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			Dedication:

			In memory of David Keith. Wherever you are, I hope it has a nice, big library.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Khazak

			“Is that a dragon?”

			“No, I think it’s a thunderbird!”

			“What are either of you talking about?” the third gnome in the trio to my left comments. “It’s just a weird cloud. Look, it’s already gone.”

			I return my gaze to the heavens where, like the first gnome, I swear I just saw a dragon. And I wasn’t alone; the only reason I even left the inn was because of the others rushing outside, and I can see dozens of people along the street who did the same. But the longer I look up and see nothing but the clouds, the more I start to question myself. Perhaps it was just a trick of the light…

			As everyone begins to return to their mornings, I take a sip of coffee from the mug still in my hand and immediately cringe at the bitter taste—I forgot the sugar. With a sigh, I return to the Moonbright Inn to remedy the situation, electing to pick up a second mug to bring up to the room for David when he wakes up.

			It is rare that I am the first one awake, but seeing as he managed to have a nightmare-free evening, I am going to let him sleep in as much as possible. I’m not sure what caused my own nightmare, still remembering the images of tendrils and black wolves. The wolves were new, but it was not even two weeks ago that I had an almost identical nightmare featuring the tendrils. At least in this dream, I was able to successfully protect David. Perhaps that will be the last of it.

			After climbing four flights of stairs, I quietly and carefully open the door to our room. Setting David’s coffee on the nightstand, I watch as his chest softly rises and falls with his breath, my eyes roaming over the soft curve of his hip. Taking a seat at the small table provided to our room, I pull a pen, paper, and some ink from my bag. We have a busy day ahead, and now would be a good time to write home to my family and update them on what has happened.
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			Orda, Ruda, and Jarda,

			It’s been three weeks since my last letter, and over a month since I first left V’rok’sh Tah’lj, and it has been stressful to say the least. The trouble started when we noticed we were being followed by a pair of men who we learned were members of the infamous Blackbriar Guild. We managed to turn the tables on them and thought we had the situation handled, but it wasn’t long before their allies caught up and captured us. We escaped with a little bit of outside help and made our way to the newly established township of Richardton, only to be captured again.

			Nathaniel, a previous member of our party, had business with the self-appointed “prince” of Richardton, Richard Calvinson III, or at least with his father, from whom he had stolen a valuable and rare cockatrice egg. However, the prize Calvinson ended up wanting in the end was David—and he threw the rest of us in a dungeon in an effort to keep him. He planned to have us fight a group of lions, and when that failed, a werewolf, which is what ultimately led to his downfall. We managed to work with the other prisoners and use the confusion of those beasts getting loose to our advantage and overthrow him.

			Do not worry: everyone made it out safely. We managed to restore a semblance of order to the town before leaving, heading for our current location, Manamequohi. We’re here searching for Naruk Redwish, and I cannot wait to make him pay for all the pain and destruction he wrought, especially for what he did to David—
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			“Mmmm.” A sleepy moan pulls my attention from my letter to the bed.

			I watch as David flounders on the bed before lying flat on his back and stretching out all of his limbs. After they flop back down to the bed, he sits up with a yawn, rubbing his eyes as they adjust to the light. Then, with a scratch to the back of his head, he finally turns to me.

			“Morning,” he says with a dopey smile.

			“Good morning, pup.” Spirits, he is adorable.

			I stand and take two quick strides toward the bed, sliding myself beneath the sheets next to him. I quickly wrap my arms around him, pulling us together as he greets me with sleepy open-mouthed kisses. As I nuzzle against his neck, his hands roam down my back.

			“Aww, you’re all clothed.” He pouts, sticking his hands under my shirt so he can reach my skin.

			“I went downstairs for coffee.” I kiss away his frown and nod toward the still-steaming mug on the bedside table. “I brought you some.” 

			“Yessssss!” His mood changes swiftly, his left arm reaching out feebly toward the cup. “You’re the best.”

			“You say that now,” I roll over him, allowing him to grasp his prize, “but will you feel the same way after you’ve had the chastity cage on for another week?”

			“I barely even notice it’s there,” he fibs, letting out a small moan of pleasure after his first sip.

			David and I have a unique relationship, or at least it would appear that way to anyone outside of Tah’lj. I am not referring to the fact that we are both men, though I have learned firsthand that not everyone in the world is as accepting as my home. Our relationship is one of love, respect, and understanding, but it is also one of command and obedience, of dominance and submission.

			In my language, we have specialized terms for each of our roles. David is the avakesh, which refers to the submissive partner, who is owned by myself, the dominant partner called the kavan. Just as it sounds, that means David is subservient to me—both in and out of the bedroom. He is the “pup” to my “Sir,” and we would not have it any other way.

			I know how that may sound, but it is not as though the entirety of our relationship is based around me ordering David around. In fact, I would challenge anyone to spend time with us and see for themselves that we are no different than a more “traditional” relationship. We have our own rules, which my pup is usually willing to follow, and when he isn’t, there are plenty of ways for me to correct him in private—such as the chastity cage he is wearing right now. By the same coin, it is my responsibility to look after and protect him—which can be rather difficult given how willing he is to throw himself in harm’s way. But that selflessness is also one of the reasons I love him.

			“It’s still early, and I doubt any of the others are out of bed yet,” I tell David as I run a hand down his chest. “The city’s administrative office should open soon, so after breakfast we can head there and ask about Redwish.”

			“Do you think they’ll be able to tell us if he’s in the city?” David asks, sipping more coffee.

			“I honestly have no idea,” I admit with a sigh. “I am not sure what records they keep nor for how long, but it is at least worth a try. I wish I were still Ranger Captain of V’rok’sh Tah’lj. I might be able to do more.”

			“Well, Ranger Hazatin did kind of officially tell us to come here in his place,” David points out. “Or you could just, you know, lie. I doubt word from the secret orc city travels very fast.”

			The “Ranger Hazatin” David is referring to is a former coworker and subordinate of mine, one who we have run into twice since leaving the city. Before I resigned from my position as captain, my last act as leader of the V’rok’sh Tah’lj rangers was to send out Hazatin in pursuit of an escaping Redwish. Obviously he did not have much luck, and last we spoke, he was still in Richardton, helping the locals sort out some of the mess caused by Calvinson. Since we managed to not just catch up to but pass him, I have retaken the responsibility of tracking down this criminal so that he can be brought home to pay for his crimes.

			Naruk Redwish is... Well, I am not sure how much I actually know about the man. I am not even positive that “Naruk Redwish” is his real name. He immigrated to V’rok’sh Tah’lj about two years ago, where he worked as a legal advocate for individuals arrested who lacked counsel. Our positions were not connected, and I had no say in his hiring, so I do not know about his credentials and whether or not they were falsified. By all appearances, for those two years, he seemed dedicated to his position—until the day David and his friends arrived.

			I’d love to tell you that our first meeting was through some sort of cute happenstance, but the truth is the first time I met David, he attacked me, and I arrested him. Technically, he was not the first one to attack—that honor belongs to Nathaniel, who remained behind in Richardton—but he was one of the last we subdued. After knocking him out myself, I carried his unconscious body back to the city and placed him in a cell alongside his friends, with Redwish assigned as their advocate.

			You might see where this story is going. Through a series of misunderstandings and half-truths that Redwish intentionally left vague, David challenged me to what he’s referred to as a “trial by combat.” He lost and, as he was expecting a fight to death, was surprised to learn that instead he would become my property.

			Things were tense that first week, with neither of us quite understanding the other, despite our obvious attraction. After some mishaps and poor decision making on both our parts, we finally managed to see eye to eye. Then, after even more communication and misunderstandings (including some involving his twin brother which were resolved only days ago), I can finally say that the two of us are truly on even footing. Or at least, even in the way we like it.

			Redwish’s treachery led to some difficult moments between us, but nothing could compare to only months later when we discovered he was working in concert with a group of my own rangers seeking to gain control of my home, naming themselves the Cult of Zeus, likely before setting their sights on larger targets. We came upon them one night in a ruined Olympian temple on the outskirts of our territory, and in the process of rescuing our friend Nylan from certain death, David was killed when Redwish drove a sword directly through his heart.

			I have never experienced as deep a despair as when I watched the life and blood drain from David’s body… only for him to awaken not a minute later with barely a scratch on him. He wasn’t just healed; he was also supernaturally strong and fast and seemed not to be himself. David saved multiple lives that day, and one of the reasons we are here in Maname is to figure out how he was revived and what it means.

			After some more cuddling and coffee, I extract myself from the bed again and finish my letters home. Now caffeinated, David takes it upon himself to check on our friends, and once enough of them are awake, gathers everyone for breakfast downstairs. Today’s offering is shellfish harvested from the island’s own shores, served over buttered and spiced cornmeal with scrambled eggs on the side. An excellent start to the day.

			“Did everyone sleep alright last night?” Adam asks the rest of the group, sitting together at one of the dining room’s many long tables.

			“Yeah, pretty good,” Liss answers first. “Though I’m not used to being this high up.”

			Adam and Liss are both human like David with Adam being one of David’s oldest friends. Liss (full name Elisabeth) met the two of them at the Northlake Academy of Knighthood, located in the Lutherian city of the same name. The three of them had each individually determined they no longer wished to be a part of it, due in large part by what sounds like extremely poor and untrustworthy leadership. Things were bad enough that all three abandoned their posts under the cover of night together, without a word to anyone, not even their families, before they left the small island-country entirely.

			Adam is a tall muscular man with blond hair and blue eyes. An excellent fighter, he is our group’s unofficial leader, easily taking the lead when a situation calls for it. He is a good man with a kind and fair heart, so we get along well—and he has also been known to join me and David in bed on occasion. 

			That last part may sound surprising, but our relationship is more open than most—something that the unique type of relationship we share lends itself to, though we still have plenty of restrictions. While at first I think perhaps David may have harbored a small crush on the man, once he “got it out of his system” (David’s words), their normal level of camaraderie and friendly rivalry quickly took over… sometimes even during sex. Not that I am complaining.

			I believe Elisabeth grew up in the same city, but I do not think the three of them met until the academy. As tall and strong as David and Adam, she has short red hair she typically keeps covered; when I first met her, it had been dyed brown. Her personality is dry and more serious than her two friends—a trait I greatly appreciate at times. She is an excellent warrior, and I have noted her tracking skills improving while on the road together.

			“The beds are great,” David agrees. “I slept like a rock.”

			“They were very comfortable,” I concur. For more than just sleeping.

			“We slept well, too,” Corrine answers from my other side.

			“No complaints here!” Tsula declares, the final member of the group.

			Corrine is a human also from Lutheria, though not the same region as the others. I do not actually know very much about her past, only that she was raised by a church, which I suspect might mean she is an orphan. She is kind and very soft-spoken with light blonde hair she normally keeps tied in twin-tails on either side of her head. She’s also a divine spellcaster, using her abilities to act as the team’s healer. Her reason for joining the others was to act as a “missionary” for her church, though the more I spend time with her, the more I wonder if there is something she isn’t telling us about.

			Tsula is the newest person to join us on our journey, having met us only a few weeks ago in Pákannon. She is technically closest to me in age, even beating me by ten years at forty, but as a full-blooded elf, her emotional maturity is much closer to the early-twenties of the others. The cousin of my good friend Nylan—the same Nylan David died trying to protect—she asked to come with us after an unexpected adventure seemed to whet her appetite for more. She keeps her long black hair in a single long braid that runs down her left shoulder, often playing with it when nervous, which as this is her first time away from home is fairly often.

			“So, what’s the plan for today?” Liss asks before lifting another spoonful of breakfast to her mouth.

			“We’re gonna head to the city’s admin office, right?” Adam looks over to confirm. “To see if they have any record of Redwish entering.”

			“Correct.” I nod. “I am not sure how successful we’ll be, but we can at least try. Though I am not sure we all need to go.”

			“So, the rest of us could say, wander around the city?” Liss intimates her intentions for the day.

			“I don’t see why not,” I tell her with a shrug. “The only other thing on the agenda is returning to Mr. Adcaryn to see if we can learn more about David’s abilities, which you technically wouldn’t need to be present for either.”

			“We could always look around and then meet you all back there afterward?” Corrine offers. “As long as we know where we’re going.”

			“I think that sounds fun,” Tsula says with a nod. “I can remember how to get to Uncle Atsadi’s, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“Woo, girls’ trip,” Liss says with mock excitement. “That alright with you guys?”

			“I see no issues,” I respond with a short nod.

			“Sounds fine to me.” Adam nods as well.

			We finish eating not long after that and say our goodbyes, splitting into two groups. While the ladies decide to see what awaits them on the west side of the island, David and Adam join me on a path toward the center where the city’s administrative offices reside. As someone with a fear of heights, walking past the rows and rows of tall buildings towering over us is a dizzying affair. Some of them have as many as a dozen floors—I cannot even fathom working in a place like that.

			Finding the building is not difficult, both because of its size and the large signs proclaiming its name in both Pukwudgese and Common in bright gold lettering. Large flags line the entrance, each bearing the city’s symbol: the Testament of Unity, a giant statue of a gnome that sits off the island’s coast, the torch in its hand burning the same bright green as the statue’s hair and providing the city with its magical protective dome. That very dome is the reason we are here.

			When we enter the building, the kind human woman at the front desk is happy to guide us to our destination: the Immigration Office, which is located on the eleventh floor. While several of the city’s taller buildings have magic-powered lifts to take you from floor to floor, this is not one of them, which means climbing up eleven flights of stairs, or as David puts it, “its own section of hell.” When we finally reach it, between the exhaustion and nearly hyperventilating because of the height, I am out of breath, but the name of the office above the door is still a welcome sight.

			“Hello, how may I help you?” a gnome woman sitting behind the desk welcomes us as we enter.

			Behind her sit rows and rows of shelves, each stuffed to the brim with papers, like a sea of information. I can see other employees behind her, quickly moving from shelf to shelf as they organize and reorganize the seemingly endless sea of files. It’s as fascinating as it is intimidating; how do they even know what they are looking for?

			“Good morning,” I greet as we approach the desk. “We are here seeking some information.”

			“What sort of information?” She looks at us skeptically.

			“It is regarding someone who we believe may have entered the city in the past few weeks,” I start to explain. “We were hoping you might be able to tell us if they were still here or not.”

			“I’m sorry, but that’s not the sort of information we give out.” She begins to eye us all with suspicion. “If you’re trying to find someone, perhaps you would be better off hiring a private detective.”

			“I understand it is an odd request, ma’am.” I lean in, dropping the volume of my voice as I decide to take a risk and reach into my bag, pulling out my old ranger badge. “I’m a ranger from the Shad’rok Logging Camp. The man we are seeking is a criminal.”

			“A criminal? Oh dear.” The “Shad’rok Logging Camp” is the name we use for V’rok’sh Tah’lj with outsiders, allowing us to still trade with other cities while maintaining our secrecy. The badge, while old, still looks entirely official, and though she eyes it closely, she is unable to read the words written in Atasi on the front. “I… I’m still not sure we can—”

			“I know this is weird,” David suddenly joins the conversation on my right. “But please, this man is dangerous. We’ve been tracking him for almost a month now.”

			“I… I understand, but…” She seems to gather herself together mid-sentence, adjusting her glasses. “We deal with hundreds of individuals every day. The dome’s primary purpose is to help us track the magical items being imported and exported from the island. We don’t have time to use it to track down individuals for everyone that sees us. Not to mention that even if this man is a criminal, if he requested sanctuary upon entering the city—”

			“He wouldn’t have,” I quickly assure her. “In fact, I doubt he even gave you any of his real information at all.”

			“Please, ma’am,” Adam finally joins in. “I know you’re busy and we’re asking too much of you, but he’s hurt a lot of people, and we only want to stop him before he hurts more.”

			“We just want to know if he is still in the city,” I try to make the scope of our request seem as small as possible. “That is all.”

			“Alright,” she agrees after some internal deliberation. “But just this once. How long ago do you think he entered Maname?”

			“Thank you so much,” I tell her with a small bow. “It could have been as early as two weeks, maybe three.” I’m being generous due to all of our own delays and not knowing how exactly Redwish has been traveling.

			“Tyreene, Bolun, please bring me the immigration records for the last three weeks,” the woman calls out as she turns in her seat. “And what was his name?”

			“Naruk Redwish,” I tell her. “Though I have a feeling he used a false name when he entered.”

			“We can still try. Spell it out for me, please.” She passes over a blank sheet of paper and pen. “We can also try using his other features. I know he is a man, but what about his age, species, and hair and eye color?”

			“He is an orc, somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-one, with dark red hair and dark green eyes.” I hand her back the sheet with the spelled-out name as two of the other workers, a male gnome and a female human, each carrying several tall stacks of paper to the front desk, dropping them with a thud.

			“Alright, first we’ll try the name.” The woman holds her hand over the first stack of papers, her hand and eyes glowing a light pinkish color as she casts a spell, using her magic to search through the stack. She repeats this on five other stacks, shaking her head when she is finally finished. “There’s no record of anyone with that name entering Manamequohi in the past three weeks. I’ll try with his description now.”

			She goes through the same motions as before, using a slightly different spell to research the stack. This time, after she finishes with the second stacks, she makes what looks like a tally mark on the sheet with Redwish’s name before moving onto the third. She repeats this six more times before she’s through with the final stack, handing the sheet back to me when she is finished.

			“In the past three weeks, there have been seven individuals fitting that description who have entered the city,” she explains. “Two of them have already left, but the others appear to still be on the island. But I’m afraid that is all the information I can give you.”

			“Thank you, ma’am. That is exactly what we needed.” I accept the sheet, folding it and sticking it in my pocket. “We greatly appreciate your cooperation.”

			“Yes, well… Have a good day.” She bids us an awkward farewell, obviously flustered by the encounter.

			“So was that good or bad?” David asks as we begin the trek back downstairs.

			“Do we still think he’s in the city?” Adam asks next.

			“I’m choosing to believe it’s a good thing, and that he is,” I answer them both as I steel myself for the many flights of stairs. “Depending on where he is trying to go next, it’s entirely possible he’s been stuck here waiting for the right ship to come in or for a trader to be passing through.”

			“How do we find him though?” David asks next. “It’s a big city.”

			“It is,” I agree. “And I think the only thing there is for us to do is legwork.”
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			“You want us to search for him?” Liss asks somewhat incredulously. “The whole city?”

			“Just the areas around the docks,” I clarify. “I don’t expect us to set up a full patrol, but if we search those areas for him, it might lead to something.”

			“Alright,” Liss agrees with some skepticism. “We can at least try and get out to each one at least once a day and ask around if anyone’s seen him.”

			“Precisely.” I nod, happy that I don’t need to convince her further. “We can decide who should look where after lunch.”

			“So, has there been any luck with … that?” She juts her chin behind me, toward the spot on the roof where David is speaking with Atsadi and his friend Shira.

			“Not yet,” I tell her. “But they are working on it.”

			It is late in the morning, several hours after our morning trip to the administration office. After leaving, we returned to Atsadi’s apartment, where we were surprised to find a few of the man’s friends waiting for us. Two of them we already knew, Onas and Wari Bearfoot, two gnome brothers who are skilled enchanters and are responsible for creating my magical satchel. The third person was new, a human doctor and healer named Shira Tuvat. Atsadi invited all of them himself, thinking their skills might be useful in uncovering the mystery of David.

			Deciding that there would be more room to work up here, Atsadi led us all up and out onto the roof of his apartment building. Or at least most of us… I have barely taken a step outside of the door leading up here, not able to bring myself to move closer to any of the roof’s edges. I am honestly surprised I’ve held it together as much as I have.

			Once we were up here, Shira took the lead, asking David all sorts of questions and using magic to scan different parts of his body. She had him run through some basic exercises, seemingly to test things like his base speed and strength. About two hours later, Liss, Corrine, and Tsula returned from their excursion, eager for a chance to sit and rest, and no doubt looking forward to lunch—which we will be having as soon as we finish things up here.

			“So anger and/or trauma seem to be the triggers for these abilities.” I listen as Dr. Tuvat explains our current working theory, given the last two times we witnessed David’s sudden increase in strength and speed. “And since we can’t recreate any of those events…” She looks to her left at Atsadi.

			“No, Shira, we are not going to intentionally traumatize David, even in the name of research,” the man says with a sigh.

			“I know,” Dr. Tuvat continues after a sigh of her own. “We’re going to focus on your emotions and see if we can’t provoke a response that way.”

			“Okay…” David agrees, though I suspect he’s not completely following, which is fine because I am. “So what do you want me to do?”

			“Get angry,” the doctor tells him plainly. “I want you to try and bend this.” She hands him a thick metal rod, at least half a meter in length.

			“Uh, sure.” David accepts the item, testing its weight before grasping it in both hands. “Just … be angry?”

			“Exactly,” Dr. Tuvat says with a nod, after moving back to stand with Atsadi, leaving David at a “safe” testing distance. “And I mean I really want you to feel it. Let the anger flow through you.”

			“Okay.” David shakes out his limbs before closing his eyes and holding the rod up with both hands.

			Everyone on the roof watches in silence as a look of concentration crosses David’s face. With a grunt, he attempts to bend the bar, his hands struggling as they grip it tightly, but it doesn’t seem to give. David stops and takes a breath, waiting another moment before he tries again, but still, nothing happens. Even opening his eyes so he can glare at the object while he tries for a third time doesn’t help.

			“It’s not working,” he says sullenly, turning back to the two researchers.

			“Maybe it’s that you’re not angry enough?” Atsadi offers.

			“Or maybe the trauma is a necessary component,” Tuvat wonders, chewing on a thumbnail as she thinks.

			“Try thinking about what was going on the last two times it happened,” Adam suggests from his spot on the roof on the opposite side of David. “Run through the events in your head and see if you can get back into how you were feeling then.”

			“Alright, trying again.” David takes a breath and raises the bar in his hands again.

			Unfortunately, this round goes much like the last, with the rod not bending a millimeter. Even focusing on the events of the past doesn’t seem to help David, the frustration on his face growing by the second. With a growl, he drops it to the ground with a clang.

			“This feels stupid,” he complains. “Maybe I’m not supposed to—”

			“I have an idea.” Knowing my pup’s personality does not typically lend itself to patience, I take a breath and step out onto the roof. “Pick up the bar and close your eyes again.”

			“Okay.” David does as I ask, returning to his previous position. “Now what?”

			“Now you are going to imagine yourself in a new scenario,” I inform him, taking a mostly steady step in his direction.

			“What?” He peeks one eye open at me. “Seriously? You want me to play pretend?”

			“Yes, seriously.” I make sure my tone leaves no room for argument. “And for this to work, you are really going to have to try. Understand?”

			“I understand,” he replies with a sigh, closing his eye again.

			“Alright. Now imagine we’re back out on the road,” I start to set the scene. “The six of us, traveling together by foot.”

			“Where are we going?” David asks.

			“We’re returning to Pákannon,” I answer the unexpected question. “We just left Rakatune that morning.”

			“This feels silly,” David complains again.

			“David,” I warn, “you and I both know you have done much, much sillier. Now focus on my words.”

			“Yes, Sir,” he acquiesces, resealing his lips.

			“It’s late, and we have decided to set up camp for the night,” I return to setting the scene. “You and I have just gotten into our bedroll when we suddenly hear the sounds of fighting as someone attacks our camp.”

			The small growl I hear from David tells me he’s finally letting himself get into the scenario.

			“It’s the Blackbriars again. They’ve gone back on their word and are planning to capture us to bring back to their base,” I continue, watching as David’s hands clench into fists. “We fight valiantly but are even more outnumbered now than we were before. One by one each of us goes down—except for you. In all of the confusion, you manage to escape into the forest while the rest of us are loaded into a carriage.”

			I can see the anger crossing David’s face as he pictures Kez and her crew ambushing us in the night once more. I am not sure how much truth there is to what I’m saying, as I do not really expect to hear from Kez ever again, but you never know what the future may hold. Either way, my words seem to be working on David.

			“You follow them, fully intent on rescuing us. Tracking the carts as you stalk through the forest, you can overhear Kez making jokes about how she betrayed us.” This next part is a bit of a gambit. “She says she can’t believe how stupid you were to trust her.”

			I watch as David’s nostrils flare when I use the very common and much-hated insult from his childhood. It means the anger he is feeling right now is real. Time to go in for the kill.

			“When they finally stop to make camp themselves, it’s all you can do to hold yourself back from rushing in and taking them all on.” I take another few steps toward David, my voice getting lower as I close the distance between us. “But you bide your time and wait for them to sleep. You sneak your way into camp, ready to release us from our carriage, but there is a problem: Instead of wooden doors, you find solid steel bars.”

			“You can see all of us on the other side, bound, gagged, and struggling,” I continue. “Those bars are the only things standing between us, David. You just have to bend them: so bend them.”

			After he hears me say “bend” for the second time, David does just that. His face screws up in exertion as he grips the bar, trying to bend it with all his might. I am just about ready to declare my attempt a failure when to everyone’s shock—and with a roar from David—the bar bends.

			All of us stare in stunned silence at the now L-shaped rod in David’s hand, even David himself. And once it appears that the normal side-effect of him becoming a feral warrior has not taken root, David holds the rod aloft like a trophy as a cheer goes up around the roof. It worked!

			“It worked!” David agrees, jumping up in excitement before quickly kissing me on the lips.

			“Wow,” Wari says, his voice barely above a whisper.

			“That was amazing!” Dr. Tuvat quickly steps into David’s personal space, already writing in her notes. “Can you describe to us exactly what it felt like?”

			“Uh, really angry, I guess?” David answers unhelpfully.

			“Was there a particular moment where you could feel your strength kicking in?” Tuvat asks next. “Did a certain thought or memory trigger it?”

			“I’m not sure,” David admits. “I was just trying to imagine what Khazak was telling me, and it just kinda … happened.”

			“What I’m more interested in is if you felt anything else,” Atsadi tells us as he comes to stand with Tuvat. “You told me that when this happened before, you also seemed to undergo some sort of personality change and had access to knowledge that you shouldn’t have. You said you even spoke a language you’ve never heard before, but once the moment had passed, you had no memory of it. Did you feel or remember anything this time?”

			“I don’t think so.” David shakes his head. “I only felt it for a second.”

			“Do you think you could do it again?” Tuvat looks at the rod expectantly.

			“I can try.” He looks at me with a smile.

			“I’d like to try without Khazak’s help this time,” Atsadi requests. “Now that we know it’s possible, we should limit external influences so we know our findings will be accurate.”

			“Alright,” David agrees with some reluctance. “Let’s go again.”

			“You can do it, pup,” I praise as I step back, hoping this is a good sign of things to come.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			David

			“Hmm, he only managed it a little that time.”

			“I’m still counting it. That makes four.”

			I glance over at the two older humans, not really appreciating Dr. Tuvat’s use of “only.” We’ve been at this for half an hour—no, I’ve been at this for half an hour, standing up here in the hot summer sun struggling to keep bending this damn piece of metal while they watch. And it isn’t easy! In fact, it’s been getting harder and harder each time, and I don’t know why.

			After Khazak helped me, I managed to bend the bar a second time by running myself through his scene in my head again, but after that, it was less effective. It took me almost ten minutes to bend it a third time and even longer for the fourth. It’s weird. With a clearer head, I can actually feel when it happens, like a switch being flipped, but whenever I try and reach for it, I lose it. It’s unbelievably frustrating.

			I take a few breaths and shake out my limbs before I close my eyes to try again. The way everyone is staring at me is making me feel like a trained monkey. But I try to wipe all that from my head and imagine Khazak and the others in trouble again.

			I’ve been trying to switch it up at least a little in my head, swapping out the villains or other details. This time it’s Richard Calvinson, the creep who tried to kidnap and brainwash me, who’s captured everyone. No, wait, I’m the one he’s captured. I can see him on the other side of the cage he’s thrown me in, his smug, punchable face mocking me, daring me to come at him. And I will, as soon as I bend. This. Bar.

			“That’s five!” Mr. Atsadi declares with a cheer.

			“A big one too,” Dr. Tuvat seems to accept. “We might need to get another rod for the next one. There’s no way the tensile strength on that is still any good.”

			“Another one?” I ask with a whine.

			“Perhaps we should let him rest for a moment?” Khazak suggests, coming to my rescue.

			“Lunch is ready!” Just in time, Corrine comes up the stairs behind Khazak with a tall plate of sandwiches in her hands.

			Tsula is right behind her carrying a bowl of fruit, mostly apples. They offered to get lunch ready for us after getting back with Liss about an hour ago. Khazak normally does the bulk of the cooking for our group--and he is really good at it—but that doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t pitch in when we can. Khazak wanted to stick with me up here on the roof, which I know isn’t easy given his fear of heights.

			“Alright, I suppose now would be a good time to take a break,” Atsadi agrees with Khazak’s suggestion, probably because he’s a little hungry himself.

			“Hmm, maybe we should start thinking about the ways we can test some of his other abilities,” Dr. Tuvat wonders as she takes a sandwich for herself.

			“Speed and agility should be easy enough,” Atsadi says, the two of them taking a seat at a small card table that’s been left up here. “But speaking Ancient Olympian? That will be tougher.”

			I decide I’ll let them worry about that as I take some food of my own, thanking Cory and Tsula and taking a seat against the outside of the stairwell with Khazak. We only ate a few hours ago, but I’m starving. Bending metal with your bare hands can really take it out of you. After I finish my first sandwich, I go back for a second, and then a third, not to mention the two and a half apples I devour. Only about halfway through one, when I’m finally feeling full, do I realize that Atsadi and Tuvat are both staring at me.

			“Have you always been so … ravenous?” Atsadi asks, looking at the half-eaten fruit in my hand.

			“Uh…” I’m not really sure how to answer.

			“Yes.”

			“Yes.” 

			Apparently Khazak and Adam are.

			“Though it has gotten more extreme since the incident,” Khazak adds. “Particularly after doing something strenuous.”

			“Hmmm…” Atsadi suddenly looks lost in thought. “It would make sense that his abilities would require an excessive amount of stored energy.”

			“So maybe it’s a fuel issue…” Tuvat starts to scratch her chin, lost in thought. “If it works like other strength-enhancing magic, maybe we can figure out how much energy is being used.”

			“It might even be possible to find a way to harness an external energy source…” Atsadi jumps up, taking Tuvat by the arm. “Come on. We can use my office.”

			I watch as the two “scientists” scurry off to figure out … whatever they were talking about. I’ve never really thought much about my eating habits, except I guess for the way I lost and then regained all that weight and muscle in the months since leaving home—which some may have recently pointed out could very well be connected to everything. So I guess what they’re saying makes sense, but it’s not something I can control, I don’t think.

			“If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I’m not sure I would have believed it,” Onas tells me.

			“Same with this sword,” Wari, the second of the Bearfoot Brothers, adds. “The enchantments on this thing are top-notch. Where’d you say you found it?”

			I first met Onas and Wari yesterday when Khazak brought me to their shop so I could buy one of their magic bags. It turns out they’re also friends with Nylan’s dad Atsadi, and as skilled enchanters, he asked them to come take a look at my weapon, the Harpe, a sword supposedly capable of cutting through anything. They’ve been off to the side all morning, watching me work while they inspect the weapon, even casting some sort of scanning magic on it.

			“Buried in a long-forgotten temple almost 700 kilometers to the south,” Khazak answers for me. “Though it is supposedly Olympian in origin.”

			“I’ve never seen this type of metal before.” Wari holds the hilt near his eye so he can stare down the blade. “I’m not even sure how you’d sharpen the blade.”

			“If the enchantments on it are as solid as they seem, I don’t think you’d ever need to,” Onas points out. “But if the sword is as old as you say… There are legends of truly skilled enchanters, whose spells can last hundreds or even thousands of years, but this may very well be one of the oldest.”

			“How would you even be able to figure something like that out?” I ask, not sure it’s possible.

			“There are spells you can use to date magical energy, and a decent sorcerer might be able to get at least a basic idea,” Wari answers, already thinking. “Actually, would you let us take this back to the shop? We’ve got some tools there that might help, and I’d really love to take a closer look at this thing.”

			“Uhhh…” I pause and turn to Khazak. “What do you think?”

			“It is your weapon, so it is ultimately your decision,” Khazak starts. “You cannot exactly use it in the city, so I do not see the harm in allowing them to hold onto it for a short while.”

			“Alright.” I nod in agreement. “You can take it for the day. I’ll swing by the shop tomorrow to pick it up.”

			“That should be plenty of time,” Onas declares before grabbing his brother by the shirt. “Let’s go. We’re burning daylight.”

			Khazak and I watch as the two men leave, hauling a (relatively) oversized sword with them. With everyone finished eating, I take a moment to relax, which we really haven’t had the chance to do much of since rushing here from Richardton. Or even before that, really.

			But I guess I do have to get back to work eventually, Atsadi and Dr. Tuvat rejoining us on the roof after they finished with whatever it was they were trying to figure out. They brought me a fresh steel rod, and while I get back to work trying to bend it, Khazak talks to the others, apparently figuring out a plan for Adam, Corrine, Liss, and Tsula to patrol around the docks in search of Redwish. After a few goodbyes, they’re all off.

			[image: ]

			It’s several hours later when everyone finally makes it back, and in the time they were gone, I have only managed to tap into my strength twice—and I’m barely counting the second time. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but it has the two researchers questioning the “energy” situation.

			“How did the search go?” Khazak asks Adam as the others rejoin us on the roof.

			“Not great.” Adam shakes his head. “No sign of him.”

			“We even tried asking if anyone had seen an orc with red hair,” Liss adds. “Still nothing.”

			Hearing that combined with the hours of my own failure gets to be too much for me, and I toss the metal rod to the ground with a frustrated growl. The noise gets everyone’s attention, all of them turning to stare at me. Thankfully Khazak comes to my rescue again before I have a chance to make more of a scene.

			“It has been a long day,” he announces, meeting my eyes with sympathy. “Now seems like a good place to stop. After some rest, we can come back tomorrow and try again.”

			Tuvat seems reluctant to let us go, but plans are made to return after lunch tomorrow. It’s late as we all make our way downstairs and out of the building, late enough that they’re serving dinner by the time we get back to the inn. I can pretty much always eat, but Khazak tells the others to go on without us and has me wait in the lobby while he runs up to our room to grab his bag. Apparently, we’ve got plans tonight.

			“Where are we going?” I ask as we leave the inn. “Are you sure I don’t need to change?”

			“It is a secret,” Khazak informs me. “And you will… when we get there.”

			My Sir leads me through the streets toward our unknown destination. It’s only my second day in the city, so I have no idea where we’re going. Khazak seems confident, even though I think it’s been like, ten years since he was last here himself, so whatever this place is, it must be good.

			“Here we are,” Khazak announces about twenty minutes later.

			“Are you sure?” I look up at the building, confused as it appears to be a bookstore.

			“Of course.” He looks at me like I said something funny. “Come on. I cannot wait to show you around.”

			Walking inside confirms that yes, it is in fact a bookstore. A kind old lady sits behind the counter, her head full of curly bright white hair. She greets us with a smile, and Khazak steps forward, bending over to ask her something quietly. The store behind her is nothing but shelf after shelf of books, and I see maybe two other customers browsing them. This is where he wanted to bring me? I know he likes reading, but sheesh.

			“This place seems … nice.” I do my best to seem grateful for whatever this is as we start to walk through the shelves.

			“Really? You like it?” he asks me in return, and it takes me a second to get that he’s being sarcastic. “Not quite there yet, pup.” He winks.

			“We’re not?” I follow him farther into the shop, not sure where else he could be taking me.

			Toward the back of the store is an entrance to a small side room. Before we can enter it, two dwarves come stumbling out, both men and both seeming more than a little drunk. As they pass us, I swear they both give me and Khazak a once-over with their eyes, and I think they like what they see. They’re not unattractive, but who gets drunk in a bookstore?

			The room we enter doesn’t look any different than the rest of the store, just smaller. There’s another customer in here, turning his head as we enter. Khazak gives him a small nod and walks straight to the far wall of the room. I stand with him in front of a bookshelf, his eyes perusing the titles until they land on the one he’s looking for. He reaches for it, but he only pulls it out about halfway. There’s a click, and the entire bookcase swings inward.

			“What?!” I ask in shock as an entirely different room is revealed.

			“Now we have arrived.” Khazak guides me through the new entryway, closing the hidden door behind us.

			The room we’ve entered is not very large with unpainted brick walls. Ahead of us, a gnome sits behind a counter that takes up most of the corner, and there are doorways to the left and right of us. I can hear what sounds like the low thump of music coming from the left, as well as what I think are … moans?

			“Good evening, gentlemen, and welcome to the Leather Rooster,” the woman at the counter greets us. She looks to be around our age, her green hair cut short and styled almost like a mohawk, though it’s her clothes that really stand out: almost dangerously-thin straps of leather wrap around each of her breasts, barely covering her nipples. “Have either of you visited our establishment before?”

			“I have, though it has been many years,” Khazak tells her as we approach.

			“Well lucky for you, things haven’t changed around here in a long time,” she tells him with a smile. “With the exception of our prices. It’s two silver a piece to enter, and for another three, we have private rooms available to rent.”

			“Just the locker, please,” Khazak says as he hands over the payment.

			“Thank you,” she replies before reaching under her counter, sliding a key across the desk, and pointing to the room on our right. “You’ll find your locker in there, and once you are ready you can proceed into the club.”

			Khazak takes the key with another thanks and leads me to what is apparently a small changing room. He quickly finds our locker among the hundreds of square wooden doors along the walls. I still have absolutely no clue what is going on, but when Khazak sets his bag down a bench and pulls out our leather harnesses, I start to get a hint.

			“Strip,” he orders without giving it a second thought.

			“Right now.” I look around at the empty room. “Everything?”

			“Everything,” he replies with a grin.

			I have to psych myself up, but I manage to remove my clothes, imagining that I’m back in one of the changing rooms at school. While I’m stripping, Khazak lays out the outfit he’s selected for me on the bench: the leather harness he had made for me a few months ago and a dark blue jock that does absolutely nothing to hide that I am locked in a chastity cage. I’m not exactly surprised after seeing the outfits other people were wearing.

			After pulling on the jock, I pick up the harness, ready to pull it over my head. But just as I do, a flash of gold catches my eye—the scar on my chest. The one I received after Redwish drove a sword through my chest. I haven’t worn the harness since the festival back in Tah’lj, and even though one of the straps cross over the scar, it doesn’t do much to hide it. I’m frozen, staring down at my own chest, feeling self-conscious while at the same time trying not to relive the memory of its creation.

			“I happen to like your scar.” Khazak’s voice snaps me out of my trance. “Not the way it was created, but it is something that brought us closer together. And I think it looks distinguished. But if you are feeling unsure, we do not have to—”

			“No. It’s okay. I want to,” I reply with a smile, his words all the encouragement I need.

			After helping me with my harness, I openly stare as I watch Khazak getting changed, pulling on his trademark brown leather vest over a harness of his own, ending with a white jockstrap and some black leather shorts. He looks hot. We look hot, made even hotter when Khazak finishes our outfits by clipping the leash onto my collar.

			With a growl of approval, Khazak pulls me by the leash into him, kissing me firmly on the mouth. When I feel his tongue pushing at my lips, we end up having a small make out session right there, interrupted only when we hear someone else walking in. It’s an elf wearing little more than a leather thong with huge metal rings pierced through each of his nipples, but before I can think too much about how he’s seeing what I’m wearing, Khazak is pulling me by the leash out of there. We cross the entry room, the woman behind the counter nodding appreciatively at our outfits as Khazak leads me into the next room.

			“Where are we?” I stare around in wonder as we enter what truly seems like a magical place.

			It almost looks like a tavern—there’s even a fully stocked bar centered on the back wall and some tables and booths off to the side—but the rest of the place… Everything is black, even the walls, which are either painted or have a sheet hung on them. It’s dark, but not so dark that I can’t see thanks to the red and blue lightstones set into the ceiling, along with the occasional candle on a table or counter.

			People dressed like me and Khazak fill the floor, some wearing things I’ve never seen before, some completely naked, and a few with a leash and collar like me. It helps with the anxiety I’m feeling, but only a little. While one side of the room has more average looking seating and furniture, the other is filled with all kinds of benches, frames, and crosses, often with someone tied to them. There are people of all types being tied up, spanked, paddled, or even just fucking.

			“This is the Leather Rooster,” Khazak tells me as he walks us to the bar. “I learned of it the first time I visited the city, and it was an amazing experience. I’ve been dying to come back ever since, but I wanted to find someone to bring with me first. So you can imagine how excited I was once I knew we were coming.”

			“So it’s a … secret club? For people like us?” I ask as Khazak orders us both some beer.

			“It is a place for people like us to meet each other and socialize,” he explains while we wait for our drinks. “It has been an open secret in the city for some time. When it first opened, it was an actual secret, but as its membership grew, it opened up more to the public.”

			“Open secret?” I scoff as Khazak pays for our drinks and grabs our mugs. “The entrance is in a bookstore, hidden behind a bookshelf.”

			“The bookstore is owned by the same people who started the club—we passed one of them when we first walked inside,” Khazak explains as he leads us to a booth. “They’ve kept the hidden entrance in the bookstore for the history and atmosphere. I would say it has paid off.”

			Khazak slides into his seat but stops me before I can follow him. Instead, he points at the floor next to the booth—where a plush red pillow has been placed. A quick glance around reveals other submissives kneeling on these pillows at the feet of their own owners, and so before I can think too much about it, I follow their example. I hear a hum of approval from Khazak above me as his hand strokes my hair—and a mug of beer is passed over.

			Khazak continues to pet me as I take in our surroundings. I know it’s rude to stare, but I feel like in a place like this it’s a little more acceptable since people are dressed to get attention. I mean, some of them are literally putting on shows. I watch them, transfixed, caught between wanting to see more and feeling nervous that Khazak might pull me up there himself.

			There’s an elf man bent over a sawhorse, his pants pulled down around his ankles with each of his ass cheeks being paddled by two different women. There’s a dark-skinned halfling woman tied to a bench on her back as another woman drips hot candle wax onto her breasts, making her gasp and writhe. And in one corner, a red-skinned orc has his wrists tied to a bar, bent over while an elf—oh my gods, did he just stick his entire fist up the guy’s ass?!

			“Enjoying the shows?” Khazak asks as I choke on my beer.

			“I didn’t even know places like this could exist,” I tell him, wiping my mouth on my arm. “It’s like the Uzi’gor festival in Tah’lj.”

			“It is very similar,” Khazak agrees. “This is less open, but it also exists year-round.”

			As we continue to watch the club’s other patrons and sip our drinks, I start to relax, leaning against the side of Khazak’s leg. At least as relaxed as I can get while being extremely horny in a chastity cage. I’m so enraptured by all of the kinky sex things going on that I don’t notice someone approaching us.

			“Good evening.” I turn to see two men approach our booth. “Me and my boy couldn’t help but notice you from across the club. Would you mind if we joined you?”

			He is a tall elf with pale skin and short, light brown hair, wearing a tight black shirt with long sleeves that seems to hug him in all the right places. His black pants are equally tight, and he’s wearing black leather gloves on each hand. The “boy” he’s referring to is anything but, a stocky and muscular dwarf with tan skin that is covered neck to ankle in body hair. He’s wearing a harness like me, though he is at least allowed shorts instead of just underwear. He grins when he catches me staring, making me blush.

			“Go right ahead.” Khazak gestures to the opposite side of the booth. “I am Khazak, and this is my pup, David.”

			“Thank you. My name is Cillian, and this is my submissive, Novus,” the man greets as he slides into the seat, his boy dropping to a pillow of his own. “Are you two enjoying your evening?”

			“It has been very pleasant so far,” Khazak answers. “Just relaxing and enjoying the evening.”

			“This place is perfect for that.” Cillian salutes Khazak with his own drink before taking a sip. “I’m not sure I recall seeing you two here before. Are you new?”

			“I have been here previously, but it has been a very, very long time,” Khazak answers before
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