sound of the starting gun shot, Mordecai launched himself into action when he saw the opportunity, roaring at the wolf as he swung his axe across himself and then brought it down on the Worg’s mouth, attempting to lock the beast's jaw. 




Ranquel needed no other signal that it was his turn, releasing the string and watching the arrow soar straight into the mouth of the beast at the same time the Worg tried closing his mouth, meeting the resistance of the axe. The arrow landed on the roof of its mouth, sinking its arrow tip into its gummy mouth. 




The Worg roared in pain, but didn’t die. This was opposite of what everyone wanted. And now Mordecai had no axes since he didn’t want to reach into the Wolves open mouth.




“Could have gone worse,” Mordecai backed away.




Ranquel pulled the scabbard from Booker’s belt, tossing the long sword to Mordecai, “My bad, needed to aim a little farther back.”




The wolf was still busy roaring due to the incredible amount of pain the duo had just caused.




“Happens to the best,” Mordecai remarked, “Do you have another arrow?”




Ranquel responded with a surprised tone, “I have exactly another arrow.”




Mordecai nodded as he panted heavily, “One more shot?”




“Let’s not throw it away,” Ranquel agreed.




He shouted the same order to Izimandius who made a screech that was assumed to be a noise of understanding. Ranquel notched his arrow and rolled his shoulders before pulling the string back. His arms were aching in pain after the first several attempts, and if Booker and Ranquel were honest with each other, they would express doubt on how long they could hold the arrow in place before launching it.




Mordecai drew the sword out, giving it a few practice swings before setting himself. This time an odd serenity washed over the troll. He was ready for whichever outcome at whatever price, like any other troll eventually faced after the initial heat of battle and all that was left in front of them was the final smolders that were left for the living.




SNAP




The wolf tried to chomp Mordecai instead of Izimandius, no issue for the Troll, he expected this. Leaping back and slashing the Ranger’s sword to discourage the wolf from trying that again. Mordecai moved forward with heavy feet.




“In the way of my shot,” Ranquel informed Mordecai.




“How badly do we need this sword?” Mordecai asked.




Ranquel gave a heavy sigh and started to mourn the loss of his favorite blade, “Just make sure I have my opportunity.”




Mordecai made a flourish with the sword, the glinting metal drawing the wolves attention one more time. Another snarl from the Worg was met by Mordecai growling back with an equal amount of menace. Batting the next bite aside, watching the wolf snake its head and launch into its next strike, opening his mouth to chow down on Troll. 




Mordecai flipped the sword so he could stab the blade down. Sinking the tip into the beast's lower jaw, keeping it in place for Ranquel to try again. The Troll dove toward Ranquel forcing the beast to follow. When Mordecai landed on the slippery floor, he heard the twang of Ranquel’s bow string, and then something clattered on the ground. He quickly crawled away, knowing that a prone troll is a dead troll. Ranquel grabbed one of the Trolls arms and grunted as he tried to pull Mordecai away with urgency. Mordecai decided it was safe to turn around when he saw Izimandius zip by behind Ranquel, looking back to see the beast swaying before collapsing on its weak legs. When its head hit the ground, the Ranger’s beloved sword flung out, clattering past them covered in blood and slobber.




Ranquel swiveled his head to watch his sword go by, “Did he have to get blood and saliva all over it?” He complained while setting the heavy troll back down.




A thick silence hung in the air, the sounds of combat ceased along with the life of the monster. Ranquel got up and surveyed the outcome; the huge beast blocked off the way they came, the walls were battered with holes and tiny craters.




Could be worse, Ranquel commented to Booker.




We can find that out real soon if we don’t get to moving, Booker answered back. We need a way out and fast; I think there are some doors down this way that might eventually lead us back.




Ranquel went back to where Auralee was still sleeping. Why not just walk back the way we came?




If you think we can just turn invisible feel free, Booker responded, then launching into several scenarios’ and how they would have to adjust if certain outcomes occurred.




Ranquel took Booker’s advice as he scooped up Auralee, ignoring the burning sensation in his right arm. He carried her back out and looked over to Mordecai who was already mostly recovered, “Do you think you can carry your Dwarf-friend? I can get us out of here much faster if we could sprint out the doors that got us here.”




“How do you figure that?” Mordecai questioned, rolling his arms before lifting the bloodied dwarf like a toddler. Holding him in one arm like an oversized football.




“There’s still some excess magic from whatever summoned that Worg; I always stored some in my bracelet, and a drop from your magi here means I can cloak us for a good bit of time,” Ranquel explained.




Inside his head, Booker was explaining the third scenario, ”So when the guards come if we just-,” “What do you mean ‘cloak?'” Booker asked.




“Camouflage, hide us,” Ranquel answered aloud.




“Well, aren’t you just our Ranquel-ex-Machina,” Booker remarked.




When Ranquel turned around to make sure Mordecai was ready, he spotted his sword and paused, “Well I don’t want to leave it behind,” He worried, “But it’s also covered in disgusting Worg juices.”




Then an idea came to mind, so he set the Princess back down.




No, Booker started already able to tell what the Ranger had in mind, don’t you dare.




Ranquel jogged back into the room he had been stored in, retrieving the expensive racing jacket, and moved back to his sword.




Leave the sword they can make more, Booker pleaded; we don’t need to do this.




Using the jacket as a glove, Ranquel picked up the sword to clean it off with the leather to the sounds of Booker throwing up and sobbing softly in his head.




You bastard, how could you have done that, Booker grieved forced to watch from the inside.




The stuff on the sword coated his jacket as Ranquel slipped the blade back into its proper scabbard, placing it back on his belt so he could resume their exit. Booker was mourning his third favorite jacket in the corner of his mind.




When Mordecai and Ranquel made it over the mountain of a wolf, Ranquel cast his spell. Drawing out sparks of blue, red, and green.




Are we slowly becoming the Power Rangers? Booker questioned during his time of moping to witness the lights, Because if so I’m down.




The colors spiraled around Mordecai and Ranquel as they slowly became transparent in their surroundings.




“I hope you can keep track of your hands without being able to see them,” Ranquel wished as the colors died, leaving Mordecai and Ranquel gone to the naked eye.




It was a slow process getting out of the museum, with both Booker and Mordecai having to remember their steps to get out as well as dance around to not collide with any of guests moving about. To Booker’s surprise, everyone seemed oblivious as to what happened. There was now some caution tape on the door that led to Ranquel’s exhibit but other than that, nothing seemed outside the usual affairs.




Maybe we don’t need all this invisibility, after all, Booker remarked.




Too late now, can’t just dispel in front of a crowd with a troll in the group. Ranquel answered.




After making it through the crowd and outside, Booker directed them to an empty park bench.




Set them here, give me my body back I can get the car, He instructed, Its New York they won’t look too out of place.




Mordecai looked like a father with two tired children with both Auralee and Delvar resting their heads on his arms. Ranquel took an extra moment to cast a glimmer on Delvar to hide his wound.




Alright now give me back the body, Booker sounded excited.




Are you sure about that, Ranquel questioned, this body has taken a toll, do you think you can handle it?




Yeah, Booker assured, if you can do it, why can’t I?




Because I’ve had years of training and have built up my will and fortitude, Ranquel explained.




Just hand it over, Booker demanded.




“Ok,” Ranquel said, taking two steps back and closing his eyes before unshackling his mind, slipping away from control as Booker’s consciousness raced past to take over.




When Booker’s eyes fluttered, open there was a sense of calm for the briefest moment; then his eyes dilated as the burning sensation in his arms and legs cause him to crumple to the ground. Groaning to himself




“It hurts so much,” He complained.




I told you, Ranquel reminded.




“Why does it hurt so much?”




Well first off, my bow is meant for a trained Ranger to pull back. While you have some strength, it isn’t enough to reliably use a Rangers bow, Ranquel explained, so now your arm aches. I pulled a couple of muscles in your leg since we didn’t have the time to limber up as well.




Booker breathed heavily as he held his legs on the ground, “I take it back.”




I’m sorry what was that?




Booker repeated his request for Ranquel, “Take the body back; I’ll point you to the car.”




I thought you said you could handle it, Ranquel teased.




“I lied, it's what I do,” Booker defended.




Ranquel dragged it out for what must’ve seemed like an eternity to Booker before swapping places. Standing back up as if nothing bothered him when he had control. 




Show off; Booker accused from the recess of his mind.




Booker had surprisingly little issue with leading Ranquel to the car; he was expecting the Ranger to gawk at every little thing they passed. The elf seemed rather calm around all the buildings and cars.




Does any of this fascinate you? Booker questioned as they approached the parking spot.




“What do you mean?” Ranquel replied.




Look around, none of this is anything like your world or whatever, Booker pointed out, how does none of this intrigue you at least?




“Because I was some form of conscious most of the time, I got to watch everything happen, albeit from a very particular spot in some king’s palace of someone else’s museum,” Ranquel answered.




Booker accepted the answer, instructing Ranquel on how to get into the car.




Alright, I need the body back, Booker requested.




“We just saw how that went,” Ranquel pointed out.




Can you drive?




Ranquel didn’t respond, instead he closed his eyes to release control.




Booker still groaned when he was in the driver seat, but didn’t crumble. Thankful for the invention of power steering and executive leather seat, Booker made his way back to his friends, pulling over like a taxi once he was back at their resting spot. 




Mordecai placed them in the back seat, taking the front spot for himself as Booker slowly slid back into New York traffic for the long way back.




“What happened to Izimandius?” Mordecai questioned once he was buckled in.




He’s probably relishing in his newfound freedom, Ranquel answered, He’ll be back around.




Booker relayed the message for Mordecai, who nodded then asked his next question, “What now?”




“It’s about a six-hour drive with traffic, stops and all,” Booker began, “So I have that long to refine my story for Alphonse, and we are good.”




The king’s son is still alive? Ranquel questioned.




“Ha no,” Booker responded, laughing at such a suggestion, “Alphonse is no Prince.”




Ranquel wasn’t dissuaded, and what makes you say that?




“Are you talking to yourself?” Mordecai joked. 




“Ranquel,” Booker clarified, “And he’s trying to convince me Alphonse is a prince.”




Mordecai frowned at the statement.




“See, even Mordecai doubts you. He’s like a scholar.” Booker retorted.




There are no other well-known Alphonse’s in history, only King Attano’s second son, Ranquel argued.




Booker sighed, “Mordecai, do you know Elven monarch history?”




Mordecai nodded, “What about them?”




“Who is King Attano’s second son?” Booker questioned.




Mordecai thought a moment and then frowned, “Kortal, I believe.”




No, Ranquel corrected, That’s his third son.




“Ranquel says that is his third son,” Booker relayed.




“That can’t be true,” Mordecai answered, “The entire Attano family was accounted for after their kingdom fell at the start of the Orc war. The First son even confirmed the bodies.”




Booker could sense Ranquel squinting in suspicion inside his head.




None of us ever trusted Morrigan, Ranquel seethed, Always something off about him.




“You know what,” Booker said, “We can just call him and ask him.”




With his right hand, he mindlessly used the small wheel to pair his phone and access his contacts, scrolling down and calling Alphonse. The phone had ringed three times before Alphonse answered.




“Booker, you typically don’t call me,” Alphonse greeted.




“And hello to you too,” Booker replied.




What, Ranquel questioned, how?




“So anyway,” Booker pressed on, “You’re an only child, right?




“No,” Alphonse answered.




This fact shocked Booker, “What! Since when!?”




“Since I was born,” Alphonse clarified for Booker, “I have two brothers, Older brother and a younger brother.”




“Why did you never tell me this?” Booker questioned, almost offended.




“When did you ever ask,” Alphonse asked.




“Well I am asking now,” Booker answered.




“And I am telling you now,” Alphonse made the exchange sound as if they agreed on something.




“Listen,” Booker moved the conversation away from his fault, “Do you know anything about the Orc War?”




There was a pause from Alphonse who was no doubt frowning as he tried to figure Booker’s angle on the subject. “I see someone is getting history lessons when they are supposed to be keeping the Princess safe." He answered, “I’m old, but I’m not that old. Anything I can tell you, Auralee can too.”




Booker looked back to the napping Auralee, “Well she’s a little out of commission, just tired is all,” He informed, “I was just wondering if your name came from King Attano’s son, like were you named after him or something?”




“No,” Alphonse answered hastily, “and as far as I remember, Attano didn’t have a son named Alphonse, I am the first of my name.” He concluded.




“Alright,” Booker answered, “Thank you, I’m on my way back over. I brought Auralee to New York, went to the MOMA, looked at some statues.”




When Booker hung up Ranquel immediately went back to his assertion; He is without a doubt Alphonse Attano, Ranquel promised, No one else would name their child Alphonse after such a tragedy.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Alphonse hung up his phone, staring at it for a moment.




“That was an oddly specific questioned,” He noted, “But then again it’s Sterling. Oddly specific or specifically odd are the two things he is so good at.”




Alphonse set his phone down on the counter, walking around to the base of operations that was his laptop. Before he could so much as enter his password, the phone began buzzing again, “What is it now?” He questioned. 




When he picked up his phone, it didn’t read “Sterling Wells” as expected. Instead, it was one of his automated warning systems informing him that someone was approaching the premise. Unlocking the phone, Alphonse pulled up one of the camera feeds which showed a black haired woman in slightly torn attire sauntering toward his front porch.




This scenario is usually no concern, the occasional brave solicitor who needed to make quotas might approach. Alphonse had to put on his best-disgruntled hermit face and tell them to go away, what did concern Alphonse was that the young lady approaching also tripped off all of his wards. Put in place to detect magi and sorcerers that might have more devious reasons to approach.




The elf tapped the edge of his phone against the table, looking at his heavy door, debating how to react to this encounter. Alphonse narrowed his eyes, before choosing an answer by walking toward the stairs that went to his attic. “Let her show her cards,” Alphonse reasoned as he climbed the steps.




Outside the cabin, Xandrie listened to her steps, the click and clack of her boots against the paved road leading up to the porch, “This was much more annoying than expected.” 




She admitted as she inspected her damaged outfit, “Why are these kids,” Xandrie spoke and sneered, “So important anyhow?” She lifted her right hand up, flexing her fingers and drawing out her magic, “This would’ve gone a lot smoother if he just let me take care of the Princess, but no, he had to let Belleci have a bone.”  The Sorceress flicked her hair aside, “Let him hire a thug, let him think he has power,” She quoted. 




She went up the wooden steps, knocking on the door three times once she reached the house’s porch. Looking around to find the area only decorated by a single weathered rocking chair, “This is what he’s been up to?” She remarked, knocking another three times when she got no response. “Alphonse,” She called out with a sing-songy tone, “your brother has a message he want’s to give you.” 




Alphonse sat at the top of his staircase, a sword inside its scabbard rested on his legs wrapped in linen, listening to her through the hidden microphone that played on his phone. “Oh?” Alphonse muttered to himself, “Would you look at that, he actually found me.”




Xandrie looked around her spot again as she pressed her open hand against the door, leaving two burning dots. She then drew a circle and slowly burned a sigil into the wood, “I’ll tell him I left a note for you.” When the two points met and burned out, the Sorceress lifted her hand and inspected her work, blowing air at it and tapping it causing it to fade out and make the door appear normal again. “Hope to see you soon,” Xandrie wished, turning around and walking away.






Author Notes

Written Mar 6th, 2017




Welcome, welcome one and all to Author Notes station, I would like to invite everyone to come aboard the train just now arriving, Thomas the Thank Engine as we travel along the railroad and give credit where credit is due.




Messenger's Menagerie had notably fewer rewrites than my first book, Her Royal Runner. I think that might have some correlation with something I did that my dad refers to as ‘planning it out.' I have yet to see the scientific evidence, but that rarely stops some people.




I wrote where the words took me for about the first five thousand words or so before a night of thought experimenting with my dad about my idea of this ‘Greek hero’ character joining the cast and crew leading through several versions of Ranquel until we had what we have here in the book.




[Edit (his Dad) – For the record, I kept trying to kill Ranquel and Joey kept keeping him in the story.  His idea was better.  However, since he probably won’t read his own author notes after the book compiles, he probably won’t know that I added this and admitted he had the better solution…Bwuhahahaha!]

    

[Edit Post Script (Joseph Anderle)- This is a reoccurring factor when outlining my books. I suggest a character or concept and my father tries to figure out how to kill said character as efficiently as possible. This forces me to create an actual reason for that character or idea to be in the book. (See Delvar and Mordecai from the last book, and Ranquel from this one.)]




[Edit Post Post (his Dad) - I got busted because I italicized my comment above, and he was flipping through for review qc and then, “Hold on! I don’t remember italicizing anything in my author notes…”]




The biggest fault along the way was how long it took for me to get around to finishing the story. This book is unforgivably late, and I apologize for that. 




I am unquestionably good at finding better things to do than what I need to do; I chalk it up to being a teenager. But I know I can do better. When it was time to buckle down and finish, I was able to do the last fifteen or so thousand words over the course of a long weekend. 




Those aren’t the best possible numbers (*cough cough Mr.-Martelle-you-show-off cough cough*) But I worked with what I had, and I can say I’m hype about it.




I believe it is now an appropriate time to shower others with praise and thanks, last time we were a boat so this is now Author Notes the Thank Engine, CHOO CHOO. 




The first station in this celebratory train route is my father, who was willing to read this book at a painstaking 500 words at a time, which often ended mid-sentence leading him to endless frustration. 




In my defense I found his immediate proofread beneficial to help keep me from erasing those words. 




Departing this station, we move towards D’s Crossing. Ms. Diane and Dorene for their aid in initial full-scale editing, the amount of red on these pages are worrisome but there was less error in this versus book 00, so I’ll take the good with the bad even if they had to teach me a grammar lesson somewhere between chapters nine and ten. 




Thank y’all both. 




As we ride (write) along this trip, if you would care to look out your train cart windows and see the Just In Time team work this book to help catch final mistakes that managed to slip on by, Shout out to each and everyone one of you, thank you for your efforts. 




I would be remiss not to mention one last thank you, but due to several factors, most of which are personal I will have to redact this person’s name. For the sake of discussion, lets just call them B. 




Thanks B, it was fantastic having you come along with me as I wrote this, I look forward to the next one.




With that we conclude our train ride on Author Notes the Thank Engine, now we step out onto Conclusion Station.




I hope to see as many of you again in the next Author Notes after we see how Sterling gets himself into and then back out of another adventure. If you had any questions, comments, and/or concerns feel free to leave them in the Amazon review section or find me at www.facebook.com/jnanderle/. Tell me what you think Booker should drive next or which language Mordecai should tackle first, lo qué usted cree. 




Until we meet again,




Joey Anderle
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