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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is going to be so fun, I can hardly wait to get there” Teresa screamed as she walked inside the study room of the keep. 
 
                    “Get where?” Ray replied. 
 
                    “What do you mean get where?” Teresa said stunned as she walked over and spread open the curtains to let the sun inside. “We are going to Queen’s ball, every noble is invited no matter their station. I have only been talking about it for a year and a half now”. 
 
                    “Well have fun” Ray replied as he continued reading his book. 
 
                    “What do you mean have fun?” Teresa asked. “You are coming as well, all the noble teens will be there, it is Princess Melody’s coming out party. She is officially available for courtship and every noble male between 14 and 19 are invited. Queen Synfany is adamant the princess does not marry a man much older like the Queen had to and has invited all available suitors to her home, so the princess can know her future subjects, possible confidants and meet some potential husbands. What is even better is that all noble females between the same ages are also invited. This is going to be a big matchmaking event, I thought you would be more excited”. 
 
                    “I am not going” Ray replied as he turned the page. “I am not even a noble”. 
 
                    “Ray you are my brother” Teresa replied. “Your adoption was legal and that makes you a noble as well”. 
 
                    “I still am not going” Ray replied as he got to the passage he was looking for about staff making. “I have a new book, I have no need to go anywhere”. 
 
                    “All you care about are those stupid books and those stupid pieces of wood” Teresa barked as she walked over and closed the book. “We finally have a chance to be lifted out of our station and move somewhere different, see the big city and meet splendid people instead of being out here in the middle of nowhere”. 
 
                    “We make enough money” Ray replied as he opened back up his book. “And the staves we make bring in a good income, as does the food we sell”. 
 
                    “We don’t even have servants Ray” Melody complained. “We have a small sliver of land no bigger than two acres that has to be split between us. When another house is built that will shrink the size down even more. Look at you Ray, you could walk out of there with Princess Melody’s favor. I doubt any girl there will fail to look twice at the dashing Ray Riverdale”. 
 
                    “No one there interest me” Ray replied as he started reading about staff making again.  
 
                    “You haven’t even met any of them and you barely leave the house as it is” Teresa complained. “I don’t even think you know other boys your age, you just sit there and read books or go off and play in the dirt or make your little staves”. 
 
                    “I know plenty of people” Ray replied. 
 
                    “I am not talking about the people you sell crop to or the traders that buy your staves” Teresa said with a sigh. “There are no nobles around here, we may be minor nobles but I am not going to wind up with this life, just look at me Ray”. 
 
                    Ray closed his book and looked over his adopted sister, this was not the life she wanted, it was not even the life he wanted. Ray was once one of the wildmen of the forest, his people called themselves the Gaea after the mother god of earth. They had their own cities and their own hierarchy but they also had two valuable resources that the people of Holyan wanted, one of which was Rosewood. Rosewood was sacred to his people, it was hard to grow and made good items. The people of Holyan wanted the wood to make staves for their mages. Every mage needed a staff to be effective, but making a staff was notoriously difficult. Not every piece of wood was viable and even then everyone had their own secret to ensure magic could be harnessed by the staff they made. Rosewood needed no special attention, all anyone had to do was to shape the wood in the correct dimensions and the staff would work. What the people of Holyan didn’t know was that a big part of the reason it worked was because of how it was grown.  
 
                    The Gaea had their own people who could be called mages but the styles couldn’t be more different compared to the outside world. The Gaea could grow things, enrich soil and were good at making different poultices and potions. The Gaea mages though were no match for the people of Holyan, Ray was the son of the great shaman of the Gaea, his mother Raelin. She and others had come up with a plan to defeat the Outsiders, they had a way to diminish the magic that was being thrown at them. If they could defeat the enemy mages then they would only have the soldiers to worry about, this plan was risky but doable. The people of Gaea were thinking long term and thought their fight would last decades, after all they had been in conflict with different Outsiders for centuries and had always did just enough to keep their enemies at bay.  Ray didn’t remember most of the technique his mother used, he only knew it involved killing mages and using their blood mixed with some other stuff to make intricate tattoos. The subject receiving the tattoo had to be young so their body would still be growing and get used to the change, Ray was the first and only person to be experimented on. He could still remember when a guard came in and told them they were surrounded and that Outsider men had come into the great forest for the Rosewood and was intent on killing the Gaea for the resource. Ray could remember his mother’s worried face, she needed one more mage to complete things. The blood of the killed mages was only viable for minutes after death and his tattoo still needed to be finished and activated. Ray could remember his father holding his war staff and looking upset as his mother whispered something to his father. Ray could see his mother grab something off a shelf and put it on a rag and smother him with it, it was something to make him sleep. When Ray woke or was woken up his mother lay dead on the floor, her wrist slit and her tattoo needle still in her hand. His father was dead also, he had four wounds all over his chest and had bled out. Men grabbed Ray, and ushered him out of room, he was five at the time and scared to death. Ray thought they would kill him but they had other plans. 
 
                    The Gaea always thought long term and had several different diseases they plagued the Outsiders with, the worst one was what the Holyan called the cull. The cull made men sterile and was highly contagious, it was spread by treating the Rosewood with a special potion, any man who touched it had the disease and he could spread it to anyone he touched. The fact that only a few children were being born was big news, Holyan lost men due to war and other things and had no way of replenishing their stock. The only people who were immune to this were the Gaea, they could neither spread it or contract it, the disease died the instant it touched them by design. Because of this many Gaea male children had been taken, they were being matched up with poor peasant women to have children. Holyan needed future laborers and soldiers and this was the best way they knew how to do it. The problem was that not many male Gaea existed even in the great forest, women outnumbered them by a sizable margin, Ray remembered this since he only had two male friends around his age. Men from Holyan who fought in the forest could keep anything or anyone they came across, Ray was taken and then sold to Ray Riverdale IV to pay off a gambling debt and Riverdale adopted him and gave him the name Ray. Ray’s real name was Rae’aln’or. Riverdale thought it sounded close enough to his own name and adopted the boy with the strange tattoos but Ray knew they were much more than that. 
 
                    Ray noticed a difference between himself and others instantly, the tattoos had given him strength far over what a normal man should be capable of, skin as tough and hard as thick leather armor, speed greater than should be possible and increased size. The Gaea were not big people overall, the females were bigger all around compared to the smaller males. The Gaea females were the size of a normal sized woman and the men were considered petite, they were all around five feet but were faster than normal Outsider men. Ray didn’t remember how big his father was but doubted the man reached the level Ray was at. Ray towered over his adopted family and had many muscles although he did no exercise other than chopping wood and making staves but that was few and far between since he only sold a couple of those a month. Ray looked like a Gaea, he had the rust colored skin and the purple eyes found in all Gaea mages. His hair was typical of the Gaea, it was flat and jet black although he had it cut short like his adopted father Ray did before the man died during a hunting accident a year ago. Ray was now the man of the house, the talent he inherited from his mother had really manifested itself a year before his adopted father died and Ray had used it to grow crops that should be out of season. The family went from almost destitute to making a decent living, they fixed up their old home and Ray started making staves out of cheap wood for fun. It was only after his father died did he actually sell one and had the same trader coming back asking for more. Because of that and the food, his family now had over 300 gold in the bank and the same amount of silver hidden in the house. 
 
                    “Are you listening to me Ray!” Teresa said as she shook him. 
 
                    “Sorry things were going through my head” Ray replied. 
 
                    “This needs to be going through your head” Teresa said as she took the book and tossed it. “You are not worried about anything but I have much to worry about. Men will be there with the mark Ray, I have to go but I can’t go alone! I don’t know anybody that will be there except our closest relation but you already know how I feel about them”. 
 
                    Ray sighed at this, Teresa did have a point. All males were given a physical to determine if they were able to have children, it was pretty easy to tell from what Ray was told since they wouldn’t have stones floating around in their sack, their body would absorb them which left a lot of eunuchs running around. Those who could have children were given a very painful mark by the mages on the sides of their neck just below the right ear. When a female touched it, it would glow. Ray’s adopted father had taken him to receive his and the mark was now just below his ear. It took many tries to take, Ray’s body would just absorb and heal the wound. It was symbolic Ray thought, everyone knew Gaea men could have children but his adopted father wanted it done anyway. 
 
                    “I am telling mother Ray” Teresa said as she straightened. “She understands me”. 
 
                    Ray watched Teresa stomp off and prepared himself for the same argument he had been having with his adopted mother. His mother Gertrude had wanted to move into a city and buy an estate complete with servants. Ray refused to do this as he liked where he was and felt connected with the earth around him. Why should he move to a city full of buildings when he had lush greenery just outside of his door? He didn’t have to dress up all fancy or act a certain way out here, he could grow his crops, improve his staff making and not worry about all the stares he always received. Many people could pick him out as being Gaea, that wasn’t hard but they always pointed out his size or his eyes. The mages of Gaea for the most part were left alone after the war and returned to the forest, Ray doubted the Outsiders knew what a mage looked like or they would have been taken. Most were females, while the Gaea males were welcomed in Holyan the females were not. People argued that the males would just stick to their own kind, because of this it was encouraged for the women to return to the forest. Ray braced himself as his mother walked into the study. 
 
                    “You are going on this trip Ray” Gertrude said as she walked in with Teresa behind her. “No one wants to stay here in this place and a trip away would do you some good. Your sister and I have already taken the liberty of getting you some nice clothes made. If anything you could sell more produce and things to the people in the capital. You can read whatever stupid book you had open on the trip there”. 
 
                    “The stupid books I read are the reason we have meat on the table everyday mother” Ray replied. “I have more things to worry about than some stupid dance for some stupid girl”. Ray didn’t wince or move as his mother slapped him hard across the face. Ray saw the blow and heard the sound it made but knew his mother hurt her hand with the blow. Ray opened his desk drawer and took out a small jar and spread the contents on a small cloth and put it on his mother’s hand. 
 
                    “You don’t talk about the princess like that” his mother winced as the poultice started working. “Every since your father died I have been trapped in here with no way to take my mind off of things”. 
 
                    “I’ll go to the stupid ball” Ray replied. “It is a waste of my time, what exactly are you going to be doing there mother?” 
 
                    “There is also a gathering for the parents” Gertrude replied as she flexed her hand. “So potential matches can be discussed. I will be around people my own age and it will be the first time they can’t look down on me”. 
 
                    Ray knew what his mother was talking about, their family had always been poor and wore the same outfit until it was threadbare. Their nice clothes were kept hanging up and rarely worn but it becomes obvious when someone wears the same outfit and his mother’s dress had went out of style. Ray never went with them to any festival or anything and preferred to stay home, his father let him and Ray was happy. They would always come back with stories about how nasty they were treated by the Treachers. The Treachers were a distant relation, a long time ago the fifth son of who was then Baronet Treacher had a fourth son and that fourth son’s daughter married Ray Riverdale II who had a similar story. As a wedding gift, Baron Treacher gave Riverdale II a worthless piece of land and he had a house built on it. The house used to be a one story with four rooms total, currently it had a sitting room, five bedrooms and was a two story. It was where the majority of the money Ray made went to. The new Treachers didn’t know this though and probably didn’t care, they were well off and liked to look down on lesser nobles. Their twin daughters were mean brats as was their fat son Gregory. Ray had only seen them a few times many years ago since it was below their station to travel down to Ray’s home and he hated their company. They called him Gaea, the title given to any man of Gaea birth but used more as a slur. Holyan men were not happy they could not make babies and took out their frustrations on the shorter Gaea, not using their given name was one way of doing it. 
 
                    “You have new clothes then?” Ray asked his mother. 
 
                    “And a carriage that should be completed along with four good horses to pull it with” Gertrude replied. 
 
                    “How much did all of this cost?” Ray said breaking away in shock. 
 
                    “A lot” Gertrude replied. 
 
                    Ray could see this meant something to his mother, she would finally get to step out like a grand noble and show off a bit and wanted both of her kids there to enjoy it. 
 
                    “No splurging until we get to the capital and I need to bring my wagon to recoup whatever it is you just spent” Ray said as he could see his mother and sister’s face light up that he had given in. “And I don’t want to meet or dance with any silly girl there, I am just going to make sure my sister doesn’t get into too much trouble and if any of those old farts there try to get fresh with you mother just know they gotta go through me first”. 
 
                    “As if anyone would want me, I am an old lady” his mother blushed. “And don’t use those kinds of words around me and Teresa”. 
 
                    Ray watched them walk away and knew at least someone would try. His mother was plain faced and used to have the body of an older woman that had given birth multiple times. Gertrude had three stillborn babies before Teresa and her body used to look it. When Ray was experimented on, he had some of the knowledge of those killed imprinted on his brain. While he did not know who their wives were or their favorite food he kept a lot of the dead mages knowledge, including that of his mother. One of the things he was able to recreate were the potions given to various people, Gaea warriors ate differently than nursing mothers. Ray had used a combination of this to eliminate the fat his mother and sister used to carry around and make their hips shapelier and their breasts bigger. Their skin was clear of any blemish and Ray just told them it was because they were eating cleaner which was just a half truth. Any man who saw them would have to notice their luscious brown hair and clear skin, combine that with their figure and any shortcomings they may have had in facial features could be overlooked. Ray picked back up his book and looked through it again, he just couldn’t get the staves made correctly. 
 
                    Ray wanted to use Rosewood but it was practically non-existent now, the pieces that were taken had either been destroyed or hoarded and according to the Holyan, the seeds wouldn’t grow outside of the great forest. Ray thought he could grow his own tree though, he was a mage capable of growing a single harvest in the span of minutes instead of days or months but the book he was reading on how a rosewood staff could be shaped was a little confusing. Normally staves were between six and seven feet tall and no wider than a three inch radius. This book claimed a rosewood staff could technically be made much shorter than that, more like a walking stick than a true mage’s staff. Maybe it could be Ray thought, he wouldn’t know for certain until he got ahold of some Rosewood but that was unlikely to happen. Ray got up and gathered everything he would need on the trip, he would need sod and fruit seeds and he would gather all twelve of the staves he had made, there were mages in Xalen and he could charge them far more than what the trader paid him. The trader wasn’t certain he was getting a working staff so he only paid a silver for each one, Ray had sold the man a decent amount but always just one or two a month instead of the 50 or so he wanted. Ray figured he should be able to get a gold piece out of it but would try for three. Not all staves were created equal, although some could focus and channel magic, others could do it better. Ray wasn’t sure where his staves were in the hierarchy but hoped it was at least somewhere in the middle. 
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                    Ray followed the carriage with his old beat up wagon, the wagon had seen much better days but it could make the trip to Xalen. Ray had been on the road for a week now, he made easy money in whatever town he stopped at, spineberry was not in season and even then it was hard to grow. It was one of Ray’s cash crops and he found out all who traded with him must have made good profit off of his hard work. Spineberry was a fruit the Gaea ate, it could last two weeks off the vine and had a perfect mixture of sweetness and tartness. Spineberry was also tough to grow away from the great forest, each vine normally only had a few berries on it and could only be planted and harvested in late winter. Ray got around this using magic and saw that the fruit he normally sold for a silver a pound could go for a gold a pound. While a gold for a pound of fruit was ridiculously expensive, the fruit had other qualities, it acted as a potent aphrodisiac to Outsiders and was apparently more sought after than Ray had thought. Deviant fruit is what Gertrude called it and forbid it in her home and Teresa from eating it. His father though when he was alive had snuck the juice of one in his mother’s drink a few times. Maybe getting out was what he needed to do, just this trip alone he had made 20 gold and he hadn’t even reached the capital yet, he used the money to stay at inns and treat his family well while they traveled, something both women appreciated since they had people running around desperate to please them since both of the women were decent tippers. Ray though didn’t eat the food the places had served, he was content with the spineberry he would grow and would probably eat better once they reached the capital. He stuck out in the small towns they passed even though he was plainly dressed and wore a big floppy hat like most farmers. But his height was a talking point, especially when they saw he was Gaea. Some were just curious and some felt threatened by him, a couple of women had even propositioned him to work in the houses, but he would never do that. 
 
                    The houses were like a brothel except for men that could prove they could procreate, married women would be brought there and the child would never know his birth father’s true identity. It was a place some Gaea worked at, after all, the work was easy compared to manual labor and they were forbidden from going back to the great forest. Outsider men though could fetch a higher price for services rendered, they could make a silver for each time they performed and only had to give the owner 25% of the days earnings. Better looking men were tasked out more than those not so good looking, only the best-looking Gaea got in and they were paid about 80% less than their Outsider counterparts. No Outsider man wanted a short son with Gaea blood as his first choice if he wasn’t the real father. 
 
                    Ray saw the carriage ahead of him stop, there was something blocking the road so he stopped his wagon and went to investigate. It was three men, two of them held pikes to keep the horses from moving and the other had a sword he was menacing the driver of the carriage with. Ray grabbed the only weapon he had handy, one of his staves. While he couldn’t do magic with it, it would still make an excellent weapon. Ray approached the man who had just yanked the carriage door open. 
 
                    “Alright ladies you know how this goes, just give me your valuables and be on with you” a man said as he flashed his sword. “I want your money, not your life, but if you try to make a move I won’t think twice”. 
 
                    “I think you have bigger problems” Ray said as he smacked the staff into his palm. “How about you turn around and I will forget this whole thing”. 
 
                    “Gods damn you are one big fucking Gaea” the man said as he took a step back. “Where in the hell did they find you at and what business is it of yours if we rob these two pretty misses, it’s not like we are after their flower, we just want to eat”. 
 
                    “You are trying to rob my mother and sister” Ray replied. 
 
                    “No way a bloke like you come out of that” the man said as he twiddled his moustache between his fingers. “You one of those adopted types?” 
 
                    “What you trying to make of it?” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Well I have three guys versus you and a big ass stick” the man replied. “I don’t want to be hit with that big ass stick and neither do any of my boys. You look like fancy types but none of you have any kind of guards, you wouldn’t happen to be hiring now would you Milord?” 
 
                    “Hiring for what?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Show muscle” the man replied. “We will probably run at the first chance of trouble but not many people will attack a man with three guards even if there is only one sword between them. We work cheap, a copper a day plus one meal and one cup of ale”. 
 
                    “Don’t bargain with these brigands” Ray could hear his mother say. 
 
                    “You mind doing me a solid and shutting that door?” Ray asked as the man shrugged and closed the door on his protesting mother.  
 
                    “I think we can come to an agreement, do you have any horses?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Pit no” the man replied. “We took the sword off of a drunk guard and made the pikes with an old ax. Do we look like the sort of men that could afford horses?” 
 
                    “Well you have been out here robbing people” Ray replied as he raised his eyebrow. 
 
                    “Nah, I am a con man” the man replied. “This is my first shot at being a proper robber out here, me and these two idiots came from the coast to see if we could make some money, well that and we are wanted men”. 
 
                    “What is your name?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Does it really matter?” the man replied. “You can call me Simon Whirl, those two are my nephews, Sam and Frank. Only reason they are traveling with me is because my last partner got blasted apart by an angry mage. I miss my little brother but he should have taken my advice and got the hell out of town”. 
 
                    “You are not quite what I pictured a bandit to be” Ray said as he looked Simon over. 
 
                    “I don’t know how to take that coming from a seven foot Gaea” Simon replied.  
 
                    “Tell them two to put their little twigs down” Ray replied. “Follow us into town and I’ll get you something to eat. No con games though, I am an honest merchant and won’t be a part of anything”. 
 
                    “You seriously going to hire us?” Simon replied. “You know we are unskilled peasants right that hate hard work?” 
 
                    “Are you trying to talk me out of hiring you?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Hey boys we are on the straight and narrow now” Simon screamed out. “This big bloke is the new boss, said he will pay us a fair wage and put something in our belly. We are merchant guards now”. 
 
                    Ray gave the carriage driver a signal to keep moving, he could still hear his mother yelling something out as she looked out of the carriage window and saw the men walking with the carriage. Ray knew he would have to talk to her eventually, they had one more stop before Xalen then they would push through until they reached the capital. The next town they came to was called Tafarin, it was a sizable town that looked to be extremely busy. Ray left his mother in front of an inn, she wouldn’t be staying there but it was likely they had food and he went to directly to the square to set up shop. It was likely a town of this size would send someone over and demand he stop selling immediately without a license, depending on how good he did he would either buy one or stop selling. 
 
                    “Are those spineberries Milord” Frank asked. Frank was not as old as Ray first thought, the dirt covering his face hid his age a bit and Ray found out he was thirteen, a year younger than his brother Sam. Frank was built like Sam and Simon, they were of average height and had slim builds but that could be due to malnutrition. 
 
                    “They are, it’s what I came to sell” Ray replied. “I am out in front of this baker because he will most likely try to run me off”. 
 
                    “That makes no sense at all” Sam said entering the conversation. “Why would you set up shop somewhere people are going to run you off?” 
 
                    “Hey you can’t put that cart here” came a man out of the baker’s shop looking at Ray. The man was a little portly and had flour on his fingers and stains on his apron. 
 
                    “Everyone likes spineberries” Ray began as he picked a couple of his vine and ate it. “I won’t be long, I am selling them for a gold a pound. I hear they go great in pies or drinks”. 
 
                    “A gold a pound you say?” the baker said as he rubbed his chin and put flour all over it. 
 
                    “You could sell a single berry for a silver, you know that Gaea?” the baker replied. “A pound should net you three gold in Xalen”. 
 
                    “But I am not in Xalen” Ray replied. “I’ll tell you what, I will give you a pound in return for seeing to it my men get cleaned, fed and clothed”. 
 
                    “I am not some lackey” the baker protested. 
 
                    “Well then it looks like you just left three gold on the table” Ray replied. 
 
                    “I don’t need that money Gaea” the baker said and crossed his arms. “I am making good money here with that ball going on in a few days. Travelers all over are coming and paying me good money for my bread, not to mention so is the inn, I have tripled my prices and still keep running out. In fact I don’t have anymore left and only one cake”. 
 
                    “So you are saying I can triple my money, that I have possibly nine gold on me?” Ray asked. “Well if you don’t think it would be worth it to spend a little time for that kind of investment, I bet other people might”. 
 
                    “Give me the damn berries Gaea” the baker said angrily. “Come pick up your nasty men in about two hours, I’ll have them ready for you”. 
 
                    Ray plucked off a pound of berries and handed them over, he had regrown them almost as soon as he turned around to go to the inn where he would have a talk with his mother. Ray covered his cart and gave the stable boy who looked to be a mix of Gaea and the people of Holyan two silver to watch his stuff. It was probably more money than the boy ever had, obviously mixed Gaea were only treated marginally better than full Gaea and that money would probably go a long way in his household. Ray smiled at the way he just gave that money out, he was normally very cheap but it seemed the amounts of money he could make made his argument against spending it a little invalid. 
 
                    Ray opened the inn door and could see the place was packed, he waded through the crowd and attracted some attention from the people he was moving out of his way because of his size. Ray finally found his mother sharing a table with a married couple and their two sons. Ray saw there was an empty chair and sat down. 
 
                    “Excuse me” the older man said when he looked at Ray. 
 
                    “This is my son Ray” Gertrude replied. “The one that didn’t want to be here but changed his mind almost instantly when we got on the road”. 
 
                    “Your son is Gaea?” the woman at the table asked. “Did you adopt him or have him naturally”. 
 
                    “I am right here and I’m not deaf” Ray snapped. “What’s it to you either way?” 
 
                    “Ray don’t be so defensive” Gertrude chided. “People are just curious because you look different, I may not have had you but you are mine now and I hope your birth mother approves of the job I have done”. 
 
                    “She meant no offense Gaea” the older man spoke as his wife elbowed him. “We meant no offense Lord Ray”. 
 
                    “So what do you all do to make a living?” the woman asked. “I am assuming you are not a landed noble or you would be in Xalen paying outrageous prices”. 
 
                    “My son sells staves and crops” Gertrude said proudly. He has made us a decent enough living and we only stopped here to get a bite to eat. We are staying in the Crow’s Nest in Xalen”. 
 
                    “The Crow’s Nest?!?” the older man said startled. “It is a gold a night per person to stay there and another gold for meals. What kind of crops are you selling Lord Ray?” 
 
                    “Mostly spineberry” Ray said as he plucked one out of his pocket and tossed it over to the older man. “Go ahead and keep it, I got plenty more”. 
 
                    “You are just giving this to me?” the man asked. 
 
                    “I got more and business has been good, even got me some guards using the money I made coming up” Ray replied. 
 
                    “You mean you are still with those bandits?” Teresa asked. 
 
                    “I haven’t splurged this entire trip unlike other people I know” Ray replied as he could see Teresa turn red then look away. 
 
                    “Well I am Lord Puffs, Rolan Puffs” the old man replied. “This is my wife Tilly and my two sons Declan and Wallace. Me and Tilly both got our titles because our grandmothers were both mages, our bloodline comes with no land but we have done alright, we own a brothel and were thinking about having a house business”. 
 
                    “Rolan” Tilly said as her face turned red. 
 
                    “Don’t Rolan me, these people are selling spineberry” Lord Puffs replied. “We are all a couple of deviants at this table”. 
 
                    “Spineberry doesn’t work on the Gaea the way it does for us” Tilly reprimanded him. “Now Gertrude thinks we are deviants”. 
 
                    “We are deviants” Lord Puffs said loudly which made Ray laugh a little.  
 
                    “Can we just change the subject you are embarrassing me and your sons” Tilly replied and covered her face. 
 
                    “So Lady Teresa, what do you hope to get out of this ball?” Lord Puffs asked. “I know this is going to be one big matchmaking scene, I am sure the only reason this whole thing was put together was to see how many young nobles have the mark”. 
 
                    “You are embarrassing me Milord” Teresa said and turned red.  
 
                    “What you embarrassed about?” Ray replied. “You told me you hate the home we got and you plan on running out and having babies with some landed noble to escape the dreary existence I am forcing you to be a part of”. 
 
                    “I did not say that” Teresa replied. 
 
                    “You used flowery words but you said it” Ray replied. “No need of leading the one in the blue shirt on since he apparently doesn’t know he has been staring at your breasts for the last ten seconds”. 
 
                    Ray saw the boy look away blushing along with almost everyone at the table except Lord Puffs who let out a hearty laugh. His wife Tilly punched him in the shoulder which made him laugh even harder and eventually he got Ray along with everyone else giggling. 
 
                    “No need to be embarrassed boy if you spot quality” Lord Puffs said as he smacked his son on the back. “Lord Ray can never say he hasn’t stared at a good pair although you must be more discreet when her brother is the size of our horse and has hands the size of dinner plates”. 
 
                    “You are wrong Lord Puffs” Teresa said as she looked at Ray and smirked. “My brother is too busy with his books and the dirt to notice any women”. 
 
                    “It’s not like I have a family to look after” Ray replied sarcastically. “What is some silly girl going to do for me that I can’t do for myself?” 
 
                    “Plenty of things lad” Lord Puffs said as his wife hit him again causing him to laugh. Ray decided he liked Lord Puffs, the man was always out to have a good time and seemed to enjoy life and embarrassing his wife. Even Ray’s mother found the man charming but Ray could tell Tilly was looking suspiciously at Gertrude so Ray decided it was time to leave. His men, if they were still around should be finished with whatever they were doing and if he wanted to make Xalen before nightfall they had a decent ride ahead of them.  
 
                    “It was nice meeting you Lord Puffs” Ray said as he stood up. “I have to take my mother and sister away if I plan on reaching Xalen anytime other than the dead of night”. 
 
                    Ray led the way out and had the carriage and the wagon brought around, he was paying the driver two silver a day plus meals. The older man normally slept in the carriage at night and was a decent enough driver although it seemed he loved the bottle too much. Ray doubted he had ever seen the man entirely sober but he was a good driver. Ray found Simon, Sam and Frank just as he was leaving town, they were cleaned up a little and their hair was cut low like a soldier’s or city watchman. They had matching black pants with a light blue tunic and now all of them carried a sword stashed in a scabbard on a sword belt. Their boots and gloves matched with their tunic and they seemed pleased with themselves. Ray didn’t remember asking for weapons but wouldn’t turn down any freebies. 
 
                    “You trying to leave us Milord?” Simon replied. 
 
                    “I didn’t see you near the bakers and figured you left once you were fed” Ray replied. 
 
                    “We were going to but look at me” Simon replied. “We look like a couple of honest men, even my idiot nephews look decent for once and we are fat on meat buns and cake. The baker let us wash off at his house and his wife did our hair, why in the hell would I want to leave that? I am getting all kinds of perks and I haven’t really did shit. I look better than you do now, you just look like some big fucking corn fed farmer. It’s the perfect job”. 
 
                    “Well then get on” Ray replied. “Carrying that head around has to be tough and you don’t want to scuff your pretty little boots”. 
 
                    “That baker paid one gold for all of this stuff” Simon said as he climbed aboard. “You got ripped off”. 
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                    “I am nervous Ray, how do I look?” Teresa asked. 
 
                    “For the fourth time Teresa you look alright” Ray replied. 
 
                    “What do you mean by alright” Teresa asked. “My hair, make up and clothes cost us two gold, I should be better than alright. Good money was spent getting the cut just right and this corset is very uncomfortable. My breasts feel like they are ready to come spilling out of this thing at any second although the tailor assured me they wouldn’t” 
 
                    “I don’t want to hear about your breasts” Ray snapped. “I’d rather stick my tongue up a warthog’s ass than see those things without any covering. I am barely holding my lunch in as it is”. 
 
                    “You are just jealous” Teresa replied. “I have seen a few men looking already”. 
 
                    “Well if you seen people looking why are you asking me how you look?” Ray replied. “Maybe because the pickings are slim and these lads are desperate”. 
 
                    “Be quiet they are about to announce us” Teresa said as a man asked for their name. 
 
                    “Lady Teresa Riverdale and her younger brother Lord Ray Riverdale V” Teresa replied as Ray noticed the man was staring at her chest. 
 
                    “Keep your eyes where they belong” Ray said as the man looked at him startled then let him pass. 
 
                    He and his sister were announced early, the only people before them were the descendants of mages but if four generations had went by without a mage they would be just regular commoners again. Ray found a table that had their name on it and sat down. His sister looked around excited and smoothed out her dress three or four times before sitting down. 
 
                    “You look fine Teresa” Ray replied. “And your dress is having the desired effect, already I have given mean looks to all sorts of people”. 
 
                    “Those were commoners though Ray” Teresa replied. “And I am stuck in this corner, you know mage girls are going to be here? So are other girls first in line for their own title. You have it so lucky, you have the mark, not many here will be able to boast that”. 
 
                    “Teresa there are going to be a lot of boy mages here as well and others that also have the mark” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Those marks are probably fake” Teresa replied. “Men just tattoo themselves to seem important. Speaking of tattoos, how do you like the outfit, I designed it to cover up all of your tattoos, even the one on your chest”. 
 
                    “I didn’t need them covered up” Ray replied. “My mother gave them to me”. 
 
                    “Do you miss her?” Teresa asked. “Your real mother?” 
 
                    “I suppose I do but I don’t really remember her too well” Ray replied. “I know she wanted me to save our people from the Outsiders”. 
 
                    “The Outsiders?” Teresa said confused. “You mean us? Save you from what, nothing is happening to you”. 
 
                    “What do you think would happen if I decided to visit the great forest?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Why would anyone want to visit a forest?” Teresa asked. “I heard the Gaea there run around without hardly anything on and sometimes eat bugs for meat. Why would you want to go back there? Here you can have actual food and wear nice things. That ban is only so we can get our numbers up, there is nothing for you in the forest”. 
 
                    “My people are in the forest” Ray replied. “I am sure there is a nice Gaea lady waiting for me there and I like the outdoors. And you don’t seem to mind Gaea food when you are eating it”. 
 
                    “Some of it is tasty” Teresa replied. “But you need to get that crazy talk about going to the forest out of your head. Don’t look now but they are starting to announce the higher nobles, just look at them”. 
 
                    Ray shelved the conversation and looked over as the Treacher children were announced. Gregory Treacher III was in line to become the next Baronet and was Teresa’s age. He looked like he was always sweating and it was obvious he was wearing something to hold in all of his girth as he looked like he could barely breathe without popping a button. Gregory had an actual mark though, that along with his title would ensure he matched up with someone, probably of a higher station. The twins Tyla and Twyla were Ray’s age and were shaped similar to what Teresa was shaped like before he started giving her his potions. They were square shaped with wide shoulders and no real hips or behind and had a slight belly. The potions he fed Teresa could only do so much but it did help her figure fit her bone structure. 
 
                    “Looks like they have been sat at this table with us” Ray replied and looked at the other name plates. “Don’t let them bother you, they are just ordinary people and not very good looking. The clothes you have on costs just as much as theirs does and you have a carriage complete with drivers and your own guards outside. 
 
                    “Those men aren’t guards” Teresa replied. 
 
                    “They are guards, they are our guards” Ray replied with a smile. “You are staying at the Crow’s Nest and you look stunning. No man in his right mind would pass you up to go after them”. 
 
                    “The Baronet can pay a dowry though Ray” Teresa said as her face fell. 
 
                    “Your dowry is 500 gold” Ray replied quickly. “I can make more trips like this one and clean up, already in my pocket I have 78 gold of pure profit and I haven’t even sold one staff yet. The spineberries have been selling like crazy, I don’t even bother with my wagon and I sell them straight to the houses and brothels. Give me a good two months here and I think I can come up with that money”. 
 
                    “You would pay 500 gold?” Teresa replied. 
 
                    “Well not to just anybody” Ray replied. “They would have to be a landed noble with his own peasants”. 
 
                    “Shh, here they come” Teresa said as she stood up. 
 
                    “Cousins how are you doing” Teresa said with a fake smile and a cheerful voice. “It has been a year since we saw each other, that is too much time to go by”. 
 
                    “That’s cause we don’t like to slum” Tyla said as she looked Teresa over and turned up her nose before sitting down. 
 
                    “My you have filled out cousin” Gregory said as he stared at Teresa’s breasts.  
 
                    “Did you have to mortgage the house my great grandfather gave you to pay for that dress?” Twyla said as she took a seat as well. 
 
                    “Hardly, it only cost a gold or so” Ray replied. “And my sister looks better than either of you do, no man in his right mind would pass her over”. 
 
                    “Gaea I just noticed you were here” Gregory said as he sat down. Ray could tell the man was keeping a straight back to avoid blowing out his shirt and sending his little buttons flying like projectiles. “When they said all nobles I figured you would know you really don’t belong. Did you have to steal the money to buy your clothes as well?” 
 
                    “Dear cousin Gregory, you are as charming as always” Ray replied. “I bet the ladies can’t wait to be underneath your smelly fat ass. How long has it been, a year since I saw you last at father’s funeral. Next time let’s make it two”. 
 
                    “You seem a trifle angry, a little jealous that I will take whatever fun you were planning to have away?” Gregory laughed. “What poor lady would pass on a landed noble mage who can provide children to take on an oversized Gaea?” 
 
                    “You don’t even have your stave, just look at all this” Ray said as he stood up. “Women flood their small clothes when they see me walk by. I got the height, the muscles and good looks, any women stupid enough to choose you over me must be blind”. 
 
                    “Ah yes there are plenty women dying to run off to that little shack you are inheriting” Gregory laughed. “Shouldn’t you be at home tending to it? How did you even make the trip here? I think even Tafarin is out of your price range so you must be staying some place farther and probably had to ride hard to get here”. 
 
                    “Let’s not fight cousin” Teresa replied. “You would be quite a catch to any of the young ladies here and Ray you don’t even want any of the ladies here. Cousin we will be staying in town for a few more days, can we stave off the name calling until then?” 
 
                    “What do you mean you are staying in town?” Tyla asked. 
 
                    “We have rooms at the Crow’s Nest” Teresa replied. “They were all out of suites but the rooms are adequate and the food is to die for”. 
 
                    “You are not staying at the Crow’s Nest” Tyla snapped. “We are staying at the Crow’s Nest and I haven’t seen you there”. 
 
                    “We are on the third floor” Teresa replied. “I thought I had seen your carriage parked around back”. 
 
                    “What were you doing around back, working for your stay?” Tyla asked. 
 
                    “Oh no cousin, I was checking on our guards, making sure they were watching our merchandise and seeing to our new carriage” Teresa replied. “Our poor carriage driver had been driving all week, it was the least I could do to see to his needs”. 
 
                    “You don’t have a carriage” Gregory said accusingly. 
 
                    “I did not know you are an expert in my finances” Ray replied. “Fine if you want to believe we walked then we did. We walked all the way from home and I found someone else my size to steal clothes from and so did Teresa. In fact we stole the carriage, our guards and our wagon and are secretly sleeping in the street”. 
 
                    “Now brother they are just curious” Teresa replied. 
 
                    “No they are not” Ray snapped. “They are miserable little shits that have been insulting you since they sat down. Instead of welcoming you like family, they are attempting to tear you down so they can feel better. Well fuck them and the horse that brought them here, you owe them no explanation and if I were you I would just ignore them for the rest of the night. You went a year without having to put up with their bullshit, you can go a few more hours”. 
 
                    “I don’t think I like your tone” Gregory replied. 
 
                    “Whenever your fat ass is ready to do something about it let me know” Ray replied. “You are not the Baronet yet, you are just his fat piece of shit son. Right now you are 10 pounds of hamburger meat stuffed into a 5 pound bag. You need to keep your voice your down, before that shirt pops open and your buttons start impaling people”. 
 
                    “I don’t know why you were ever adopted” Tyla replied. 
 
                    “But I was” Ray replied. “And now my family are taken care of and it burns the shit out of you. Here is a gold piece, you all split it and see if you can hire someone who gives a fuck about whatever you think” Ray finished as he took out his coin purse and flipped a gold coin at Tyla. 
 
                    “Brother you are causing a scene” Teresa whispered. 
 
                    “Sorry sister” Ray replied. “I’ll mind my business now, I wouldn’t want to scare off the thousands of young men coming for Tyla or the princess when she comes for Gregory”. 
 
                    “You really do have some money” Gregory said as he snatched the coin away and eyed it. “This is a real gold piece and it even looks new. Maybe we should start collecting taxes”. 
 
                    “Go for it” Ray replied. “Mother wants to live in the city, part of the reason we traveled is to find a good place to live in. Of course nobles only pay taxes out of what they collect from their peasants and we have none, so looks like you won't be getting another copper. Now leave me alone, I made a promise to the most beautiful woman here and I don’t like lying to my sister”. 
 
                    “Can you afford a dowry?” Twyla asked. 
 
                    “500 gold” Ray replied. “That and a chance to work with me if they chose, but only to whoever I deem worthy”. 
 
                    “500 gold?!?” Gregory screamed. 
 
                    “Before you ask I can get my hands on that kind of money” Ray replied. “I know your father is paying out a thousand gold per daughter which is probably a nice chunk out of your money. I can’t match it and don’t need to, Teresa is a beauty in her own right”. 
 
                    “Here comes the princess” Teresa said as everyone rose out of their chair. 
 
                    Ray did not think the girl was anything to write home about, she was dressed nicely but so was every other girl at this ball. Her hair was in some fancy updo but every other girl looked the same. It surprised him that the princess was a mage however, her rosewood staff was easy to see and she wore a dress nearly the same color. Princess Melody took her position at a table against the back wall directly opposite the door. Food started coming out and servants started running around delivering food and drink. Ray looked over his food, it was beef along with vegetable and a tuber. He bit into it and although it was tender he thought it was a bit bland and wished he had something to season it with. 
 
                    “What do you think of nasty Gaea food now sister” Ray teased as he thought he could do a better job with a worse cut of beef. “I bet you are thinking it is missing something”. 
 
                    “I never said I hate your cooking” Teresa teased. “I still don’t think that forest is where you belong. If you want to see a bunch of half-naked girls I am sure you can get one of these servants naked inside an hour if you wanted to”. 
 
                    “What you talking about?” Gregory asked. 
 
                    “None of your business” Ray replied. “You’re so high and mighty don’t let poor people gossip concern you”. 
 
                    “Why would you want to go to the forest?” Twyla asked.  
 
                    “Why are you all pretending like we like each other?” Ray asked. “It should be obvious that I don’t like anyone of you and doubt I ever will. I think the feeling is mutual since all of you have acted like you have a giant stick shoved up your arse and the only way to get relief is to hurl insults at my sister. Let us finish our meal and when the mingling begins we can act like we don’t know each other. You three can run off and mingle with the mages or something”. 
 
                    “As if we would mingle with a mage” Tyla laughed. “Most of them are sterile and the ones that aren’t have to marry other mages to keep the magic flowing. I bet it was a nasty Gaea trick is the reason more of our men can't have children”. 
 
                    “Then you are right, it was a Gaea trick” Ray replied. “But everyone already knows that. Now stop trying to pull us into your conversation, we are happy without you”. 
 
                    “Do you have a girl picked out” Twyla said ignoring his command. 
 
                    “I do not and do not want one” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Why not?” Twyla asked. “You could come out better than staying inside that building you call a home”. 
 
                    “I like my home Twyla” Ray began. “It probably looks different than when you saw it last, so does the land it is on. Me and my family finally have some breathing room, worrying about some girl could jeopardize that. I oversee the finances now and have a mother and sister to support and I have many things I want to do first”. 
 
                    “Ray has had it fixed up quite a bit since you last visited cousin” Teresa said smiling at Twyla. “It is nowhere near as opulent as your home but it’s a two story now with its own sitting room and dining room and he will probably add some more on it in a couple of years”. 
 
                    “Sorry for my attitude cousin” Twyla replied. “I am trying to become a better person. I am happy you are no longer living in squalor and wish you well”. 
 
                    “That sounds oddly sincere Treacher” Ray replied. “Did you bump your head or something?” 
 
                    “No but I don’t want to sit here arguing in what could be the most important day in any of our lives” Twyla replied. “You look charming by the way cousin, you look bigger every time I see you although I do admit that is not often. I think this is only the third time I have seen you in five years, now I think about it”. 
 
                    “Just good eating” Ray replied. “You look lovely as well”. 
 
                    “Twyla don’t talk to them” Tyla snapped. “Someone may think you two are an item”. 
 
                    “No they won't” Twyla replied. “After dinner is when the official meet and greet begins, the ladies are supposed to line up to meet the royal family. After that we will all stand next to the princess as the gentlemen come up, it gives us an opportunity to test out their marks and find out if they are real or not. We will shake everyone’s hand and check for the mark with a touch, the hard part will be remembering who has a mark and who does not. I am just going to remember fake marks but if any of those were here it would be big gossip. More than likely if someone has a fake one they probably have it covered in makeup right now to avoid embarrassment”. 
 
                    “Just great” Ray said as he tossed his fork down. “You owe me big time Teresa”. 
 
                    “You are a big boy, it won't be too bad” Teresa replied. 
 
                    “Yes it will” Ray replied. “I tower over most of the people here and at least one of them is going to think I am staring at their cleavage. It is bad enough I stick out just by sitting down, when I stand up I expect to field any number of stupid questions from people you just say are curious”. 
 
                    “How about this as a reward” Teresa said as she pulled out a small coin purse and emptied it in her palm. Out rolled three little oblong shaped seeds that were almost pink. “You make it through tonight without offending anyone else and I’ll give them to you”. 
 
                    “What are they?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “They are Rosewood seeds” Teresa replied and closed her fist as Ray tried to snatch it. 
 
                    “Where did you get those at?” Ray replied. 
 
                    “They are all over, somebody sold them to me for a gold but told me it was extremely hard to grow” Teresa said as she opened her palm. “I told them my brother can grow anything and that he is one of the Gaea”. 
 
                    “You got ripped off” Gregory laughed. “Wherever you got that money from it won't last long spending it on junk like that. You all have spent a small fortune just by traveling here”. 
 
                    “You got a deal” Ray replied. “I’ll play nice and answer a thousand stupid questions from a thousand stupid girls for those. I wish I could go home right now and plant them, do you know how much that wood will be worth? In a few years we will be able to triple the amount of land we have now and double the house size. You and mother could really move out into the city if you wanted to”. 
 
                    “Is rosewood that stuff mages are always going on about?” Twyla asked. 
 
                    “It is supposed to make a good staff” Ray replied. “I just wish thing would hurry up and end, I want to go home now”. 
 
    “I lost my staff in our last hotel” Gregory replied. “If rosewood was so easy to grow I would have bought another staff already. Your rosewood seeds are beyond worthless”. 
 
                    “I am glad you like your present brother” Teresa replied. 
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                    Ray stood in line and waited for his turn to meet the princess, dinner had been cleared away and the men were supposed to present gifts. Ray had no idea about this but luckily had some of his staves in the carriage, he planned on having a few of the mages try them out and tell him what they thought. The princess already had a staff but chances are she already had all of the other junk she was being handed as men bowed and kissed her hand before moving on to meet the rest of the women. Ray was a couple of people away from her now and wanted to get everything over with, he could see her stick out her right hand for them to kiss and gently touch below their ear with her left. Ray was finally up and took a knee and presented his gift. 
 
                    “A staff” Princess Melody giggled. “Does it work?” 
 
                    “Give it a try your highness” Ray replied as the princess held the staff over her head and a bright flash filled the room. 
 
                    “This is pretty good work, whoever built it though favored functionality over beauty” the princess replied. “With a little help this could almost be as exquisite as the staff I normally carry”. 
 
                    “I will keep that in mind” Ray said as he went to kiss her hand, the princess pulled away. 
 
                    “Are you telling you made this?” Princess Melody asked. 
 
                    “I did your highness” Ray replied. “I am just not a good wood carver”.  
 
                    “You are Gaea” the princess said as she grabbed his chin and looked into his eyes. “I didn’t know I had any Gaea nobles”. 
 
                    “I was adopted by a poor noble and made his heir your highness” Ray replied. “Ray Riverdale the fifth at your service”. 
 
                    “Why are your eyes violet?” Princess Melody replied. 
 
                    “A gift from my mother” Ray replied wishing to hurry up and leave. 
 
                    “You are pretty big for a Gaea” the princess said as she stepped forward. “You are practically my height while you are on your knee”. 
 
                    “I get that a lot your highness” Ray said as the princess brushed her hand over his ear.  
 
                    “You may leave Lord Riverdale” the princess said as Ray kissed her hand then stood to hurry down the line. 
 
                    Ray only said hello and moved on quickly, he only made brief eye contact and answered any question given with one or two words. He was nearing the end of the line and could see his sister, some mage had buried his face into her cleavage and was blowing on them as his friends cheered him on. Ray stepped out of line and grabbed the mage by the back of his neck and flung him ten feet into the tables. One mage raised a staff which Ray snatched before backhanding the much smaller man to the ground. The mage he flung was getting up and was angry as Ray closed the distance on him. 
 
                    “You were out of line and that was my sister” Ray whispered. “You would have done the same thing, now just walk away”. 
 
                    “I am a mage, I am not scared of you” the mage said boldly. 
 
                    “You don’t have to be but that changes nothing” Ray replied. “You are here looking for a woman, what woman will want you after what you just did? Now you are making a scene, walk away and let us both forget about it”. 
 
                    Ray turned around and could feel something heavy slam into his back. Ray stumbled and could feel something drawing into him, he turned around to see the mage holding his staff and trying to drop it. It was magic Ray knew, he was made to stop mages but this was the first time he had the chance to see if his real mother was successful. The magic poured into him as the mage started sweating, a look of horror on his face. Ray snatched the staff away from the mage and broke the connection, the mage looked relieved just for a second as Ray picked him up by the throat. 
 
                    “I told you to walk away you little” Ray began. “You are lucky I won’t finish that sentence around all these pretty ladies but if you try that again away from this place I will snap your neck like a dry twig”. Ray could see the man turning blue from the lack of oxygen and tossed him to the floor then stood back in line. All eyes were on him as he ignored it and shook a stunned girls hand before moving on down the line. 
 
                    “Thank you brother” Teresa whimpered when he got close to her. 
 
                    “Anyone do that again and I am going to fucking kill him” Ray said just loud enough for those around him to hear. “You should have said something, just because he is a mage doesn’t mean he won't get a good ass whipping”. 
 
                    “I was in shock” Teresa replied. “He asked me if I was a landed noble and when I said no he just threw his face in there”. 
 
                    “Well you have nothing to worry about” Ray replied. The egg is on his face, not yours. At least you can see who the real men are, I am the only one that came to your aid but to be fair I am almost at the end of the line”. 
 
                    Ray kissed her forehead and continued on, he stood tall to avoid most of the hands reaching for his mark then returned to his seat to find Gregory there talking to another boy. 
 
                    “That was quite a show Gaea” a blond boy said. This boy looked a few years older than the sixteen years Ray was and wore fine clothes with an insignia. He was obviously the son of a landed noble, maybe another Baronet since he came to sit with Gregory and not the other way around. 
 
                    “My name is not Gaea” Ray replied as he took a seat. 
 
                    “Oh calm down Gaea” Gregory said in annoyance. “Someone was pitching you a complement and your little savage brain can’t even except it. Jeffrey this is my adopted cousin Ray, he recently came into some money and now believes he has elevated his station somewhat. One of my relatives adopted him and made him his heir is the only way he even got a title”. 
 
                    “You done with my life story or are you going to tell him how long my cock is too?” Ray asked. “You can follow that up with how many shits I take a day or how low my balls hang”.  
 
                    “No need to get crude” Gregory replied. “Look alive lads, I think we have some women coming over”. 
 
                    “For you maybe” Jeffrey replied. “I am not my father’s heir and I can't have children. Sure I will get a boat load of money but it is not the same”. 
 
                    “Oh quit whining Jeffrey” Gregory whispered as the girls got closer. “At least you can run out and have all the free sex you want without any consequences”. 
 
                    “Hello Lord Gregory” one of the women said as Ray kept his eye on his sister who had just shaken her last hand. 
 
                    “Hello” Gregory replied. “I am sorry but I don’t remember your name”. 
 
                    “I am Tabitha and these are my sisters Roni and Crystal” the woman replied. “Do you mind if we join you?” 
 
                    “Of course not, take a seat” Gregory replied. “My sisters shouldn’t be a problem, I am sure they have their own tables to visit”. 
 
                    “Why thank you” Tabitha replied. “You said you were seventeen Lord Gregory?” 
 
                    “I am, so is my friend Jeffrey” Gregory replied. 
 
                    “And what about you Lord Ray” another woman asked from Ray’s left. 
 
                    “Sixteen” Ray replied as he watched his sister mingle around the tables. 
 
                    “That girl, is she your beloved?” the same voice asked. 
 
                    “That is just his sister” Gregory replied. “Nothing to worry yourself over, she is probably used to the treatment”. 
 
                    “I dare another man to try that here” Ray said as he looked Gregory in the eye. “I will cave his face in like a smashed egg”. 
 
                    “Oh my” the woman to his left said and Ray still didn’t make eye contact with her but instead watched his sister. 
 
                    “Watch your language Ray” Gregory replied. “I am sorry for my adopted cousin’s outburst but it is in his nature. My family took him right out of forest when he was but a boy but the wildness is still in him”. 
 
                    “I think it’s sweet he is looking out for his sister’s honor” the woman said. “Don’t you think so Tabitha?” 
 
                    “I think that mage met his match” Tabitha laughed. “But enough about all that, we came over to see you gentlemen”. 
 
                    “Do you want me to make the angry Gaea leave?” Gregory asked. 
 
                    “I think he looks just fine where he is” the woman behind him spoke. “My name is Roni”. 
 
                    Ray turned around and shook the girl’s hand instead of kissing it. She looked embarrassed for a moment until Ray gave her a smile. 
 
                    “Forgive me Lady Roni” Ray replied. “I am in a horrible mood and hanging around Gregory is doing nothing to calm me down. I would have left already but my sister has been talking about this night for a solid year. I am going to move some place out of the way so you can enjoy your time without my attitude bringing everyone down”. 
 
                    Ray got up and moved near the door, he stood next to a guard and grabbed a drink from a passing servant. Teresa looked to have been having a good time, she was currently talking to a mage but had two other boys around her and the twins. Whatever negativity they had before seemed to be put on hold. 
 
                    “What is a big strapping lad like you doing hanging out by the door” the guard to his right said. 
 
                    “This is too many people for me” Ray replied. “Ray Riverdale” Ray finished and stuck out his hand. 
 
                    “Oh I know who you are” the guard replied. “I thought you were going to have a rough night when that mage blasted you but you took the hit and had him shaking like a freshly shorn sheep in the snow. Me and the boys thought we would have to get involved but you handled it and well. The name is Malins, Joe Malins” the guard finished and shook Ray’s hand.  
 
                    “That mage was just lucky he was around these people” Ray said with a laugh. “You see him kicking and yelling like a new babe fresh out the womb? I wish I had a bottle or something I would have given it to him”. 
 
                    Malins started laughing but tried to stifle it and lost the battle. The man had a hard laugh, he was barely breathing and Ray had to slap him on the back to get breath in him. Their commotion raised a few eyes and Ray could see Tyla start to walk over in his direction. 
 
                    “I think you have a live one” Malins said as he nodded to Tyla. 
 
                    “That is my snobby cousin” Ray replied. “She just needs to find a man desperate enough to crack her open, maybe her bitchiness will drain out”. 
 
                    “Why are you standing by the door near the guards?” Tyla began. “Why don’t you move and let this man do his job, there is space at my table”. 
 
                    “I’d rather be the guest of honor in an all male orgy then follow you anywhere” Ray snapped. “Now kick rocks, me and Master Malins are just having a bit of a chuckle”. 
 
                    “Well your chuckle is disturbing people” Tyla replied as Ray could see she was trying to hold in her anger. 
 
                    “Fuck them” Ray replied. “If they got something to say they can take it up with me, but I don’t follow your orders”. 
 
                    “Your sister needs rescuing from the man she is talking to” Tyla said softly. 
 
                    “Excuse me Master Malins” Ray replied. “I have some business to handle”. 
 
                    Ray walked over to where his sister was and could see she was in a conversation with a man that probably was 19 but looked closer to twenty five due to his big bushy beard. He had on clothes that were clean but not brand new and wore a simple sword. 
 
                    “Might you introduce me to your guest?” Ray asked as he tapped his sister on her shoulder. 
 
                    “Ray this is Baronet Brownlee” Teresa replied. “Milord this is my brother Ray Riverdale the fifth”. 
 
                    Ray eyed the man as he got to his feet, Ray gave him a slight bow which the man returned. The table had three other people seated, Tyla and another woman and man who looked to be related. Ray took a seat and turned to face Baronet Brownlee. 
 
                    “Are you having a decent time Milord?” Ray asked. “The ladies here are pretty are they not?” 
 
                    “You found someone pretty?” Teresa said as she turned around. “Tell me the girl and I will go get her for you”. 
 
                    “It looks like your sister is eager to play the matchmaker” Baronet Brownlee replied. “Either that or she is tired of my company”. 
 
                    “Oh you have to come with Milord” Teresa replied. “Who would turn down a Baronet?” 
 
                    “Many people would” Baronet Brownlee replied. “My father left us destitute when he died, a lot of gambling and drinking. Whatever was left my oldest brother spent until he was found face down in a gutter. My second brother caught a sickness and passed and now the title falls to me. Unlike many here I have just a sliver of land, my peasants are even poor and the taxes I collect are barely enough to get by. My mother eventually ran off with some merchant, I don’t even have a mark, who would want to live out their life like that when there are plenty rich people floating about?” 
 
                    “Trust me there are plenty here” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Don’t you change the subject” Teresa replied. “Where is this girl you have been eyeing?” 
 
                    “Ray I would like you to meet Demi” Tyla said and pointed to the other girl at the table. This girl was cute he supposed and had a light dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and strawberry blonde hair. She was sitting down so it was difficult to tell her size as she wore flowing robes and had a mage’s staff behind her. But it did not escape Ray’s notice that Tyla called him by name when she was normally a total bitch. This had all been a ploy, his sister was having a good time but whoever this girl was, was the odd person out and had probably kept too much attention from the man Tyla was attempting to talk to. 
 
                    “Hello Demi, I am Ray” Ray said and stuck out his hand across the table for her to shake. “Pleased to make your acquaintance”. 
 
                    “You are huge Gaea” the man Tyla was talking to said irritating Ray. 
 
                    “I get that a lot sir” Ray replied. “Along with the disrespect of people failing to use my name”. Ray could see his quip was not lost on anyone at the table as Teresa started clearing her throat. 
 
                    “So Mage Demi are you having a good time?” Ray asked lightening the mood. “This really isn’t my kind of party, I am more content to stay home”. 
 
                    “You are not having any fun because you have not left from talking with the guards” Tyla said as Ray could tell it was killing the girl not to yell. “Perhaps if you sat down and talked to someone new you could have more fun”. 
 
                    “Who wants to talk to a smelly old Gaea” Ray replied. “Your brother said it himself, I am just wasting my time here. I am just moving around so no young lady here will miss a potential suitor, besides unlike the rest of you I have to go to work tomorrow”. 
 
                    “What do you do?” Demi said in a soft voice. 
 
                    “I sell mage staves” Ray replied. “The princess said I wasn’t a complete idiot at the skill but it was the ugliest thing she had ever seen”. 
 
                    “I don’t think she used those words” Teresa said and gave him a light punch in the shoulder. 
 
                    “She told me it at least it works” Ray replied. “Then said it favored functionality over beauty”. 
 
                    “My family sells staves as well” Demi said as she perked up. “Your cousin Gregory is supposed to come by tomorrow to buy one. Do you want to compare? I wouldn’t mind testing out the competition and I’ll give you an honest assessment”. 
 
                    “That sounds like a deal” Ray replied. “I have a couple more in the carriage, I’ll have them brought in”. 
 
                    “So selling staves is your only source of income?” the man talking with Tyla said as Ray got an idea. “Tell you what, I’ll bring you my other items and hand you one so there are no hard feelings”. 
 
                    Ray could hear Teresa gasp but he did not care as he left the main room and found Sam who was on standby with the servants of others already inside. Each person could bring one and Ray knew Sam switched out with the other two in a rotation. Sam returned with three of the staves and a tied up leather bag. Ray took the items and returned to the table with his sister who looked beet red. 
 
                    “Here you go Sir” Ray said as he sat down the bag and put his hand inside. “May you have a great night” Ray finished as he rolled the berry across the table. 
 
                    “This is a strange fruit” the man said as he picked it up and bit into it. It is juicy and sweet, is this from the Gaea?” 
 
                    “Oh it certainly is” Ray replied as the man finished the berry.  
 
    “Can I have another?” 
 
                    “Of course Milord” Ray said as the man chewed another one down. 
 
                    “What was the name of that fruit?” the man asked as Tyla looked like she was piecing something together.  
 
                    “In Gaea speak it is known as Spe’ber’nal” Ray replied as he ate one himself. “In Holyan they call it spineberry, I hear it has some weird effect on people with no Gaea blood”. 
 
                    “That was a spineberry?” the man said shocked. 
 
                    “Sure was Milord” Ray said happily. “That probably would have went for at least two silver what you just ate, consider it a gift from a friend”. 
 
                    Ray ignored the shocked look from the man he assumed was Demi’s brother and handed over one of his staves. Demi grabbed it and looked shocked for a moment before chanting something under her breath. A small horse appeared made out of light and ran around the table then disappeared. Demi looked the staff over and her brother started squirming in his seat from the effects of the spineberry and looked it over as well. 
 
                    “Her majesty wasn’t lying, this is an ugly staff” the man said as he held it out to look down the length of it. “It still needs to be properly sealed or it will dry up, where would you rank this staff Demi?” 
 
                    “About an eight on the scale to ten” Demi replied. “This matches up with anything we have to offer, how much are you selling these for?” 
 
                    “So the business woman in you comes out” Ray replied. “I don’t know yet, I plan on looking around and pricing things first”. 
 
                    “I will give you ten gold a staff provided you sell me all you have here” Demi replied. “If you make any more of this quality I will buy it as well”. 
 
                    “Well that is a big turnaround in attitude” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Can you duplicate this?” Demi asked. 
 
                    “Of course I can” Ray replied. “The money from my items is what I am using to pay the 500 gold dowry on my sister” Ray finished, letting the amount slip so he can judge Baron Brownlee’s reaction. 
 
                    “You have a mother?” Demi asked as a man walked up and stood over Ray. 
 
                    “Can I help you?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Her Royal Majesty would like to make your acquaintance Lord Riverdale” the man replied. “Right this way please”. 
 
                    “Watch my things Teresa” Ray said as he got up.  
 
                    Ray followed the man through a side door in the big room then into a smaller room. The room had little more than a bench inside and another set of doors. When Ray sat down he watched Gregory open the door smiling, Ray giggled a little as his so called cousin had lost at least two buttons. Gregory eyed him for a second but said nothing as the man who brought him here led Gregory out. 
 
                    “Lord Riverdale so happy to see you again” Princess Melody said as she appeared at the door. Won’t you come in and meet your Queen? It is a great opportunity that many will never get”. 
 
                    Ray walked inside and could see a woman who looked around forty sitting at a small table holding her eye. There was another chair on the Queen’s side of the table which Melody took and directed Ray to sit in the remaining chair across the table from them both. 
 
                    “You are one of those growers from Gaea” the queen said more as an accusation than a question. 
 
                    “I don’t follow, Your Majesty” Ray replied. 
 
                    “You know exactly what I mean, I can see it in your eyes” the Queen replied sharply. “Don’t take me for a fool”. 
 
                    “I am, Your Majesty” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Good, now we can get down to business” the Queen replied. “What do you know of the cull and is there any way to reverse it?” 
 
                    “I was just a boy Your Majesty” Ray replied. 
 
                    “That didn’t answer my question” the Queen replied sharply. “This is how it works, I ask you something and you answer, you are making me lose my temper”. 
 
                    “My mother helped make the cull but I don’t know the antidote” Ray replied quickly. “I don’t think there is one in existence any more”. 
 
                    “The Gaea passes everything by word of mouth Melody” the Queen replied. “Other growers, where can I find them?” 
 
                    “I don’t know Your Majesty” Ray replied. “Possibly the great forest?” 
 
                    “Searched already” they Queen replied as she reached back and grabbed the staff he had given the princess. “This staff, you made it?” 
 
                    “Yes your majesty” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Who showed you the technique?” the Queen asked. 
 
                    “Nobody” Ray replied. “I just whittled down a piece of wood”. 
 
                    “This piece of wood could outfit the mages in my army” the Queen replied then looked at the princess. “Your cousin Altaya, do you think it would be a good match?” 
 
                    “If it is then her children could come out ahead of my own depending on who I am stuck with” Melody replied.  
 
                    “The wood from this staff, where did you get it from?” the Queen asked as she set her eyes on Ray. 
 
                    “From the trees on my property Your Majesty” Ray replied. 
 
                    “I want those trees cut down and brought here now” the Queen replied. 
 
                    “Y-Yes Majesty” Ray said as he stood up. 
 
                    “Not you, sit down” the Queen replied. “I am talking to the captain of my guard hiding in the shadows behind you. Your mother, you said she helped make the cull?” 
 
                    “Yes your majesty, she was the greatest magic user in the forest” Ray replied. 
 
                    “I heard you beat up a mage, how is that possible?” the Queen asked. 
 
                    “I am big and he is little” Ray replied quickly. 
 
                    “You took a full on blast from what I heard” the Queen said as she stood up and walked around the table. “The Gaea were working on something to neutralize magic, do you know of it?” 
 
                    Ray was about to tell a lie but felt the Queen place her hand on his shoulder. Right away his mind got cloudy and he couldn’t make out words. Ray looked over at the Queen who had a look of shock in her eyes as she gripped his shoulder. Ray felt incredibly sleepy and passed out as the last thing he remembered was Melody tackling her mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER  4 
 
    Naked and Defenseless 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                    Ray woke up shivering slightly, he was laying on a white bed and was completely naked. The sound of voices startled him once he realized where he was and saw he was not alone in the room, the Queen along with Princess Melody and two other people were there with him, both women who were both mages and older than the queen. Ray tugged his arms and could see he was strapped down, he felt energized and was sure he could snap his restraints easily but resisted when the Queen saw him move and walked over. 
 
                    “This must have hurt” the queen said tracing her fingers over his body. “They even marked on this” the queen said as she gripped his manhood and gave it a little squeeze. “This had to hurt like hell, they even got your stones. Tell me, what is this all for and how was it created”. 
 
                    “Your Majesty can I have at least a sheet?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Not in your life boy” the queen replied. “It has been a while since I have seen a naked man this put together and I aim to enjoy it. Now answer the question”. 
 
                    “It was to combat Outsider magic” Ray said quickly. “Your majesty I beg of you for a covering”. 
 
                    “We concluded that you were correct mother” Melody said walking into Ray’s vision and making no effort to hide her gaze. These tattoos soak up magic, when I burned him it only lasted for a second then I felt a great drain and couldn’t break free. Same thing with the High Mage and the Royal Healer, the tattoos seem tough to remove”. 
 
                    “This must be a new position for you” the Queen said as she gripped Ray’s testicles. “A man as big as yourself is not used to being held by the tenders and yet here you are helpless to do anything. You took my mind magic well but I have other means of ensuring you tell me the truth. How many of you are out there?” 
 
                    “Just me Your Majesty” Ray replied as the Queen squeezed hard, it took everything he had not to snap the straps so he just cried out. 
 
                    “You wouldn’t be lying to me would you?” the queen asked as she squeezed so hard her hand started shaking. 
 
                    “No!” Ray screamed. 
 
                    “No what?” the Queen said as she moved her face closer. 
 
                    “No Your Majesty” Ray screamed as the pressure subsided. 
 
                    “If I find out you are lying” the Queen replied as she let the threat hang in the air. “Tell me, how was this done and does the participant have to be Gaea?” The Queen said as she started squeezing again. 
 
                    “I don’t know” Ray screamed. “I only know that many mages were killed and their blood was used for the markings”. 
 
                    “How many mages” the Queen screamed. 
 
                    “I don’t know, more than thirty” Ray screamed as the pressure let up. 
 
                    “Then the secret died with your mother, a pity” the queen replied. “As for the roughness I used I think it helps build character in a young man. Your things are with me, I sent your sister home and told her you weren’t feeling well. Your entire family is coming over for breakfast, you will act like we are the best of friends or they will be lying next to you getting my full attention. I will show you a kindness and leave you for the rest of the night, maybe you will find Melody better company, I am going to bed”. 
 
                    Ray watched the Queen and the other old women leave as Melody approached him with a weird smile on her face. 
 
                    “You know I have been around torture before but normally my mother handles it and it involves far less skin” Melody said as she traced her finger up Ray’s thigh. “Maybe you are just the victim in all of this but sometimes bad things happen to good people. Tell me Ray, do you think it will hurt if I tug on this?” Melody said as she gripped his shaft and gave it a little tug. “I know how to make it like me, you just need the right amount of pressure and slow stroking methods just like this”. Melody said as she kissed his chest and then began stroking him. “You feel it stiffen? That is because it likes me but I can mean to it if you want me to. Do you want me to be nice or mean?” 
 
                    “I want you to stop” Ray said as Melody gripped it hard and yanked him roughly. 
 
                    “I said nice or mean” Melody said in an angry whisper. 
 
                    “Nice” Ray replied as she went back to stroking it. 
 
                    “I thought so” Melody replied. “I had your cousin in here Ray, he told me all about you. He said you came into a little money and now you think you are big stuff. We checked your bank account, you have 300 gold in there and from small talk with your sister, between you, her and your mother you have around 70 more. I will buy the staves from you until all my mages are fully armed. Ooh you jerked a little, does that mean you are close”. 
 
                    “I don’t want your money” Ray said as she jerked him hard. 
 
                    “I said were you close?” Melody said in an angry whisper. “You know if anyone finds us you will be thrown in the dungeon at the very least, they are a bit meaner there”. 
 
                    “Yes” Ray said and closed his eyes. 
 
                    “Oh no Lord Riverdale” Melody teased. “I want to see those eyes, uh oh here it comes” Melody said as Ray released. “Look at it all, you must haven’t had a woman since you arrived. Wait a minute, was this your first experience with a woman? You better answer me”. 
 
                    “Yes” Ray replied. 
 
                    “How splendid” Melody replied. “Tell me what a wonderful job I did”. 
 
                    “You did a wonderful job” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Say it again, you didn’t make me believe” Melody replied. 
 
                    “You did a-” Ray said as Melody kissed him full in the mouth. Ray was unsure of what to do as Melody explored his mouth with tongue. She squeezed him and Ray got the message that she wanted him to do the same. Ray explored her mouth and they stayed this way for a few minutes before Melody broke the activity. 
 
                    “Too bad I have to go or people will talk” Melody replied. “There isn’t many things I can do and keep my lady gift but there is something that mouth of yours can do. If you find yourself here tomorrow I am going to give you a meal that many men would kill their own brothers to eat”. 
 
                    Ray watched her walk away and blow out the lamp. He was in darkness now and figured he could get himself out but taking his mother and sister would be hard. The Queen probably thought he was a spy or held some big secret detrimental to the kingdom is why he found himself in here. Her and her daughter were deviants though, as soon as Ray could leave he would and head some place other than home. He would explain everything to his mother and they could move someplace else and keep a low profile. That idiot Gregory probably didn’t realize when he was getting manipulated and told them everything they needed about him. When he left there would probably be tails or spies but if he found any they would not live out the day. 
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                    “Are you sure about that?” Queen Synfany asked her daughter. 
 
                    “Mother I am not stupid” Melody replied. “There is a huge Gaea out there with purple eyes”. 
 
                    “Your father as much as I loved him was a complete idiot” Synfany said as she drank a little ale from her cup. “He had them rounded up and killed, every grower he could find”. 
 
                    “Why would he try to kill off a resource?” Melody replied. 
 
                    “To stop the cull” Synfany replied. “The Gaea thought to long term, they were in the war and looked too far ahead. They of course had various other nasty traps, poisonous thorns, fruits and other things all throughout their forest, complements of the growers. I have sent in a couple of expeditions looking for more of them but I haven’t found any. When your father started this extinction he got his enemies involved because they were going through something similar. In a way I should probably thank the Gaea, the rest are too foolish to allow Gaea men in their borders, in twenty or so years we can attack either one of them”. 
 
                    “So what do you want to do mother?” Melody replied. “I still have a party to get back to and have found a couple of suitors”. 
 
                    “Any mages among them?” the Queen asked. “The damn Gaea spread the cull through Rosewood, it is all gone now but the damage was done. You would cry if you saw how many rosewood staves were destroyed before we found out there was a way to rid the staves of their infection”. 
 
                    “There are a couple, I think I counted 7 altogether” Melody began. “Most of them though don’t have the stones for the job I need them for”. 
 
                    “It is nice to see you in good humor” the Queen said with a smile. 
 
                    “That reminds me mother” Melody replied. “The big Gaea gave me a staff, he even boasted he made it himself”. 
 
                    “Well just throw it with the other junk” Synfany replied. “You have enough of them lying around”. 
 
                    “No mother, this was a working staff with a great amount of power” Melody replied as she disappeared out the door for a moment then returned with the staff. “It is ugly, he doesn’t know beauty at all but it is more than functional, give it a go?” 
 
                    Melody tossed the staff to her mother who went blank for a moment. Her mother was a powerful mage with the ability to read minds, while her mother couldn’t do much more than that the skill had proven useful. Melody smiled as her mother dug under her dress and removed the thin rosewood staff she always kept strapped to her leg, to use it a special slit was made in her dresses where she could grip the end of it and touch the subject. Melody had tried using the technique but just didn’t have enough talent. 
 
                    “This staff is high quality” Synfany replied. “I have seen better in both functionality and use, it isn’t even cured properly but this is more than adequate. Few can approach this level, I think he has all but the masters of the craft beat but their weapons are more hit and miss”. 
 
                    “He said he could make more” Melody replied. “Something a bit odd happened out there too, some mage was burying his face in the Gaea’s sister’s cleavage”. 
 
                    “There is a Gaea woman out there?” Synfany asked. “Is she also a grower?” 
 
                    “His adopted sister mother, he is a Riverdale and she is was their only real child” Melody replied. 
 
                    “I take it that you are not that high up on the sister?” Synfany asked. 
 
                    “Her titties are practically bouncing out of her shirt and she has a lot of curves and a form fitting dress to show it all off with” Melody said disgusted thinking about the girl. “Of course I don’t like her mother, she has caught the eye of everyone here with those titties of hers, luckily for me she doesn’t really have money or land from the little snippets I gleaned off her cousins”. 
 
                    “It is probably in the food” Synfany replied. “Gaea magic is different from ours remember? They think long term, you said something about a cousin?” 
 
                    “Gregory Treacher” Melody replied. “He claims to be a mage, he is a future Baronet and came here with his two sisters, I do not think they like each other very much”. 
 
                    “Treacher was at the bottom of the list to look out for” Synfany replied. 
 
                    “No way I could lie under that thing” Melody shivered. “Sweat all dripping in my eye while he grunts and groans, it is disgusting me even thinking about it”. 
 
                    “You are going to be the Queen Melody” Synfany replied. “I am not going to have any more children so you will never have to worry about being replaced. You have no reason to be on the bottom, let the man lie in a pool of sweat and take the position of dominance”. 
 
                    “I doubt my legs would fit around him and finding it would be even tougher” Melody said as she and her mother enjoyed a laugh. 
 
                    “I want to know more about this Gaea, why don’t you call his cousin inside so we can start the interview process?” Synfany asked. “You don’t have to do anything really but sit and smile”. 
 
                    Melody nodded and sent a servant to fetch Gregory Treacher, her mother wasted no time going to work on him and had him in a small trance. The Treachers had decent money but it was on the decline, the mines they held were now drying up and they needed to diversify their interests or alter their life style. Gregory was still a virgin but had done plenty of nasty things, his cock had seen the inside of the mouth of many servant girls, something he was proud of. He was jealous of his cousin and his new found wealth, he was devising a way to get some it and was offended that some girl who sat at his table was more interested in the Gaea instead of him. Melody forgot to tell her mother about the mage attack, Gregory brought it up and the Queen sent for Ray Riverdale immediately. It was always fantastic watching the queen work, her mother suggested to Treacher that they just had a lovely time and the Melody had constantly been staring at his crotch and licking her lips the entire time. Before she snapped him out of the trance she told Gregory that he was in a good mood and nothing could bring him down. As Gregory got up to leave his shirt flew open and Melody watched in horror as a button hit her mother in the eye. The Queen wanted to curse but Gregory pranced out of the room, the display looked foolish on the fat man and Melody followed him out and could see her prey. 
 
                    Her mother started the hard questioning, gone was the charmer and out came the real queen. The Gaea was big but he was beyond scared by her mother as the Queen snapped at him for any little mistake. Melody watched in horror as her mother touched the Gaea and began shaking violently, Melody tackled her to the floor as the Gaea passed out. 
 
                    “What was that?” Melody said as she helped her mother up. 
 
                    “I don’t know” the Queen replied breathless. “It was like his body was tugging the magic out of me”. 
 
                    “Is he a mage?” Melody asked. 
 
                    “No” the Queen replied. “I got bits and pieces from his mind but it made no sense, like it was many people inside of it. Maybe he has something magical on him to stop our magic, the Gaea had been working on something, too many of our mages started missing before we finally wiped them out. Check under his shirt”. 
 
                    Melody pulled down the collar of his shirt and was looking for a necklace but instead saw some weird glowing lines. She grabbed her staff and summoned a small blade of pure energy on the tip of it and cut his shirt a little lower, the material parted easily but she thought she may have nicked him. Her power felt like it was being ripped out of her, she went to scream for her mother but could not move until she was shoved. She looked up in surprise at her mother then the sleeping Gaea, the swirling line were an elaborate tattoo that covered his chest and was glowing. Her mother called in some guards, they brought him to the infirmary and used the straps to hold him down, the same straps her surgeons used when they had to pull out an arrow or some other surgical procedure that required the patient to stand still. Her mother had a plan, first the high mage tried to burn him a little, his skin soaked up the fire and started draining her before the connection was broken. The skin looked charred a bit as the tattoos started dimming in glow and slowly reversing what happened. The Royal healer tried to hurry the healing along but got caught up to, she was curious about how far the tattoos went since they were not above his neck line. Melody stood by a little shocked as the Royal healer cut off his clothes using a small blade and left him completely naked. Melody of course had seen a naked man before, she didn’t really think Gregory was too much of a deviant as she had made men pleasure themselves in front her or taste what was inbetween her legs during those moments her mother had to travel. But the Gaea was really put together well, she envied her mother as she touched his body and wished she could join in the game when the royal mage gripped his member and tried to describe the feeling. Melody had to turn around and started digging through his pockets, there was a squished berry or something inside. 
 
                    “Mother what is this?” Melody asked as she placed the remains on the table and started washing her hands. 
 
                    “It’s a spineberry” the High mage said. “This one must have planned on getting lucky tonight, I think he would have stood an okay chance with all the servant girls running around”. 
 
                    “The Gaea don’t react to spineberry” the royal healer replied. “To them it is just any ordinary fruit, they have resistances we don’t have”. 
 
                    “That is why I am trying to breed it into our populace” the Queen said as she joined them. “Already I am coming up with legislation preventing any half-bloods from marrying each other, in five or so generations the Gaea will have been all bred out and only our people would remain”. 
 
                    “Mother I think our guest is waking up” Melody said as she heard the Gaea move.  
 
                    Melody watched in horror then fascination at her mother as she skillfully tortured the boy, of course she was asking questions she mostly knew the answers to already but it was necessary to judge his truthfulness. What she was doing looked like it hurt, the big Gaea cried out each time. When the Queen was finished, Melody did not miss the look the Queen gave her, inviting Melody to have her own fun. Melody walked over and touched her mother, her mother could read minds and asked if she was reading her signal correctly. When her mother broke the connection and took the high mage and the royal healer with her, it was a chance Melody could not pass up. Her mother was probably watching, this she already knew but had to impress her mother somehow. Melody stroked the Gaea and had him inbetween feelings of horror and bliss, his face was easily read and if she was truthful it was exciting her a little. She finally let him release after a little while and wiped the sticky substance off her hands and on to his chest. It was a lot she thought as she smiled a little and remembered the Gaea’s sister had said he didn’t have a girlfriend. Melody was surprised he didn’t go to one of the brothels or something and really had a laugh when he told her he had never been with a woman. She kissed him deeply and made him return it, his mouth was too big but it was still pleasant. She broke the kiss an issued out a threat before she left. 
 
                    The next day she found out her mother already had him untied and bathed, a message had been sent to his family that was staying in the Crow’s Nest for an extra outfit as he had ruined his when he became sick and vomited on it. Melody smiled at him once he came out of the room where she had him dressed, her mother had four serving girls bathing him despite his protest but nothing came of it other than their giggles and sly looks to each other. 
 
                    “Lord Riverdale how was your night?” Melody asked as the big Gaea looked shocked and backed away a little. “I think you are forgetting about the grand time you had last night, we can revisit it if you like”. 
 
                    “My stay was nice” the Gaea said as Melody didn’t think he showed the emotion she was looking for. 
 
                    “Oh you need a lot more emotion than that” Melody replied. “Remember your entire family is coming and we can’t let any news of our adventure last night get out. It would hurt our reputation and I know of only one way to silence critics. You just spent the night as a guest of the royal family and has had access to the Queen and Princess and they bought up all your stock. Of course the Walton’s were crushed they were not able to make the deal but we outbid them. I think I found 11 of the staves and you sold them for 11 gold a piece, and increased your bank account by a third. The money is already in there and the staves along with your spineberry vines are also gone, you made an addition 20 gold on that so you are beyond overjoyed at your good fortune”. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    Two can play this game 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                    Ray looked over at the princess who was reddening each time he spoke. Melody and her mother were scary as hell but now they were at a breakfast table with Gregory, Tyla, Twyla, their mother Martha and the Baronet himself along with Ray’s mother and sister. Gregory had been bragging he thought the princess liked him and Ray had been silently fanning the flames.  
 
                    “So brother did you find a girl you thought was suitable?” Teresa asked. 
 
                    “Demi Walton seemed nice enough, she laughed at my jokes” Ray replied. “Of course, we don’t have the connection I think our dear cousin has found but I think we could work well together eventually”. 
 
                    “Well whatever you did you and Teresa did you must have impressed” Gertrude said as she ruffled his hair. “I have had three missives from people I don’t know wishing to join me for a meal”. 
 
                    “Only three?” Martha said snobbily. 
 
                    “Yes only three from people I don’t know, altogether I think I received around 10” Martha replied. “I think most of them are for my Teresa, they specified having a male guardian there”. 
 
                    “Well I received over twenty” Martha snapped. 
 
                    “I am positive you did Milady you should probably prepare for one more” Ray replied as he kept hijacking the conversation from the royals. “Princess Melody spent all night asking me questions about my dear cousin Gregory, I admit I am a bit jealous I don’t measure up despite all my dedication”. 
 
                    “What do you expect Ray” Baronet Treacher said as he chewed on some bacon. “Gregory is a landed noble, a mage and he can produce full Holyan babies, things you can't do or don’t have”. 
 
                    “That is true Milord, why I think the princess is even blushing” Ray finished as he looked over at Melody who was silently mad with fury. 
 
                    “Lady Riverdale, do you think your son will find a match here?” the Queen replied. 
 
                    “I desperately hope not Your Majesty” Gertrude replied. “I worry about him because he is Gaea, it would be easy for some noble girl to abuse him and steal his money while running around behind his back. I really only wanted to come here to show off we are not as poor as we once were and to find Teresa a match. Ray was just brought along to keep her company and run the riff raff off”. 
 
                    Ray stared at his mother who looked like she came out of a trance as her face reddened with embarrassment. Ray remembered getting foggy headed and thought the Queen must have had something to do with it. He eyed the Queen suspiciously as she then started asking Teresa questions. 
 
                    “Lady Teresa” the Queen began. “Do you have a match in mind for your brother?” 
 
                    “Not really Your Majesty” Teresa replied. “But he is a good man and I hope he could marry a mage or someone that has a job that would let him travel. He mentioned going to the forest and I am scared he would do so, he said he doesn’t find any of the women here attractive. I think he is just worried about rejection though, Mage Demi Walton seemed to like him and he spoke to her for longer than a second which is more than I have ever heard him speak to a woman that is not family”. 
 
                    Ray winced as Teresa spoke about the forest, he had only said it in passing and wasn’t too serious about it but he noticed the princess’s eyebrow raise when she said it. The Queen was using some kind of mind control power and his family had no defense but to tell her what she wanted to know. The Treachers giggled to themselves and started giving sly looks when the Queen stopped her control and continued eating her food. Ray made it a point to ask about Demi, he wasn’t really interested but his sister enjoyed talking to him about any girl and the Treachers were dropping hints about Gregory being available for Melody. When breakfast was over Ray had gotten up to leave, he would be traveling with his family and couldn’t wait to leave Xalen. His mother and sister would probably be crushed but he would insist on it. 
 
                    “Lord Riverdale I think we still have some business to discuss about your staves” Melody replied. “You have made a tidy profit but we want the exclusive rights that were talked about. I only need a signature”. 
 
                    “Of course” Ray said as he turned to face Melody. “Come cousin, it might be nice for you to see how business is done” Ray finished as he snatched Gregory up and pushed him in front of Melody. 
 
                    “You should go home and change Lord Gregory” Melody said putting on a charming voice. “I wouldn’t want you to be late for our lunch date”. 
 
                    “What lunch date?” Gregory asked. 
 
                    “The one you were just invited to” Melody said and smiled. “Run along now, your cousin is a big boy, signing some papers shouldn’t be too hard”. 
 
                    Ray saw Gregory smile then leave with his parents, the Queen was making small talk with his mother so he was stuck following the princess out the side door. As soon as they got out the door she turned on him with a face full of fury. 
 
                    “Get down on your knees” Melody said looking up at him. “I am not going to look up at you”. 
 
                    Gregory did as he was told and was nervous but not scared, this little slip of a girl had power but it was in the morning and servants were all around. The princess looked at him and shook with rage unable to say anything. 
 
                    “My knees are hurting and I am tired of being here Your Highness” Gregory replied. “If you have something to say then out with it, I am not some tied down prisoner and your mother isn’t here to back you up”. 
 
                    “You think I need my mother to back me up?” Melody said as she inched closer. 
 
                    “Yes” Ray replied meeting her gaze. 
 
                    “You must want a repeat of last night” Melody threatened. 
 
                    “No” Ray replied. “Worst night of my life but I won't be a victim to it, now what do you want”. 
 
                    “You were not serious about Demi Walton” Melody asked. 
 
                    “How do you know?” Ray replied. “She was a very nice girl, besides you have your very own Baronet trying to court you, you should deal with that. Just imagine your babies, all cute and chubby, it is enough to make me cry”. 
 
                    “I can make all the inquiries about your sister disappear” Melody began as Ray jumped a little at her declaration. “I can make it so anyone interested will suddenly lose interest, I can do that for yourself as well”. 
 
                    “You would go after my sister?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “This is a game to you but this is life for me” Melody replied. “If I ever have reason to believe that you have went into that forest your family will suffer for it. You are to return to that hole in the ground and if you decide to move you will send word. I want you up here for the winter festival, if you have any more staves you can sell them to me then and only me. You are not so chatty now are you?” Melody finished as she put her hands on either side of his face.  
 
                    “Can I leave now?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “There is my boy” Melody said and smiled. “I was looking for the worry to come back in your eyes. Your mother was right about someone manipulating you, I almost laughed when she said it. She and your sister are both whores in my book, maybe they can be tried for aiding the enemy and thrown into a brothel? Those titties your sister and mother like showing off with their low cut or tight blouses would fit in real well in a place like that. There are many dark places like that the general public doesn’t know about, and they would both say nothing and endure the pain just to keep their precious Ray safe. Now open your mouth, I have a little something for you to suck on”. 
 
                    Ray opened his mouth and waited for the kiss that never came, instead Melody thrust her hand under her dress then smiled as she placed a finger in his mouth. 
 
                    “I want you to suck on it” Melody said as she wiggled her finger in and out of his mouth. “There you go, enjoy the taste of it. Maybe when this is all over you can become my mistress or whatever the male equivalent is. For now I want you to remember me while you are riding in your little carriage with your mother and sister. Go to your family now, enjoy the rest of your stay in Xalen”. 
 
                    Ray got up and practically bolted outside but could hear Melody laughing. His family would just have to catch up to him in the carriage as he left the palace and was happy to find the carriage was waiting for him along with his guards, he ignored them as he climbed inside and waited. He searched the carriage and was angry he could not find even one spineberry to clear his mouth out. He wanted his mother to hurry up, he needed out of Xalen and needed to do so now. The door to the carriage opened up and his mother and sister climbed inside looking a little shaken. 
 
                    “Are you alright?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “I don’t want you with that mage girl” his mother said angrily as she climbed inside. “She is only after money and her mother regularly cheats on her father. I cannot imagine you living that way, I am letting her people know you are not interested”. 
 
                    “I agree” Teresa replied. “I am only happy the Queen broke their confidence to share the news about their horrid family.  To think I was excited about you being interested in someone, they are only out for money. She probably knew your items were worth good money and just wanted to exploit you, it makes me so angry sometimes”. 
 
                    “Ray the Queen also mentioned you are supposed to go nowhere near the border” Gertrude said. “She is a very nice lady, just like an old friend but she has a kingdom to run. I feel like I can talk to her about anything and she has agreed in helping me find you someone. She is very happy that you can grow things with whatever Gaea thing you do and only wants the best for you. She even invited us to the winter festival where the princess will announce her choice”. 
 
                    “I hope it is not Gregory” Teresa said as the carriage started moving. 
 
                    “I hope it isn’t either” Gertrude replied. “Ray would you be broken up if I cancelled all of the get togethers concerning you? I feel the queen should have a say and having her there will make me feel more comfortable”. 
 
                    “You just met this woman mother” Ray replied. “Why does she need a say in anything? I can turn down her suggestions quite easily”. 
 
                    “Because she is the Queen!” Teresa said surprised. “Her majesty offered her help and I think she should be a part of this process”. 
 
                    Something had happened to their minds, this was not his mother and sister Ray thought. The Queen had done something to them and he knew it would eventually wear off. Ray sat in the carriage and did not feel at ease until it reached the Crow’s Nest, he wanted to leave but knew he could not while his family was under whatever influence they were under. He helped them get out of the carriage when Simon approached him. 
 
                    “We were tailed” Simon said softly. “They tried to be slick about it but it was easy to spot if you have ran from the law as many times as I have”. 
 
                    “Who is the tail” Ray replied as he was about to look around as Simon grabbed his shirt. 
 
                    “Don’t look around” Simon replied. “Help me unload this and act natural. When we first left there was a rider that took off ahead of us and started riding towards this place, he nodded at different people on the street who tried their best not to make eye contact. He broke off once we reached here but one of the stable boys aint right”. 
 
                    “He don’t smell right” Sam replied. “Stable boys stink, this one doesn’t and barely knows what he is doing. I sent Frank to block his escape, I don’t know how many people is with him”. 
 
                    “Follow me boss man, I know how to get an idiot to out himself” Simon whispered. 
 
                    “Lead the way” Ray replied. 
 
                    “That’s him right there Milord” Simon said loudly as he pointed to the shocked stable boy. “Don’t let him escape, he is the one I saw take your gold he is a bold one to come back here”. 
 
                    Ray watched as Sam pulled his sword and advanced on the stable boy, he wasn’t a boy really Ray thought as he looked around 19 but could have been a lot older with a baby face. Frank came up from behind him with his weapon drawn and the stablehand twirled around and produced two daggers, ready for an attack. 
 
                    “What are you talking about?” the stablehand said as he kept his daggers up and ready to attack. 
 
                    “Are you sure this is him Simon” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Aye Milord” Simon said with his sword raised. “How do you suppose a urchin like him was able to afford two fine daggers? That is the man we saw rummaging around in your carriage, he took something then ran before we could stop him”. 
 
                    “Drop those knives or I’ll stick you with them and leave you to die” Ray snarled. 
 
                    “I haven’t did anything, you can’t do this” the stable hand said as they closed the distance on him. 
 
                    “Go get the manager of this place Sam” Ray replied. “I want to know if this man works for him, if not I am going to kill him”. 
 
                    “Now wait” the man pleaded. “I don’t work here, I am new and trying to get a job, I thought free labor would be accepted and I can make money off tips”. 
 
                    “So you are stealing from real stable hands then?” Ray replied. 
 
                    “What is all this yelling?” A voice said from behind Ray. 
 
                    “We caught this thief and we are going to run him through” Simon said talking to the new voice. “Lord Ray is a noble and this is an urchin who stole 5 gold off him”. 
 
                    “If he can’t produce the money right here and now he is dead” Ray replied. 
 
                    “We can come to an agreement” the voice behind Ray said. Ray turned around and looked into the eyes of the man who opened the door to the inn for his family. He was an older man that Ray had seen before, that meant the Queen had eyes all over the place. The stable hand was probably new and sent here as backup but did not have a good alibi but instead thought he could pass. 
 
                    “I don’t see an agreement we can come to, I am missing money and my men said this one stole it” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Your men are lying, they took the money” the stable hand pleaded. 
 
                    “Take off your boots men and turn your pockets inside out” Ray demanded. “If that five gold aint there then we have little to talk about, nobody is going to miss an urchin”. 
 
                    Ray watched Simon, Sam and Frank make a show of taking off their shirts, boots and pants until they stood in their small clothes with weapons still trained on the stable hand who was sweating, when Ray grabbed one of the swords he really got jumpy. 
 
                    “This is my nephew” the older man said. “I gave him the job, give me some time, I can dig up the money”. 
 
                    “Take those fancy daggers Milord” Simon said and pointed. “They look to be made pretty well, take them and all of the urchin’s clothes, leave him naked running the street. He will come back for his fancy daggers”. 
 
                    Ray nodded and watched the stable hand strip down, the man had lean muscle all over his body and definitely was not a stable hand. The older man protested about him being naked but Ray sent the stable hand out which caused ladies to scream and men to shout as he took off down the street. The older man went back to his post as Ray could barely contain his laughter. 
 
                    “We got him good” Simon laughed. “You wanna divvy up the rewards? That was one of my better cons, that will teach him”. 
 
                    “You three can split everything even the daggers” Ray replied. 
 
    “You sure Milord?” Simon asked. “Those daggers are worth good money, I aint no smith but I am a thief and those go for at least 4 silver a piece”. 
 
                    “You take it as a reward” Ray replied. “I have never done anything like that before”. 
 
                    “Why were they following you Milord?” Sam asked. “I think the old man is in on it to”. 
 
                    “Who did you piss off?” Simon asked seriously. “I don’t mind working for you but whoever set this up went through a lot of trouble”. 
 
                    “Don’t know but don’t kill any of them” Ray replied. “Just keep your eyes peeled for any more. I owe you all a silver for outing that one, whoever is following me will get smarter now they have seen their man stripped naked”. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    All Eyes on Me 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                    Ray had been home for a month now and just got everything back the way it should be with some exceptions. When he finally returned he found all of his trees cut down to the stump and anything he was growing dug up and removed. Someone had even ransacked his home and took every potion and poultice they could find. His mother blamed vandals and let Ray keep the three bandits on as security since they could afford it now with the big amount of money the Queen had spent during the ball. Ray chose not to grow any more trees but instead put his rosewood seeds up for safekeeping and instead made his money by traveling once a week and selling vegetables and any animal he could lure in and kill. His family went back to living thrifty, they all understood with Teresa’s nuptials coming up. 
 
                    Teresa and Baronet Brownlee were to be engaged, the man had no sense of business and was struggling mightily but the 500 gold Ray had scraped together would help out a lot. In addition Ray promised to visit and show him how to grow crops, in reality he just planned on enriching the soil which should last five or so years until they could find something else to do. Teresa was excited about the whole thing, she would have peasants to look after and could feel like an important noble. His mother Gertrude wanted to visit and Brownlee had sent correspondence saying she could move in and teach him how to run his home as he was still a novice. The Queen wanted all couples who could prove they met at Princess Melody’s party and were in talks of marriage to do the deed at the winter festival and that she would pay for it. Teresa was excited about this, the plan was to visit Xalen then visit Brownlee’s lands. 
 
                    “You have been taking it easy since we have been back” Teresa replied. “What happened to constantly working or reading? I don’t think I have seen you play with one piece of wood since you returned and our field is starting to look a little bare”. 
 
                    “You still eat okay” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Yeah but that is food you bought or traded for” Teresa replied then pointed to the field. “You haven’t kept the house stocked with the foods you like since we came back. Still upset about me and mother not liking the Waltons and refusing to see anyone else?” 
 
                    “Pit no” Ray replied. “Wouldn’t have worked out any way, I am happy where I am at”. 
 
                    “You don’t seem like it” Teresa replied. “At least three peasants have come by asking for work making the same amount as your so called guards and you sent them away. I thought you liked helping people, you even fired the one mother hired”. 
 
                    “We have to conserve money” Ray lied. The two women and one man were obviously sent by the Queen along with his new neighbor that decided to build a house directly next to his property. The area was horrible and Ray made sure the land the newcomer was on grew nothing but weeds and thorns. The family had come over a few times and asked for help with crops, Ray refused and treated them nastily which got him chided by his mother but he didn’t care. Why would someone move to horrible land to grow things? Still the family kept coming over, a widower husband with three daughters who were all very pretty. Ray had his neighbor followed and knew the man didn’t work anywhere but they always had food on the table, Ray had refused to sell them any of the little he did grow and managed to be elsewhere when the daughters came over to talk to Teresa. 
 
                    “You keep saying that but I don’t believe you” Teresa replied. “You seemed depressed since you left the capital. Me and mother were talking, maybe you should just try to court one of the Smith girls. They are not noble but they are pretty and they would make a fine enough wife”. 
 
                    “I’d rather get gang raped by a bunch of stags” Ray replied. 
 
                    “They are nice girls, why do you run from them?” Teresa replied. 
 
                    “I don’t run from them” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Yes you do” Teresa replied. “I don’t think you have spoken two words to either of them, your guards think they are pretty, maybe you should just try to date one of them. They are all very interested in growing things and one of them is trying to become a wood carver, didn’t you say you needed help in learning how to sculpt wood?” 
 
                    “Not anymore” Ray replied. “You excited about this marriage?” 
 
                    “Way to change the subject” Teresa laughed. “I am very excited about this marriage, David is a little slow but he has a good heart. I will be the Baronetess, I can’t wait to see him again and finally meet my people”. 
 
                    “I am glad for you” Ray replied. “Mother to, she always hated this place. Maybe now you two can walk around like big fish”. 
 
                    “I worry about leaving you here though” Teresa replied. “You haven’t got any friends and there has been a change in you since the ball. After my wedding, I swear I will never force you to go anywhere like that again”. 
 
                    “I am going to hold you to that” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Here comes Krista Smith” Teresa said and pointed to the blond haired girl that was walking up.  
 
                    Ray doubted her name was Krista Smith and doubted her age was really 17. She was the tallest of the three fake sisters and had a slim build with a decent amount of curves. She wore a light green dress which brought out the green in her eyes and was carrying a picnic basket and a blanket draped over her arm. Ray looked her over and was preparing to get up from the sunny spot he was resting when his sister tugged at his shirt and told him to sit down. Ray looked at her oddly and went to swipe her hand away but she shook her head and started speaking. 
 
                    “Me and mother both think she is a nice girl and want you to at least have lunch with her” Teresa said as she stood up. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you here with no one to look after you and neither does mother. I already have a letter written that I have not sent asking David to hold off on the wedding”. 
 
                    “I said I was coming with you for a bit” Ray replied. “I won't be alone, I would be in Brownlee with the rest of you until I teach him my business”. 
 
                    “But then you will come back and be miserable” Teresa replied. “Now I want you to stay, you wouldn’t want to ruin your sister’s wedding would you?” 
 
                    “You conniving backstabbing little b-” Ray said as Teresa put a finger to his mouth. 
 
     “I am all of that and more” Teresa smiled. “Now enjoy your lunch”. 
 
    “Hello Teresa, hello Ray” Krista said as she sat down the basket and started fanning the blanket out. 
 
    “Hi Krista” Teresa replied. 
 
    “I saw you both out here and figured you might be a little hungry” Krista replied as she started taking food out of the basket. 
 
    “Not me I just ate” Teresa apologized. “I would love to stay but I have to decide on what letter I should send my darling David. I have one already written but I am not sure if I should send it or not, maybe whenever you two are finished eating I will decide then. My brother is absolutely famished so you will have to excuse his manners while eating”. 
 
    “I am sure I can manage” Krista said as Teresa turned to leave. “I have all sorts of things to eat here and a pie cooling on the window still”. 
 
    “Let’s stop playing games” Ray said as he watched his sister go into their home. “I know what you are, no way a woman looking the way you do would take this much abuse”. 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about Milord” Krista replied. 
 
    “A girl like you would have already been married to some wealthy merchant somewhere” Ray began. “And would have passed on chasing me a long time ago, I am not a complete idiot. I look okay but no way does three full blooded Holyan sisters keep throwing themselves at the same guy. I have had you followed and you don’t even give the other lads a chance. Not to mention you moved to the middle of nowhere and are a little too friendly. So come clean and tell me what you want, not like I can do anything with my family present. I am sure you have plenty of back up when the time comes that you need it”. 
 
    “Very well” Krista said changing her tone. “You are the first man I know who tossed away a sure thing. You could have been having fun with me but instead you are too paranoid”. 
 
    “Whatever, get to the point” Ray replied. “I know who you work for and I am not stupid enough to fight back”. 
 
    “I want you to continue with your life” Krista replied. “You barely grow anything, I think you do your work at night when it is hard to see and I have not seen you make a staff or bring in materials for one”. 
 
    “Because I am not an idiot” Ray replied. “All that hard work to see it ripped to the pit and back? Only a complete fool would start up again when there is no need to, I have enough to survive already”. 
 
    “We have tried to make your life easier” Krista began. “You turned away any worker we sent you”. 
 
    “You want me to invite a thief into my house?” Ray laughed. “You must take me for a complete idiot”. 
 
    “We figured our cover was blown” Krista began. “You haven’t even been talking to your family really so they are useless when it comes to information. You know if you go to the forest we are authorized to kill you?” 
 
    “You could try but I aint stupid” Ray replied. “I still have a family I love here”. 
 
    “I know you haven’t told anyone about your meeting with the Queen, keep it that way” Krista replied. 
 
    “I know your fake Da has been trying to romance my mother” Ray began. “And he should know if her heart is broken I’ll snap him like a fucking a twig, Queen be damned”. 
 
    “You have made that clear” Krista replied. “But I oversee this operation. It is refreshing to get all of this out into the open, no more sneaking around. I hate this shit hole and wanted to leave a long time ago. We tried to do this the easy way, you could have stayed here and kept your life and got some real good pussy on the side. When you travel to Xalen you will not be coming back here until the Queen is finished with you. I will watch your home while you are gone, the official story is that you are renting it out. I already know your mother has plans to move so she would not be in the way”. 
 
    “Good to know” Ray replied as he got up. 
 
    “You are not going to eat any of this food?” Krista asked. “It is high quality”. 
 
    “And it is laced in spineberry” Ray laughed. “Perhaps you should study up more on Gaea physiology”. 
 
    “Most men are happy with a pretty face and some food” Krista smiled. 
 
    “Not this one” Ray finished. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    Melody 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is better than I could have ever imagined” Synfany said as she read the scroll. “Largen is tearing itself apart as we speak, we might be ready to gear up for war”. 
 
    “You want to war with the Largenians?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Of course” Synfany replied. “They are in the mists of a civil war and it looks like the country will be split into three parts. Commoners are upset the nobility hasn’t done anything about the baby shortage and killed the royal family. The nobles had been taking all of the viable men away from their wives and using them as studs with noble women. The studs themselves are probably having fun but their wives, sons, daughters and parents are beyond angry. The powerful dukes of course struck back but the situation is lost. The Free Nation of Largen is what they are calling themselves and have elected a leader instead of going by blood lines. Each Duke is trying to declare himself a king and have closed off their borders. Now is the time to strike, we can amass our army and start taking out Largen little by little. They are already in disarray and are more worried about fighting each other than worrying about us”. 
 
    “The Largen have strong mages mother” Melody explained. 
 
    “That don’t matter” Synfany laughed. “We have more now that they are separated, how goes our little experiment with the Gaea?” 
 
    “He is on to us” Melody laughed. “You were correct once again mother”. 
 
    “He should have just taken the pussy and money” the Queen said shaking her head. “He could have been at home doing something he loves and making good money doing so with a nice side of pussy”. 
 
    “What are you planning on doing?” Melody asked. 
 
    “I want you to take the lead in this” Synfany replied. “You remember my lessons, you have seen them in action enough. What should be your first move, think back to that love struck mage we plucked away from his wife”. 
 
    “First we need to show him who is boss” Melody replied. “I don’t think the Gaea can be intimidated by fire”. 
 
    “Don’t have to” Synfany replied. “You remember going after his manhood? You let him know he didn’t even own his body, sure he had a happy ending but it was on your terms”. 
 
    “That mage, he didn’t go for Marabelle though” Melody replied. “And she was one of our best agents, we can’t control him that way if he doesn’t take the bait”. 
 
    “Silly girl” Synfany replied. “The mage that didn’t want to cheat on his wife, what did we do?” 
 
    “You tied him down, fed him spineberry and let the mage women who really wanted a child have their way with him” Melody replied. 
 
    “Do not forget he got paid handsomely for each one” the Queen replied. “There has to be a reward in there somewhere instead of fear whether they want the reward or not. Now how is our dear little mage?” 
 
    “He has gotten quite fat and doesn’t work very often anymore” Melody replied. “He keeps hounding his contact about more work but I think he is just back to working as a regular mage. His replacement doesn’t seem to mind the work so I think we are good”. 
 
    “What do you think though would happen if you called the first mage even though he is happily married?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “He would come running in a heartbeat” Melody replied. 
 
    “Exactly” the queen said triumphantly.  
 
    “The Gaea was fun to play with but we really don’t need him mother” Melody began. “We have numerous other resources available”. 
 
    “Never let a good resource escape Melody” Synfany laughed. “Besides, he looks like he would make an excellent bed warmer, you might as well make sure he has some practice. With time you can make him fuck on command, whether it is with a man, woman or child. You need to learn how to break people and you can start with him”. 
 
   
  
 

 “I was thinking mother” Melody began. “Your new law about anyone with Gaea blood being a couple. I know if they are found you plan on throwing the woman out of the country, that got me thinking about your reason behind it”. 
 
    “It was to have men that can actually do their duty” the Queen replied. 
 
    “Well Ray Riverdale is a grower, what if we breed growers into our society?” Melody asked. “I don’t even think we need to be choosy on the women, pay each woman that gets pregnant a gold and be done with it”. 
 
    “Don’t start that one just yet” Synfany replied. “That will give him the idea that you are only doing something to better the kingdom. You need him to think you are doing it just because you can, a man that big has probably been used to threatening people his whole life. Whenever you get him to crack it will be magical, the night you had him I thought he was going to cry”. 
 
    “I can make him cry if I wanted” Melody replied. 
 
    “Can you do it and leave his family out of it?” the Queen asked. “And you cannot command him to cry either or use any method that results in physical pain”. 
 
    “Well what I did the last time was physical” Melody replied. 
 
    “No that was mostly psychological” the Queen explained. “He felt some discomfort but the fact you took away the one thing men think makes them superior is what does it”. 
 
    “I’ll bet you a copper I can make him cry” Melody began. “But I will start off by being nice and asking him to do what we need. I am curious to watch his magic in action, I know he is in the city since his sister is one of those getting married”. 
 
    “Speaking of marriage” Synfany said and let the statement hang. 
 
    “Mother I think I am going with one of the mages” Melody replied. “At least my child will be a mage”. 
 
    “One is overweight and the other one is so short and frail I think you would break him” the Queen replied. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I plan to take lovers anyway and I will make that perfectly clear” Melody replied. “I’ll also let him know their title is the Royal Consort, not King and if they are ever caught fooling around they will be punished”. 
 
    “So you want to play and don’t want him to have any fun?” the Queen replied. 
 
    “Isn’t that what father did to you?” Melody asked. “I am going to pick Jemson Jennings, the frail mage. He has little man’s syndrome but as long as it is not directed at me he will be fine. At least I can get Gregory Treacher to leave me alone, by marrying another mage I save face”. 
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    Melody watched the last of the 18 couples get married and made her announcement, she had told Treacher her plans earlier in the day and had sat by Jennings for most of the day. The crowd gave great applause then she informed the Gaea’s family that he would be needed in the capital. Currently she was wondering how she would escape from Jennings who was far more annoying than she pictured for a young man that needed his staff to use as a walking stick to get around. 
 
    “I think you need to sit down” Melody said as she faced her fiancé. “We need to have a talk and I don’t think you will like it”. 
 
    “I found out today I am going to be King, nothing can ruin that” Jemson replied. 
 
    “No you are not” Melody said and watched the man scrunch up his face in shock. “Your sole job is to provide an heir, you won't rule over anything. You will be named the royal consort and you will come to my bed chamber at night and leave once you are finished”. 
 
    “We will be man and wife, shouldn’t we be sleeping together?” Jemson asked. 
 
    “Of course not, why would I want you in my bed, just look at you, you are practically a cripple” Melody said with a laugh. “Your job is to fuck me and only me. When we are married you are not to leave the palace without my permission and I control who you spend your time with. I will have concubines, you will not. If for some reason you decide to sneak around I will chain you up and get at least two children then cut it off and cast you out. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Why would I go along with something like this?” Jemson replied. “I may be a cripple but that hasn’t stopped plenty of women from opening up their legs for me. Sometimes husbands even pay me to pleasure myself with their wives, everyone wants a mage child. I think I am withdrawing from being your suitor”. 
 
    “You are not going anywhere” Melody replied. “I call the shots here and I say you will be the royal consort, run away and you are dead. I am glad we cleared that up, I am going to leave my two guards with you in case you decide to do something stupid, wherever you go, they go. Malins you better not let him out of your site and keep my conversation private”. 
 
    “Of course Your Highness” the gruff guard replied. 
 
    “Good” Melody said as she turned around. “We are to be married in a year, during this time you will stay here and get acclimatized. If you are nice maybe I’ll let you meet one of my concubines, at least you will have someone other than the guards and the servants I provide to talk to”. 
 
    Melody watched the mage walk away stunned, she bet he never had a dressing down before like that. She had known the mage made money on the side laying down desperate women but from what she was told he had nothing to brag about, his manhood was as small and shriveled as the rest of him. She would find out eventually but she had another guest to deal with. The Gaea she would dress down the same way she did her future husband, he knew what she was capable of so she wouldn’t have to worry about if he believed her or not. 
 
    “Hello Ray, get back on your knees you know I hate looking up at you and this won't take long” Melody said as she entered the room and looked the big Gaea over. “I want you to start growing and making some of the things that were taken from your home, do that and I’ll leave you alone most of the time. I want you to focus more on staves than anything else but you can fill the dead time working your magic. If you don’t do this I will make sure to show you some attention you may not want, behind the palace I have a little area set out for you but I am not sure what you need. If it is not sufficient let me know and we can work together”. 
 
    Melody saw him nod but really wanted to punish him a bit. He looked even more beautiful than when she first saw him and was amazed he hadn’t wanted to sleep with Marabelle who was a great beauty. He needed to be broken and she would be the one to do it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    Six Months Later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have no idea how relaxing that was now wipe your face off before that idiot fiancé of mine smells pussy on your lips” Melody said as she reclined on a chair. 
 
    Ray wiped his mouth and turned to leave, he had been feeding the woman something to lower her libido but realized she just liked to dominate. The war with Largen had just started and that was where the majority of his staves went. He was paid handsomely for them but could not really leave the palace. The only good thing was that Melody would be leaving soon to go to the front line as an envoy of her mother. One faction of the former kingdom of Largen was ready to surrender as they could not hold out much longer and wanted to sue for peace. Ray would have some free time then, he had already thought about escape and figured it was a good time to do so. His mother had become close with an old but powerful merchant and Teresa was getting famous in Brownlee so getting rid of her would be hard. The guards Melody sent with him were a joke although they tried their best to be menacing and kept their swords out whenever they went. Ray was no longer embarrassed by the little show Melody put on for the guards, she would be gone soon and that would be that. 
 
    “I am traveling to the front lines of the war for an official surrender” Melody said as she sat up in her recliner. “It is either you or my future husband will be going with me, I am giving you first pick to serve as my personal servant”. 
 
    “Why not leave us both here” Ray replied. 
 
    “Because you would be at each other’s throats” Melody sighed. “I have seen the way you look at each other the few times you have seen one another and I can't afford one of you killing the other. Now is it going to be you or him?” 
 
    “He can go” Ray replied. 
 
    “I think I will take you instead” Melody replied. “You are a bit more fun and I haven’t let him touch me yet. The fresh air will do you good, and I can show you off to the ladies. I don’t trust you here, I have seen the way some of the servant girls look at you and I think you are starting to like my attention despite your sour face. Maybe you will decide to go all the way with one of them, that wouldn’t end well. Besides the mages on the front line would like to meet the man who is behind the new staves they have been given. You should grab your things and I want you to wear the suit of armor I had made for you. I like the way you look in it, all menacing and scary. And put on some of that red glowing paint stuff you have my guards slathering over their body. Already people have been talking about my guards, calling them the Queen’s Slayers. What was that paint stuff for again?” 
 
    “It allows them to see in the dark without holding a torch” Ray replied. “The glow they give off is enough light to see by, even in complete darkness”.  
 
    “Well I want you in that paint and in the armor” Melody replied. “And don’t bother Jemson on your way out of here. He has been waiting patiently by the door while you finished me off”. 
 
    Ray nodded and left the room, Jemson Jennings her soon to be husband had a sour look on his face but Ray could not be angry with him. Jemson had a life in a gilded cage, he couldn’t go anywhere or talk to anyone other than the people who guarded him or Sarah the maid who liked to blab too much and gave both Ray and Jemson gossip on the other. 
 
    “Wipe your mouth whore” Jemson said as he leaned on a cane instead of his usual walking stick. “I can still see her on the corner of your mouth”. 
 
    “Poor little cripple man” Ray replied. “Go to your soon to be wife and tell her your insults. I have things to do”. 
 
    “At least I know what the inside of a woman feels like” Jemson said and stuck his head up. “And I will know what the inside of that one feels like as well one day. Maybe she will have you clean up after me, you would love that wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Ray smiled as he acknowledged Jemson won that round, Jemson took the victory and turned away. They often bantered like this but had a mutual respect, Ray hoped Jemson would be able to free himself one day. Ray made his way back to his room and ignored the fancy clothes Melody had given him, they were good material but was made to show off the body instead of keep warm. It was almost summer but the nights were still cool so he would pack one of the outfits he arrived in. Ray finished packing and went over his plan, if he could get to Largen then he could disappear to the forest or maybe one of the other kingdoms depending on if the Gaea were accepted or not. 
 
    The trip to Largen went by easily, Melody bothered him every now and again but she was content on riding in the carriage by herself and Ray liked the supply wagon anyway. He was watched by three armored guards now, they had their weapons out and had gotten comfortable. Tomorrow the Free Nation of Largen would formally surrender on the grounds that Holyan would help them out in solving their birth problem. Ray waited for Melody’s carriage to stop and figured she would stay in the large building they were in front of. Ray waited for her to get out and go into the building, as soon as she walked inside one of his captors, a guard called Harrison began to talk. 
 
    “Alright Gaea you know the drill” Harrison said as he gestured with his sword towards the door of the building. “The little princess wants you to shake your sweet little ass for her right after you clean up, so let’s move”. 
 
    Ray was about to make his move when a man came flying out of the side of the building and into the road. A big hole was made in the side of the structure as Melody came stepping out holding a staff. Chaos erupted as the Largen came streaming out of nearby buildings, it was easy for Ray to tell these were soldiers complemented by mages as Melody’s force formed up along with whatever Holyan forces were in the area. The fight was intense and fierce as archers appeared on a rooftop and started raining down arrows, Melody was taken by surprise and took one in the shoulder before fire erupted from her staff turned the archer into ash. His guards sprang into action, Melody could not take out the archers that were now appearing from every rooftop and fight the men on the ground. Ray sprang from the wagon as an enemy force started bearing down on them. 
 
    “I thought this place was under our control” Melody screamed as Ray watched from under the wagon. 
 
    “I thought it was, we were tricked” an older man said in a military uniform. “We have to fall back, the main force is only a mile or two away”. 
 
    Ray watched Melody take to the air then fly towards the west as men started jumping on horses to flee before they were overwhelmed. Ray sprang from the wagon as someone jumped in the driver’s seat and turned it around to flee. Ray looked around and could see the enemy was on him now, they were mostly soldiers but had three or four mages he could spot by their robes and weapons”. 
 
    “Give up Holyans or you’re dead” said a mage riding on a horse. 
 
    “What assurances do we have?” a Holyan soldier replied. 
 
    “You don’t have any other than you won’t die here” the mage replied. “Those of you that can serve will serve, those that can’t will die”. 
 
    “I can serve” Ray said as he stood up. 
 
                    “I knew Holyan was sick but they done went out and made a super Gaea” the mage said as he walked his horse over. “You and the rest of these men will all serve, now all of you drop your weapons and move on down the road before your back up arrives, any man moving to slow will get a sword in the back”. 
 
                    Ray lined up with the rest and the people of Largen had them running at a good pace to get away from the town, several times men had fallen behind and the enemy made good on their word to kill them where they stood. The Largen army was not too far away, maybe four miles Ray thought and they were far from the downtrodden troops he had heard about, these people looked fresh. The prisoners were thrown into a tent then men were taken out one by one for interrogation. Soon it was Ray’s turn and he could see he made the enemy nervous since they sent a mage to escort him. 
 
                    “Time to move” the female mage said as a Largen soldier held a sword on him. 
 
                    “I don’t want any trouble” Ray said as he climbed to his feet. 
 
                    “You better not or I can give it to you Gaea” the soldier said as he led Ray over to a smaller tent that he could hear screams coming from.  
 
                    Ray entered the tent and could see soldiers tied to chairs being tortured, some had various blades sticking out of them but their method of choice seemed to be tying someone to a post and giving them lashes. There was blood everywhere and two men seemed to be running the show. 
 
                    “This is a Gaea?” a man holding a dagger said as he bent over and stared at Ray. “Where did you find him?” 
 
                    “Same place Your Grace” the soldier that brought Ray in complied. 
 
                    “What were you doing with the Holyan Gaea” the man Ray assumed was a Duke asked. “Lie and I’ll string your big ass up”. 
 
                    “All Gaea boys were taken from the forest to help combat the cull” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Who was in your convoy on the way up here?” the duke asked. 
 
                    “Melody, princess of Holyan and heir to the throne” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Do you know where she is hiding?” the Duke asked. 
 
                    “No but I can take a guess” Ray replied and the Duke motioned for him to go on. “She is a mage, she flew towards her troops”. 
 
                    “Were you one of her guards?” the Duke asked. 
 
                    “I am a businessman who specializes in crafting mage staves” Ray replied. 
 
                    “And you did this for the Holyan army?” the Duke asked. 
 
                    “I did” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Why would a princess travel with a Gaea merchant?” the Duke asked as he twirled his dagger around. 
 
                    “I was a concubine, it is the reason I am not armed” Ray replied. 
 
                    “I can ransom you off then” the Duke replied. “Maybe get some of my men back in return”. 
 
                    “That would be a complete waste Your Grace” Ray began. “Mage staves are notoriously difficult to make and I am telling you I am among the top three in Holyan. More than that, I am a farmer who specializes in growing crops in tough terrain. People speak and if what Holyan believes is correct, then the Free State of Largen will not be able to hold out much longer”. 
 
                    “What else do they say?” the Duke asked. 
 
                    “I don’t know many details, only that the kingdom has been split into three and this slice is ripe for the taking” Ray began. “They didn’t even press men into action, you are facing the regular army”. 
 
                    “So you want me to let a spy into Holyan?” the Duke asked. 
 
                    “Not much spying can be done as a merchant or crafter” Ray replied. “Of course you can always drop me off in the great forest but I doubt that will happen”. 
 
                    “I am Duke Treadwell, brother of King David, the leader of the Kingdom of Largen” the Duke replied. “We are taking back this wayward province and by now your leaders recognize they have ran into a trap. You will be passed along further inside of our country to use as we see fit”. 
 
                    Ray got up and was ushered out of the tent and back into the one he first started in. Throughout the day other men were taken out for questioning, some made it back unscathed so Ray figured they must have told everything they knew while others did not come back at all. As soon as it had gotten dark Three caged wagons were brought in and Ray was tossed inside one of them. Ray could see inside the other cages and could see in addition to soldiers that cooks, blacksmiths, carriage drivers and others were captured who served the army. Their trip took nine days before they were halted, everyone in the cages stunk horribly and by the time they were shown to a small pond Ray practically jumped in it. Ray looked around at the plant life surrounding the pond and sighed, there was nothing there that could be used to clean so instead he crushed the small purple flowers and rubbed them all over his clothes. He thought it was stupid some men took time to get naked, wash their bodies then put back on nasty clothes but said nothing. They were then brought into a city, people jeered and threw excrement and rotten fruit at them as the wagons were eventually led into what looked like a keep, complete with high stone walls and towers for the archers. 
 
                    “Alright out of there” said a woman of about twenty-five. Her brown hair was tied back in a pony’s tail and behind her there were other women holding clothing. Ray could tell it was burlap, the material was itchy but cheap to grow and easy to make. The outfit was a one piece and looked like a long potato sack with room for a neck and arms cut out of it that hung just past the knees. Ray climbed out of the cage as the women protected by archers in the tower went by and started handing out the shoddy outfits. 
 
                    “Alright take off everything you have including your boots, this will be your only clothing from now on” the woman began. “You will be put to hard labor as punishment for your part in this war and receive one meal a day provided you are not a bother. None of you have anything I haven’t seen before so hurry up”. 
 
                    “Excuse me miss” Ray replied. 
 
                    “What is it?” the angry lady snapped. 
 
                    “You don’t have anything that can fit me” Ray replied. “What do you want me to wear?” 
 
                    “Stand put until I can get you clothed” the lady replied. “The rest of you file in one by one until I can get you settled”. 
 
                    Ray stood in the courtyard of the keep for about an hour as the others were taken away until his clothes were brought out. It looked like someone had sewn two of the outfits together and sewn shut the unwanted holes. 
 
                    “What are all those tattoos?” the woman said as Ray was getting dressed. “Do the Holyan have a new kind of mark that let's them know if a man can produce? That is overkill if they do, we just mark the left hand”. 
 
                    Ray ignored her until he finished putting on his clothes, he was naked when she asked and felt a little uncomfortable. “My real mother put them on to remind me of where I came from”. 
 
                    “That’s right, I heard Holyan stole Gaea from the forest” the woman stated. “So were you some kind of guard or something big man? You won't find that kind of work here, not as a prisoner”. 
 
                    “I grow things” Ray replied. “I specialize in out of season crops and those that are difficult to grow”. 
 
                    “Well then you can help out the garden” the woman replied. “All of our prisoners are required to grow or catch their own food”. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    Prison Blues 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                    It had been three months since Ray had been captured and the Largen had proven tougher than the Holyan thought and they had an excellent plan put together for long term survival but it was harsh. First the two dukes worked together and they became one country again and threw everything they had at the Holyan, the part that used to call itself the Free Nation of Largen had been claimed by the Holyan and Largen couldn’t get it back and now both sides were in a stalemate. Second, only men from Largen who couldn’t produce were pressed into war, and any prisoners of war were separated in a fashion by the ability to reproduce. Ray could still remember when the Largen came into one of the prisons the Holyan soldiers were housed at and killed any who couldn’t reproduce. While they didn’t force anyone to do anything against their morals, work was long and hard for most prisoners. The guards were mostly female who were not shy and rotated in and out of the prison. Ray had gotten lucky in the prison he was in, he had gotten to be garden master so he spent most of his days improving the soil and growing things. The fruits and vegetables he grew were noticed by the prison overseers who demanded a portion each day and were surprised that the produce inside the garden was better than those outside.  
 
                    The prison Ray was in was tough, the facility revolved around making weapons, armor and other metal items from start to finish. There were men who went every morning to the mountain to mine ore, others had the job of extracting the different metals from the ore and most of the rest did the actual smithing under the tutelage of three master blacksmiths. Ray started out mining ore but received the garden job after the former garden master was killed for being sterile. There were other jobs in the prison but they were specialty jobs like cook, landscaper or anything else needed to run a prison. Those jobs were hard to come by and if someone got fired they would go back into ore. Ray had just finished marveling at his soil, he had put a lot of his magic into it and now it was almost black with nutrients instead of the light brown it was when he first came in. Ray accomplished this by magic and regulating what he grew but was careful not to grow too much or people would get suspicious. 
 
                    “You ready for tomorrow?” Max asked as he leaned on his broom. Max was about twenty and had joined the army to keep from starving and got his job cleaning the prison because a guard was sweet on him. Max had black hair that he kept long like the Gaea and had an average build and a poor excuse for a beard he decided to grow. 
 
                    “Everyday is the same for me” Ray replied. “I am learning a lot about these Largen plants and I think I have everything just right. It was a lot of work at first but now I spend most of my time relaxing in the sun or harvesting what the cooks need for meals”. 
 
                    “It is our day off tomorrow, we get one every month” Max replied. “They change over the guards during this time, you should pick one out before someone else wants her”. 
 
                    Ray shook his head and laughed at the prison politics. There was no guarantee that any of the guards wanted to do anything with them, women were just given the job because the majority of the men were out fighting. If a Largen guard was seeking an encounter, then the unwritten rule among prisoners was that you couldn’t try for their girl. The guards wouldn’t push themselves on you but made little hints that anyone but a complete fool would pick up on. Ray never bothered himself with any of it, when he came back from mining ore earlier on he was only interested in a bath and sleep. Now that he got the job he wanted he was content on staying where he was. He had seen at least three prisoners try to lay with more than one guard and found himself back mining ore. 
 
                    “Count me out of it” Ray replied. “You know how I feel about such things”. 
 
                    “Listen, one of the guards said she would bring me some stuff in” Max whispered. “There are even rumors of a furlough coming up, you can’t tell me you don’t want to be there”. 
 
                    “A furlough?” Ray said surprised. There had only been one work furlough since he had been there, a furlough was when they took prisoners out of the prison in order to work somewhere else for a day or so. Most of the time the prisoners ate fruit or vegetables, there was a small place to keep a few animals for meat but the man who cared for them was inept and had only gotten the job through sweet talking a guard. Stories were told about furloughs, people were snuck meat or bread and sometimes even had dessert. 
 
                    “A furlough is supposed to be happening in honor of one of Duke Treadwell’s sons, it’s his birthday or something and his staff needs more people” Max explained. “They have a wide variety of food, not just the stuff we eat here every day”. 
 
                    “Hey I try” Ray replied. “We weren’t eating good at all until I took over, unless you miss eating nothing but dry corn and sweet potatoes”. 
 
                    “Don’t be so defensive Ray” Max replied. “You have done wonders with this place and the times you help out the cooks, your sauces and drinks are the best I ever had. But we can have some real meat and some bread. Our cooks don’t know how to make bread Ray, we probably can have some milk, butter or cheese as well. But not if you sit in this garden all day, me and Devin were about to dip out for a bit. This is Devin’s girl last time here for a bit since they are transferring her up north to that cupcake prison where they only play around with wood items. Now I want some cupcakes, do you think there will be any on the furlough?” 
 
                    “Who said you are going on a furlough? Ray replied. 
 
                    “Why wouldn’t I? Max said as he tossed down his broom. “Come on man, I know you are finished for the day and we are one shy”. 
 
                    “Why don’t you go grab Daniel?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Because those damn highborn got him thrown in lockup for the day” Max spat. 
 
                    The highborn was a name prisoners gave other prisoners that were influential in Holyan. They consisted of officers and nobles and they constantly tried to push other prisoners around like they did back in Holyan. They were angry that people they would have bullied anywhere else started ignoring them or beating the hell out of them. The highborn held most of the specialty jobs and unlike most prisoners they stuck together and worked out a hierarchy based on how influential the person was back in Holyan. Their leader in the prison was a man named Wayne who was around fifty and was a general before he was captured.  
 
                    “What happened?” Ray replied.  
 
                    “They told that he had a strawberry” Max replied. “You know the rules regarding food, only in the eating area. The guard one of them were fucking wrote him up and now he is in lockup, he will probably lose his job smelting ore and go back to mining it”. 
 
                    “All over a damn strawberry” Ray said and spat. “I wish I could stop feeding those idiots any food”. 
 
                    “But you can’t” Max replied. “Come on Ray it will be fun, a couple of the guards have asked about you but you stay so closed off. Things can be a lot better for you if you wanted it to be”. 
 
                    “Things are nice for me now” Ray replied. “I can grow multiple plants and even experiment with making different potions”. 
 
                    “What is a potion?” Max asked. 
 
                    “Trust me you have had some already” Ray laughed. “Alright I’ll go along with you but not for very long. The guards rarely watch me out here and if I do get one I normally plow them with enough wine until they go away”. 
 
                    “Wait a minute, you can make wine?” Max asked. “How come you have never shared any of this wine with us?” 
 
                    “Because I am not stupid” Ray replied. “Besides I cover the alcohol taste well enough that the guard doesn’t realize what they are drinking until they are already drunk and horny. Once they find out I am not good sport they tend to go elsewhere”. 
 
                    “Well where is this wine, I want some” Max replied. “We can see the guards later, I want to get drunk”. 
 
                    “And lose your job” Ray replied as he picked up the broom. “You are willing to throw all that away for a little wine? I know you like sleeping with the lady guards, do you remember how tough it was coming from the mines? They demanded you wash up and by the time that was done and you ate you would be in a poor mood to enjoy the experience. With your current job you can fuck all day and come here to eat random things out of the garden instead of just eating once at dinner”. 
 
                    “You got a point” Max replied. “Let’s go see how Devin is doing, he will shit a mud brick that you finally decided to join us”. 
 
                    Ray followed Max through a back corridor and into a small room with nothing but a couple of chairs for furniture. Devin was there and looked shocked as he gave Ray a hearty handshake followed by a hug. Three guards were there but it was obvious that they were relaxing since their truncheons and daggers were discarded into a corner and they looked up to see Ray and Max. Ray had seen the guards around but did not know their names since he called them all guard. 
 
                    “The big Gaea came out to play” said the woman next to him. She was around thirty and had a round face and blue eyes. Ray could tell she must had been a field worker or someone who did things with her hands since her hands did not look as delicate as the other two and she looked to be in decent shape. 
 
                    “I hoped he would be a good replacement for Daniel” Max said hesitantly. 
 
                    “It’s just that I have never seen him out while he was not working before” the guard replied. “He spends most of his time in that garden and the male guards normally get that assignment since it is a bit more dangerous and you may have to fight a prisoner one on one”. 
 
                    “We would never attack you” Max replied. 
 
                    “Right now you wouldn’t because you get free pussy” the guard replied as one of the other women, the guard with the light brown hair laughed. “But this one is not happy with it, I don’t think a single woman this rotation can say she has bedded him”. 
 
                    “That’s because it makes life harder here” Ray replied. “I am content to hide out in the garden and the warden lets me because my produce is good”. 
 
                    “How can pussy make a man’s life harder?” the guard closest to him asked. “Do you know how many Largen men would trade places with you if they could?” 
 
                    “Not all Largen men would Patricia” the guard with the light brown hair spoke. “But the ones who are sterile definitely would”. 
 
                    “Of course the sterile ones would” the guard Ray now knew as Patricia replied. “All you men have to do here is make metal things and fuck pussy. That reminds me, is your little game tomorrow?” 
 
                    “Little game?” Devin asked. 
 
                    “Now they think we are stupid Anna” Patricia said to the guard with the light brown hair. “We know about your little politics, you all get together and pick out a guard you want to try sleeping with and the others better leave her alone, even the highborn respects those rules”. 
 
                    “How do you know that name highborn?” Devin asked. 
 
                    “We know many things here, most of us just look the other way if it does not affect our job” Anna said. “It becomes obvious actually if only one man pays you any attention, besides men tend to talk a lot if they are balls deep in something”. 
 
                    “Is it normal for women to talk this way here?” Max asked. 
 
                    “I am sure the women in Holyan speak the same way when they do not have to put up any pretenses” Patricia said as she patted a seat for Ray to sit down.  
 
                    “Are any of you staying past this rotation” Devin asked as he threw his arm around Anna who snuggled up to him. 
 
                    “I know I am not” Patricia began. “We only owe six months out of the year and I have a husband to get back to. Too bad Daniel isn’t here, I was hoping to tell him he was going to be a father. I had my fun, I know my husband will be excited to hear the news when I get back”. 
 
                    “He will be excited to hear you slept with another man?” Max asked. 
 
                    “Well we are farmers” Patricia replied. “The way things go in Largen is that you work until you can’t any more then your children will take care of you. If we do not have any kids, then we will be stuck broke and unable to care for ourselves. We are better off than most and my husband is much older than I am, that is the only reason he hasn’t been sent to war. No man is happy with his pussy being taken but for us women it is kind of liberating. I can do things with Daniel that I wouldn’t dare try with husband and go back and be his sweet little Patricia. The only reason a woman takes this job as her service is to get pregnant or have a bit of fun, the hours are way too long and there are no days off. It is much easier working somewhere else for the war effort”. 
 
                    “Come on now Devin don’t be cross” Anna said as she kissed Devin’s neck. “I saw your face while Patricia was talking and so did Erika even though she hasn’t said anything. We can never be more than what we are now, even if my side loses the war. All of us are married to good men who are sterile and not fighting in the war just yet. We miss them and want to get back to them just like I am sure you all have a woman somewhere back in Holyan”. 
 
                    “So this is all purely physical then?” Devin asked as he broke her embrace. 
 
                    “Not purely physical but a lot of it is” Anna replied. “Look at it this way, you are safe from being killed in a war and get to have sex almost every day. I know when I leave here tomorrow you will pick out another guard and the game will start again. Depending on how long you stay here, all of our faces will start running together and you may even forget my name. I won’t forget yours though, I haven’t had my woman time in two months. Be happy you were able to help a good couple bring life into this world”. 
 
                    “It is like we are living in one of the houses” Max said as he sat down next to Patricia then looked up embarrassed at Ray. “No offense Ray, I meant nothing by it”. 
 
                    “None taken, I never worked in the houses” Ray replied. 
 
                    “What are you talking about?” Erika asked. 
 
                    “To combat the cull we snatched little Gaea men from the great forest” Max began. “The queen has a plan to combat the cull by breeding the resistances in the Gaea into our blood. It is hard for most Gaea to find work, the prettiest of them are sent to the houses. They are blindfolded and handle their business with a lady in exchange for room and board. Holyan men can work there too but it is frowned upon no matter how much money they offer, no woman would date you if you ever worked in a place like that so only the desperate go there. I thought as big and chiseled as Ray is that someone had put him to work in one of those before. It would answer a lot of questions like why he hasn’t snuck off somewhere to have a good time. I thought it just brought back bad memories and he just doesn’t want it the way most men do. If you are constantly exposed to it, it may lose its charm”. 
 
                    “What did you do Ray if you were not working in one of the houses?” Devin asked. 
 
                    “I am a noble” Ray replied as he could feel Patricia’s fingers massaging his back. “I used to be the son of influential people in the great forest, I was taken and given away as payment to a poor noble with no sons. He adopted me and for most of my life I did the same thing I am doing here, but it takes a bad turn from there. I caught the eye of the crown princess and without going into too much detail my life was similar to what those in the houses are going through. Let’s just say your current and future Queens are not nice people. Well the princess wanted a little fun when she was heading to the front line and brought me instead of her betrothed and the Largen captured me. I miss my family but I am not going back there”. 
 
                    “You are a noble?” Max asked. “Why don’t you hang around with the highborn then?” 
 
                    “You have met the highborn” Ray replied. “Would you hang out with them?” 
 
                    “Good point” Devin replied. “You met the princess?” 
 
                    “Unfortunately” Ray replied. 
 
                    “And her man doesn’t have an issue with you being around?” Devin asked. 
 
                    “He is just as much a prisoner as I was” Ray said shaking his head. “He can’t leave his room and other than Melody, the only person he can talk to of the opposite sex is the same maid that cleans my room. Meanwhile Melody lets him know every detail of what she does to me or have me do to her”. 
 
                    “How can she get away with this?” Patricia said as she stopped massaging Ray’s shoulders.  
 
                    “Because I have a family that she threatened and she likes the things I can do” Ray replied. “I have the magic of the Gaea running through my veins, I can grow anything almost anywhere and I was her staff maker. Almost all of the mages are using a staff I made and they are in agreement I should stay and make more. It is not like I can tell anyone, who would take my word over hers?” 
 
                    “Is that what that branch is that I see you playing with? Max asked. “I had wondered about that”. 
 
                    “It is” Ray replied. “It is harder to do though since I don’t have any cutting tools, I am using my abilities to slowly shape the wood the way I want it and infuse it with my magic. I have never worked on a piece for so long”. 
 
                    “Wait a minute” Devin replied. “If you are a mage why didn’t you just fly out here and leave?” 
 
                    “I am not a mage for one” Ray replied. “Gaea magic revolves around growing things and mixing up different ingredients. And if I could fly, where would I go? I already eat more than my fair share in the garden and I am not as addicted to meat as you all are. I am in here away from your princess doing exactly what I would be doing outside of these walls”. 
 
                    “It is too bad all of the areas are taken and that you took too long to come hang out with us” Patricia said as she started again massaging Ray’s back. “Unlike your friends you get your role in life and understand your situation. You were my pick at first until you refused to come out of the garden”. 
 
                    “What do you mean your pick?” Devin asked. “You guys pick too?” 
 
                    “Of course we do” Anna replied. “You don’t think you picked me by luck, do you? When you are all lined up to meet the new guards at rotation I brushed my hand against yours a little and made eye contact to let you know I was interested. We make our picks as you are checked for weapons by the old guard then walked into your exercise field. After that we ignore or are shitty to the other prisoners except our chosen. Keep it to yourself though, no need of ruining the game”. 
 
                    “Well I have to leave too Max” Erika replied. “Don’t worry you are not a dad. I have to go to Pine”. 
 
                    “What is pine?” Max asked. “Is that the real name of the cupcake prison?” 
 
                    “Cupcake prison?” Erika asked. 
 
                    “The one where they just cut down trees and make things out of wood” Max replied. “I think they have it easier than we do so we call them cupcakes”. 
 
                    “Well it is tougher there than you think” Erika began. “That is where most prisoners are um, dealt with”. 
 
                    “What do you mean by dealt with?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Killed” Patricia finished. “Almost all of the sterile prisoners go there along with problematic high ranking nobles. The nobles are kept alive but are treated harshly and made to perform back breaking labor or go hungry. Many women sign up for this work thinking they will come here, imagine instead being sent to that place. There isn’t really any oversight there either, the work may be tougher here but none of you have to worry about being tortured or misused, they do”. 
 
                    “It’s like that in Grain as well” Anna added. 
 
                    “Let me guess, Grain is a prison that deals with grains” Ray remarked. 
 
                    “It does, their main job is to plant and harvest big fields of grains and turn it into flour” Patricia said as she got up and sat in Ray’s lap. “Grain is a mixture of this place and Pine except all of the best-looking men are sent here. You had to notice none of you are hard on the eyes. But enough about prisons, I don’t think I have ever been held by a man your size before, wrap your arms around me so I can see how it feels. I promise it won't go further than that, no need in having your friend Daniel cross at you”. 
 
                    “Too bad we can’t move around though” Devin said as Anna started kissing him on his neck. 
 
                    “You could move around if you wanted” Patricia replied as she snuggled in Ray’s arms. “You can have better food as well but none of you want to sign up”. 
 
                    “Sign up for what?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “She is talking about that fighting thing” Max said shaking his head. “I aint stupid enough to battle it out with my countrymen for someone else’s amusement”. 
 
                    “It is not only your countrymen, Largen prisoners get a chance to compete as well” Patricia replied. 
 
                    “I haven’t heard of this fight league but who would sign up for that just to change scenery” Ray said shaking his head. 
 
                    “It is more than that” Patricia replied. “Normally the winner gets to choose from five different gifts, regardless the food is a lot better and everyone gets to eat it”. 
 
                    “You forgot to tell him about the biggest prize” Anna added. “Win twenty fights and you can work outside of the prison and keep most of your own money, you have to stay in the town your prison is located and you have to go back to prison to sleep every night and get counted but many prisoners are trying for it. It is the only thing that passes the day in the other places, anyone who signs up is excused from working until their fight. We never do anything like that here because no one signs up”. 
 
                    “I want to sign up” Ray said as Patricia’s warm body sitting on his crotch started his loins stirring. 
 
                    “There you are” Patricia said as she winked at Anna then really got comfortable. “I can help you sign up before I leave but the fight is in two days, you would have to leave with Erika’s group then fight with no time to practice”. 
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    The Prison Gladiator 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                    Ray looked around at his new surroundings, it was dark out but there was a big difference between this prison and the one he had come from. Pine was a lot larger and everything was made from wood, the same wood that gave the prison its name. Guards looked him over as he entered, he was the only fighter from Stone and he could hear them whispering. Ray didn’t like the way they looked, he was in a hurry to get everything over with so he could leave, next week he would be fighting in Grain and then get two weeks off and could travel back to Stone. Ray was shown to the sleeping area, it was a large room with no blankets or padding and men slept on the floor. Ray was shocked at first but realized it made sense, he had his own small cell in Stone and even had a mattress but that probably was for the benefit of the guards watching the prisoners than anything else. Ray found an empty spot and settled down to go to sleep, about an hour later he felt a foot nudging him. 
 
                    “You hungry?” said a guard as she waved a piece of chicken in front of him.  
 
                    “No thank you” Ray replied and laid back down. 
 
                    “Oh you think you are too good for my food now?” the guard replied. “I forget you prisoners in Stone get everything you want. Stand up while I am talking to you”. 
 
                    Ray shook his head and stood up, the room was dimly lit but he could see other prisoners had woken up but were faking sleep to avoid being spotted. Ray looked down at the guard who took a bite out of the drumstick she was carrying. The lady was short and incredibly thin with stringy black hair and yellowed and blackened teeth that looked rotten. Ray thought she looked hilarious trying to be intimidating as she was only as high as his waist. 
 
                    “What are these tattoos for swirling all around your legs?” the guard asked. “Take off that sack you have and let me get a good look at you to make sure you are not hiding anything. In Pine we take our job more serious that they do in Stone”. 
 
                    Ray took off his sack and stood there naked as the guard looked him over making sure to scan his manhood as she had him raised his arms and turn around. 
 
                    “You know it is very drafty in here” the guard replied. “And the floor is hard, I have a blanket and mattress you could use, but what do I get out of it?” 
 
                    “The floor is fine, can I get dressed now” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Maybe I am not making myself clear” the guard replied. “How much do you cost? I know how things work over there in Stone, next rotation I should be there myself instead of stuck in this shit hole. You fuck for favors over there, now what is it going to be?” 
 
                    “I just want to go to bed, I have a big fight tomorrow” Ray replied. 
 
                    “You are going to regret this” the guard replied. “Maybe next time you come here you will get with the program”. 
 
                    Ray watched her leave and went to sleep, about an hour went by and he could hear movement but ignored it. A hard blow caught him full in the face, Ray figured it was hard because of the noise the blow made and figured it was a stick as he suddenly felt blows all over his body. Ray could get up and fight but decided against it, despite the best efforts of his attackers unless they were using something tougher than sticks he would be okay. Ray kept his eyes closed as the beating finally stopped. 
 
                    “That will teach him” a voice said and Ray could hear someone spitting and felt the wetness on his body. “They are probably telling every secret they know and have it easy while we are being worked to the bone. I bet the women up there won't fuck him after this”. 
 
                    “Can we get our food now?” Another man asked. “We did what you wanted”. 
 
                    “I suppose” Ray heard the female guard from earlier say. “Follow me”. 
 
                    Ray heard retreating footsteps then felt someone try to take his pulse. “I am alive” Ray said as he opened his eyes and saw an older man. 
 
                    “Don’t cross the guards here stranger” the old man whispered. “That one is just after a bit of fun, the others are worse. If you ever come back here you would remember it is easy to do what they want and survive. Any news on the war?” 
 
                    “It is a stalemate right now” Ray replied. “We captured a good bit of land, the first kingdom we captured but the other two became one kingdom again and they are keeping us out. People think Largen will cut its losses and hand over the lost region to get a peace agreement then regroup from there”. 
 
                    “That is what I heard as well” the old man replied. “Well get your sleep, they worked you over good but you might as well rest as much as possible before your fight”. 
 
                    Ray nodded but was irritated he had been woken up three times now and was happy he had gotten some sleep on the way up. When morning came Ray woke up and stretched, the fights happened early and would last until noon then the fighters would eat a feast in front of the non-combatants then travel to the next area. Ray thought it was heartless to make a bunch of starving people watch other prisoners eat food but it was signed off on by the Duke and it was said his wife came to watch the fights and was a big fan.  
 
                    “What are you doing here?” Gregory asked as he spotted Ray about to leave. 
 
                    “I was captured same as you” Ray replied as he could see the fat noble had lost weight. “Nice to see you are not as fat and disgusting”. 
 
                    “You the one that got beat last night?” Gregory asked. “You don’t look hurt”. 
 
                    “What do you want Gregory, I have no desire to talk to your fat ass about anything” Ray replied. “You are not a Baronet here, just a fat ass with a nasty attitude and a big mouth”. 
 
                    “I need your help Gaea” Gregory replied. “See if you can get me moved down there with you”. 
 
                    “Why in the hell would I help you?” Ray spat. “The life up here agrees with you, hard work, no pay and ass holes throwing your predicament in your face. Now you know how any commoner that has to deal with you feels”. 
 
                    “Okay I am a fat bully” Gregory replied. “I know they take non-sterile men up there and I have to leave this place”. 
 
                    Ray looked and can see the fear in his eyes and felt sorry for him. Gregory was still chubby but he wasn’t the sweating obese man he had been. Ray looked at the other prisoners, they were all thin and looked malnutritioned. “What do you think I can do, I am just a prisoner too”. 
 
                    “Where is your trainer?” Gregory asked. 
 
                    “I don’t have one” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Name me your trainer, as long as you are fighting they will let me travel with you” Gregory said in a whisper. “I won't be able to have any of your rewards but it will get me out of this place. Let’s catch up later, the guards are coming”. 
 
                    “Look at this one” a male guard said looking Ray over. “I put my money on this one, I don’t think anybody out there can beat him in a throw down. What prison you come from slave?” 
 
                    “Not this one” Ray replied. “Can my trainer come out here as well?” 
 
                    “Who is your trainer?” the guard replied. 
 
                    “He is Sir” Ray replied and pointed at Gregory. “Taught me everything I know about brawling”. 
 
                    “Meat taught you how to brawl?” The guard said loudly as many of the guards waking people up started laughing. Meat is only good for running his mouth, he got something stuck in it once, now he hasn’t been so mouthy. None of the nobles here are mouthy anymore, you used to work for Meat?” 
 
                    “Something like that Sir” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Well you don’t any longer, there is no status among prisoners here” the guard proclaimed. “We beat the self-entitlement out of all of them, makes things smoother”. 
 
                    “He is still my trainer Sir” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Now why would you want to take one of the highest Holyan nobles we have?” the guard asked as he eyed Ray. “How long have you been imprisoned?” 
 
                    “A little more than three months” Ray replied. 
 
                    “We have only had Meat here for half that” the guard replied. “I think you might be a plant to rescue him or something”. 
 
                    “Who would want to rescue meat?” A female guard asked, the same one from last night. “Go ahead Meat, list all of your titles and accomplishments and complain about food being poor. Go ahead and demand some meat this instant and slap a guard or two”. 
 
                    “I don’t want to fight” Gregory said meekly. 
 
                    “You damn right you don’t” the male guard replied. “Bet you won’t do that shit ever again”. 
 
                    “You look to be in good health” the female guard stated as she looked over Ray confused. 
 
                    “With my trainer I think we can win our fight” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Your fight?” the woman laughed. “This is a tournament today, we need to impress. The Duke, his wife and his daughters will be in attendance. This isn’t, win a fight and have a good meal. The first round of losers will be given ten lashes, this will cut down of those from other prisons who do as little as possible in their fights and collect a good meal at the end of it, not to mention avoid working. Lose and you are back in your prison with a little pain to remember us by. That includes their trainers Meat, just in case you are wondering. 
 
                    “Even with Meat as his trainer I think he will at least win two fights” the male guard said.  
 
                    “Well the prizes the fights today have been upped to properly motivate, you can't count any of them out” the female replied.  
 
                    “Can I leave now, I have little time to train” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Get lost” the guard replied and motioned with his hand for Ray to move along. 
 
                    Ray followed Gregory outside to a large yard where other men were already out loosening up. Ray looked around at what they were doings and threw a few jabs, he felt stupid for doing this and had no idea what he should be practicing. 
 
                    “You think you can win a round Ray?” Gregory asked. “You want to try your hardest, they are not shy with using the whip here”. 
 
                    “I think we will be alright” Ray replied. “Is it really that bad here?” 
 
                    “It is worse than whatever you are imagining” Gregory replied. “How is your prison, the one with the traitors?” 
 
                    “No one there is a traitor” Ray replied. “It is set up almost like the Houses back home but with a lot more oversight. It can be a tough place but there are no troublemakers there, compared to this place you might as well be living back at home”. 
 
                    “Do they feed you more than one meal every other day?” Gregory asked. “They just started feeding me again, I only had water for most of the time I have been here”. 
 
                    “Don’t worry” Ray replied. “They said something about bigger prizes?” 
 
                    “You aint winning that” Gregory whispered. “The whole thing is a farce, after you win more than 15 matches then they start matching you up against Largen. This is their national sport, all they do is train and they will find the one that matches up best against you, since they would have seen you fight a few times”. 
 
                    “I am talking about today” Ray whispered. “I heard the top five gets their choice of prizes, like a pair of pants, some boots, some small clothes, their favorite meal or a jacket”. 
 
                    “It is normally out of the best five matches, the winner would get to choose” Gregory began. “The winner today would have had to fight eight matches to be the overall winner and there are four Largen here. The bracket is set up so the Largen wouldn’t have to meet up until the last two matches, that way they can avoid each other and knock out any of us who might be close to that twenty wins. The only change in the prizes today is a night with a whore and a cask of ale. The top seven will get to pick instead of the top five”. 
 
                    Ray nodded and waited for his first match, it was a man of slight build who had a cleft lip and a forehead that looked slightly too large. His opponent looked at him nervously and Ray could see his mark clearly from all the movement his head did. This prisoner had to be from Grain, he was scared but looked like he took regular baths. 
 
                    “This your first time” Ray asked. 
 
                    “I fought before, just no one as big as you are Gaea” the man replied. “You sound like you are from Holyan”. 
 
                    “Because I am from Holyan” Ray replied. 
 
                    “I thought you were one of the Largen” the man replied. 
 
                    “Enough talking and fight” came the sharp voice of a guard. “The Duke ain’t got all day, now hurry up before it gets too hot out here”. 
 
                    Ray charged his opponent and grabbed him after eating two punches to the chin. It wasn’t hard to wrap his arm around his opponent’s windpipe and put him to sleep. His opponent was drug to a post and tied up as Ray sat down so the next fight could happen, he could hear the whip and the man screaming as the next match was going on. The sound unnerved the next two fighters, they circled around each other and were only landing blows here and there. 
 
                    “New rule” said a man Gregory pointed out as the one who ran Pine. “This is a five minute hourglass, any fight that doesn’t have enough blood by the time this drains will be declared a draw and you both will go to the stocks to receive your reward”. 
 
                    The fights started being fierce after that, Ray could hear the crowd enjoying the spectacle as men started being drug off the field instead of walking under their own power. For the next round the five minute rule was in effect minus the punishment, the fights still had a lot of brutality but so far the men Ray had fought had all been small but he could see their were big men spread out through the tournament. Ray’s second opponent went out just like the first, the man simply couldn’t keep Ray off of him and the match ended quickly. The crowd started to jeer him, they were mostly made up of Largen, the non-fighting prisoners in Pine would be brought out later to watch the participants eat. Ray ignored their voices, he had no need to shed blood and his method was just as effective. 
 
                    “Good job cousin” Gregory replied. “I can’t believe I am leaving this place, just keep your wits about you and if you are being beaten too bad just submit. We are guaranteed to leave here now, all we have to do is wait this out”. 
 
                    “I plan on winning more than two” Ray replied. “I am tired of running around here with no pants, I can see some of the men here have pants and boots. The sack they give us as clothing is horrible, at least I will have something to go along with it”. 
 
                    “Right now it looks like they are putting all of you big men against the smallest” Gregory explained. Your next fight won't be that easy, it is still too many people here for me to get a read on who you will be fighting but I have kept an eye on the brackets. There is grumbling about your fighting style though, the people want to see blood. Look at how the Largen fight, that is what they want to see”. 
 
                    “Fuck the Largen” Ray replied.  
 
                    Ray’s next match was against a man bigger than his first two opponents and he wore boots to the fight. Ray charged him and went for the same maneuver, just as Ray wrapped his arms around the man he felt his opponent’s boot slide down his shin and stomp on the top of his foot. Ray let the man go instantly as he felt blood running down his leg. The man had to have spikes on the sole of his boot and Ray could see had decent puncture marks on the top of his foot that started bleeding as well. That move hurt, if he was a normal man he would have a foot filled with broken bones, what he had was just a sore bleeding foot. His opponent gave him no rest and started throwing looping punches that were landing on the chin, Ray stuck out his hand and grabbed the man by the throat, his opponent brought his foot up to kick and Ray grabbed the leg and slammed his opponent on the ground. His opponent fought for air as Ray transitioned into his chokehold and used the ground to protect him from any more stomping tactics. The crowd booed him again as the man went out, Ray got up and checked his leg over then walked over to his seat. 
 
                    “Stay put, I will see about washing that off” Gregory replied. “Things catch infection here really quick and the healers love chopping things off”. 
 
                    Ray watched Gregory leave and started to notice many of the men remaining had on boots. It made sense Ray thought, they used them as weapons against those with no shoes and the ones wearing pants probably had some kind of nasty surprise waiting for whoever they kicked. Ray thought his wounds were not that bad but had to play the part. Other fighters were being treated by their trainers, he would let Gregory do the same and if his cousin was correct then Gregory could leave with him.  
 
                    The next couple of rounds were a mixture of tough fights and beatdowns, the Largen all made it through along with most of the bigger Holyan prisoners. The only surprise was when an average sized man Gregory called Harlon landed three solid blows and knocked a much bigger man unconscious. Ray fought his next couple of rounds much as he did the first, he was bigger than his opponents and it was easier to just smother them instead of getting into a big brawl where he could really hurt someone. He only had three fights remaining now and they were all against tough opponents, if he won his next fight then he would be matched up against one of the Largen who had decent size and at least two of them outweighed him. Ray entered his next match with a man Gregory called Bull who liked to end his matches sort of like Ray. Instead of smothering though Bull liked to tackle men to the ground and straddle them before punching them in the face over and over. The crowd liked his technique and what his opponents looked like after the fight since the guards were slow to stop a good pounding. The fight started and Bull rushed, Ray threw a light jab which caught his opponent on the nose followed by a straight which knocked the man on his behind. Bull was dazed on the ground as Ray wrapped his arms around the big man’s neck, his opponent realized what happened and bit down hard on Ray’s forearm. Ray’s skin turned the attack away and soon Ray held a big sleeping prisoner. 
 
                    “From now on, no choking or any submission moves” the warden said as the crowd cheered.  
 
                    People were shouting for blood and the other fights gave it to them. It was by luck the opponent Ray was supposed to fight next was too injured to do so, the big Largen had won his fight but soaked up too much damage which gave Ray a bye to the final round. The other two remaining opponents protested this, they were both Largen and Ray could tell they were in bad shape as well. They were foolish for playing to the crowd, their fighting style brought a lot of cheers but they had fought six fights so far and had gotten hit in every one of them. Now they had to fight each other with the winner having to fight Ray immediately afterwards. Ray laughed as the Largen tore into each other, the guards gave him angry looks but he didn’t care. These men were sabotaging themselves, they were already guaranteed a top three pick of prizes and should have taken it easy. Ray watched in satisfaction as the fight ended, the winner had a broken nose and looked to have a busted left hand as well.  
 
                    “I think we have this won” Ray replied. “That man aint in any condition to fight”. 
 
                    “No he isn’t” Gregory agreed.  
 
                    Ray stood up and went to stand in the center of ring and wait for his opponent, the man walked inside as well but looked absolutely terrible now Ray could see him up close. Ray was waiting for the signal to begin as his opponent looked resigned to his fate. 
 
                    “This is two easy fights in row for you prisoner” the Duke’s voice boomed out as he stood and looked at Ray. “I will declare you the champion of this tournament but your final fight shouldn’t be this easy, you are fresh and your opponent can barely walk. I am going to make this fight a lot more interesting, give you a proper challenge and I will let you choose your opponent. You can pick out any of my guards to my left to fight, or you can take on my mage”. 
 
                    “The mage” Ray said looking at the woman holding a staff.  
 
                    “Are you sure?” The Duke replied. 
 
                    “The ring is small Your Grace” Ray began. “I will be on her before she can get a spell off”. 
 
                    “Very well” the Duke said as he addressed the crowd. “Are you ready to see a mage battle?” he asked loudly as the crowd started cheering. 
 
                    Ray watched the woman climb into the ring, as soon as the signal was given she raised her staff but instead of casting a spell she thrusted it into his chest then pulled back and swung it around to collide with his head. It was a good blow Ray thought as it backed him up and made him take a knee. The mage hit him again with the staff on the side of the head and Ray began reaching out for her. She was fast, nimble and did not rely solely on magic as Ray could feel smack into him and send him to the ground. Power started pouring into him and his head cleared instantly, he sprang up to grab the frozen mage and snatched away her staff and tossed it out of the ring. The mage stood their frozen as Ray stood in front of her, daring her to do something. The Mage reacted quickly and brought her elbow into his crotch, the blow dropped him but Ray now had a hold of the girl and wrapped his arms around her throat until the pain stopped and she was out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    The Great Escape 
 
      
 
      
 
                    “Are you sure about this Ray?” Gregory asked worried. “If we get caught then we are dead”. 
 
                    “Stay here if you want, I am leaving right now” Ray replied. “I should have already been back at my prison, they are sore losers who are trying to keep me here”. 
 
                    “You have only been here a day and this is the great forest we are in, at least the outer portion of it anyway” Gregory replied as he swung his ax. “A lot of people have tried running through this forest, everything in there is poisonous, the Gaea don’t take kindly to anyone running through their forest. Not even the guards will follow you in, do you know how many prisoners we lose out here every week?” 
 
                    “No” Ray replied. 
 
                    “At least one” Gregory replied. “They are either bitten by something or scratch themselves on one of the plants around here. The ones that tried to run are presumed dead”. 
 
                    “Are you coming with me?” Ray replied. “I know the cure to most of these poisons”. 
 
                    “What do you mean you know the cure?” Gregory asked. 
 
                    “It is just like I said, now let’s go” Ray said as he started moving deeper into the forest.  
 
                    Prisoners shouted to give them away and a few arrows were launched their way but they were nowhere near hitting anything. Ray ran and could hear Gregory behind him and started looking around for things. He found what he was looking for, it was a plant whose sap dried into a tough but malleable substance. Ray scooped up as much of it as possible then tore off a piece of bark. 
 
                    “What are you doing, we have to move” Gregory whispered. 
 
                    “I am making you shoes” Ray replied. “My feet are tougher than yours are and the forest up ahead is unexplored”. 
 
                    Ray stuck the substance to the bark then tied the whole thing to Gregory’s feet using vines. These were horrible shoes but at least it would keep the thorns out if he ever stepped on them. Ray had Gregory follow his exact path, twice Ray had been bitten by vipers who couldn’t puncture his skin. If it had been Gregory who was bit then he would have had to stop and make the antidote assuming he could find the snake that bit down. That got Ray thinking as he made Gregory some protection for his lower leg the same way he made the shoes, the bark should be able to keep out any fangs from biting vipers but deeper in he knew he had to watch out for constrictors. They traveled this way for most of the morning before Gregory called a halt. 
 
                    “We are being watched” Gregory said as he looked around. 
 
                    “How do you know” Ray asked as he started looking around as well. 
 
                    “It’s not the guards but somebody is out there” Gregory replied. “I have stopped a couple of times and could still hear movement that wasn’t yours”. 
 
                    “Is it the guards” Ray asked. “If they still have that mage she can fly”. 
 
                    “She wouldn’t fly in here” Gregory asked as Ray could see his face freeze. 
 
                    “I found them” Gregory replied and pointed. 
 
                    Up in a tree Ray could see a figure dash behind a big branch, it was too shadowy to determine the sex but whatever he saw was not an animal. The figure stayed crouched for a while then took off running and jumped from limb to limb until it was out of sight. Ray and Gregory looked at each other but continued on, whoever it was didn’t matter, the only thing that did was that they kept moving. Ray wasn’t sure if they were heading in the right direction, Holyan was north but until it became dark he couldn’t change his course in the correct direction and that was only if he could see the stars. 
 
                    “We need to make camp soon” Ray said as the sky was getting darker. “We have been moving all day and haven’t had anything to eat”. 
 
                    “Where are we going to get food?” Gregory asked.  
 
                    “There are bugs all around us and none of them are poisonous” Ray replied. “There are some berries hanging around but they are poisonous to everyone, even the Gaea if they are eaten”. 
 
                    “I am not eating bugs” Gregory said as he watched Ray crunch into a few. 
 
                    “You will die out here then” Ray replied. “You are already malnutritioned and this is a long trip”. 
 
                    “Give me some of those bugs” Gregory said as he snatched up a handful from under an old rotten log and ate it. “Disgusting” Gregory said and made a sour face. “Where are we going to sleep?” 
 
                    “Up in the trees” Ray replied. “I don’t know what animals are down here but it has to be less of them up there. We still have our axes, when should be able to deal with anything that gets up that high”. 
 
                    “How am I going to climb up there?” Gregory asked. “I have lost some weight but I am still not strong”. 
 
                    “I’ll help you” Ray said as he continued looking for food. 
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                    “Why don’t they do something” Gregory said nervously as he looked up into the branches and saw several figures following them. They have been on us for three days now and have not attacked”. 
 
                    “Who knows” Ray replied. “They probably thought we would be dead by now and are curious”. 
 
                    “I almost was a few times, I hate this forest” Gregory spat.  
 
                    “Would you rather be out here with me or back with the Largen?” Ray asked.  “We can't do anything about them anyway, we should just keep pressing forward”. 
 
                    “Something is not right Ray, they are climbing down” Gregory said as he sped up. 
 
                    “Follow me” Ray replied as he tried to avoid them by changing directions. 
 
                    Ray increased his pace but the Gaea were everywhere now, it was more than the few he had seen and could hear them giving out cries as they streamed down the tree. They were surrounded on all sides now, Ray and Gregory held their axes high as the Gaea closed in around them. The Gaea had a mixture of weapons, some looked like those you would find in Holyan, Largen or any of the other civilized nations while some had cruder Gaea weapons like a war staff. 
 
                    “What do you want?” Gregory screamed as he swung his weapon back and forth. 
 
                    “You shouldn’t have come here Outsiders” a female warrior said as she held a blow tube to her mouth. 
 
                    “I was born here” Ray replied. “I aint no Outsider”. 
 
                    “Liar!” another voice said from behind Ray making him turn to the speaker. “You even sound like an Outsider”. 
 
                    “My mother was Raelin” Ray said as he waited for the Gaea to get close. “She was the great shaman before she fell”. 
 
                    “Liar!” another voice said from Gregory’s direction. Ray did not turn around to see the speaker, he had his back to Gregory and needed to watch what was in front of him. 
 
                    “Explain my eyes then” Ray said quickly. “I have the old magic and I know how to use it”. 
 
                    “You are not a shaman Outsider” the woman with the blow dart said as she continued talking. “I don’t know how you made it this far but your life ends here”. 
 
                    “I can prove it” Ray replied. 
 
                    “Wait” came a male voice. Ray could see an older man walk forward, he was bent at the waist from age and needed a stick to get around. The warriors stopped and parted for him, Ray lowered his axe as the man came closer and went to a knee so they could see each other better. The man felt Ray’s face in between his hands then began to speak. 
 
                    “He is one of the lost ones” the old man spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “I thought you were all dead when the Outsiders took you, how are you still here?” 
 
                    “They didn’t kill us when they grabbed us” Ray began. “They needed a way to produce more workers and we were it. The man behind me is a family member”. 
 
                    “He is not Gaea” the old man said looking over at Gregory. 
 
                    “No” Ray said as he was relieved to see the warriors start lowering their weapons. “I was adopted by a family, his family”. 
 
                    “Where are the rest of the lost ones?” the old man asked.  
 
                    “Still in the land they were taken to along with their kids” Ray replied. “It is a death sentence for any Gaea to be near the great forest, the only reason I am here is because the Outsiders started fighting each other and we were both captured. We are trying to go home now”. 
 
                    “We should kill the Outsider” the woman with the blow dart spoke. 
 
                    “No Faylin” the old man replied. “He is with one of the lost ones and I am sure they have a story to tell”. 
 
                    “We can’t let his kind live, if we do Outsiders will be all over the great forest” Faylin replied. “Do you want them to take even more from us? The Great Mother should decide this, she is in charge, not you”. 
 
                    “I won't say shit to anybody” Gregory pleaded. “I only want to get home to my family”. 
 
                    “Liar!” Faylin screamed. “You have the tree cutting weapon in your hand, you want to chop down the great forest so you can kill us easier”. 
 
                    “I don’t want any of that” Gregory replied.  
 
                    “We will let them pass” the old man replied. 
 
                    “No we won’t” Faylin said as she now closed distance on the old man causing Ray to rise to his feet. Faylin was startled at first but kept her hand on her blow tube, Ray could tell she had something in her mouth. “We will either bring them to the Great Mother or kill them First Father, these warriors are mine to command, not yours”. 
 
                    “The great mother said we should let the forest kill the Outsiders” the old man replied. 
 
                    “But the forest hasn’t First Father” Faylin replied. “They have defeated our vipers and the plants are not effective. They know about the great forest and can defeat the poison”. 
 
                    “You don’t know if they will make it out Faylin, we should leave them” the old man said now facing the woman. 
 
                    “If he has the old magic the Great Mother would want to know” Faylin replied. 
 
                    “I thought you said they needed to die” the old man said not backing down. 
 
                    “Drop your weapons Outsiders or we will kill you here” Faylin screamed. “The Great Mother will decide your fate”. 
 
                    “What do we do Ray?” Gregory asked. 
 
                    “We drop our weapons” Ray said as he let his weapon clatter to the floor. “I can take them but not without getting you killed, now hurry up and drop your weapons”. 
 
                    “We need to blindfold them” the old man replied. “I am sorry for this lost one but we cannot chance you remembering your way back here”. 
 
                    Ray let himself be blindfolded, the Gaea didn’t wear much clothes and currently he had someone’s loin cloth wrapped around his eyes. It smelled horrible, whoever’s it was, was either on her woman time or needed a good bath. Ray was unsure of how long they walked but could hear many voices whispering about the newcomers. Gregory complained about a scratch he received, if it was death thorn he would still have at least two days left and Ray would fix him up whenever they stopped moving. They had to be close to something, the ground here was free from twigs and other things that could poke the bottom of feet and the dirt underneath him felt hard and compact.  
 
                    “Sit down” a voice said as Ray had his blindfold yanked away from him. 
 
                    “Where is Gregory” Ray replied as he looked around for his cousin. 
 
                    “Someplace else now shut up” the woman Faylin said as she looked down at him. 
 
                    “He was poisoned, he needs my help” Ray begged.  
 
    “So what, the only good Outsider is a dead one” Faylin replied. “The Great Mother is coming here and you better show her your respect”. 
 
                    Ray waited as two more warriors came in followed by a woman as old as the man Faylin called the First Father. She didn’t walk with a stick though and looked to be in much better health. She looked Ray over, from his clothes to his face and grabbed a lock of his hair before starting to cry. The warriors didn’t like this and went to make a move as she held up her hand for them to stop. 
 
                    “Rae’aln’or” the old woman said and held his face in hers. “Do you know that name?” 
 
                    “It is my name” Ray replied. “At least it used to be”. 
 
                    “I am your great grandmother” the old woman said as she kissed his forehead. “My granddaughter told me she had this plan to make you big and strong enough to defeat the Outsider fire users”. 
 
                    “I am sorry I do not remember you” Ray began. “But I can beat them, they are called mages. Their magic does not affect me at all, but they are many. Maybe if there were more like me to begin with we would have had a chance but now I do not think so”. 
 
                    “Rae’aln’or, you were but a boy when you last saw me and even then we have only met a few times” the Great Mother said. “Do not worry if you cannot remember me, I am just happy to have you here”. 
 
                    “He said there were more lost ones out there” Faylin said. “What are we going to do about them? We need to go fight and take them back instead of hiding in the forest”. 
 
                    “The enemy is hurting child” the Great Mother began. “They are dying a slow death, a death that will continue while we thrive”. 
 
                    “We aren’t thriving” Faylin replied. “We are dying out just as slowly as they are, the only reason we still live is because we found a new place to hide. Our magic users are only safe because of this, we need to fight back and do it now! We have someone who knows about the Outsiders, we need to take the fight to them”. 
 
                    “I will not help anyone unless Gregory is seen after and let free” Ray replied. “After that I will help you as much as I can, although I don’t know how any of the people you call the lost ones can be brought back here. They are kept deep in Holyan to prevent any of them from running away, any rescue mission will take a lot of courage”. 
 
                    “Are you saying we lack courage?” Faylin asked angrily. 
 
                    “I am saying talking tough to me when you have all your people around you doesn’t mean shit” Ray replied. “Go face down the enemy in his lands and act tough, until you do that stop acting like you are some kind of super warrior. Your tough talk don’t mean shit to me”. 
 
                    Ray saw the blow coming and stopped the hand throwing it by grabbing it. Because of his fight with the mage he was already on guard for her next attack, a kick to the groin. Ray caught the foot, spun the woman around and tossed her towards the door. Faylin rolled into the throw, got on her two feet and spun around quickly. Ray watched her throw a punch with one hand while her other slashed out with a bone knife. If Ray had actually charged over to attack her he would be in trouble, but he did not and watched the woman attack air. 
 
                    “Enough of this Faylin’nor’laya” the Great Mother said in a voice louder than what Ray thought was possible from the old woman. “Go see about his friend, we will see to it that the Outsider my great grandson brought with him is taken care of and returned to his home”. 
 
                    “You are just letting them both go Great Mother?” Faylin said in surprise. 
 
                    “I am not going anywhere” Ray replied. “At least not yet, Holyan is not a good place for people like us. My family though wishes to get back desperately, I want to give him that wish”. 
 
                    “Do what I said child” the Great Mother said looking at Faylin. “The longer the Outsider is here, whether family or not means the more of a chance we will be detected. We will see him safely to the border and hopefully have a plan by then”. 
 
                    “The Outsiders do not like Gaea women” Ray began. “Any fighting will have to be done by Gaea men unless it is right at the border. The deeper inside Holyan you go, the less welcoming the people are towards Gaea females”. 
 
                    “They have found a way to combat the sterility then?” the Great Mother asked. “I figured the reason they were taking men was because they needed slaves, based on your words though, I am now not so sure”. 
 
                    “They take men because we can have children” Ray replied. “But of the children they only prefer the male children to survive. The female children from a birth are forbidden from being with a male of Gaea blood which limits how many children they have. They want our immunities, their plan is to have mixed children then slowly breed the Gaea out of that population”. 
 
                    “They are twisted” Faylin replied. “We have our own problems with giving birth and every day they try to take our males”. 
 
                    “They are looking for magic users as well” Ray replied. “They want a way to reverse the cull”. 
 
                    “The cull?” the Great Mother asked. “Is that the name they are giving their affliction? They have adequately come up with a solution none of us saw coming, but this war is still not over. We are still coming up with new ways and ideas to drive the Outsiders away”. 
 
                    “Maybe this is the right time to do it” the First Father said as he walked into the hut. “Maybe it is time to make the big sacrifice”. 
 
                    “No” the Great Mother replied. “It is too dangerous and we have started to flourish again”. 
 
                    “What are you both talking about?” Faylin asked. “Whatever it is, it has to be better than hiding here waiting to die while the Outsiders continue to cut down our great forest”. 
 
                    “It was always meant to happen” the First Father replied. “It would be more effective than what we were doing before, I have been listening in on your conversation and the Outsiders have countered our moves”. 
 
                    “Then we should fight!” Faylin said angrily as the First Father shot her an angry glare. 
 
                    “You will get us all killed” the First Father replied. “Our warfare is not handled the way you are thinking, we cannot go into battle with the Outsiders. What we can do is unleash the things we have been working on, using the Outsider we have now could help us tremendously”. 
 
                    “Faylin you have some place to be” the Great Mother replied. 
 
                    “I am the leader of our fighters” Faylin said defiantly. 
 
                    “And I am the leader of our magic” the First Father replied. “This conversation has no place for bloodshed”. 
 
                    “There will be blood though” the Great Mother replied. “They will not take such an attack lying down”. 
 
                    “They would not know anything until it was too late to stop it” the First Father replied. “Even if they caught it in time we can release it all, it would hurt their morale”. 
 
                    “We need death, not morale” Faylin replied. “But at least you are doing something instead of waiting to be slaughtered”. 
 
                    “I don’t understand what is going on” Ray said looking around. “The Outsiders will never leave the great forest, there is too much money involved. They are paid handsomely for any male they capture, if they can get their hands on anyone who can use our magic, they would never have to work again. They will not stop coming, I know better than most what they are capable of”. 
 
                    “Then we should do it Great Mother” the First Father replied. “We could infect more than a quarter of the population before they know what hit them. It would be more effective than anything we have done so far, we can release all of our attacks within stages. They will rip each other apart trying to find the solution before they come for us and we already have a plan in place”. 
 
                    “It will target our own people who now live among the Outsiders” the Great Mother began. “They will not have access to our magic to protect themselves, it is why we did not use that method the last time”. 
 
                    “Rae’aln’or” the First Father said looking at Ray. “What you call the cull, has it been splitting the Outsiders apart? Having some that can reproduce and others that can not?” 
 
                    “It has” Ray replied. 
 
                    “They must have already figured out a way to tell who is infected and who is not” the Great Mother replied. “They are slowly combatting our attack, in two or three hundred years it will be as if nothing happened”. 
 
                    “They could end their suffering right now if they wanted to” the First Father replied. “It is not hard to have every virile male rounded up and put to use. It is what we have done for centuries and the Outsiders are slowly getting there. We need to attack now before they are able to fully defend. Right now the Outsiders are fighting amongst each other, we could let them know they are still at war. It will give them a reason to fear us”. 
 
                    “What of our own people?” the Great Mother asked. “We will have to sacrifice them”. 
 
                    “Great Mother, you are the one who came up with the best way for this to work” the First Father said. “We can do this and be successful, right now our people among the Outsiders are lost to us anyway. We should make their sacrifice mean something”. 
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    Retaliation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                    Ray looked over at his opponent, Faylin was graceful and a much better fighter than he was, the only reason Ray had won most of their bouts was due to his physical gifts. The bouts were not easy though, the Gaea had a fighting style that seemed almost like a dance, it was hard to get a good hit on Faylin and she was always changing her fighting style. 
 
                    “Give up Outsider” Faylin said as she dashed in and threw a strike which Ray barely blocked and leapt outside his reach. 
 
                    “I have won the majority of our matches” Ray replied. “Just like I will win this one, now stop dancing and come fight”. 
 
                    Faylin danced in again and went for Ray’s legs, Ray saw the move coming and leapt at her. Ray had his arms around Faylin when she turned around and spit something in his face. Ray let her go and coughed forcibly as his face felt like it was on fire, Ray tried wiping his face and could feel the impact of her tiny blow darts. Ray didn’t try dodging these as none of them could penetrate his skin, Faylin would have to close the distance if she wanted the win. Ray began feeling the effects wear off when Faylin used some kind of powder on him, it hung in the air and made everything hard for him to see. Faylin was raining blows down on him with her staff now, Ray tried to combat her attack but found it difficult to time her when he could barely breathe and was now blind. 
 
                    “You win” Ray said clawing at his face. “Get this off of me”. 
 
                    “You are not so tough now” Faylin said from somewhere to Ray’s left. “You fight like an Outsider Rae’aln’or, your size and strength will not always let you win every battle”. 
 
                    “The Outsiders have fire magic” Ray replied still coughing as his vision began to clear. “You will never get close enough to them to use any of this”. 
 
                    “I won't have to” Faylin replied. “You are here, I can handle the rest. Now lie down and let me get that off of you. The First Father will be here soon looking for you, I need you at your best for the upcoming battle”. 
 
                    “I still think this is stupid” Ray replied. “The plan can still be successful without actually fighting in any battle”. 
 
                    “We need this fight” Faylin replied. “We have never tried to fight the attackers in the method they use. It will catch them off guard and enrage them, the Great Mother is our best tactician and I believe her plan will work”. 
 
                    “If it doesn’t, it will take a long time to recover from this” Ray replied. “And the Great Mother is right about enraging the enemy”. 
 
                    “It doesn’t matter” Faylin replied as she poured something cool on Ray’s face. “For the first time since I can remember we are actually going to fight back instead of just hiding. This is the most excited I have ever seen this place”. 
 
                    “People are going to die though Faylin” Ray replied. “You cannot meet them head on”. 
 
                    “We won't have to” Faylin replied. “We are going to attack both of the main groups simultaneously, you know that. We are only after surprise attacks, just enough to bloody them and see if your magic really works. They will never see the trap coming until it is too late, by then we can hide out for a few years”. 
 
                    “When will you let Gregory go?” Ray asked. 
 
                    “Soon” Faylin replied. “He is not being mistreated which is better than what any Outsider deserves. It is only because of you Rae’aln’or that this is so, it pains me every time I hear you talk about your other family, you should have never been taken. You have stories I know you don’t share, I can see it in your eyes when you talk about that place and yet you want to protect them”. 
 
                    “I want to protect my mother and sister” Ray replied. “There are some good people there”. 
 
                    “If they are so good then why do they stand by while others defile us?” Faylin asked. “This attack though will bring the fight to all of them, it will be too late before they realize it. I just wish we didn’t have to sacrifice so much but it will be for the greater good”. 
 
    “Are you two done playing around?” the First Father asked. “Rae’aln’or I need you with the others, it is about time we enact our plan”. 
 
                    “You mean to do it today First Father?” Faylin asked. “We are not ready”. 
 
                    “Then get ready child” the First Father replied. “The plan has changed a little, but I think it will be even more effective. The Great Mother knows how to use our talents, once you hear everything Faylin it will not do for you to question her. We need to show the others a united front, especially since many of them may not make it back”. 
 
                    Ray followed the First Father, the old man had no magic but had all of the knowledge on how to make different things. The plan they originally came up with had mutated into something sinister and sneaky, Ray would be a liar if he said it was too cruel. The main attack would be sneaky and devastating, the Holyan would get the worst of it. The attack on the Largen would be a little different, the Great Mother wanted to stop her enemies from ganging up together on her like they did in the past and had come up with a great plan.  
 
                    The Gaea were not built for fighting, they did not have the technology or the manpower to physically crush their enemies. They did not have magic the way the Outsiders did and would most likely lose any straight up battle. The Great Mother knew this and although she normally thought long term, her next attack would affect people immediately. The First Father had come up with a way to grow a variant of the Gaea Fruit which Holyan called spineberry. Ray and the ten other magic users had poured their magic into changing the fruit, Ray was so shocked to see the Gaea only had ten magic users besides himself but that was another story. The fruit had been made easier to grow, it would grow almost like a weed now and would be difficult to eradicate. It would only take a week before a plant could produce edible fruit, but Ray wouldn’t dare eat this new spineberry which was slightly lighter than the normal version. This spineberry would have the normal effect on the Holyan, it was the side effects that Ray wanted nothing to do with. The fruit was made to be addicting, after someone had a sufficient amount of it in their system they would be ready for the infection to take hold. The Gaea had been working on a disease that traveled by air, the Great Mother was worried the Outsiders would recognize they have been hit with another attack and take measures to stop it. Now though the disease would be hard to stop, someone could be a carrier of the disease and not know it until they had enough spineberry in their system. The disease would then manifest and the results would be readily apparent.  
 
                    The disease did not outright kill anyone, what it did do though was shrink the male organ until it was half the size of a woman’s little finger. It would make copulation almost impossible, it wouldn’t matter if someone had the ability to reproduce if they couldn’t physically do the deed. The new disease wouldn’t differentiate between Gaea or Outsider and there was no cure for it, only a vaccine. The plan was to have four males let themselves get captured, they would spread the new spineberry to every place in the kingdom. They all knew they would be affected by the disease as well, if they were vaccinated then they wouldn’t be able to spread the airborne part of it. They would be smart enough not to eat the spineberry but the greedy Outsider men would of course seek to take advantage of the new plant and doom their kingdom. The other attack on the people of Holyan was specialized, Ray was only going after two people and thought he stood a good chance in seeing it done. Gregory would be infected with another disease, this one only went after mages and was more cosmetic than anything else. The disease only reacted to those with magical energy, this disease was developed early on but was abandoned because it did not affect the enemy’s ability to wage war. The disease took three months in the body to manifest, it would cause all of the hair to fall out and turn the skin a sickly green. A new pimple would form somewhere on the body whenever the mage used magic, It was all cosmetic but Ray thought it would be exactly what the royals and even Gregory deserved, to look as bad on the outside as they were on the inside. Gregory had been kept locked away from everyone since he and Ray had been captured over two months ago and as far as Gregory knew, Ray had been given the same treatment instead of being allowed to walk the camp freely. Ray would not be a part of the plan to attack Holyan though, part of him thought it was because the Gaea wondered if he could be trusted. Ray would be a part of the team that attacked Largen and the diseases they spread there were not sneaky at all. In all it would be three different diseases, the only way for a human to contract one of them would be by ingesting it. Once the great mother heard about prisoners being kept in Largen and their conditions she picked out the three diseases, one of which affected livestock. There were insects in the great forest that hated feeding on humans and loved other animals, the animals would be eaten primarily by the Largen since their prisoners typically didn’t eat meat unless they were the fighters. One of the diseases would kill within a week but it was only five percent fatal, the survivors who got over the initial sickness though would be forever scarred. The first disease killed by swelling up the tongue and lower jaw and giving the infected a nasty fever, if someone survived it their face would never go back to its original dimensions and would appear stretched out. The other disease dehydrated the infected by causing vomiting and diarrhea, if someone was already sick with another disease then this could help push them over the edge. The final disease was not deadly at all but ate away at the soft areas of the face, namely the nose and lips. It had to get into the blood stream to be spread, the little blow darts the Gaea favored would be a method used. What the Great Mother wanted was to make sure the Largen and the Holyan didn’t team up, the Holyan would look at the disfigured Largen and not want whatever disease they had. The Largen would hear about the small manhood and look at the disfigured mages and also refuse to team up. All of the three diseases the Largen would be exposed to had vaccines and cures, the Gaea wouldn’t be affected by any of it. Ray thought the plans could work, the problem though would be fighting off the counterattack that was sure to come from both sides, this is what the Gaea were working on. 
 
                    “Okay now that you all are here, I want to go over things with you” the First Father began. “Everyone will be depending on us to survive, we will not be together in a big group like we are now but in smaller groups. I will not be able to communicate with all of you”. 
 
                    “We know First Father” Zay’day’aya said as she tossed her head. “You have went over this with us for weeks now”. 
 
                    “Everything has to be perfect” the First Father replied. “There is no room for mistakes, we will be spread out in five different places. We need to draw straws now to determine which of you is going where”. 
 
                    “I don’t think almost anyone wants to go to the three underground places” Zay’day’aya replied. “But I do, I think it is safer and sustainable. The best part is that no one irrational will be heading that way, it will be an easy going community”. 
 
                    “You know you may have to live there with no contact for at least three years” Ray replied. “Is safety worth living in a hole in the ground?” 
 
                    “It is far from a hole in the ground” the First Father replied. “Many of those places have been prepped for decades in case this place was ever discovered. But it would be three years with no contact, with the fervor the enemy will counterattack with, we can't have people just walking around topside just waiting to be seen”. 
 
                    “Those of you that stay here though will be found out eventually” Zay’day’aya replied. “Already the Outsiders have come within a day’s walking distance twice, their anger will eventually make it where they will not turn back and they will have safe guards against anything we have”. 
 
                    “Well have fun in your hole” Ray replied. “I am hoping to be one of the rovers”. 
 
                    “I don’t think anyone is going to fight you for that” the First Father replied. “I wish though I could see if your magic would really work. If it does then that could change a lot of things, the Outsiders would be hard pressed to fight us then”. 
 
                    Ray became lost in his thoughts at those words, Ray wanted to know if what he found out was true as well. Ray had never known that his body and tattoos served another purpose instead of just draining magic. The First Father believed that if a mage attacked Ray with magic, their magic would slowly drain out of their bodies until it was all gone. The mage wouldn’t be able to do magic again for a long time if ever again. That magic could be transferred into another person, the new magic user though would not benefit from having their new magic refill, once it was gone it would be gone. But the new mage should be able to cast Outsider magic, that would even the field for the Gaea for a little while, at least Ray was hoping it would. But that was a best case scenario and the Great Mother didn’t want to depend on it, it was also one of the reasons Ray would be fighting the Largen instead of the Holyan. The Great Mother worried that if a mage no longer had the ability to cast magic, then the mage specific disease would go away. What would be even worse would be the fact that the Gaea themselves could contract the disease if Ray gave them some of the pilfered magic. 
 
                    “Is your mind someplace else again Rae’aln’or?” the First Father asked. “I said if you were going to say goodbye to the Outsider we have do so now and make sure he gets infected”. 
 
                    Ray nodded and walked over to where Gregory would be kept after dusting himself with the spores he would need. Ray himself was resistant to disease, part of the magic that made him strong also helped protect his body from disease, Gregory would have no such protection. Ray opened the door to the hut and stumbled inside like he was pushed and fell down. 
 
                    “Gaea” Gregory said as he ran over. The fact Gregory did not call him by name did not go unnoticed, some habits were just hard to break. 
 
                    “Gregory” Ray said feigning surprise. “What happened to you?” Ray was referring to Gregory’s appearance, he had not seen Gregory since they had been brought here and his adopted cousin looked far different. Gregory had lost even more weight and although he was not slim or even muscular, no one would confuse him for being overweight. Gregory’s face was clear, before it had been oily and had a few blemishes. Gregory’s hair was nice and thick and he looked like someone who actually took care of himself. The Gaea must have not only been feeding Gregory well but whatever he was given had been infused with Gaea magic. 
 
                    “These people have been forcing me to eat their swill” Gregory replied. “Where have you been? When are we going to be let go? I should have never followed you here”. 
 
                    “You can go back with the Largen” Ray replied. 
 
                    “I don’t want to be there either” Gregory said lowering his voice. “I want to leave here and go back to my life, I don’t know what made me join this war”. 
 
                    Ray smiled inwardly as he was sure he knew why Gregory had joined the war. The Queen probably put the idea into his mind to get rid of him, an easy way to keep him out of the princess’s hair would be to convince him to join the war effort. Gregory had been docile and subdued under the harsh treatment of the Largen, now he was around people who were not looking to physically abuse him, the old self entitled knobber Ray knew started coming out. Ray patted his clothes and made sure the spores were all in the air as Gregory started yelling at him. 
 
                    “Well where have you been?” Gregory replied. 
 
                    “They have been holding me” Ray replied. “I have Gaea magic and they don’t want to let me go. They want to kill you though, I have a plan on how you can escape”. 
 
                    “Kill me?” Gregory said nervously.  
 
                    “Yes but I know a way to escape” Ray replied. “There is a woman here who likes me, she will make sure you get to Holyan safely. I am going to try and run back towards the Largen, whenever I do a lot of them will come after me. That will be your chance to run, this will happen tonight”. 
 
                    “How do you know they are going to kill me tonight?” Gregory asked. “If they wanted me dead they would have done so a long time ago. These people get by on poisoning people, not sticking them with something sharp”. 
 
                    “The one who likes me told me” Ray replied as he marveled at how close Gregory was to the truth. “She is the one who threw me in with you to speak. If you don’t want to go then stay put. If you do leave, don’t let anyone know you found me. I do not want my mother or sister to come looking for me in this forest, let everyone believe you escaped on your own”. 
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                    Ray looked over at Faylin as she shifted into position, the leader of the Gaea warriors had been correct in almost all of her assumptions. The Gaea never attacked before so the Largen were not paying attention to anything coming out of the great forest, it made setting up the attack easy. The Gaea had snuck into Largen ten separate times over the last month under the cover of darkness, poisoning the livestock in the nearby towns they came across had been easy. It had also been easy to use the little blowguns they kept to infect anyone they came across that could be attacked without incident. Faylin had normally just hidden and attacked at night against unsuspecting people who probably thought they were bitten by a bug or something. Now though there were a lot of angry disfigured people around, Faylin had a plan that would push things over the edge. Faylin had all the warriors she came with surrounding the Largen prison called Pine, they would attack this place for around ten minutes then disappear back into the great forest. Ray was given a poisoned tipped spear, a bow along with poison tipped arrows and a bone knife, also tipped in poison. The poison used was the same type that ate away at the face, even if Ray only wounded, his opponents would remember him. Faylin raised her arm and gave a bird call, when she dropped her hand is when Ray knew things had started. Ray watched as Faylin charged at a guard and stabbed him with her spear in the stomach before continuing on, the man screamed but it was cut short by the invading Gaea who started working on the door. 
 
                    The door to Pine was made to be locked from the outside, once the heavy wooden beam was removed the Gaea streamed inside and Ray could hear shouts of alarm. Ray entered Pine and could see the guards were taken completely by surprise, the few of them he saw looked to have been killed in the initial rush as Gaea started streaming all around the place. Ray made his way to where the prisoners were kept, the guards they had looking over them went down easily to Ray’s bow as the guards couldn’t face him along with the prisoners who must have seen what was going on and started attacking. Ray tossed one of them his spear, he recognized the old man as the one who checked on him when he was jumped months earlier in the prison. Ray was unsure how long he had been there but decided it was time to go, Faylin’s plan had been to kill any of the guards they found and arm the prisoners, Ray had done that. Ray made his way back outside and could see other Gaea had the same plan, they were shedding their bows and arrows which made Ray remember to do so. If things went according to plan, the Largen would have to contend with a group of heavily armed prisoners, during this time even more havoc could be launched. Sounds of alarm were in the air as Ray ran to, then melted back into the great forest. There was a rally point where everyone was supposed to go so Faylin could see how many people she was missing. Ray went to that point and could see Faylin was not there yet, another woman named Dae’al’bora or Daya for short started taking count. 
 
                    “How many are missing” Faylin said as she finally came into the clearing. 
 
                    “Two” Daya replied. 
 
                    “Then we are all here” Faylin replied. “I have two with me that are watching our perimeter. How many injured?” 
 
                    “Five” Daya replied. “But we have Rae’aln’or here to help heal them. They still won't be ready for battle though, they need rest. When are we going to attack again? We have finally tasted Outsider blood and we want some more”. 
 
                    “At least once more and soon” Faylin replied. “After that the Outsiders will have knowledge of us and enough warriors to fight back”. 
 
                    “I can't wait for them to try” Daya replied. “They will find they great forest a dangerous place to battle in”. 
 
                    “I hope so” Faylin replied. “We are the roving group, our only mission is to keep the Outsiders on their toes. I hope the other roving group is having results like we have been, did you look at some of the faces of the people we killed? They looked horrible, our diseases have been ravishing them. Any army they send will get sick too since they have to feed themselves somehow”. 
 
                    “They might not be affected” Ray replied. “The prisoners might go on a rampage and start eating the meat they weren’t able to when there were a lot of guards”. 
 
                    “No they won't” Faylin replied. “I made sure to tell at least three of the Outsider prisoners how the sickness is being spread. They won't tell the other Outsiders if they are smart, if they are stupid it still won't matter. We have done everything we wanted and the Outsiders are a weak foe, we have them where we want them”. 
 
                    Ray spent the next two days hiding out in the forest and participating in sneak attacks. The Largen had to have known that the Gaea were behind the attacks, an unexpected blessing was that Faylin told him the Largen believed the Gaea and the Holyan were teaming up together. Ray wondered if the Holyan in Holyan thought the same thing about the Largen since they were being attacked somewhat, the big difference was that Gaea attacking Holyan wanted to get captured to enact the plan. It was on the third day that the Largen decided to take the Gaea seriously, hundreds of men were armed and armored and formed up just outside the great forest. Faylin had drilled the Gaea warriors in everything that needed to be done, Ray felt confident he knew the plan, but scared because the Largen had fielded a force that couldn’t be scared off by vipers. The Largen wore thin cloth around any exposed area to combat the biting insects and looked well prepared to take on the forest. When the Largen began their march Faylin was quick, she had three hidden warriors immediately fire their arrows at the oncoming enemy and flee, the surprise attack was so sudden it made the enemy halt for a few moments before rushing to take out the Gaea. 
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    Ray hid in the bushes as he watched the mage answer a call of nature. She was in a squat and had a small mage light hovering above her. Ray got as close as he dared and gripped the club he had taken to using. Ray showed himself and rushed over to the woman. The mage saw him and stood up while casting a spell, it was lightning and hit Ray in the chest. The great part about lightning was that it was a quick, devastating form of magic, it took a lot of energy to cast which made draining the mage that much easier for Ray. The bad part about it was that the spell lit up the dark and the enemy would be coming soon. Ray raced over to where the frozen mage was and lightly grabbed her arm, if he wasn’t too forceful the touch would allow the magic to drain even faster out of his victim. Ray was just about done when he heard the sound of fire magic being cast behind him followed by men screaming. Ray finished his work, he knew the draining was complete when his victim fell unconscious to the ground and looked behind him. Faylin was there along with two others casting the only spell Ray was familiar with, he had seen Melody cast the flame when she was trying to be intimidating. Ray taught it to Faylin after he had drained his first mage, Faylin was content with just that spell and had loved burning the Outsiders to death. 
 
    “I got it, let's go” Ray screamed as he went deeper into the brush. 
 
     Moments later he heard the sounds of others behind him as he ran, he knew his followers were Gaea from the lightness of their footsteps. When the sounds disappeared from behind him he knew they had probably started climbing, Ray ran to the nearest sturdy tree and also started climbing. Ray climbed as high as he could and waited, it wasn’t long before he could spot far away torches moving towards him, the Largen had to be angry to risk fighting in the dark but Ray hadn’t really left them a choice. Ray had been stalking the Largen since they first came into the forest, the first time he was able to drain three mages simultaneously, all three attacked him and with the battle going on none of the enemy recognized what was happening. Ray had been able to give the magic easily to Faylin, it was an all or nothing type of scenario which prevented him from dividing the magic he had inside of him. Faylin loved the magic and had harassed the Largen, she wanted Ray in position to fight the mages and by Ray's count he had taken out six now. The woman Ray just fought was the last mage the Largen had with them, they had been discouraged from the steady losses and now they did not have any magic to help them out. Ray wondered how much longer the Largen would hunt them, it had been a month and Faylin always had them one step ahead of the Largen and had found ways to slowly pick them off. 
 
    Ray had used his magic and the diseases he kept on him to poison water sources and had poisoned the deer in the forest that the enemy was likely to come across. The mages they had with them started purifying the water after the first few days by heating it up, but that was after people had already gotten sick. With the deer, Ray had fed them feed which paralyzed them. They were infected and the Largen had eaten them and were paying the price, they were desperate and Ray was sure they would not take any prisoners if they were caught. All of the Largen had become disfigured, their lower faces were already stretched out and recently they had begun losing their lips and noses. Ray felt sorry for the enemy pressed into battle to suffer such a fate until he remembered these would have been the same men who had scoured the great forest and killed Gaea. Faylin and her group were not exempt, the Gaea had either been vaccinated or were immune to almost every disease except one, the one that affected mages. Faylin looked horrible, she was green and had nasty pimples and boils all over her face. The others who took the magic looked the same, they were afflicted by the same disease Gregory had left with. The only thing Ray thought could save their appearance is when the magic left their systems, maybe they would slowly change back, even if they didn’t Ray thought he should be able to do something about the bumps they had all over their bodies. Ray stayed in the trees and let his mind wander until he fell asleep, Ray woke up later than he wanted to, the sun was already up and Ray would have stayed sleep even longer if Faylin hadn't woke him up. 
 
    "The Outsiders are leaving" Faylin said with a grin. "Once their last magic user went down they packed up camp and left early this morning". 
 
    "What will we do now" Ray asked trying not to stare at Faylin's face. 
 
    "We are going to fight the other Outsiders" Faylin replied. "This bunch was surprised they had an enemy that would actively fight back instead of just passively. The other Outsiders who are holding the lost ones will be an even easier fight, they don't know we have their magic". 
 
    "I want you to stop using magic" Ray replied. "I don't like what it is doing to you". 
 
    "I am not worried about my appearance while my people still suffer" Faylin replied. "I am finally doing something to protect us, I can accept any indignity for the privilege of doing so". 
 
    "We should at least see if the change is permanent" Ray replied. "I think if your magic is gone you may go back to the way you were. All of you might go back to the way you were". 
 
    "Well then whenever I run out we can decide then" Faylin replied. "But we have another group of Outsiders to fight, when the great forest is free is when I can allow myself to rest. If you are asking because you are interested, you are not my type". 
 
    "Not your type?" Ray said a little shocked and confused. 
 
    "You act like this is the first time a woman has told you that" Faylin replied. "In the Outsider world, the women like their men big and tall for whatever reason. You are not in the Outsider world here, you are too big and clumsy for most Gaea women". 
 
    "I was asking because I don't want to see you victimized" Ray replied. "And I don’t think I will have a problem finding a woman, here or anywhere else". 
 
    "Someone will couple with you" Faylin replied. "But that will be because you have magic in you, not anything else". 
 
    "You know what?" Ray replied. "Forget I said anything, you want to look like a toad's ass then that is your business". 
 
    "It is my business" Faylin replied. "Now get yourself together and let's move, we have plenty of Outsiders to kill". 
 
    Ray stood up and followed Faylin, all of the warriors were already up and ready to move which made Ray a little self conscious. It was hard learning to live like the Gaea did, the people of Holyan lived a more comfortable lifestyle than what Ray was doing now, Ray wondered once everything was over if it would be possible to make some of the items he missed, like a good bed. Keeping up with Faylin and the rest of the Gaea was easy despite the superiority some of them believed they had over him, Ray was faster and stronger than they were and was getting used to traveling in the forest. Ray wished he knew how the Gaea knew the forest as well as they did, it seemed like they were never lost. It took two days of continuous movement to reach the main Gaea settlement, hardly anyone was there except for the group that had attacked Holyan. They seemed surprised to see Faylin, Ray at first thought it was just because Faylin looked far different than they remembered but a part of him thought some were a little angry that she would assume command. Faylin's fantasy of attacking the Holyan took a blow, during the attack on Holyan the Outsiders refused to enter the forest and engage, instead they just made a perimeter around the great forest to keep the Gaea in. The Holyan also sent representatives inside, they didn’t want a fight but instead wanted a partnership. The situation with Largen had empowered some of the population to rebel and try to get their own kingdom, they did not feel the Queen cared about them. The Holyan rebels had quickly surmised the Gaea was behind their latest affliction, the diseases spread rapidly throughout the population and had people angry the Queen could do nothing to stop it. Some Duke named Tenkay had rallied a lot of powerful merchants, they were all tired of living under mage rule. The royals had argued mages were responsible for keeping the kingdom safe, the mages had failed to stop what was now known as the shrinking and no one had any idea on how to stop it. Tenkay had argued that everyone deserved the right to choose their own path, he championed for people to pick their leaders by majority vote instead of having leaders born into the role. The rebels promised to free every Gaea male in their lands in return for help fighting the diseases and the Holyan. The other rover team had sent someone to get in contact with the Great Mother, what the Outsider rebels were promising was too good to pass up. The other rover team was expecting the Great Mother when Faylin had shown up, now that most of the fighters were together it would make things easier for the Great Mother if she decided to talk to the Outsider rebels. 
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    “Are our people ready?” the Great Mother asked. 
 
    “Everyone we have that has the Outsider magic are in place” Ray replied. “If the Outsiders are trying some kind of trick then they will find out we are tougher than they may think”. 
 
    “If they try anything grandmother, I will be here next to you” Ray replied. “With this mace Faylin took off one of the other Outsiders I think I can crush right through armor”. 
 
    “Then we are ready” the Great Mother replied. “The Outsiders should be here in a few moments, I am amazed their leaders agreed to travel this deep into the Great Forest”. 
 
    “I know that man” Ray said as he looked out and saw the first of the Outsiders enter the clearing. “He married my sister”. 
 
    “Prepare yourself then for information you may not like” the Great Mother replied. “Do not let your emotions distract you from our goals”. 
 
    “If something happened to my sister I will personally travel to the palace and lay Synfany’s chest wide open with any blade I can get my hands on” Ray replied. 
 
    “Do you know any of the others with him?” the Great Mother asked as she pointed out towards the group of Outsiders that were now clearly visible.  
 
    “I think I may have seen one of them once or twice in passing” Ray replied. “Not enough that I remember any of their names”. 
 
    “Well here we go” the Great Mother replied as the group came closer. 
 
    “David where is my sister” Ray said as soon as the Baronet came into speaking range. 
 
    “At home” Baronet Brownlee replied. “Lord Riverdale, I am surprised to find you here. We were told you died in the war”. 
 
    “I almost did” Ray replied. “Who is watching for Teresa’s safety?” 
 
    “My men are” said a tall older man with a trimmed gray beard. “You were raised in Holyan, I have heard about the Gaea brother Lady Brownlee talks about. I am Duke Tenkay, if everything goes according to plan I can soon drop my noble title”. 
 
    “How about my mother?” Ray asked looking at Baronet Brownlee. 
 
    “She is with her” Baronet Brownlee replied. “They will both be happy when I return with this information”. 
 
    “Baronet Brownlee, do you remember the first night we met, at Melody’s ball?” Ray asked. “Do you remember what happened to the mage who attacked me?” 
 
    “How can I forget” Baronet Brownlee replied with a laugh. 
 
    “Then know if this is some kind of trick I will kill as much of you as I can before I fall” Ray replied. “Our leader is my grandmother, she is my last living blood relative and I take her safety seriously”. 
 
    “There is no trick” Duke Tenkay replied. “We want help with the war and with the diseases, in return we will leave the Great Forest alone and help fight any Outsiders wishing to war with you”. 
 
    “What about our lost ones?” the Great Mother asked. 
 
    “We will of course give any Gaea in our lands the chance to return to the Great Forest” Duke Tenkay replied. “I will not force anyone to return however. If any of Gaea blood escapes the lands still held by the Queen I will give them the same opportunity. Those wishing to stay however will fall under our rule. I will admit many Gaea do not like their treatment but it will change under our new leadership, they will be afforded the same rights and have the same responsibilities as anyone in the Free Republic of Holyan”. 
 
    “Why would they want to stay when they can return home?” the Great Mother asked. 
 
    “A lot of the people with Gaea blood only know Holyan as their home” Duke Tenkay replied. “But as allies the Gaea will be allowed unescorted access all over the new nation, this is to ensure I am keeping my word. As a good faith measure I have already been rounding up all the Gaea who want to return and getting them ready to travel back here”. 
 
    “I cannot heal the people already afflicted” the Great Mother replied. 
 
    “Can you tell us how it is spread?” Duke Tenkay replied. “I have some guesses but I need to know for sure”. 
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    “This is about to be a humbling experience for Synfany” Duke Tenkay said proudly. “I want you front and center Ray, along with a couple of other Gaea, it doesn’t matter which ones you choose, just as long as they are there”. 
 
    “You want to provoke that old bird?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Of course” Duke Tenkay replied. “She has been used to getting her way and using that mind magic of hers, I want to stare into her disfigured face. I want that face to see me smile in triumph as the new leader of the Free Republic of Holyan. I plan on ruling until we can have elections, I have no doubt I will win since I will most likely run unopposed”. 
 
    “I want her to see me as well” Ray replied. “I think she will remember me, especially as I am dressed now”. 
 
    Ray looked down at his clothes, he had been dressed like the Gaea since he left Largen, the horrible sack thing he had been wearing gave way to animal skins and furs. His hair was down and was somewhat wild, he had been eating a special mixture to grow it out and now sported hair that went down to his lower back that any Gaea would be proud of. Ray thought he looked like a giant version of a Gaea, the outfit he was wearing though left little to the imagination, it was a little more than a loin cloth and some fur lined boots made from a combination of deer skin and rabbit fur. Ray’s tattoos had been on full display and if he was honest he liked the way it looked. The women of Holyan pretended to be scandalized by his attire but Ray had caught them staring far more than they used to when he lived in Holyan prior. The attention he had been receiving had made the few unattached Gaea women show him far more favor than they used to, they probably still thought he was unattractive but wouldn’t dare let an Outsider woman claim him even if they were allies with some of them. 
 
    “Your dress and our health is enough to make them back away” Duke Tenkay replied. “The Great Mother has given us a bargaining chip that the Queen cannot ignore”. 
 
    “You mean the knowledge of how things are spread?” Ray replied. 
 
    “Of course” Duke Tenkay replied. “Everyone affected or not is being dosed with all vaccinations, our population will suffer starting out but in fifty years we will be back, we even have laws in place to increase our population”. 
 
    “Laws?” Ray asked. 
 
    “No taxes for anyone with five or more children” Duke Tenkay replied. “Anyone with low income will actually get paid based on the amount of children they have”. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that make a bunch of lazy people?” Ray asked. “Somebody will have to pay for all of that”. 
 
    “Taxes will be harsh the first couple of decades and there will be some grumbling” Duke Tenkay admitted. “The alternative though will be living under Synfany’s rule, then Melody’s and whatever kid Melody has. I won't be in charge 10 years from now, I won't even be a Duke once Synfany signs this thing. I am taking the title of Supreme Ruler, a position that will be voted on every 10 years by those eligible to fight in the war. That way a bunch of old men and women won't decide what is best for a country filled with people who actually have to fight in the wars. The money for babies thing though is going to last for fifty years regardless, you Gaea have shown me the reason thinking far in the future works. I expect a rough patch to start out with but I think we can eventually become more powerful than Holyan the kingdom just based on our system of merits”. 
 
    “I think I have heard something about that” Ray began. “My sister told me all of the nobles are taking other titles and in ten years can be voted out of their position. I am amazed you would give up that kind of power”. 
 
    “It is not that altruistic” Duke Tenkay replied. “I will still keep the majority of my land and the money I have obtained by being a noble. But enough of that, are you ready for the fight to happen?” 
 
    “What fight?” Ray asked. 
 
    “You don’t seriously think Synfany doesn’t have something planned for this meeting do you?” Duke Tenkay asked. “From what my spies tell me she is preparing some kind of attack with mages, you don’t find it weird the Great Mother isn’t here?” 
 
    “I just thought this was too far away” Ray admitted. 
 
    “Synfany plans on killing me and negotiating with my successor” Duke Tenkay laughed. “She is stuck either way and has to make a deal, she just doesn’t want me to be around to see it. Her visible guard will fall back while she is attended to by servants. The plan will be for just her to walk inside of here, after a bit her servants outside will pull out their hidden rosewood staves and start letting us have it”. 
 
    “What?!?” Ray said confused. 
 
    “Calm down Ray” Duke Tenkay replied. “You will present yourself as a big target, the mages will no doubt go after you. A big man covered in tattoos and dressed like a big Gaea, they won't be able to help themselves”. 
 
    “What about the Queen” Ray replied. “She has her own magic” Ray replied. 
 
    “Yes she does but I have you here” Duke Tenkay replied. “Once you see her start I want you to knock me unconscious. In my pocket I have a Gaea potion that is supposed to be able to wake anyone up from slumber by just sniffing it. I might be a little woozy afterwards but I don’t want her to put it in my mind that I need to attack you or anything. I am actually hoping she winds up attacking you, getting that mind bending power of hers out of her arsenal would be a boon to our cause”. 
 
    “The last time she tried she was successful” Ray replied. “She was able to hold me in place and even made me pass out”. 
 
    “You were weaker then, even if she can she won't have her victory for long” Duke Tenkay replied. “There are archers almost everywhere to deal with the mages and of course we have mages of our own. With you unconscious her power will still drain from her and she will have no way to stop it. From what I have seen, drawing of magic puts your victim in a stasis as well. Even if I die from this encounter, the fact that she will no longer have her magic will be worth it”. 
 
    “This is insane, we should stop this now” Ray said as a guard poked his head through the tent they were in. 
 
    “Her majesty approaches” the guard said then ducked back out. 
 
    “Well it is too late for us to do anything, go stand over there with Harley” Duke Tenkay replied. “And be ready for anything”. 
 
    Ray stood next to Harley, Harley was the Duke’s seneschal and was off to the side in case the duke needed any questions answered. Ray took a deep breath as the queen walked inside, she had on a hooded cloak covering her face and sat down at the seat in front of the duke, her back to the entrance. Ray doubted she noticed anyone other than the duke thanks to the enormous hood. The duke stared at her for a few moments before he began to speak. 
 
    “What trickery is this?” Duke Tenkay asked with feign confusion. “I am supposed to be meeting with the Queen of Holyan”. 
 
    “You know it is me” the Queen said as she removed her hood. “You just want to marvel at the work your damn animals did to me. And for what? You will never be king, the worthless land you will have is nothing. You had more as a Duke and you are throwing it away for nothing”. 
 
    “Now Synfany, we have no reason to be angry at each other” Duke Tenkay replied with a smile. “As a show of comradery, I’ll even let you have the cure once our business is concluded”. 
 
    “The only reason I am signing this thing is for the other cure” Synfany snapped.  
 
    “That is already part of our agreement” Duke Tenkay replied. “Here are the documents, please sign them”. 
 
    “I will sign them alright” Synfany said raising her voice. “But you won't be around to reap any rewards”. 
 
    The next moments happened quickly, Ray heard some commotion and snapped into action. Synfany never saw him coming as he put his hand on her shoulder. Ray turned around quickly while keeping his hand on her shoulder and could feel his mind getting cloudy. Ray could barely make out a figure coming at him and saw lightning coming from it which hit him in the chest. Ray could feel the magic pouring into him which cleared his mind a little from Synfany’s attack, other mages poured inside and added their magic to the attack. The influx of power cleared Ray’s mind entirely, Ray smiled as he could make out one of the attackers. Melody stood there with her staff outstretched and lightning pouring from the tip of it. Ray could see her face change from green and disfigured to its normal visage. Ray had found out from the Gaea he had given magic to that once the magic was gone, so was the disease. The archers the Duke had on standby were not needed, when Ray was done, seven mages, including the Queen lay crumpled on the ground. Ray looked around at the carnage and felt energized, he had never held the kind of magic he now had and was unsure of how to act. 
 
    “That was quick thinking” Duke Tenkay said looking at Ray. “She was doing her thing under the table when she brushed her leg up against me. I saw you grab her and she didn’t even break concentration as she reached up to touch your hand. When she did that her spell over me was severed, I saw her eyes go wide as she realized what was happening. Before she passed out her last view was me smiling and laughing at her. This was everything I thought it would be and more, I am not even going to punish her attackers”. 
 
    “Your Grace, I think that mage is Princess Melody” Harley said pointing to an unconscious woman dressed in servants’ garb. “In fact, I think these are the Queen’s elite mages, they are normally spread out all over the kingdom instead of in one place”.  
 
    “They wanted me badly” Duke Tenkay said laughing. “This gets more delicious as the time passes. Harley move these others outside, as for the princess, bring another chair and have some men prop her and the queen up. Ray I want you sitting next to me as they come to, I want to look in their faces as they realize defeat. And don’t worry about decorum when they regain consciousness either”. 
 
    “You mean I can call them a couple of twats and be done with it?” Ray said as a figure burst inside making him jump. 
 
    “I should kill them right now” Faylin said holding a spear above her head. “Are you safe Rae’aln’or? I just heard about the planned ambush and came running”. 
 
    “Why would you care?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Don’t act stupid” Faylin replied. “This is the Queen that let the bad things happen, you are Gaea and I will not let her have a chance to finish the job”. 
 
    “If you kill her though then the deal will be off with the Outsiders” Ray replied. “We need all of them alive. How many did you bring with you? I thought I was the only one around”. 
 
    “It is just me” Faylin replied. “I do not want you to fall to the wiles of an Outsider woman. I have decided that you can have the honor of being my chosen”. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to be your chosen?” Ray said crossing his arms. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous” Faylin replied. “Eventually I will become the Great Mother once your grandmother has passed on. In the Outsider world it would be like marrying a queen, with a few nice words you could end up as the First Father. Only an idiot would turn down that, you may be a lot of things but stupid is not one of them”. 
 
    “That has to be the worst pickup line I ever heard” Ray replied. “I have heard drunks use more suaveness trying to pick up a tavern wench”. 
 
    “I don’t know or care what any of those things are” Faylin replied. 
 
    “We can talk about it later” Ray replied for now help me get the mage at your feet up”. 
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    “Is this really necessary?” Ray asked looking down at himself after having changed out of his Gaea clothes.  
 
    “They gave that suit of armor to your mother after you were presumed dead” Duke Tenkay replied. “I didn’t think it would get here in time, now that it is here, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect. Quick, throw on that helm, I think they are coming to”. 
 
    “Guard grab him” Synfany said as her eyes cleared and she looked at Ray.  
 
    “Oh please Synfany” Duke Tenkay said. “The Mage Slayer works for me, go ahead and take off your helm”. 
 
    “Nice to see you again Melody” Ray replied with a smirk. “You too Synfany”. 
 
    “You” Synfany said angrily. 
 
    “Don’t be too mad” Ray replied. “You still have a kingdom and you no longer look like toad ass, you should thank Duke Tenkay”. 
 
    “If you are through with your theatrics Synfany” the duke said as he pushed forward some documents. “Are you going to sign these or not? Young Ray here has places he needs to be with his new bride, he can't stay here and protect me from mage attacks all day”. 
 
    “I should have killed you when I had the chance” Melody said as Ray yawned. 
 
    “But you didn’t” Ray replied. “Now sign the damn papers and don’t you worry about Jemson, he regained consciousness before you did and was more than happy to defect. I think me and him will have a drink to your honor before I depart back to the great forest with the other Gaea”. 
 
    “This will not be the end of this” Synfany said as she signed the paper and slid it back towards Duke Tenkay. 
 
    “I think it will be” Duke Tenkay replied. “We attacked while most of your army were off fighting Largen. You may have taken over a large area in Largen but you were still unprepared, now if you try anything the Largen will attack and take back their land. Thanks for signature Synfany, it was a pleasure doing business with you”. 
 
    Ray watched as Melody noticed the staves stacked up near her and jumped out of her chair. The princess grabbed one and pointed it at Duke Tenkay who jumped in front of Ray and stuck out his chest. Melody screamed whatever curse she had prepared twice before she noticed the hand she grabbed the staff with and paused. Melody stared at her mother who noticed it also before looking at her own hand. Their green skin was gone along with the various boils and pimples they had gathered from the infection and it its place was the skin they had before. 
 
    “Yes the disease you had is gone” Duke Tenkay began as he looked at Melody. “It fed off of magic, which was the reason why no one other than the mages were affected. Young Mr. Riverdale has a peculiar power which I am sure you all are aware of, the ability to drain and not be affected by magic. What you probably didn’t know was that he has the ability to take magic entirely away from a mage. No one knows if in time your power will return but for now you are as normal as I am. Once you all attacked Mr. Riverdale, you sealed your own fate since I for one had no reason to break the connection you had. If it is any solace, I said I had a cure for your disease and you got it”. 
 
    “You got it alright” Ray said with a smirk. “You might as well put down your little stick, you aren’t scaring anyone”. 
 
    “Look who has found a backbone” Melody said angrily. “You weren’t so full of yourself when I had you whining at my feet. You are a fool Gaea, you were the plaything of a princess. You were well taken care of and you gave it all up to be nobody”. 
 
    “I have another princess in a fashion” Ray smiled. “I haven't lost anything, all I know how to do is win”. 
 
    “This isn’t the end of this” Melody replied. “This traitorous Duke is one thing, I am not going to be mocked by a Gaea”. 
 
    “This is the end of it as far as I am concerned” Ray replied. “I am going off to my happily ever after while you will have to choke on the image of my smiling face the same way you do horsecock every morning. In fact, I will let you and your dumbass mother get a real good image to remember”. 
 
    Ray walked over and wrapped his arm around Duke Tenkay shoulder as the older man laughed. Synfany snatched the documents and signed them quickly as she jumped up and beckoned for Melody to follow her. Ray blew her a kiss as they left the area, Duke Tenkay then let out a loud rumbling laugh Ray was sure Synfany and Melody heard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Reader, thank you for taking this journey with me. For all my fans I want you to know I do read all of my emails and my reviews on both Goodreads, Amazon and certain sites that pirate the hell out of my books. I am honestly flattered that anyone think my crap is decent enough to pirate to tll you the truth. I know editing is not my strong point, this story has been written for months but I find it impossible to proofread anything. Normally I let enough time go by that I forget what I wrote and reread the entire thing. A lot of you have been asking for a sequel to one of my books but no one really specifies which one you would like to read a sequel to more than the others. I have also heard from some of you wishing I put these things on audible, I am working on it but honestly I am a bit lazy. That was one of my new year’s resolutions though, to put something on audible and to make a sequel to something. I am asking a favor for the dedicated fans I have out there, I warn you this is work and I am asking something for nothing. I have maybe four or five books I am pretty deep into but have no idea which ones I should finish and which ones my readers would like most. I would consider it a solid if some of you would email me and I can send them all to you for you to decide which ones are worth your time and which ones are not. I realize I am not as polished as some of these great authors on here but I am trying to do better. I would appreciate it if you thought this book was not complete trash if you would leave a review on any site you found this book on. Those willing to help me can always reach me at flowersnovels@gmail.com, if any of my readers are in New Mexico I wouldn’t mind if you dropped on by and had a cold one with me. 
 
    Before I go I want you all to expect a complete drop off in books for 2019-2020. Good ole Whiskey Flowers is supposed to be getting deployed to god knows where and they normally last around a year. If they end up taking me I’ll drop the knowledge on you as soon as I get to where I am going in the last section of my books, like I am doing now. 
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