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        The King of the Giants has met his match…

      

      

      

      When her brother goes missing, Ruth Hallbrook follows the only lead that she has – a story told to her by a strange woman she meets in town. Armed with a ‘magical’ shell that will supposedly guide her, all she has to do is repeat the words she hears when she puts it to her ear. That would have been fine if she could have understood what it was saying! One wrong word lands her in a kingdom filled with giants, including one very large, irritating one who thinks she belongs in his gilded cage – fat chance of that!

      

      An opportunity to escape for a little peace and quiet turns into a disaster when Koorgan, the King of the Giants, finds himself stuck in an old well. Unable to climb out, he is sure his only hope of rescue is the search party eventually finding him. The last thing he expects is his rescuer to be barely larger than his hand.

      

      Afraid that something might happen to the tiny creature, he feels duty bound to help her find her missing brother and return her to her world. The trouble is, the more time he spends with her, the less he wants to let her go.

      

      Life is dangerous on the Isle of Giants for the diminutive Ruth. It will take every skill this King of the Giants possesses to protect her. Guided by the legend of a mythical plant said to have created the giants, Koorgan will not rest until he finds a way to keep Ruth by his side. Find out if love can overcome the barrier created by a misspoken spell!
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      Six months before:

      JFK Airport, New York City

      

      “Damn it, sis! Don’t you ever answer your phone? This is Mike. I wanted to let you know that I’m okay. Listen, something incredible has happened, but I wanted to let you know that I’m safe – and happy. Oh, Charlie is with me, so don’t worry about the damn dog. I’ve met the most incredible woman. She’s from another world, honest to god, she is. I know how that sounds, but I…”

      Ruth Hallbrook muttered under her breath in frustration as her brother’s message got crazier and crazier. He spun an incredibly detailed fairy tale that he seemed to whole-heartedly believe, and then the message abruptly ended mid-sentence.

      Weaving in and out of the crowded airport terminal, she pressed the play button on her phone again and held her cell phone to her ear. Her purse strap started to slip and she had to lift her shoulder to keep it and her briefcase strap from falling off her shoulder – not an easy feat while she was pulling her carry-on behind her. She gritted her teeth when two young girls suddenly stopped in front of her and she almost ran into them.

      “Watch out!” she barked out in a sharp voice.

      The girls rolled their eyes at her as she passed them. Tension built in her when she realized she still had four more gates to go before she reached her destination. Fear, adrenaline, anger, and caffeine had been her constant companions for the past twelve hours.

      She had been working overseas as a consultant for the last three and a half weeks and hadn’t bothered with her personal cell phone once the battery died on it. She’d thought she had forgotten her charger, and since she and Mike only chatted once a month, she hadn’t worried about her dead phone as she knew she would be back home before their next scheduled call. If something really important happened, Mike knew he could contact her on her work phone.

      When she discovered that she had put it in a different zippered pocket of her suitcase, she had charged her phone this morning while frantically getting ready for the airport.

      His message had been the last one in her voicemail. All the other messages had been spam except for the reminder that she had a dentist appointment coming up and the message from a man named Asahi Tanaka who claimed to be a CIA agent – a claim that a friend of a friend had verified for her. Unfortunately, the long line of messages had filled up her voicemail box, and the most important message of all was cut short.

      “I swear if I get one more call about a new Visa, the IRS coming to lock me up, or my car warranty expiring, I’m going to reach through the phone, throttle the assholes on the other end, and tell them to get a real job!” she growled as she briskly walked through the JFK airport in New York.

      She must have spoken a bit louder than she’d realized because several people turned to stare at her. They quickly turned their focus elsewhere when she shot them a heated glare. She glanced at the ticket in her hand. She had changed her New York to California connecting flight to Portland, Oregon instead so she could find out what in the hell was going on herself.

      “This is so coming out of his Christmas present,” she muttered as she pressed redial.

      “Come on, Mike, pick up! You complain about me not answering the damn phone when you call,” she muttered.

      Ruth grimaced when she heard the last boarding call for her flight, followed by an announcement to her, Ruth Hallbrook, to please check in with an airline representative at the gate.

      “What the fuck do you think I’m trying to do?” she crossly snapped.

      She made it to the gate before they finished saying the message a second time. Gripping her phone in a white-knuckled grasp, she thrust her boarding pass at the gate attendant. The woman looked at her, opened her mouth, then closed it. Ruth knew exactly why – she looked like something the dog had not only dragged in, but had buried for a few days before digging it up.

      That’s what happens when you complete a month of long meetings, find out your frigging brother has disappeared not once, but twice, and discover that he left a cryptic message about an incredible woman from another world on the cell phone you had to turn off during takeoff. Then add in a flight halfway across the world. Mike’s probably off to visit ET at Area 51, by now. He’ll just traipse over to the bottom of Meteor Crater, except, oh wait, that’s been moved to the Devil’s Tower made out of mashed potatoes! she tiredly thought, realizing in that moment just how many weird movies she had watched.

      An inelegant snort of laughter escaped her at the thought. The unexpected laughter caused the flight attendant standing in the door of the jet to give her a questioning look as she entered the plane. Shaking her head, Ruth passed the attendant and moved down the aisle to her seat. She stored her carry-on in the overhead compartment, tucked her briefcase under the seat in front of her, and sighed as she sank down into her seat in the First Class section.

      She toed off her high heels, wiggled her toes, and fastened her seat belt. The man sitting in the window seat next to her looked vaguely familiar, but he just glanced at her and smiled before he went back to reading his newspaper. That suited Ruth just fine. She was in no mood to endure polite social interactions at the moment. She was too busy plotting where she was going to bury her brother’s body.

      Another tired sigh left her as the flight attendant began the safety presentation. She glanced at the headline of the newspaper the man was holding – ‘Independent Audit Exposes Major Embezzlement in Largest On-line Retail Corporation’. Her lips curled into a menacing smile that made the flight attendant stammer over what to do if they had to make an emergency water landing before Ruth took pity on the woman, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes.

      And people think the police have all the fun, she wearily thought.

      She had been the lead forensic auditor on the case presented by the government, and the discrepancies she discovered had opened a can of worms that would keep fishermen supplied for centuries. That case had closed right before she left for Europe, but the trial hadn’t started until yesterday. The case was a big reason why her most recent client had hired her. She was a brilliant detective when it came to numbers.

      Her brother, on the other hand, was a great detective for the Yachats, Oregon Police department, which was why it was so strange for him to leave everything so abruptly to run off with some woman. He loved his job. He was good at it. That town needed him, and he knew it.

      Still unable to sleep thirty minutes later, Ruth opened her eyes, turned on her phone, and scrolled through the automated text record of the message Mike had left her. I’ve met the most incredible woman….

      When his department had informed her of his disappearance late last night, Ruth had demanded they send their entire case findings to her and keep her updated. One advantage to having friends in high places who hoped she would never thoroughly audit their finances was that when she asked for help, she was never denied.

      Three hours in the Business Lounge at Heathrow had given her a chance to print out and read through the documents. She’d spent the flight to New York messaging back and forth with the Police Department, the FBI, and Agent Asahi Tanaka who had also emailed her.

      Pursing her lips, she dragged her briefcase out from under the seat and removed the manila folder and a pen from inside the case. She pulled down the tray from the back of the seat in front of her, and opened the folder. Inside was her brother’s banking and credit card information, and the reports and photos from the investigation to date. The most recent documents were the letters Mike had faxed right before her transatlantic flight had departed.

      His office had sent her copies of his letter of resignation and a report indicating that the missing persons’ cases he had been working on had a happy ending. Jenny Ackerly and Carly Tate, the two missing women, were fine. They had just decided to leave as suddenly and inexplicably as he had, and had decided to stay off the grid while their loved ones worried – for years in Carly Tate’s case. There was a smiling picture of them to prove it.

      The most recent photos taken at Mike’s home made it seem as if he’d left voluntarily. The lock wasn’t picked, as far as the investigators could tell, and there were now pictures and clothes missing. Was she supposed to believe Mike thought he didn’t need clothes when he first went missing, but now he did?

      Something had happened in the brief time since she’d last talked to him. Mike’s message would have her believe that he’d met a woman and just disappeared from the face of the Earth, leaving everything behind except his wallet, keys, phone, and his dog. Was Ruth the only one that thought something pretty damn, fucking weird was going on?

      “Nothing – absolutely frigging nothing,” she muttered under her breath as she stared at the statements. “No purchases, no withdrawals, no credit card usage,” she fumed, doodling on the paper as she thought.

      “Ma’am, your drink order?” the flight attendant asked.

      Ruth glanced up at the woman looking expectantly at her, and Ruth realized that this must be the second time the flight attendant had asked the question.

      “Bourbon on the rocks,” she requested.

      “Yes, ma’am. Would you like the chicken or salmon dinner?” the flight attendant continued.

      “Chicken,” Ruth distractedly replied, tapping the tip of the pen on the paper in front of her.

      She returned her attention to the financial records in front of her. The flight attendant brought the drink that she had requested and Ruth gave a brief murmur of thanks. She sat back as the woman handed the man beside her his drink.

      “A Bourbon Woman. I haven’t met one of those in a while,” the man sitting next to her commented with a flirty tone.

      Either the guy is hard up or I don’t look as bad as I thought I did – which is a shame because it would save him from being eaten alive – especially since I remember why he looks familiar now, she thought in resignation.

      “I’m not surprised,” she replied, her tone dismissive as she returned her attention to the folder.

      “Are you having a little trouble balancing your bank account? My ex-wife thought if there are checks in the checkbook, there must be money in the bank. Women! I swear if you don’t put them on an allowance, they wouldn’t know what to do,” the man chuckled.

      Ruth stared at the back of the seat in front of her, her fingers curling around her pen with more force than necessary. She looked down at the paper and smiled when she saw that her doodling had produced a coffin with a stick figure of her brother trying to climb out of it.

      Do not engage, Ruth, she told herself. You have a long flight ahead. DO NOT ENGAGE.

      She knew that was a futile admonition, though. She relaxed her fingers on the pen, picked up her drink, and took a sip, her decision made. She already knew his name and more about his business than he’d like her to know, but more information was always a good thing.

      Ruth studied him more closely. The suit and Italian shoes that he was wearing were expensive, but the Rolex watch on his wrist was a fake. He would have realized it if he had read the misspelling on the brand name inside the crystal – Rolex should have one ‘L’ not two. He also had the smell of alcohol on his breath before he ever took a sip of the drink that was delivered to him, which told her that he had been enjoying the First Class Lounge pre-flight.

      “Why, bless your little heart, Mr.…,” Ruth began with a saccharine smile.

      “James Hornet, but you can call me Jim, sweetheart,” Jim replied with a self-assured smile.

      “James Hornet….” Ruth tilted her head and looked at him with a feigned thoughtful expression. “You wouldn’t happen to be the James Hornet of Hornet Communications? Didn’t your company neglect to report a billion-dollar deal with a Taiwanese company with ties to China? That was quite an accounting error! It garnered you a ten million dollar fine and an investigation from the Department of Justice. I believe I read in the Financial Times that the deal in question ultimately fell through, but gosh, Hornet Communications would have been stuck with owing a total of, let me guess…” She tapped her pen for a second. “Twenty-five million, four hundred thirty-two dollars, and sixty-four cents? It would be rounded to the nearest dollar, of course. Fines, penalties, and legal fees really do add up, don’t they? You aren’t that James Hornet, are you?” she asked with an innocent smile.

      The man paled and shook his head. “No… I… How could you…?” he sputtered, looking down at the file in front of her.

      Ruth gave her best impression of the shark from Jaws about to devour the poor unsuspecting swimmer in the opening scene.

      Never go swimming at night in shark infested waters and never piss off an accountant, she thought.

      “I’m Ruth Hallbrook. I was the forensic auditor on your case last year for the Department of Justice – so thank you kindly for your concern, but I can balance a checking account just fine, Mr. Hornet. In fact, you could say ‘right down to the last penny’,” Ruth replied, watching the man grow even paler.

      “My apologies, ma’am,” he said stiffly.

      God, I hope he doesn’t have a heart attack. I do not want to have to sit next to a dead guy for the next seven hours, she thought.

      “Excuse me. I need to go to the bathroom,” he angrily muttered, his face flushed with color.

      Ruth stood up and stepped to the side as Jim clumsily exited his seat. She sat down and picked up her folder. It wasn’t long until she noticed Jim emphatically speaking to another flight attendant. Amusement and relief swept through her when they both glanced at her before the woman motioned toward the back of the plane. Jim nodded and hurried to the curtained area.

      “Your dinner,” the flight attendant proffered.

      “Thank you,” Ruth politely responded, ignoring the flight attendant when she tried to inconspicuously sniff Ruth as she leaned in and deposited the dinner on the tray.

      “I’m a forensic accountant. I conducted the audit on his company. You can probably guess it didn’t go very well for him,” she murmured with a tired smile.

      “Ah,” the flight attendant responded with an apologetic look.

      “Works every time,” Ruth murmured.

      “I hope you enjoy the rest of your flight, ma’am,” the flight attendant replied with a grin.

      “I’m sure I will – now,” she answered.

      Her stomach growled as the scent of the chicken and vegetables hit her. She placed the file on the seat next to her, and slowly enjoyed her meal, her mind going back over everything she knew.

      Everything will be alright, Ruth. You won’t lose the only family you have left in the world, the only person who can put up with your sarcastic mouth. He’s just…having a midlife crisis, that’s all. Mike will open the door and have a container of his special spaghetti sauce and homemade ranch dressing waiting for you.

      Seven hours later, she looked through the window as the plane landed at Portland International Airport in Oregon. The knot in her stomach had grown the closer she got to the west coast.

      The moment the captain announced that cell phones could be used, she turned off airplane mode on her phone and impatiently waited for it to connect to the nearest cell tower. Her fingers trembled as she dialed her brother’s number.

      “This is Detective Mike Hallbrook. I’m either on another call or unable to take your call at the moment. Please leave a message and I’ll get back with you.”

      “I’m sorry, the mailbox you are trying to reach is full,” the automated voice replied after the beep.

      Ruth took in a deep breath and looked out the window. Well, Mike always said that she had been born with a triple-dose of tenaciousness. He was about to find out she’d been born with a hell of a lot more than that!

      “You, baby brother, have just been put on your big sister’s shit list,” she muttered under her breath, sliding her heels back on and gathering her personal belongings. “Ready or not, here I come!”
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      Present Day:

      Seven Kingdoms: Isle of the Giants

      

      “What has you so riled up?” Gant asked with a huge grin.

      Koorgan shook his head and kept walking. As Gant followed him, his boots against the hard stone floors sounded like a herd of Nali’s Hippogriffs charging down the hallway.

      “Do you always walk this loud?” he growled.

      Gant chuckled. “You’ve been doing paperwork again, haven’t you?” he asked.

      Koorgan winced when his friend, chief advisor, and Captain of the Guard slapped him on his shoulder. He resisted the urge to throw Gant out the window. The only reason he didn’t was because there would more than likely be more paperwork involved in dealing with the cost of the replacement and repair to the window, and Gant would probably demand a few days off as compensation.

      “Ashure sent another one of his contracts – and this one was especially… annoying,” he replied with a sigh. He’d practically thrown Ashure’s latest diplomat out and told the man to not come back. If Ashure wanted to do business with the Isle of Giants, he’d better start offering better deals. At this point, Koorgan was about ready to go stomp the arrogant pirate flat.

      “Why don’t you hire someone to take over the mundane stuff?” Gant suggested.

      Koorgan stopped and turned to face Gant. “Don’t you think I’ve tried? That damn pirate seduces every woman I’ve assigned – and before you ask, he didn’t stop even when I put Agatha in charge! The woman has to be pushing five hundred years! She is a cyclops for crying out loud! If I put a man in charge, they are either too intimidated by Ashure or seduced by the jingle of gold. I would ban him if we didn’t need his wares so badly. Negotiating so much with him is a steep price to pay for closing our borders,” Koorgan grumbled. “I am starting to wonder if I would rather have dealt with the evil spreading through the kingdoms. Between that, the blight, the accounting, the inventory, the contracts, and dealing with other diplomats… I feel like I’m suffocating here. I hate it, Gant,” Koorgan admitted.

      Koorgan immediately felt bad for unloading on his confidant. Advising a king was no easy job, and Koorgan tried not to impose on Gant unnecessarily, afraid someday their friendship would break under the strain. He ran his hand down his face before dropping it to his side.

      Gant gazed back at him with a serious expression. “I understand… and you know, your upcoming nuptials will help solve at least one of those problems. Perhaps we should speak of…?” Gant gingerly asked.

      Koorgan shot Gant a hostile glare. “No,” he growled, turning and starting to walk again.

      “You do understand that it helps to have a woman – or man if that is what you want – already picked out before you contemplate marrying them, don’t you?” Gant called out from behind him.

      “Shut up, Gant! You are not helping me,” Koorgan retorted.

      Koorgan kept walking. He needed to get out for a while to clear his head. The guards standing by the main doors hurried to open them when they saw the dark scowl on his face. He swept through the doors and was down the steps by the time Gant caught up with him again.

      “What was so annoying about Ashure’s contract?” Gant inquired, keeping pace with him.

      “He offered to find me a bride in exchange for a ton of trees and three barrels of my finest brandy,” Koorgan replied.

      Gant looked at him in surprise. “That doesn’t sound like a bad offer. It would fulfill the requirements,” he said.

      Koorgan scowled. “I don’t wish to allow anyone – much less that damn pirate – to pick out who I will take as my bride,” he snapped.

      Gant grabbed his arm and stopped him. Koorgan reluctantly turned to face his friend. He impatiently shrugged his arm free.

      “You know what will happen if you don’t find someone, Koorgan,” Gant warned.

      Koorgan felt the weight of his responsibility bearing down on his broad shoulders. Yes, he knew. The Kingdom of the Giants would be no more.

      The Rule – the governing force set forth by the Goddess herself – stated that for the giants to find harmony, their leaders must find a mate who completed them by their two hundred and thirty-fifth year. If he or she did not, the last of the mushrooms that gave them their magic would die. The giants would be reduced to mere mortals, unable to defend themselves against the other kingdoms. Already a mushroom blight was spreading through their kingdom.

      “The mushrooms have been disappearing faster than we can grow them, and the ones already harvested have begun to turn to ash,” Koorgan said grimly.

      Gant nodded. “I wish it were otherwise, my friend. Leading the search has been…a discouraging exercise,” he told Koorgan.

      “I still have a few more weeks before I need to make a decision. I’m going out for a little while,” he said.

      Gant looked doubtful before he nodded. “I ordered the new members of the guard to meet me in the courtyard for training, but if you can give me a few minutes to arrange for Edmond to take over, I’ll ride with you,” he said.

      Koorgan shook his head. “No, keep your training session. I’ll be back within the hour. I’m just going for a short ride. I need the time alone to clear my head,” he said.

      “If you are sure. Please stay close to the palace this time. Your short rides tend to leave me with ulcers. You have to remember, I’ve known you our entire lives. You have a bit of a knack for getting yourself into trouble,” Gant replied, his forehead creased and his smile strained.

      Koorgan chuckled. “There is no need to worry, my friend. We are no longer boys. I can take care of myself. I won’t go far or be gone long. Besides, Genisus needs to stretch his legs. There isn’t another steed in the Kingdom that can keep up with him. A few times around the field will be good for him,” he replied, resting his hand on Gant’s shoulder and squeezing it in reassurance. He knew Gant was as worried about him as he was about the kingdom. Koorgan wouldn’t let his people down – even if it necessitated making a deal with a pirate.

      The worst thing about the Rule was that he was required to choose a bride who was not from the Isle of the Giants. That limited his choices to a dragon, a mermaid, a witch, an Elemental, a pirate, or a monster – and there were a few problems with each of those options. The relationships between the Isle of Giants and the other Kingdoms were cordial, but there wasn’t much trust shared.

      He had resigned himself to the fact that his wife would likely be a spy for whichever Kingdom he picked, and he had looked for someone he could stand to share his life with, he really had, but…it wasn’t like the aftermath of war was conducive to this sort of thing. The Isle of Magic was the most recent kingdom to have been devastated by the Sea Witch’s treachery, but every kingdom was affected, and had been for a long time. He felt tired just thinking about it.

      “Your mount is ready, Your Majesty,” the stable boy said, holding the reins to a large steed who was pawing at the ground.

      “Thank you,” Koorgan replied.

      Koorgan ran his hand along Genisus’s muzzle before caressing the huge battle steed’s jaw. The thick, coarse hair shimmered under his touch. He took the reins from the stable boy, gripped the saddle, and swung himself onto the stallion’s back. The stable boy stumbled back when Genisus rose up on his hind legs, pawing the air, and tossed his head.

      “Easy, boy. I know it has been a while since we’ve enjoyed a good ride. How about we remedy that?” Koorgan chuckled.

      The stallion nodded his head vigorously in agreement. Koorgan’s eyes glittered with excitement. He leaned forward and tapped his heels into Genisus’s side.

      The stallion bolted, the power in the huge body surging them forward with a flurry of flying dirt. Koorgan’s laugh filled the air.

      “Clear the gates!” a guard yelled.

      The guards at the gate quickly ran to help those entering and exiting the palace clear a path. Koorgan raised a hand in thanks as Genisus and he flashed by. Residents of the Isle of Giants turned with smiles on their face as he raced by them.

      Their trusting smiles added more weight to his shoulders. When Koorgan turned Genisus toward the vast forests, the stallion’s muscles gathered and his hooves dug deeper into the soft soil beneath the grass as if Nali’s monsters were nipping at their heels.
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      Several hours later, Koorgan pulled Genisus to a halt. The stallion was nervously prancing and Koorgan could feel a shiver of tension run through the horse’s body. He reached forward and patted the stallion’s neck while he scanned the area.

      Following the tracks of a wild boar, he had turned down a seldomly used trail that became narrower and narrower until it was barely more than a footpath. Koorgan had decided bringing back a boar would cheer him up and maybe help Gant not be so upset about the fact that he had traveled a bit farther afield than he had originally planned. Now, he wasn’t so sure that going hunting alone was such a good idea.

      The trees grew thick and tall here. Little sunlight broke through the high canopy above them. Tall ferns bordered the muddy path. Genisus nervously shook his head and tried to back up. The sound of a snapping branch had Koorgan turning the stallion to face their unseen companion. Genisus released a loud neigh and rose up a little on his hind legs.

      “What is it, boy?” Koorgan quietly murmured, his hand moving toward the crossbow attached to the side of his saddle. He had just grasped the weapon when a loud crashing sound came from behind him along with a savage snarl.

      Genisus jumped and kicked out as a thickly muscled creature with long, razor-sharp tusks charged from the ferns. The stallion’s massive shod hooves connected with the Razor boar’s head.

      Koorgan loudly swore when he saw four more following behind the first boar. He swung the crossbow around, fitted an arrow, and fired.

      The arrow struck the right shoulder of the boar and bounced off. The boars had thick hides. Unless he could get a direct hit to a vulnerable place, the arrows would only enrage them further.

      Genisus bucked as two more came at them from the front. Koorgan kicked his heels into the stallion’s side, dropping the reins as he fought to fit another arrow.

      Genisus vaulted over the boars blocking their path. Koorgan twisted in the saddle and took aim. Behind him, he could see the boar that Genisus had struck lying dead, his skull crushed from the powerful kick he had received. Unfortunately, that still left six more boars.

      Koorgan fired a shot and watched his arrow strike true, piercing the boar’s skull between its eyes. He didn’t wait to watch it stumble and fall. He turned to load another arrow, then ducked, his eyes wide as Genisus passed under a low hanging branch.

      In his haste to keep his seat, he bent forward, and the crossbow caught on a low hanging dead branch. The crossbow was ripped from his hands. Koorgan bowed his head to look under his arm, and saw the weapon swinging back and forth. There would be no retrieving it. One of the boars attacked the weapon, snapping the wooden crossbow stock with its massive jaws.

      Turning his attention back to the path ahead, he pulled his sword from its scabbard, and slashed backwards when a boar leaped up to grab his arm. The blade caught the beast between his two front legs and split open its chest.

      Genisus swerved when another boar came up on his right side, and rammed the boar, crushing it against the trunk of a tree. Koorgan heard the satisfying crunch of bones.

      The path ahead of them curved to the left. On the right side was an incline of boulders. Koorgan gripped his sword and leaned in as Genisus started to round the sharp curve.

      A vicious snarl split the air as they drew even with the rocks and Koorgan jerked around, bringing his sword up as the beast leaped at him.

      Genisus whinnied loudly, stumbled, then kicked out at one of the Razor boars behind them who was trying to bite his hind leg. The combination threw Koorgan off balance.

      His sword drove deep into the chest of the Razor boar, but the weight and momentum of the beast knocked him out of the saddle. He landed on his back in the ferns, his long sword still impaling the Razor boar.

      Genisus had disappeared along the path with one of the Razor boars still chasing him. Koorgan rolled to his feet, and tugged on his sword, but it was firmly embedded in the boar’s spine. He placed his foot on the body to get better leverage, and heard a branch snapping not more than a couple of yards from him.

      Twisting around, he found himself face to face with the largest of the Razor boars. His eyes locked on the beady red eyes of the boar as it pawed the ground and rocked its head from side to side. Koorgan’s fingers tightened on the handle of his sword, his foot braced on the body of the smaller boar as he slowly removed his weapon from its spine.

      The boar emitted a high-pitched screech as it charged him. Koorgan jumped to the side, swinging his sword at the same time. The well-honed tip of his sword connected with the end of the boar’s tusk, lopping it off.

      Koorgan swiveled when the beast turned in a rage and attacked once more. He swung his sword again, but didn’t have enough room between himself and the beast to land a solid blow. The boar slammed into his legs and knocked him backwards. His heel caught on a dead tree half buried in the ferns and he fell backwards.

      The sword flew out of his hand and landed in the base of a tree. He turned his head to follow the trajectory, then flipped over the log he had tripped on and lifted it to intercept the charging boar. The beast was now between his position and his only weapon.

      He threw the log at the boar and took off at a run, darting between the narrow trunks of two trees as the boar noisily crashed after him. He glanced over his shoulder, then released a loud curse when the ground suddenly collapsed under his feet and he felt himself go weightless for a moment before he hit the bottom of a deep pit.

      He fell backward, staring up at the glimpses of blue sky through the distant canopy of trees. The Razor boar’s head appeared over the edge, and the boar squealed in rage. Koorgan pushed off the ground and stood up. The boar, realizing that there was no way to get to him without joining him in the pit, turned and scraped grass and dirt down into the hole with his back legs.

      “Hey! You miserable beast! I’m the one in the hole, not you,” Koorgan growled to the animal.

      Koorgan listened as the boar grunted and slowly moved away. Examining the pit he’d fallen into, he quickly realized that it wasn’t a trap for an animal, but an old well that had been abandoned, probably hundreds of years ago given how well it had been hidden by fallen trees and debris. Eventually, enough soil had collected over it to make it look like the forest floor.

      He ran his hands along the smooth bricks that had been carefully placed to seal the sides. He was lucky there was only a small trickle of water in the well, not enough to pool. The floor beneath the debris that had fallen in with him, was solid rock. Whoever had dug the well had probably gone as far as the rock layer before realizing that the well would never produce.

      Koorgan slid his hand along the wall, trying to find a place where he could get a grip. None of the cracks were large enough for his fingers, much less his feet. He looked up at the top of the well. It was at least fifteen feet up.

      If he had been anywhere else but on the Isle of the Giants, the distance wouldn’t have been much of a problem – well, except for the diameter. While his kind had the ability to grow to enormous sizes, the enchantment did not function on their home Isle unless they were under attack by another race – a safeguard to protect the Isle from their own hot tempers, he suspected.

      He spent the next two hours trying to figure a way out. When that failed, he whistled for Genisus. The only response he received was a chorus of imitations by the Coppabirds. Tired, he sank down onto the smooth granite floor of the well, drew up his legs to rest his arms on his knees, and leaned his head back.

      “Gant will realize I’m gone and come looking for me,” he murmured.

      A wry smile curved his lips. He had wanted some time alone and it looked like he was going to get it. It might take Gant days to find him. Koorgan picked up a branch and broke it into little pieces.

      His mind swirled with thoughts and he rolled his shoulders to ease some of the tension. Stretching out his legs, he leaned back and relaxed. A small grimace crossed his face when his stomach growled.

      “I should have eaten before I left. This will teach me to listen to Gant.” Koorgan groaned, and shook his head. “He is so going to enjoy giving me a hard time about this,” he muttered with a rueful sigh.

      He’d seldom had time alone since becoming the King of the Giants…a long, long time ago. Taking over the responsibilities of the King at such a young age had been unexpected. His parents had been in the prime of their lives before they mysteriously vanished.

      Koorgan suspected the Sea Witch was responsible for whatever had happened to them. They had been out negotiating trade deals with the other Kingdoms – and he suspected scouting out a possible future bride for him – and never returned. Their disappearance had coincided with the attack on the Isle of the Dragon. Since that day, he had done the best he could to protect his people as the Sea Witch waged war on the Kingdoms.

      Koorgan had sensed the darkness in his kingdom when Magna the Sea Witch had been here. Fearful that it would affect the already hot tempers of the giants, he had restricted all travel and trade with the other Kingdoms to a limited number of merchants.

      The Isle of the Giants had been comparatively protected from the Sea Witch’s dark magic, and they had become more self-reliant. Out of necessity, they now manufactured or produced nearly all of their products and food, much to the disgust of Ashure. However, their economy was struggling, and they were making do with fewer products they had once taken for granted.

      A shudder went through Koorgan. He hated that part of ruling a Kingdom. He could settle the disputes, command their army, but when it came to dealing with trade and economics, he felt like just strangling the idiots who demanded he give more for less. He didn’t trust many to do the job either, not after some of the stunts Ashure had pulled.

      No one was even an adequate candidate for the appointment, as he had found out after he stubbornly tried to put giant after giant in the position, and they had all been too impatient, impulsive, and too easily manipulated by one emotion or another. Even his parents’ closest friend, Agatha, that dainty, wrinkled beauty with her single gorgeous eye and sharp tongue, hadn’t been much help. Dealing with the diplomats from the other Kingdoms was just – irritating.

      He issued a low grunt of resignation and turned to lie down, raising his arm to use it as a pillow against the hard surface. Staring up at the growing darkness, he sighed and studied the stars through the trees.

      He wondered if the alien creature within Magna had been the only one to come to their world. It was hard to imagine something so evil coming from something so beautiful. These were the types of questions he would like to discuss with the woman who would become his wife.

      He pondered what it would be like to have a wife like Magika, the Queen of the Isle of Magic. He had met King Oray and Queen Magika on several occasions and been impressed with the Queen’s elegance and intellect. She had fought hard to save her husband and stood by her people, even against the horrors and destruction created by Magna and the alien creature.

      The kind of wife he wanted… would be someone who he could talk to, even argue with, who wouldn’t give in to him all the time. She would be interesting – and independent, but not too independent. The last thing he wanted was a woman who whimpered and whined that she needed his constant attention.

      “Like that will ever happen,” he muttered in disgust as he thought of all the women he had met so far. “Yes, your majesty. No, your majesty. Whatever you say, your majesty. I swear if I hear that one more time, I’ll ban every female from the palace walls. I want a woman who is smart, feisty, and doesn’t just lay like a lump of porridge in my bed.”

      Closing his eyes, a smile curved his lips as he imagined the perfect woman. She would be tall with long black hair that flowed down her back, and full hips that he could grasp in his hands as he…. He released another low grunt, and relaxed, drifting off to sleep, the perfect woman dancing in his dreams.
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