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Chapter 1

The spring thaw had started in Green Rock. Local businesses were gearing up, hiring workers and stocking up on inventory. People from outlying villages, wearing, cloaks, gloves, and hats, crowded the streets, making purchases or sometimes looking for work while avoiding the snow still lingering in the shadowed parts of the road. Jess, Will, and Lexi had begun outdoor exercises and weapons practice every morning over a week ago, even though it was still so cold you could see water vapor from each breath. Will spent afternoons in the poison workshop with his apprentice, Kyle, while Lexi continued to study and practice surveying. Jess couldn’t sit still, so she roamed the riverbank and nearby forest just to be moving.

The first wagon train of the year had arrived late yesterday, bringing a large number of people looking for work and new opportunities. Today was the first recruiting day the Green Rock guild hall had held in over a decade. Each team with an opening had a table in the common room, and the leaders were talking up the benefits of the guild, and especially their teams. Team leader Jess and her apprentice Lexi sat a table, holding brief interviews with the prospects.

“Stars, are there no quality recruits?” Jess complained.

“Well, they can’t all be as well prepared as I was. Not everyone gets a chance to train with a former adventurer for three years before joining the guild,” her daughter Lexi reminded her.

Jess looked at the crowd of thirty or so mostly young men considering a career as an adventurer from the table where she and Lexi sat and responded, “Of course not, but half these guys seem better qualified to be the town drunk. You had to smell the last one. I couldn’t decide whether the alcohol on his breath or the puke on his shirt was more overpowering.”

“Okay. I’ll give you that one, but they’re not all like him,” Lexi giggled. “There were a couple that claimed to have decent weapon skills. Just because they weren’t willing to take orders from a woman doesn’t mean they were unqualified, just assholes.”

“If they were telling the truth, you’d be right, but I think you missed that neither the swordsman nor the spearman had calluses on their hands. I’ll bet you they’ll fail McCray’s weapons test. The spearman might pass the monster and beast identification test. He seemed the bookish sort.”

“Okay, that’s fair. If you’re right, they’d have done better not to lie about their skill level. Still, you can’t expect them to be another Will. He’s one of a kind.”

Jess leaned in close to Lexi and quietly said, “Oh, no doubt. I’m still walking funny from last night’s adventures in bed with him.”

“I’d call you a slut, but I’d be talking about myself too. Will was enthusiastic this morning,” Lexi murmured. “I just meant most of our current guild members aren’t as smart as Will. If you’re too picky, we’ll end up not adding anyone to our team.”

“Better to add no one than a bad fit. Remember what we discussed: we’re looking for specific skills, or at least the potential to learn them. Do you think anyone we’ve spoken to today fits that bill?”

“Fine, I see your point. We’ll just have to be patient,” Lexi responded, then sighed.

“Who the hell is holding the door open? It’s cold enough in here without the wind blowing through,” Jess complained while rubbing her hands together.

Lexi got up and started toward the door, but stopped when the crowd parted and she noticed a short young woman, or maybe just a girl, standing in the doorway staring. A moment later, she stepped in and closed the door, so Lexi went back to the table she shared with Jess.

“It was just some kid gawking at the crowd in here. She finally decided to enter, so it should warm up again in a bit.”

Elaine

The scent of tanned leather and oiled steel pervaded the air in the guild hall common room Elaine had just stepped into. The ruffians were mostly bearded men, wearing armor, in their thirties, and tall enough that they loomed over her. Most of the younger ones were clearly here hoping to join the guild.

Elaine circulated among the tables, talking to the various team leaders. Most she found to be exactly the sort of ruffian the stories she’d heard suggested they would be. The problem was that many dismissed her as a child. Considering that she was a teenager and the only person in the large common room wearing a dress instead of armor, wilderness leathers, or at least a gambeson, she understood why she didn’t appear to fit in.

The worst were the few who openly leered at her and talked to her like she was a common whore. She was properly covered, as befit an upstanding woman, not dressed or made up like a trollop, so she was highly indignant.

The first woman she met was seated at a table with a man. The woman was dressed in armor but was wearing makeup and hoop earrings, no less. The man next to her seemed to hang on her every word.

Elaine hadn’t finished introducing herself before the woman cut her off and dismissed her, stating, “I only take men on my team.”

Elaine walked away confounded.

After speaking to several other men without getting a positive response, she approached the only table in the room occupied by a pair of women. She hoped that an all-woman team might be willing to hear her out and take a chance on her.

“Hello, ladies. I’m Elaine. I’ve decided to become an adventurer, and I’m looking for a team willing to take on an apprentice who is a quick study.”

The older woman, a tall, attractive, blonde with a vertical scar on one cheek, studied her a moment, then responded, “What skills do you have to offer?”

Elaine stumbled in surprise. None of the others had let her get this far, and she almost forgot what she planned to say.

“I, umm, I’m an educated woman. I can read Elvish and speak it reasonably well. I’ve studied algebra, astronomy, and biology.”

She smiled at the women when she was done.

The younger woman, a buff brunette, chortled and said, “I’m still waiting to hear about skills useful to an adventurer. Do you know anything about surveying, tracking, or scouting? Do you have any weapons skills? Can you field-dress a boar or identify valuable herbs in the forest? Do you have any skill at first aid?”

“Well, no. That’s why I want to be an apprentice, so I can learn some of those things,” Elaine replied.

“It’s like this: someone applying to be a guild apprentice is expected to have at least a working knowledge of a weapon or experience traveling in the forest. If they don’t have those, they generally have some special skill that makes them attractive, like surveying or healing or even alchemy.” The older woman said the last looking at the younger one with a smirk. “You don’t seem to have any.”

Feeling desperate since none of the others had even held a conversation with her, Elaine leaned in close to the older woman and quietly said, “I have a skill, but you have to promise to keep it a secret even if you don’t hire me.”

◆◆◆

Jess didn’t think much of the girl’s claim, but it wouldn’t hurt to hear her out. It wasn’t like they’d met anyone that had even kept her attention this long.

“I can agree to that.”

Elaine got up from her chair and leaned in close to the blonde woman’s ear, then quietly said, “I’m a mage.”

Jess didn’t know whether to believe the girl or not. She didn’t look like a mage in that oversized dress and travel-worn cloak, but she spoke like the educated woman she claimed to be. She nodded, and the girl sat back down.

Lexi looked back and forth between Jess and the short, black-haired girl, not having been able to hear what she said over the rumble of the crowd.

Elaine seemed to do her best to remain expressionless while she waited for the Jess to respond.

Jess leaned forward and quietly replied, “Our partner is occupied with guild business right now. While I am the team leader, we’ve all agreed that no one joins the team without agreement from all members. You’ve made an interesting claim, but even if it’s true, I’m not sure if or how you would fit.

I’m going to give you a chance to make your pitch to the three of us this evening over dinner. It will be in a private setting so we can discuss it without concern for being overheard.”

“Just tell me when and where.”

“The Fox and Hounds, room 312, seven o’clock.”

“I’ll be there. Umm, could you give me directions from here?”

Once the girl left, Lexi asked, “What was all that about?”

“I can’t talk about it here. I just think we should let Will hear what she has to say. Like I told her, I don’t know how she’d fit, but something tells me Will’s going to be very interested.”

“I hope he finds something more interesting than her tits. That dress didn’t fit her at all, but it couldn’t hide the size of those things,” Lexi grumbled.

Jess sighed and instructed, “Go see Will in the craft room and let him know we’re going to have a guest for dinner at seven. He may need to pick up something from the market since there will be an extra mouth to feed tonight.”


Chapter 2

Will, an alchemist and the local Adventurers’ Guild’s only poison supplier, was in the craft room working with his apprentice.

“Nice work, Kyle. I think you’ve got the process to make the basic paralytic down. Make two more batches, and if they both test at the same potency, we’ll mark it as one you can do unsupervised from now on.”

“Thanks, Will. I feel like I’m finally getting the hang of this. It’s like everything you’ve been trying to teach me is coming together today.”

“You’ve been a good student. I look forward to seeing what you can do with the basic emetic after lunch.”

Kyle started a new batch of basic paralytic poison using the traveling alchemy set Will had started with last year. Will continued unpacking the set of lab-scale alchemy equipment he’d ordered just before the snows cut off travel to and from the south for the season.

McCray, the guildmaster, had turned over the entire craft room to Will to use as his poison-creation workshop for a token amount of rent. There had been a few grumbles from other guild members, but McCray reminded them that it was Will’s poisons that had earned them extra money as well as saved life and limb.

Jess’s cryptic message meant Will had to leave the poison workshop a little early to stop at the market since he would be feeding four that evening.

After returning to the suite he shared with his lovers, Jess and Lexi, Will showered to remove the alchemy stink. Normally he’d have put on one of the comfortable bathrobes he and the ladies wore when in their rooms, but with a guest, he dressed for business instead.

The young alchemist prepared baked Cornish hens, steamed mixed vegetables, with mashed potatoes and a spicy gravy.

Lexi told him, “My mouth is watering just from the aroma. It’s one of my favorite dinners.”

Elaine

On her walk to her interview, Elaine thought back to how she’d gotten to this point. Months ago, Elaine’s father informed her that he expected her to give up her dream of becoming a mage in order to marry into the kingdom’s third-richest merchant family, the Barwicks. When even her mother failed to support her, she rebelled and began planning her escape. The night her father announced he’d received her emancipation papers, allowing her to marry before the age of majority, she left her home under cover of darkness.

Her maid, Mitzi, had helped disguise Elaine as a pregnant working-class woman. She wore uncomfortable, thick-soled shoes to mask her short stature and a padded sack over her stomach to appear pregnant. Elaine left the safety of the capital, Portsmouth, and the mage college she’d only been able to attend for eighteen months to protect her autonomy and her chance to be a mage instead of a broodmare for some fat, balding, older man.

Aside from money, Elaine carried the emancipation documents her father had arranged, as well as her spell theory and magic notebooks, along with a few spare dresses. She journeyed north, across the entire kingdom, switching from wagon trains to river boats and back again repeatedly. The young woman had alternated dress, hairstyle, and name with each change of transportation method in an effort to evade the pursuit she was certain her father had sent after her.

As she traveled, Elaine heard from people she met that the big merchant families were pushing to expand north again, as they had a few times in the past. More interesting was the rumor that said the ultimate goal was the northernmost city from before the Calamity. In her history class at Portsmouth Mage College, she’d learned Valanore, the now-lost city, had once been the center of magical study and research. It was exciting to think that, within just a few years, some of that lost knowledge might be revealed. If she was able to get there before the expedition leaders could send south for other mages, she might be able access to those books and learn secrets no one living knew. How she would get there and how she would gain access, she had no clue, but it was a nice daydream while she traveled.

Approaching Green Rock yesterday, she’d been bundled in her warmest dress and a cloak, yet was still chilled to the bone. Elaine saw the stone wall standing about twenty feet high. As she had come to expect from the last few settlements; parapets lined the battlements, with watchtowers at each corner. The land surrounding the town was cleared for hundreds of feet in all directions. As she’d traveled north, walled towns like this one had become more common. The first were older communities that were now protected from monster and beast incursions by newer towns further north and had thriving neighborhoods and businesses outside the walls. Only those she’d passed through in the last two weeks had no significant structures beyond the protective stone enclosures.

Finally arriving in the town, after having walked all day for five days, she was exhausted but still thrilled to have evaded pursuit. After arranging for a room at an inn, Elaine recognized she needed to find a way to earn a living quickly, as the funds she had left Portsmouth with were nearly depleted. To complicate matters, she’d have to find a job while remaining unremarkable to the locals. That thought gave her pause as she realized she really had few marketable skills other than the limited magic she had learned so far, and revealing that widely would counter all the effort she’d gone through to remain unnoticed.

On a chilly walk through the apparently prosperous town, she noted various posters advertising job openings. One in particular was oddly alluring. It was the kind of job that her parents would never think of her taking and the kind that might get her early access to the lost city of magic in the north.

Finding the Adventurers’ Guild Hall hadn’t been difficult since it was near the north end of the main road. It was an all-stone building like many she’d passed on the way and showed signs of both heavy use and good maintenance.

Now she just had to follow the directions the tall warrior woman, Jess, had given her. Elaine hoped that the woman’s partners would see the value of a mage on their team. She intended to make a strong case for herself.

◆◆◆

Moments after the town bell rang seven times, there was a knock at the door. Lexi answered and invited the young woman in.

“You’re right on time. Dinner will be served shortly,” Will called from the kitchen.

Elaine was surprised to hear a male voice. She had convinced herself this was an all-woman team. Now she cursed her foolishness and worried this man would dismiss her as all the others had. Even so, the young mage couldn’t help but notice the appetizing aroma coming from the small kitchen.

Lexi directed their guest to take a seat, then took one of her own. Jess joined them at the table a moment later.

“I hope you’re hungry. Jess and Lexi really like this dish,” the man said while plating the meal.

A moment later, a tall, broad-shouldered young man approached the table carrying two plates. He set one down in front of Elaine and the other down in front of the older woman, Jess. Then he returned to the kitchen before coming back with two more.

Once Will had taken his seat, Jess introduced the girl. “Our guest is Elaine. She made an intriguing claim, and I thought we should hear her out. Since she asked me to keep it a secret, this seemed like the best way to let her present herself.”

“Elaine, this is my — sister Lexi. Our cook tonight, and most nights, is Billy. I haven’t told either of them what you told me at the guild hall, so why don’t we just chat over dinner, and we can discuss business after the meal.”

Will was sitting across from Elaine at the round table, so Lexi and Jess sat on either side of her. He took hold of their closest hands and kissed the backs of them before saying, “It’s nice to meet you, Elaine. Jess says she thinks I’ll find you very interesting, so I’m anxious to hear all about it, but by all means, let’s enjoy dinner first.”

Will had to admit that even with the somewhat worn, oversized dress, the girl was adorable. Even with a forced smile, he noticed her dimples. He suspected she had a lush figure hidden by the ill-fitting dress. Her clothing, request for secrecy, and general wariness of her demeanor made him wonder about her quite a bit.

Everyone dug in.

Lexi commented, “Will, the hen is terrific, even better than last time.”

“Thanks. I told you, back before we moved in here, that I was a good cook. It’s about time you started believing me,” Will replied with a snort.

“I still think Billy needs to do laundry to be a proper house-husband,” Jess said with a chuckle.

Even as she enjoyed the spicy meal, Elaine struggled to figure out the dynamic. They seemed to be living together, and this Billy kissed both women’s hands like he was in a relationship with both sisters. The blonde was older than him, and the other girl by a least a decade, yet the way she looked at him said she was in love with him. The younger sister, if that’s what she really was, looked at the man in much the same way.

Could they actually be in love with the same man and sharing him?

She knew people in the north had different customs and lacked the propriety of their southern cousins. but still.

Will started the conversation by introducing himself. “My name is William Tell. My friends call me Will, Jess prefers to call me Billy,” he said, rolling his eyes for a moment. “I’m from a town about two days’ walk south of here called Cut Off. My Uncle Mike taught me alchemy, and I learned archery from a retired soldier there.

“I came to Green Rock to join the Adventurers’ Guild almost a year ago, after completing the requirements to be a journeyman alchemist. Jess was kind enough to give me the opportunity to join her team.  Since then, we’ve had a profitable relationship.” Will reached out and squeezed Jess’s hand for a moment.

Jess followed up. “Lexi and I grew up in a town called Standish. It’s about three days southeast of here. I did a couple of years as a town guard and learned to use a sword. I’ve been a member of the guild for nearly a dozen years.

“Billy is being humble. I was desperate after my previous team leader stole my bounty money, and Billy was the only other member still in the guild hall. It was either take him on a job or go alone, since if I hadn’t taken a job, I wouldn’t have had a place to sleep that night.”

Lexi, introduced herself. “I joined them last fall after completing my apprenticeship as a cobbler. I always looked up to Jess and wanted to be an adventurer like her. She helped me get an apprenticeship with a retired guild member who taught me to use a halberd as well as how to make boots, gloves, and other leather goods.

“I first met Will as a customer shopping for new boots. Then he kept finding reasons to come back to the shop until he asked me out. Now I get to work with my two favorite people in the world every day.”

Lexi grasped Will’s hand and squeezed.

Elaine recognized it was now her turn. “I’m from the south, if you haven’t figured that out from my accent. I’ve been traveling for over month and heard that the kingdom is expanding to the north. I thought with Green Rock being the assembly point for that expansion, there would be plenty of opportunities here.”

“Oh, no doubt about it. I’m sure you saw all the help-wanted signs around town,” replied Will.

“I couldn’t miss them,” Elaine said with a chuckle.

“Since everyone is finished eating, let me get the plates out of the way and we can get down to business,” Will stated.

When Will returned to the table, he brought a coffee pot and asked, “Would any of you care for some coffee?”

Jess shook her head and put her hand over her cup. “I have enough trouble sleeping. The last thing I need is coffee.”

“I’m sure I can help you with that, just like I’ve done most nights lately,” Will said with a smirk.

Jess snorted. “You sure can, but I’ll still pass on the coffee.”

“Lexi?”

“Yes, please. I’ll have no trouble sleeping, but I won’t pass on your help anyway,” Lexi replied with a grin.

Oh my stars, Elaine thought. He can’t be sleeping with both of them, and they’re alright with it. What have I gotten myself into?

“Elaine, coffee? Don’t be shy.”

“Umm… yes. Sure.”

After pouring the other’s and his own, Will sat down and said, “As Jess said, she kept your secret and told us that even if we don’t accept you on the team, we have to promise not to reveal what you tell us. I promise to keep your secrets unless you’ve murdered someone or are planning to overthrow the king.”

“I promise to keep your secrets too,” Lexi committed.

Elaine was so anxious that she just blurted out, “I’m a mage.”

Will leaned forward and replied, “You certainly have my attention. I have to say, you seem a little young to have completed your training and, for that matter, to be eligible to join the guild.”

“I have my emancipation papers, duly signed by the father and sealed by the magistrate. I am legally an adult,” Elaine responded primly.

Lexi smirked and responded. “You have to be eighteen to join the guild.”

Elaine tensed.

Will closed his eyes and tilted his head up as he thought back to the guild charter he’d reviewed the previous fall, then replied, “Actually, the guild charter states the requirement as ‘the applicant must be an adult.’ I think everyone just says eighteen because that’s the age of majority.”

Elaine relaxed a little.

“Let’s assume that you are indeed eligible,” Will continued. “You haven’t clarified whether or not you’re trained.”

Elaine tensed again, but had to respond. “I completed the first year and a half of my training at the mage college I attended. I had to leave for — personal reasons.”

“Alright, I shouldn’t have focused on formal training and instead asked what skills you have.”

“As I told Jess earlier, I can read Elvish and speak it reasonably well. I’ve studied algebra, astronomy, and biology.”

Will sighed and inquired, “And how do you see any of those skills being useful in the field, killing monsters?”

“I-I-I don’t know, but I have spells.”

Will raised an eyebrow, signaling for her to continue.

Lexi covered her mouth and did her best not to laugh. Feeding the girl dinner had at least provided an evening’s entertainment. She was sure the girl was about to lose Will’s interest at any moment.

“I can make a mage light. I can make lightning and…and levitate.”

“I see. Please demonstrate your mage light.”

Elaine made a ball of light the size of an apple between her hands. It was certainly brighter than the candles lighting the dinner table.

“Now how bright can you make it?”

“That’s a bright as I can manage.”

“How far away can you keep it that bright?”

“Right here between my hands,” Elaine responded sheepishly

“And the lightning?’

Elaine made bolts of lightning jump between her hands.

“Can you make them bigger? Can you shoot them at something? Can you touch someone with one hand and send the lightning into them?”

“No. No. Yes.”

“Please show us your levitation.”

Elaine looked around the room and noticed a book on a side table. She managed to lift it a foot and hold it there. She smiled.

“Can you move it around? Maybe bring the book to your hand.”

Elaine tried, but the book fell to the floor halfway to her. Her frustration made it harder to remain calm.

“How long did it take you to learn those three spells?”

“Roughly two months each.”

“What was the size and brightness of the mage light when you first got it to work, and how long did it take you to get it to the size you showed us just now?”

“My first mage light was about the size of my fingernail and so dim you would barely see it in this room as it is right now. It took three or four months of work to get it to its current size. Before you ask, the same holds true for the lightning. Levitation started with a feather, and the time was also the same. I was learning and practicing all three at the same time.”

Elaine felt proud of her accomplishments. She had been the top student in her year after all.

Lexi laughed. “You can’t even kill goblins with any of those, let alone an ogre or a troll.”

Will turned to her with a frown, and Lexi quieted.

Elaine was confused. If the older woman, Jess, is the team leader why is she letting this man, who is still an apprentice and seems to be a decade or more younger, take over their conversation? And what in the abyss is an alchemist doing as an adventurer? Shouldn’t he be holed up in a lab somewhere? Well, he said he was an archer too, but that seemed an odd combination.

“How many hours a day were you working on those spells and how many days a week?”

“About an hour each, five days a week.”

“So you have about eighty hours or less of practice invested in each.”

Elaine nodded.

“Lexi, how many hours a day did you practice with the halberd, and how many days a week, for how many years?”

“Two hours a day, five days a week for three years.”

“So you have fifteen hundred hours of practice. Maybe Elaine’s achievements so far aren’t useful to us yet. I wonder what she’ll be able to do with them when she has had fifteen hundred hours of practice.”

“Yeah, alright,” Lexi mumbled.

Elaine had at first expected the other girl to be the most sympathetic to her and the man the least. That the situation was the reverse of her expectations was hard to grasp.

Will knew Lexi was annoyed that he’d seemingly taken the young girl’s side, but he was a little impressed by her progress. He still wasn’t sure whether he could justify agreeing to let her join the team, but he was intrigued by her potential. Unfortunately, potential didn’t do much good in the field. Life-and-death confrontations didn’t care about someday in the future. They were about now.

Lexi couldn’t get over Will’s defense of the younger girl, so she tried to rationalize it. Is he really attracted to her big tits that much? That isn’t the Will I’ve come to love. Can he really see something useful in her? He has to be thinking long term. That is how he operates.

Jess sat back and could almost see the wheels turn in Will’s head. She could tell he was analyzing and weighing the opportunity against what it might cost. She just didn’t know what his conclusion would be. Whatever it was, she’d trust him. He was their planner, and he hadn’t led them wrong yet.

Will stood and walked to the other side of the room, where he stored his notebooks, and selected the one he’d made while studying Olister’s Monster Compendium and Horton’s Bestiary. When he returned to the table, Will handed it to Elaine and asked, “How long do you think it would take to you to study these notes well enough to identify a few characteristics of each monster or beast?”

After flipping through the pages to get an idea of how much they contained, Elaine replied, “I can repeat it verbatim if I can study it four hours a day for a week.”

“No way!” Lexi responded.

Elaine smugly retorted, “The first thing we were taught at mage college was how to build a memory palace. I assure you I will know this book cover to cover in the time I quoted.”

Lexi had had enough of this little southern tart. “If you’re so smart, what are you doing here, and why is it a secret?”

On impulse, Elaine shot back, “You mean like the secret that you two aren’t sisters? Jess is your mother, though she seems awfully young to have a child your age.”

“And you’re both dating him,” she said, thrusting her chin in Will’s direction.

Noticing both women blush, she took it further. “No, it’s more than that. You’re both sleeping with him.”

Both Jess and Lexi were now blushing scalp to toe.

Will was impressed by the girl’s observational and analytical skills and took her remarks as a challenge.

“Let’s see. You’re even shorter than you appear. Those boots add about three inches to your height. You’re wearing clothing that is clearly too large for you in the waist, yet you show no signs of significant weight loss. You’ve been traveling disguised as a pregnant woman.

“You told us you’re emancipated, but you haven’t said you were married. Since you’re from a mage family, it’s unlikely your parents would have emancipated you if they didn’t intend for you to marry someone. You ran away from your home because you didn’t want to marry the man they selected.

“You came Green Rock to hide because you think no southern family will look for a mage where mages never go. Have I gotten anything wrong?”

Elaine’s eyes widened in fear. “Please don’t tell anyone,” she whispered.

Jess grinned. Her man was brilliant.

Lexi was awed. Will had put the little bitch in her place.

Will leaned the chair back and stared at the ceiling in thought. None of what he’d just said mattered one bit, because it couldn’t affect their decision to admit the girl to the team or not. What were the chances Elaine could develop her spells well enough to make them useful in the field soon enough to at least protect herself? If she focused on one spell four hours a day, seven days a week, for a month, that would be over one hundred hours. That was more hours than she had invested from initial learning to her current level of competency. Would her power and control improve at the same rate, would it be higher or lower?

“Elaine, getting back to what’s important, can you tell me if the power and control of those spells has improved faster or slower as you’ve continued to work on them?”

Elaine was surprised that Will had switched back to her spells, but she welcomed it. “I’m confident that the more time I spent with the spells, the faster the power increased. I’m not sure about control because I haven’t focused on it since I was able to stabilize them.”

Will reached back to the shelf behind his chair, picked up a book, then showed it to Elaine and asked, “Please translate the line I’m pointing to.”

“Take five parts of pure flowers of nitre, three parts of green vitriol, and two parts of alum.”

“Thank you. Elaine just read from a book that is written entirely in Elvish. That particular line is the beginning of a recipe for something called nitric acid. So far, she has told us the truth about everything we’ve asked.

“The three of us have discussed our mid- and long-term goals, and they generally align. I’d like to know if your goals align with ours. You must understand that, to take on someone we have to invest in before they’re useful, we have to believe that they’ll stay with us long enough to return our investment. I’d like to know the truth about why you want to be an adventurer, as opposed to any of the safer occupations available in this town.”

Several answers went through Elaine’s mind in an instant. I have no marketable skills besides magic, and I can’t hide if I use it. Or what better way to hide from my father’s men than to spend time in the forest? While those things were what had originally driven her to this moment, they weren’t the answers that would interest these people.

So, after a breath to steady herself, she replied with the only one that might. “I want to be the first to explore the ancient city at the foot of the mountains. I want to search it for the secrets of magic lost to time.”

Will looked at Elaine with a grin and said, “I think the three of us need a few minutes to discuss your interview. Would you mind waiting in another room?”

“No, of course not.”

“Oh, and take the notebook with you. Let’s see what you can remember after studying it for fifteen minutes. Don’t worry about how many pages you read as much as the details of what you do study.”

“Lexi, would you show Elaine to your room, please?”

Lexi stood with a frown and silently led the younger girl to what was once her room. Now it was just storage, since the three of them slept together every night. She closed the door after Elaine, who sat on the bed and opened the notebook.

As soon as Lexi returned to the table, Jess looked at Will and quietly asked, “What are you thinking?”

Before he could answer, Lexi growled, “What can she possibly add to our team? She can’t kill anything with any of her spells. She can’t even distract with them because they have no range.”

Will didn’t respond directly. Instead, he asked, “Jess, in your experience, how long does it take for an average apprentice to meaningfully contribute to a team?”

“Hmm. First, I’ll say that neither you nor Lexi are average apprentices.” Looking at Will, she continued, “I expected to be dragging your ass around for months, if not half a year. Instead, you contributed starting day one. To answer your question though, five or six months. If they can’t contribute by then, they’re usually dropped from the team or they’re dead.”

“So, Lexi, think about the amount of time Elaine put into each of those spells so far and try to imagine what she’ll be able to do with one of them in five months. Remember, she said the power increased faster the longer she worked on them.

“How powerful would one of her spells be do you think? Even at short ranges, they could be terrifying weapons.”

Lexi grumbled wordlessly and pouted while looking down at the table.

Jess chuckled. “I think Lexi’s worried you’re fascinated by the girl’s tits.”

Both Will’s eyebrows rose. “Lexi, look at me. Have I given you any reason to believe I was distracted by Elaine’s appearance and not looking at this decision as strictly business? Did I stare at her tits?”

“No,” Lexi responded in a low, sullen voice.

“I would think you’d enjoy having another woman more your age around.”

“Tell me you don’t think she’s pretty.”

“I’m not going to lie to you. She’s cute, but that won’t stop an ogre from tearing her or one of us apart if she can’t do her job. I won’t recommend that we accept her if I don’t believe she will be worth the time we invest in her.

“Let’s take a few days to give it some thought.”

“Fine,” Lexi muttered.

Once Jess nodded agreement, Will walked to the spare bedroom and asked Elaine to return to the table.

Anytime Elaine looked at Will, Jess noticed the girl’s eyes reminded her of a dog whose master beat it for no reason.

Will said, “Last test. What you can you tell me about what you studied?”

Elaine handed the open notebook to Lexi and, with her eyes closed, quoted the first four pages word for word.

“Lexi, how did she do?” Will asked, already knowing the answer.

“She didn’t miss a word.”

Jess said, “You’ve given us a lot to consider. We’re going to need a couple of days to decide if you fit with our plans and needs. Where can we contact you once our decision has been made?”

Though disappointed the trio hadn’t immediately offered her a position, Elaine gave the name of her inn and room number. “Thank for the delicious meal and your time.”

Jess walked her to the door.

Before Jess had even returned to the table, Lexi stated, “That girl has nothing to offer our team right now, and she is likely to die in the forest if we take her with us.”

Will responded, “I can’t argue with you because I’m thinking much the same thing, but I want to give the idea more thought. We’ve already covered the pros and cons, so how about we let it stew a day or two? I just feel like deciding this instant is a mistake.” With a lascivious grin, he continued, “If you help me wash dishes, I’ll be able to ‘help you sleep’ sooner.”

Jess winked and headed to the kitchen, followed closely by Lexi.


Chapter 3

On the way back to her inn, Elaine thought about the meeting. That man is so intense, so self-assured. He showed his love for the younger woman by not deriding her for downplaying my accomplishments, but instead helping her see the magnitude of them.

Father would never have behaved like that. He would simply have demanded a change in behavior regardless of feelings.

Maybe those two women have recognized how special Will is.

Jess’s team continued their routine of daily exercise and weapons practice in the mornings, with each pursuing their own work in the afternoons. Two days later, over lunch, the trio had a final discussion regarding Elaine while being circumspect about her talent.

“I want Elaine on our team because I think that, given time, she could be a real asset, but Lexi is right. At this time, the girl would be in danger in the forest and possibly even endanger us. I don’t think it’s worth the risk,” Will remarked.

“I knew you’d see it my way,” Lexi said in a satisfied tone.

Will leaned in close and said, “Don’t think that blowjob this morning had anything to do with my decision.”

“It was worth a try,” Lexi responded, still happy the decision had gone her way.

“Alright, we agree she just doesn’t have enough to offer. I’ll stop at her inn and let her know,” Jess confirmed.

Elaine wasn’t idle. She spent her days stopping in at every merchant she could find, including inns and restaurants, trying to find work. With decent math skills, she claimed to be able to do bookkeeping, but anyone not handling their own books saw her as a child and not the kind of responsible adult they wanted for such a position.

At the end of her third day of job hunting, she was disappointed but still hopeful that the adventurers would see her value. Checking at the front desk for messages, she was excited when told there was one. Seeing it was from Jess, and it saying they wanted to meet again made her even more excited.

After freshening up, Elaine returned to the Fox and Hounds and knocked on the door. Lexi answered the door with a cold expression and let her in. Elaine’s excitement began to wane.

Jess walked into the central room a moment later. “Elaine, please have a seat.”

“Thank you for contacting me,” she said as she sat down.

When all three team members had taken a seat across from Elaine, Jess said, “We’ve given your application a lot of thought, and at this time we feel it’s best for both you and us that we not bring you onto our team. We all agree that you seem a talented young woman, but you would be in danger in the forest and, by extension, put us in danger as well.

“When you have developed your magical skills to the point where you can at use them at least defensively, we’ll be happy to reconsider having you on our team.”

This was exactly what she had feared and what she’d experienced for the last several days. No one was willing to hire an untested young woman. How could she convince these people of her value?

In desperation, she said, “You’ll never get into the most valuable places in Valanore without a mage.”

“It’s just a ruin after three hundred years. What’s there to get into?” Will asked with a puzzled expression on his face.

Elaine’s spirits improved instantly. They had no idea what they were searching for. “Apparently no one told you that the most important buildings and the homes of the mages would have enchantments to preserve them, as well as magical alarms and defenses. You’ll need a mage to enter those buildings safely and find the best treasures and artifacts.”

Lexi’s greed started to overcome her territorial instincts toward Will. “So you’re saying that the reward for finding and leading the developers to the lost city is worth less than the loot we could plunder?”

Elaine knew she had them now. “Yes, the library alone could probably make you rich. Other parts of the mage college may have enchanted artifacts of great power. The homes of the mages are sure to have at least a few things of value, and there should be more than fifty of those. Do you have another mage you can bring?”

Will took charge. “Elaine, would you mind waiting in the other room for a few minutes while we discuss this new information? You can take the notebook on monsters and beasts with you if you like.”

The young mage nodded, picked up the notebook, then closed the door before sitting on the bed to wait. Elaine was too nervous to pay attention to what she was looking at, but it gave her something to do with her hands, so she flipped the pages.

“If she’s telling the truth, that puts a whole new light on the lost city,” Lexi said as soon as the door closed.

“Yes, but that doesn’t make her any more capable of protecting herself,” Jess pointed out reasonably.

“If we are going to agree to have Elaine join us, we need to be willing to invest in her heavily. We’re going to have to spend the time to train her to at least take care of herself,” Will stated. “Given her small size, I think we can all agree she can’t be expected to use a sword or a polearm. I suggest she learn to use a bow. If she manages to learn to use it reasonably well, she’ll be able to supplement my work so we’ll take down bigger groups faster.”

Lexi, feeling territorial again, said, “You just want to spend one-on-one time with her.”

“I’m disappointed in you, Lexi. I love you and Jess. I don’t need or have any desire to get involved with another woman. I thought you knew that.”

Slightly embarrassed, Lexi responded, “I can’t help it. She reminds me of Jena.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Elaine is nothing like Jena. She actually seems a little scared of Will. I have a feeling that her experiences with men haven’t been good.”

“Before we fully commit to having her on the team, I think we need to spend a few weeks working with her to see if she works as hard as necessary to survive in the forest with us,” Will said.

“We can include her in our morning exercises and weapons training, then have her practice magic for the rest of the day,” Jess agreed.

Getting back to the topic at hand, Will asked, “So are we doing this?”

Jess nodded, followed by a reluctant Lexi.

Jess knocked on the bedroom door once, then opened it to invite Elaine back to the common room.

Will took the lead again. “We will provisionally accept you on the team. You’ll be required to train with us every morning. Then, after lunch, you’ll be expected to practice magic and study the monster and beast notebook. If you work hard and show your commitment, as well as pass the monster and beast identification test, we’ll take you with us into the forest on our first patrol and see how you do. If you can keep up and not endanger yourself or any of us, we’ll accept you fully on the team. Is that acceptable to you?”

Elaine nodded wide-eyed, then took in a sharp breath and looked back and forth between Jess and Will until Jess responded, “Welcome to the team.”

Elaine started to cry, but managed to get out, “Thank you,” before the waterworks really got going.

Jess moved to the other side of the table and pulled the young girl into a hug.

“We still have some business to take care of before you’re officially a team member,” Jess pointed out softly.

“Yes, and it just occurred to me we haven’t talked about how the expansion northward will affect our activities going forward. For that matter, we don’t even know what Elaine’s expectations are about how the guild teams operate. I think we should give her a brief overview to ensure that she’s still willing to take part,” Will added.

Jess nodded. “Good point. We’ve been acting like she knows all about it haven’t we. Why don’t you explain?”

“Elaine, please put aside whatever you might have heard about how adventurers operate. They might have been true last year, but this year, due to the push north, we’re being forced to adjust. The ultimate goal of the merchants funding the expansion is the ancient city near the mountains northwest of here, the one you called Valanore. Their interim goal is founding a town about halfway there as a stepping stone.

“Both goals require scouting the landscape and clearing the area of monsters and beasts, then keeping it clear from here to there. Last year, Jess and I camped out a handful of nights. The rest of the time, we spent the nights here in Green Rock or at an inn near where our targets were located.

“That won’t happen this year because we’ll be too deep in the forest to get back here every night. Our current expectation is that, for the first two patrols, we’ll camp in the forest for ten days to two weeks, then come back here to replenish supplies and turn in our bounties. We’ll spend a few days here resting and repairing equipment. I’ll work with my poison apprentice to ensure adequate supplies of poisons for all the teams, then go back to the forest.

“If you slept in tents and ate meals cooked on a campfire on the way to Green Rock, that’s a good example of what you can expect going forward.”

Elaine frowned at that, but didn’t object. In some ways, that’s actually a good thing, since the less time I spend in Green Rock, the lower the likelihood that my parents’ trackers will find me.

Will continued, “You’re going to need a few things before we can take you into the forest with us.

“First, you need file an application to become a guild apprentice. It costs six silvers. You’ll get a badge that relieves you of the tax everyone else pays coming into town, and showing it at some of the preferred suppliers will get you a ten percent discount. The savings on armor alone will likely cover the cost of your guild membership, so it’s a really good deal.

“You’ll need to pass a test on identifying monsters and beasts. If you study that notebook and can recall the whole thing like the pages you quoted the other day, you’ll have no trouble passing.”

Elaine nodded along; since she was confident she could pass the test.

“There is also a weapons proficiency test. Since you said you have no weapons skills, we’ll have to address that. Apprentices that can’t pass the test have to attend training once a week until they can pass. If you are willing to train in archery, I’ll teach you, and we can probably get a waiver to allow you to attend training anytime we’re in town instead of on a set schedule.”

Elaine grimaced, but promised herself she’d give her all, since he’d offered to train her.

“That leads us to the rest of things you’ll have to purchase. As mentioned, you need a weapon. You’ll also need armor, including a helmet.”

Will frowned at Jess when he said the last part. She giggled, remembering him getting hit by a rock thrown by an ogre before he bought a helmet.

“Finally, you’ll need camping gear. As it happens, we planned for having new team members who didn’t have camping gear, and most of it is equipment we’ll use as a group anyway, like the tent and cooking paraphernalia, so you’ll just need to put up a share of its cost.”

Elaine had been so happy when they’d accepted her, but now she realized she was totally unprepared. She had enough money for two more nights at the inn she was staying, at then she’d be flat broke. She cursed herself for not taking more from her parents. She’d been sure she had enough, but hadn’t counted on getting a job that required her to buy equipment.

Elaine started to cry.

It only took a moment for Will realize the likely reason he’d upset the girl was money.

“Elaine, look at me please,” he said gently.

She sniffled and looked at young man.

“First, you don’t need to buy anything right away. We’ll see how you do with a few weeks of training. Second, Jess and Lexi didn’t have enough money to buy into the team gear either. They borrowed the money from me. If you’ll agree to pay me back over time, I’ll finance your portion also. If you need help paying for armor and a weapon, I’ll cover it and fold it into the loan.”

Elaine sucked in a breath, then asked, “Can you include the guild application fee too, please?”

Will chuckled. “Sure.”

“I have enough money to pay for a room and meals for two more nights. Where can I get a cheaper room, and when will I get paid?”

Will scratched the back of his head and looked at Jess, who grinned at him, then raised an eyebrow at Lexi.

Lexi rolled her eyes and shook her head side to side. “Don’t make me regret this. You can stay with us. The room you were in while we were discussing you joining the team is available.”

“You’re both really sleeping with him?” As soon as she said it, Elaine put her hand over her mouth and blushed deep red. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

Will grinned. “It doesn’t matter. You would have figured it out soon enough. There’s no way to hide it if you’re sharing the suite with us.”

Jess smirked and said, “No, there certainly isn’t. Lexi gets a little loud…”

“It’s not like you’re quiet when Will pushes you over the edge,” Lexi retorted.

Elaine blushed again. These northerners simply didn’t observe the rules of propriety. That made her think about the other woman she saw at the guild hall.

“There was another woman at the guild hall whom I spoke to briefly. She was in armor but wearing makeup. She told me she was only adding men to her team. What’s with her?”

Jess smirked. “That’s Rhonda, she has four men on her team. They’re her harem. I guess they can’t keep her satisfied, and she’s looking for a fifth.”

Will still hadn’t mentioned that Rhonda had tried to recruit him. He didn’t think Jess would take it well.

Elaine’s eyes were as round as saucers at that. Living in the north was going take some serious adjusting.

Jess saw the look on Elaine’s face. “Oh, don’t be so shocked. Living through life-and-death battles brings people closer. Living through them over and over with the opposite sex can make anyone horny. Sometimes it’s just an itch to scratch, sometimes it’s more.” She winked at Will.

Elaine just nodded her acceptance of the woman’s statement. Perhaps she had wisdom to offer.

“Thank you for allowing me to join your team. What time should I meet you tomorrow, and where?”

Jess answered, “Why don’t you meet us here for breakfast about seven o’clock? We usually have bacon, eggs, and biscuits along with a pot of coffee. If you check out of your inn, you can bring your things here, and we will all go to the guild hall together.”

“I appreciate that. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Elaine

On the walk back to her inn, Elaine thought about her parents. My stars, what have I done? My parents will never forgive me if they learn I’m living with a man and his two lovers. Then again, why should I care? I won’t forgive them for taking away my chance to be a mage. Demanding I marry the fat, old merchant is the least of my reasons for being angry with them.

These strange people are willing to work with me. They are willing and anxious for me to become the mage I know I can be. They are the ones whose opinion matters. They are the ones from whom I should seek approval.

I can’t imagine willingly sharing a man with other women, but to each their own. Of course, the girl, Lexi, is cute. If we’re going to spend a lot of time together, then snuggling up with her at night might be fun. It’s not like I didn’t enjoy my roommate’s attention in bed regularly. We just kept it private, as society demands.


Chapter 4

After breakfast, Lexi took Elaine to the spare bedroom and found a pair of pants and a tunic the younger girl could use for a few days, until she could purchase something her size. The pant legs and shirt sleeves had to be rolled up. The pants gathered uncomfortably at the waist once belted tight enough not to fall off.

Once ready, the team went out the north gate and began their exercise routine. All the walking she’d done on the nearly two-month trip north helped, but it wasn’t nearly enough to make running around the city walls easy.

After exercise and short break for water, they broke up to do weapons practice. Will’s bow was too long and stiff for Elaine to actually use, but he showed her some basics and explained what he was doing as he did his own practice. “This afternoon, we’ll stop at the bowyer and get you a practice bow.”

After lunch, Lexi and Elaine cleaned up and went shopping for exercise clothes. “You understand that you’ll rarely wear feminine clothes now that you’ve joined?”

“Yes, it seems foolish to hunt in the forest wearing as skirt that would catch on everything and make running much more difficult. You don’t honestly expect me to object to wearing unflattering clothes and quit, do you?”

“I don’t know, some women would be appalled.”

“Perhaps, but I’m not like most women. I left my home and education behind to protect my personal liberty. I’m not about to give up on the chance to make my dreams come true over wearing clothing appropriate to the situation.”

“That’s not all you’ll have to accept to make it in this job. There are no toilets in the forest. You’ll need to get used to crouching while taking care of business and not getting it all over your pants.”

“I managed on the road for months. Sometimes you need to go even when the wagon train isn’t stopping. You learn to make do.

“Are you really that insecure about your relationship with the man you share with your—sister? I’m not here to take your man. When I first met you and Jess at the guild hall, I thought you were an all-woman team. I hoped I’d fit in. Meeting Will over a dinner he cooked was a surprise.

“I originally left home to get away from a man. I joined your team to get to Valanore and learn to be the mage I know I can be. Trying to steal your man is the last thing on my mind.”

Lexi scowled, but didn’t bite back because the girl seemed sincere. Time would tell if her claim of indifference to Will was true.

Once the purchase was made, they returned to the inn, where Lexi continued to study surveying and Elaine practiced magic.

The next day at the practice field, with the practice bow in hand, Will again reviewed how to take care of her bow and arrows as well as safety precautions. “It’s important that, once you draw, you never point the arrow at anyone you don’t plan to shoot. If your grip slips, you could injure or kill someone.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon working on the basics: proper skeletal alignment, back tension, smooth drawing, and a consistent release. Somehow, Elaine found it more exhausting than walking with the wagon train had been.

In the Guild Hall craft room, Kyle prepared ingredients to be used in the new full-size alchemy equipment.

“You’ll find that working with larger batches is more efficient in more that just the cooking time,” Will pointed out to his apprentice. The journeyman packed his traveling alchemy set that they’d been using in the workshop for months, then put it on the side before organizing the full-size gear on the counter.

“We’re likely to waste some materials the first time or two we make a poison with the new gear because the larger quantities will require adjustments to the time it takes to boil, evaporate, and condense,” Will pointed out. “We’ll start with the products that use the least expensive ingredients, and hopefully the results will help us learn enough to minimize our losses on the more expensive materials.”

“Sure, Will, I can see the logic in that,” Kyle replied.

At the guild hall, Jess took delivery of the camping gear they’d ordered before the winter snows stopped the wagon trains. Everything checked out, so she loaded it all into the spatial bags that were part of the order. Few of the other teams had been willing or able to acquire the expensive spatial bags, so they’d have to haul the bulky, heavy gear on their own.

Will found it interesting that, without exception, the teams that bought spatial bags were the same teams that had purchased his poisons first and used them most extensively. Either those teams were smarter, richer, or both.

Ten days later, after exercises, Will called Jess and Lexi to a spot far enough from the young mage for a private conversation and asked, “What do you think of Elaine’s work ethic? Do we take the next step? I think we should.”

“I hate saying something nice about her, but she does work hard. I probably see her more than either of you since we both go back to the room after lunch. She practices her spells until she passes out, and when she wakes up, she starts again. I can’t fault her effort,” Lexi responded.

Jess spoke next. “She has a long way to go physically. When I chase her around the walls, she keeps going until she collapses. I think she’ll manage, if not through strength, then through sheer grit.”

With the team in agreement, Jess returned to where they’d left Elaine and told her, “We’ve agreed to move on to the next stage. Tomorrow we’ll sign you up with the guild, then take you to order your armor and such.”

“Thank you, Jess. I won’t let you down.”

It was earlier than Jess usually got to the guild hall at this time of year, but she wanted to get Elaine signed up before the hall started to fill.

“Good morning, McCray. This is our new recruit, Elaine. She needs to fill out an apprentice application.”

Will had given Elaine the six silvers needed to join the guild and had her sign a receipt, then left her in Jess’s care. Before leaving the inn that morning, they’d discussed the young girl’s desire for secrecy and the need to be truthful on the application form. Their conclusion was she should get the paperwork taken care of as soon as the guildmaster was at his desk so she could present her emancipation document in relative privacy.

After reviewing the application and the emancipation document, McCray looked Jess in the eye and said, “I can’t refuse her application because the guild charter uses the term ‘adult,’ and legally she is, but I’m not happy about it. The idea is to restrict apprenticeship to those mature enough not to get themselves or their teammates killed, and a piece of paper doesn’t make someone mature. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Jess nodded.

McCray turned to the girl, saying, “Ms. Clarke, you’re officially a guild apprentice. Here’s your badge. In case your team leader hasn’t informed you, presenting it at the town gate will relieve you of the entry tax, and it provides discounts on purchases at certain merchants. You’ll be required to pass both a monster and beast identification test and a weapons competency test, or attend classes weekly until you can.”

“Yes, Guildmaster. I’ve been informed of the requirements and wish to schedule the identification test at your earliest convenience.”

McCray gave her a stern look and replied, “I have a test session scheduled three days from now at ten o’clock. I expect to see you there.”

After getting Elaine signed up with the guild, Jess and Lexi took her to order boots from Lexi’s former master, the cobbler Rod, then on to buy leather armor. Her tiny frame required that her armor be custom-made, since old man Anson didn’t have any small enough to adjust to fit. The helmet at Wilson’s Armory wasn’t a problem once the padding was arranged. Jess paid out of the money Will had provided and again had Elaine sign receipts.

The amount of money Elaine was going to owe the man, when her purchases were all done on top of her debt for all the team equipment, felt like a weight on her shoulders.

With all that done, Elaine asked Jess, “Do you think Will would mind if we purchased one dress that actually fits me?”

Jess snorted. “Kid, you’re so deep in debt to him now, a little more won’t even be noticed.”

“Yeah, I can feel it already, but I’m sick of dresses that fit like oversized sacks.”

“Lexi, why don’t you take our new friend shopping? Just remember that it’s Will’s money you’re spending, and we all owe him.” Then she winked. “Don’t forget we’re to meet him for lunch at the guild cantina so you’d best be on time.”

Lexi rolled her eyes. “Of course.”

The two younger women walked off. Jess shook her head, unsure if the eye roll was due to being asked to escort a girl she saw as a rival or the warning about excessive spending. Regardless, the swordswoman set out for the guild practice field outside the north gate. She felt the need to move and hit things.

Lexi told Elaine, “You should know that we rarely wear anything but armor even in town. When we do, we’re either trying to blend in or we’re out on a date. I think you should look for something to blend in so you can move around town without drawing attention to yourself. Dating clothes are all about drawing attention.”

“I understand, and I’m not interested in dating. I’m just tired of being frumpy.”

At lunch, after the girls had taken their cloaks off, Will noticed Elaine wore a new dress but kissed Jess and Lexi before commenting. “I see you got something that actually fits. It looks nice on you.”

In a dress that mostly fit the girl, it was clear to Will why Lexi had been concerned about his interest in Elaine’s chest. The young mage was truly top-heavy, and he wondered how those marvelous breasts would feel with his hands cupping them from behind.

Elaine blushed.

Lexi scowled, thinking, He said he wasn’t looking at her tits, but commenting on a dress that shows her figure is nearly as bad. And that blush the girl did, as if she was embarrassed… who gets embarrassed by such a bland compliment? The contradiction in her sentiments was lost on the young brunette.

Jess and Lexi handed Will the signed receipts from Elaine’s purchases, then took her to the line to order lunch. When the ladies returned, the group discussed the agenda for the rest of the day.

After lunch, Lexi went with Jess to the practice field, and Will took Elaine to the bowyer. Will discussed the girl’s needs and pointed out she’d never used a bow before and would need a low-draw weight bow.

The man seemed uncomfortable, but finally remarked, “Young lady, I’d advise you to firmly bind your—chest. Otherwise, you’ll foul your aim.”

Will turned to Elaine and asked, “You did mention to Anson that you were an archer when you ordered your armor, like we talked about over breakfast, didn’t you?”

Elaine nodded. All this talk about her breasts getting in the way made her uncomfortable.

Though money was getting tight, they’d all agreed not to take jobs until Elaine had her boots and armor. Jess wasn’t surprised it turned out not to be a bad choice, since hardly any jobs showed up on the board anyway.

Every morning, all four teammates exercised for two hours. Jess, not being satisfied with Elaine’s speed and endurance, took to chasing her with a switch for motivation. After a brief recovery period, Will spent hours with her training her to use the bow. In the afternoon and evening, she continued practicing her mage light and levitation spells.

At night, laying in bed alone on the other side of the suite, she often heard the sounds of her teammates’ lovemaking. Some nights, she thought about joining them to see what it was like and then flushed in shame. Other nights, she wished Lexi would join her in the bed, if only to cuddle.

She felt lonely at night, but not because the others hadn’t made her feel welcome. They were all patient with her, except when Jess was chasing her around the walls surrounding the town, anyway. It was just that she’d always had someone to share her feelings with: her former maid, Mitzi, when home, and her roommate at college. Lexi was close in age, but she still felt distant. Hopefully, time together would remove that distance. Otherwise she was in for a lonely life.

Three days after becoming a guild apprentice, Elaine visited Will in the poison lab with a smile on her face. “As promised, I passed the identification test.”

“Well done. I had confidence you would,” Will replied with a smile.

His smile made Elaine happier still. Will seemed proud of her, something her father never showed. She once again compared this man’s response to her father’s and found her father’s wanting.

“I’ll go with you to the practice field in a few minutes. We’re almost finished this batch, and I want to confirm the results so we know if we need to make further adjustments on the next batch. I know it stinks in here, so you can wait in the common room if you like.”

“It sure does,” Elaine responded, then giggled. “I’ll find something to read until you come get me.”

“You might find Morgan’s Advanced Races interesting. It covers the language-using races. Since they’re more intelligent and have cultures of their own, there is a lot more to learn about them than monsters and beasts.”

“I’m familiar with several of the other races already from my studies at college, but I’ll take a look. Thanks for the recommendation.”

After Elaine left, Kyle asked, “Are you dating her too?”

Will smirked. “Nope. I already have two wonderful women and hardly know the girl. Who knows if she’s worth the bother.”

“Yeah, a couple of weeks isn’t long. You have to admit she’s a cutie, though.”

“No doubt about that. Lexi and Jess are beauties in their own right, so my eye doesn’t need to roam.”

“Definitely, but those dimples when she smiles are just icing in the cake that is….” Kyle replied while holding his hands out in front of his chest to represent her breasts.

Will changed the subject. “I’ve been thinking about the way we sell poisons, and now that teams are going to be out patrolling for weeks at a time encountering various targets, I don’t think the current model is going to work.

“I’ve been tracking usage and the share of the bounty I get, and I think I have calculated fair prices for our product so you can just sell them for coin. It will make it easier for you to handle and for me to track the profits. You’ll still get your share. I believe we’ll end up making about the same amount.”

Kyle replied, “I had planned to ask you how it was going to work. I’m glad you already have the answer.”

“Yeah, I need to make you a chart and some copies to hand out to the teams. In fact, your handwriting is legible, so I’m going to make the master and let you make the copies for our customers.” Will smiled at his frowning apprentice.

“Whatever you say, boss,” Kyle responded sullenly.

The day after Elaine collected her new boots and armor, Will found the job board remained empty. Jess had warned them at dinner the previous evening, “This early in the spring we aren’t likely to find much, if anything, on the board.”

While waiting for Elaine’s gear to be ready, Will had experimented with a spatial bag and confirmed that cooked meals stayed both hot and fresh when stored in it. He used all his spare time, and what little was left of his money, cooking meals for the team to eat in the field. Jess was especially excited, since she’d had plenty of experience over the years eating campfire meals and didn’t look forward to doing so again. The meals were all stored in his personal bag.

Will was thankful that the second wagon train of the year had brought the developer representative, a man named Sonner, who arranged to meet with the guild members a few days later. The important parts of his presentation were that there would be significant rewards for the location of, and route to, the abandoned town roughly halfway from Green Rock to the mountains, and the same for the lost city known as Valanore.

In addition, the locations of abandoned mines would earn smaller, but still valuable, rewards. All rewards would vary depending on the quality of the information provided and the ability to lead a team from the developer to the sites. Perhaps most important of all, the bounties on monsters and beasts would be supplemented considerably, making it worthwhile to patrol the forest surrounding Green Rock, the soon-to-reborn abandoned town, and the route between them.

Two weeks after Elaine joined the guild, money was tight after spending most of Will’s remaining funds on outfitting the girl, so as agreed over dinner the night before, they checked out of the inn after breakfast and headed into the forest to look for targets.


Chapter 5

Now the day had come to head into the forest. Since most of their time would be spent beyond the northernmost end of the roads and trails, the team hadn’t rented horses. Each of them carried a small backpack with a few emergency supplies, but everything else, except their weapons and a canteen, was in one spatial bag or another.

Everyone had a spatial bag for their personal gear. Jess had a second containing the team gear, like the tent, cots, and mattresses. Will carried a second as well, though it was currently empty. They planned to fill it with proof of their kills, monster and beast organs that would become poison ingredients, herbs they could sell to the town’s alchemists, and pelts from their kills if there was a market for them. Everyone but Will had three days of emergency rations, just in case they got separated.

Jess took the lead, Will followed, then Elaine, with Lexi last, keeping an eye on their rear. The group headed northwest, their purpose twofold.

Will explained to Elaine, “We need to kill enough monsters and beasts, or collect valuable herbs, to cover our expenses for another trip, most of all. Given the season, we’re unlikely to find herbs on this trip. On a future patrol, our other purpose will be searching for a pre-Calamity town that was about halfway to the ancient city. As an alternative, if we can locate a place at the right distance with access to water and other resources, it might be enough.

“A nearby old mine abandoned three hundred years ago during the Calamity would make the spot more valuable so the commission for finding it and providing the location would be more lucrative.

“Of course, we don’t expect to find any of that this close to Green Rock. We’re doing a few short trips to work out the best way to handle camping for weeks. In a month, we should have a handle on it. Then we’ll see how far we can go and what we can find.

“McCray says the developers behind the expansion hope to start on the new town this summer, so the sooner site is found and they can begin work, the better.”

Their first couple of days in the forest were uneventful. They didn’t even see a bear or other large animal. There were hints of green everywhere, with buds sprouting on trees and underbrush, but the forest was still largely barren.

On the third day, Lexi heard a noise from behind them and managed to set her halberd in time to spear a charging, three-foot-tall boar on it. Will stuffed the whole thing in the spare spatial bag so they could keep moving.

Following the plan, they hiked in as close to a straight line as they could manage in the uneven terrain. On the fourth day, they encountered their first beasts of the season. The sounder of giant boars consisted of five beasts, one massive male and four somewhat smaller females. The smallest of these specimens was four feet high at the shoulder. The male was over six feet.

Jess reminded everyone that the giant animals were surprisingly fast and agile. Will coated Lexi’s and Jess’s blades with neurotoxins, then treated a dozen arrows the same way.

Feeling left out, Elaine asked, “Why did I only get two poisoned arrows when you have ten?”

Realizing the young mage felt she was being treated like a child, Will responded, “I’m going to be shooting fast, and we haven’t finished teaching you to shoot accurately even when not rushed. You’ll get there, but you’re not there yet and we have boars to kill right now.”

Lexi turned away to hide a smirk.

The team took their positions: Jess in front, Lexi directly behind her, then Will and Elaine further back and off to each side. If all went well, Will would take them all down from range and there would be no risk of injury.

Will slowly stepped left a foot to get clear line of sight on the male and fired soon after. The arrow struck muscle, and the boar grunted but otherwise didn’t acknowledge the strike. In short order, Will had struck all five boars, then started on a second round. Elaine managed to get off a single arrow, but missed, coming up short.

Will was lining up a shot on the third female when Elaine stepped on a dried branch and it snapped. The boars suddenly turned in their direction and charged.

“Fuck!” Lexi cried out. “Elaine, get behind me or a tree.”

Will stayed focused and put a second arrow into the boar he’d been aiming at, leaving just one without two arrows sticking out of them. He remained in position, knowing that movement would draw attention. Slowly, he nocked another arrow and aimed. As soon as the last boar was in his sights, he loosed. It must have hit a sensitive spot, because the boar roared.

The first boar, a female, charged Jess. Just as it got close, Jess stepped left letting it pass her by while keeping her sword and shield between them. Her sword scored a bloody gash down the side of the enormous beast. The boar roared and turned, but its size and mass prevented it from doing so until it was past Jess, making it a prime target for Lexi. 

The young woman charged, jamming her halberd’s spear tip deep in the side of the angry animal. When it turned to respond to the latest provocation, the beast wobbled and fell over. The poisons had done their work, and it would soon cease breathing.

Jess didn’t notice because she was already under attack by the second boar, the male this time. It managed to swing its head just in time to knock Jess over as it passed her, then found itself stumbling into the female now laying across his path. Elaine took the opportunity to step away from the tree she’d hidden behind and fire her last poison arrow into the huge male. This time it was close enough she couldn’t miss, and her arrow struck true, not as deep as Will’s, but deep enough.

When the male managed to untangle itself from the downed mate, it staggered but still looked for its tormentors. Unfortunately, Elaine hadn’t thought to hide again, and it immediately charged her. She dove behind the tree and rolled as the boar passed, then ran into another tree further on before falling over, struggling for breath.

By then, the third and fourth boars were searching the area because all four adventurers were in hiding, waiting for the poison to do its job. The fifth board arrived and managed to pick up Will’s scent. The beast roared as it struggled to locate him, but Will kept the tree he was behind between himself and the boar, slowly sliding around its circumference as the boar rounded it at a distance.

The third and fourth boars collapsed. One of them let out a pained roar that sounded more like a loud wheeze, then both were silent. The fifth boar began to stagger but remained upright and finally charged toward Will even though there was a tree between them. Will took no chances and backed up two steps before the boar struck the tree, nearly uprooting it. That was its last act, and it fell over without another sound.

Jess called out, “Sound off!”

The other team members called out their names and condition. Will cut the ears off his last opponent, then slit open its gut to locate and extract the organs he used in his poison concoctions. As Jess and Lexi made sure the animals were dead by slashing their throats, Elaine said, “That was intense. I was so frightened when the boar charged me. Is this what your lives are like?”

“Girl, you have no idea. This was mild by comparison. When we have dinner tonight, be sure to ask me about the time Will and I took on six hobgoblins,” Jess replied.

“Just the two of you?”

“Yep. Will killed five of the six alone.”

Abyss, Elaine thought. These people are insane. What have I gotten myself into?

“This engagement, just like the hobgoblins, would have been very different before Will came along. We would never have taken either of the groups on without his poisons.

Remind me to tell you about the huge pack of stygian dire wolves the three of us took on. Although, honestly, it was mostly Will,” Lexi commented.

Elaine was shocked once again at how much danger these people routinely faced. She started doubting her own sanity for having signed up for it, and now she was in so much debt to the man she felt she had no choice.

Lexi worked with Elaine to show her how to cut off the ears so they’d have the proof needed to earn their bounty. All but three of their arrows were retrieved in good condition.

With their tasks all done, the team moved a quarter mile away and took a break for lunch. Will pulled out four sandwiches, fresh as the moment he’d made them over a week ago.

“I’ll never travel without a bag of prepared meals again. Between these and the mattresses for the cots, this trip has been more comfortable than some when I’ve stayed at an inn every night,” Jess commented after giving Will a kiss as he handed her a sandwich.

After everyone had eaten, Will asked for a review of the battle. “I think the battle went well overall, but I’m sure there are things we could have done better. Why don’t we each share what we did and if we could have done something better?

“I’ll start, I struck all five targets twice before they got to us, which was my job. I should have been more aware of Elaine’s position and reminded her to get back behind the tree after her last shot.”

“I was able to score the side of the first boar, but the second swung his head and knocked me off my feet. I need to adjust my stance in the future to be more flexible,” Jess reported.

Lexi took her turn. “I was able to spear the side of the first beast, but if the male hadn’t stumbled over it, I wouldn’t have been prepared for it. I have to think further ahead.”

“Umm, I missed with my first arrow. I think I didn’t draw far enough. Will already mentioned that I didn’t move behind the tree after I took my second shot,” Elaine anxiously responded.

“Actually, I think you drew just fine, but you aimed too low. Remember, at the distance you were shooting, your arrow drops considerably. Had you aimed a couple of feet higher, I think you’d have hit it,” Will explained. “Remember how we trained back in town. I think you got excited and forgot the lesson. It happens when you’re inexperienced. You’ll get better with time.”

Elaine nodded in acknowledgement.

“Alright, everyone, on your feet. We’ve got three more hours of hiking to do before we make camp,” Jess directed.


Chapter 6

On the fifth day, just as Jess started to think about finding a camping spot for the night, she heard a familiar roar, then within moments several more. From the pitch of each, there seemed to be at least four ogres. If the source of the noise really were ogres, they’d be about nine feet tall and at least twice is wide as a human. Typically, they had light green skin, were crazy strong, and dumb enough to fight humans as if they were mere animals.

Jess signaled for quiet, then motioned for the team to gather. “It’s getting late in the day for a battle, but I don’t think we have a choice with the ogres so close. We need to find them, see how many there are, and what they’re up to. Once we know that, we’ll decide on how to handle them.

“Will let’s poison our weapons now in case we’re surprised. Elaine should get at least half a dozen arrows in case we get separated.”

With no idea what they’d find, Will prepared a dozen arrows for Elaine and eighteen for himself. Once the team’s weapons were ready, Jess led them toward the roars and grunts.

As soon as Jess laid eyes on the first ogre, she put up a fist to call her team to a halt, then lowered and opened her hand, indicating they should get down and stay out of sight. When the others were settled, she moved further forward to scout.

Jess returned to the team ten minutes later and reported, “There are at least ten ogres. They seem to have caught a number of deer, and most are eating. There are a couple that look to be keeping watch, but they aren’t terribly attentive since their eyes keep drifting to the others.

“Will, let’s see if you can put the two on watch down first. If they go down without drawing attention from the others, I’ll signal Lexi to take Elaine to a spot where she can take shots and wait for you to put an arrow in one of the diners.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Will responded.

Jess slipped off, and Will followed.

Lexi and Elaine stood by out of sight in case the ogres caught sight of Will and they had to escape.

Past experience had taught Will that the nine-foot-tall monsters were incredibly strong, not very flexible, had a high pain tolerance, and treated arrows in their backs like mosquito bites. If they couldn’t reach the arrow, they just left it. After finding a spot that allowed him to see one of the ogre’s backs without too much obstruction between them, Will put two arrows in its back in quick succession. The ogre barely grunted when he swatted at the arrows, but couldn’t reach them. Will then crept off with Jess to find the next target.

Using his most potent version of a paralytic, which experience had proved worked well against ogres, Will put two arrows in the back of the second target and once again crept away. Jess led him to a spot with a good view the ogres feasting on deer carcasses. After confirming that the two ogres on watch had collapsed without warning the others, Jess then left Will to signal Lexi.

“The last time we confronted a group of ogres, it all went well until one of them looked up at the wrong time and caught sight of Will. Then, when we thought we’d killed them all, another bigger one came out of nowhere and surprised us. Be careful, and don’t assume we’re safe until Jess says we are,” Lexi told Elaine.

The younger girl nodded anxiously in response.

Upon seeing Jess’s signal and the direction she pointed, Lexi led Elaine to a spot she estimated was about ninety degrees from where Will had setup.

Lexi found Elaine a shooting position and quietly said, “Remember to watch where you put your feet. You should move any sticks on the ground out of the way so you don’t accidentally step on one when you’re adjusting position. Move slowly and take cover after each shot. If one of them looks in your direction, don’t move a muscle.”

“We covered all that ten times this week,” Elaine grumped.

“Yet you stepped on stick and alerted the boars yesterday,” Lexi reminded.

“Okaaay. I get it.”

Will stood and put two arrows each in a pair of ogres before ducking down and moving to get a better angle on his next targets.

Lexi caught sight of one of Will’s arrows in flight and let Elaine know she could begin shooting as well.

Elaine took a deep breath and reminded herself to aim high enough to account for the arrow falling in transit, then drew, aimed, held her breath, and loosed. When the arrow struck home in the ogres back, she wanted to celebrate. Instead, she controlled herself and prepared a second shot. This time the arrow struck a little higher than she intended, and instead of imbedding deep in the monster’s back, it fell out after a few seconds. The arrow had struck its scapula and couldn’t get deep enough to stay in place. Her third shot hit a little lower than intended, but still in a meaty part of the back and stuck.

With half the known ogres dead or soon to be so, Jess was feeling better about attacking such a large group.

Will took a position that gave him a good angle on two more monsters, one just left of dead ahead and the other a little to the right. A moment later, the ogre on the left had two arrows sprouting out of its back. Will turned to the one on the right and quickly loosed an arrow, which struck home just where he wanted it. When he fired again, the second the ogre moved unexpectedly, and the arrow missed him but struck another ogre right behind his collarbone. It noticed, and even as dumb as these monsters were, it recognized they were under attack. The ogre stood, roared, and looked around.

Will had already nocked another arrow for his original target and took the shot. He couldn’t move, since the ogre he’d accidentally hit was looking in his direction.

An ogre with an arrow sticking straight up from its shoulder stood and roared as Elaine nocked a fourth arrow. Since the monster presented its back to her, she took the opportunity to fire on it and put an arrow just below the preferred area, but still in the meaty section so it stuck.

Will smiled when he noticed the beast had been struck again. Elaine had taken the opportunity to finish it off. When the ogre looked back toward Elaine’s position, Will slowly ducked out of sight and move to a new location. There were only three ogres left unpoisoned, and Will intended to reduce that to none shortly.

Eight ogres stopped dining and started searching for their attacker. Within a minute, two fell to the ground wheezing. Another wobbled and seemed short of breath.

Jess breathed out, “Hide, wait for the rest to fall.”

Will nodded his agreement.

Elaine saw another ogre with no arrows in it stand and begin looking around. When its back was turned to her, she drew and released. The arrow struck its scapula and didn’t stick. She cursed herself inwardly, but aimed again and loosed. This time the arrow struck the back muscle and sunk in. The monster roared and turned just as she was ducking down. Whether the roar caused it or she just got unlucky, an unpoisoned ogre caught sight of her and charged.

Lexi grabbed Elaine by the strap on the back of her armor and dragged her behind a tree, then the girls ran deeper into the forest.

Realizing Lexi or Elaine had apparently been spotted, Will took the opportunity to strike while the remaining ogres all had their backs turned to him. He got off two arrows for an unpoisoned ogre and one for an ogre that Elaine had apparently struck once. Unfortunately, that left one ogre unpoisoned, and it seemed to be leading the charge for the girls.

Will and Jess chased after the ogres, doing their best to avoid notice. A moment later, another ogre crashed to the ground, barely moving. Four still pursued the girls, though two of them were quickly falling behind and would surely die soon.

Will caught sight of another ogre, but it already had two arrows in it, and Jess was catching up to it. He couldn’t stop running to put another in it because it would just put him further behind the one that was truly dangerous to his lover.

Jess ran all out. As she caught up to one of the last two ogres, she noticed it had two arrows in it so would be dead shortly, but she couldn’t wait for that. Rather than slow down or go around it, she charged along side it and slashed the tendon behind its knee, causing it to collapse, and she continued in pursuit of the last ogre.

Will dodged around the ogre Jess had disabled and kept running. He could just make out the last monster in the distance, and Jess seemed to be catching up quickly. A moment later, he realized the ogre wasn’t running anymore, which could mean the girls had gotten away or that he’d caught them. Regardless, he had to get in range as soon as possible. It was getting dark quickly, and the monster had to be dealt with before it was too dark to move around in the forest.

Elaine had tripped and plowed face-first into the ground. Lexi tried to check on her, but there wasn’t enough time to determine if she was alive or dead. She wouldn’t leave the girl to the monster, if she did and the girl was alive, she’d never forgive herself.

Lexi took a breath and set her feet as Rod, her mentor, had taught her. Weaving the point of her halberd in a figure eight, she prepared to receive the ogre’s charge.

The beast might have been dumb, but it wasn’t stupid enough to impale itself to on the spear tip like the boar had early in their trip. Lexi was just as happy that it hadn’t, since she was sure she’d have been knocked flat by the momentum.

She lunged, and the monster slapped the blade aside, but Lexi pulled back and slashed at the same time, slicing the back of its forearm and hand. Lexi smiled, knowing she had just poisoned the beast. While it wouldn’t kill the thing immediately, in all likelihood that arm would soon be useless, making it easier to kill. Relying on her footwork and jabs, Lexi kept the monster at bay and protected her downed teammate.

Moments later, Lexi noticed Jess charging up behind the ogre, and it must have heard her too because it stepped to the side and turned so that it could see both women. Jess stopped just outside its reach, performing moulinets to keep its attention on her sword. When it lunged at her, she slashed it across a biceps. Lexi took the opportunity to spear the big thing in the side just below the ribs. The ogre roared in pain and frustration, unable to reach either woman without being struck.

Will finally caught up and took the time to slip around behind the monster so neither of his lovers were in line when he launched an arrow into its back. Will noticed the blood dripping from wounds and the monster’s skin starting to pale as he loosed another poisoned arrow.

When the monster swatted at its back after Will struck it with an arrow, Jess slashed at its side and scooted out of range again. As soon as it turned away from her, Lexi struck with an overhand chop using the axe blade of her weapon. The ogre roared again, but weaker. The wounds and poisons were adding up.

Jess lunged again, slashing its thigh, but this time the monster grabbed the blade. For an instant too long, Jess held on was the ogre yanked, and she stumbled forward.

Lexi didn’t let it continue and charged, spearpoint first, into its unguarded side. Just as Jess fell into the ogre’s reach, it crashed to the ground face-first. Jess recovered and, with her sword in a reverse grip, plunged it into the monster’s back, then twisted the blade as she removed it.

Will jogged up as Elaine struggled to her feet. The young mage complained, “Oh, my nose,” in a voice that sounded like she had a head cold. Blood ran from her nostrils and down her chin, the tip of her nose was scratched raw.

The alchemist checked her over, cleaned the wound, and learned she’d never blacked out, just had the wind knocked out of her. Will left her to be attended by Lexi, with whom he’d left some ointment and a bandage, so he and Jess could collect ears and livers of the ten ogres they’d killed. After all that work and worry, they weren’t about to lose out on any of the bounty if they could help it.

“Thank you for defending me when I fell. I didn’t even know that monster had caught up until just before Jess attacked it. Even then, I was still dazed and trying to breathe.”

“That’s what teammates are for. We always defend each other,” Lexi responded and gave the younger girl a hug. “Now let me apply the ointment Will left for you so we can catch up with him and Jess.”

By the time Jess and Will reached the spot where they’d first encountered the ogres, it was too dark to intricate work involved in removing its liver. When Elaine arrived, seeing Will’s frustration, she immediately conjured mage light, providing more than enough illumination to remove the ears and livers from the remaining corpses.

“Thanks, Elaine. I’m glad to see you’re feeling up to working a spell,” said Will.

Jess pointed out, “When you’re done, we need to get far away from the dead monsters in order to safely make camp.”

“I can hold the mage light until we find a spot and get the tent setup,” Elaine promised. “But I could use some help to make sure I don’t fall again because it takes all my concentration to keep it going.”

“I’ll walk with you. Give me your arm,” Lexi responded.

Jess led the way, and Will took up the rear. They walked for a mile and stopped when the found a stream, then backed away from it a hundred feet or so. Jess took the tent out of the team spatial bag, and Will helped her set it up. Next came the cots and mattresses. With that done, Jess pulled out the camp chairs while Will and Lexi gathered firewood.

When everyone was seated and the fire was burning, Will handed out hot meals from his spatial bag.

“Smells like chicken Dijon,” Lexi commented.

“Good nose,” Will responded.

Elaine had come to appreciate the alchemist’s cooking over the last few weeks, and the aroma of the evening’s meal had her salivating. His cooking didn’t match some of the truly fine meals she’d had the pleasure to eat on a few special occasions, but it held up well when compared to most meals at her parents’ home.

Will felt the need to compliment the young mage’s performance, since she had done well, all things considered. Knowing that Lexi would get jealous again if he wasn’t careful, he complimented his lovers first.

“Well, wasn’t that battle exciting?” Will chuckled. “Jess and Lexi, you two coordinated well, harrying that last ogre until he couldn’t stay on his feet any longer. Elaine, you did well shooting several of the ogres. Your aim has improved.”

After their meal, the four adventurers reviewed the battle and what could have been done better. Once they were done, Elaine spent a couple of hours practicing her mage light, as she’d done every night since joining the group. She felt she’d made great progress in the nearly four weeks and was on the verge of a breakthrough. In the past, she would never have been able to walk and hold the light as long as she had earlier that evening, even with someone watching out for her.

Will continued to work on a special project that had to be made in small increments due to the potential for a dangerous reaction. He’d spent the last weeks before the thaw concocting the precursor chemicals: glycerin, nitric acid, and sulfuric acid, among others. Will always worked downwind from camp due to the fumes his materials produced.

The explosive power of the mixture was what had drawn him to it. Unfortunately, it was highly unstable until mixed with a soft, siliceous, sedimentary rock he had crushed into a fine white powder just for this purpose. Will’s goal was to make enough to roll into a stick about four inches long and as thick as the shaft of Lexi’s halberd. The result would be wrapped in waxed paper so it could be stored or placed without moisture affecting the compound, since that would destabilize it. This season was perfect for producing the concoction due to the low humidity. At his current rate, it would take until they returned to town to accumulate sufficient quantity.

Lexi and Jess sharpened and oiled their weapons, then went to sleep, with Will not far behind them.

Elaine always had the first watch, since Jess believed it was the time least likely for nocturnal animals or beasts to stumble on their camp. Elaine practiced levitation during her watch since she tended to lose track of everything around her when working the mage light spell. She practiced lifting progressively more weight and extending the distance between herself and the object’s initial location.

Will had the last watch and always had the archery targets setup by the time he woke the ladies. After breakfast, he worked with Elaine, coaching her through the motions as well as watching and adjusting her posture. The young girl was putting in the effort, but progress had slowed down once she learned the basics. Will knew from experience that the only way for her to continue to improve was grinding out the hours of practice, just like with her magic.

The alchemist realized there was one more thing Elaine could do to improve her archery: specific exercises to develop stronger arm, chest, and back muscles. “Elaine, today I’m going to show you some exercises my archery instructor taught me, and we’re going to start doing them every morning after practice.”

Elaine groaned. “You can’t be serious!”

“Indeed I am. To get the range and accuracy you need to pass the guildmaster’s test you’re going to have to be stronger. I’ve done them for years and should have been doing them the last few weeks, but I got wrapped up in preparations and cut corners. It’s time we rectified that.”

“I’m a mage, not an archer.”

“Are you prepared to tell the guildmaster that? You’ll need to prove your spells are combat-ready in front of every member of the guild and half the town.”

“Fine,” she replied with jaws clenched.

Will turned away so she wouldn’t see his smile. She really was a hard worker, and he’d come to enjoy her company, so he didn’t want to offend her.

While the team trod through the forest, they maintained noise discipline, and it proved useful once again when they heard chattering from ahead and to the left. Jess signaled a halt and that she would scout. On her return the team gathered to hear her quiet report.

“There are about fifty goblins wandering south. Some are dragging sleds. If we attack them like we’ve done before,, they’ll scatter and we’ll never track them all down. Ideas?”

Will proposed, “We could let them pass and then attack the rear. If we can kill them quietly enough, we can work our way forward and take them all out.”

“The hard part is doing it quietly,” Lexi remarked.

“If we work in pairs, one of us grabs them and covers their mouth and the other slits their throat,” Will suggested.

“I don’t have a better idea,” Jess responded.

“I’ll work with Elaine,” Will offered.

Jess nodded, then looked at Elaine, “Are you prepared to kill the goblins up close? You’ll have to use that hunting knife and shove in about here,” Jess pointed to a spot under the ear where the jaw hinged. “And cut forward like this.”

“I-I-I can do it,” Elaine replied, her eyes as big as saucers.

“I know you can,” Will told her confidently. “We’ll practice the motions a few times while we wait.”

The three-foot-tall monsters with greenish-grey skin, a mouth full of pointy teeth, large shell-shaped ears, and moss-like hair were a disorganized group spread a hundred feet wide and just as deep. The goblins kept no perimeter or rear guards, and the wind out of the south put the adventurers downwind so attacking from behind was straightforward. The downside was having to breathe the stench coming off the filthy things.

It took nearly two hours to complete the gruesome task, but when they were done, less than handful of goblins had escaped. Those would likely die to some larger predator now that the little monsters no longer had a numerical advantage.

All four adventurers were covered in goblin blood and suffered a few bites, though none had broken the skin due to the thick leather gloves they all wore. Jess led them to a stream to clean up. The water was ice-cold, unsurprisingly, so they built a small fire and heated water in a large pot to take the chill off before using it to clean up.

As they finished up, Jess looked at the position of the sun, then told the group, “We’ve got about an hour of daylight left. Let’s hike another half hour, then look for a camping spot and call it a day.”

With the tent up, a fire built, and the area nearby scouted, the teammates sat down for their evening meal.

“I think that was the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen or been a part of,” Elaine commented.

Will had been impressed with the young mage’s determination and fortitude. It was truly grisly task, but one that would prevent a lot of human suffering, either from destroyed crops, children, or even lone adults, slaughtered and eaten.

“Yeah, it was really gross, and not like when it’s an ogre or beast that you know will kill you,” Lexi agreed.

“Oh, they would definitely kill you. They’re like a pack of hungry dogs, you can scare them off if there are just a few, but groups that size would have been happy to attack our camp. Don’t think they’re innocent because they’re small,” Jess retorted.

Changing the subject, Jess asked, “Elaine, can you lift yourself with levitation?”

“No, at least not yet, anyway. I’m still working on increasing the weight I can lift and have a long way to go to lift my own.”

Jess gave a disappointed nod. “I was hoping you could get above the trees and see if there are any hills or rock outcrops or any other landmark nearby.”

“I have the tree-climbing gear I purchased. We just need to find a tree tall enough to see over the rest,” Will mentioned. “I’m looking forward to trying it out.”

“Be careful. Remember, if you fall, we’ll have to drag your ass out of here, and it will be a bumpy ride,” Lexi snickered.

“I’m certain you’d take the utmost care of the love of your life,” Will retorted.

“You must be talking about Jess.”

“You’ve broken my heart,” Will replied in mock despair.

“Children, we have work to do,” Jess responded while playfully swatting Will on his butt.

The younger three team members sighed and got to work on their chores and practice.

Over breakfast the next morning, Will asked Lexi, “How are you doing with your mapping?”

“I feel like I’ve been able to maintain a consistent stride, and I’m making note of my step count every time we take a break or change direction. Jess is doing a good job keeping us going in a straight line.”

“Then how far do you think we are from town?”

“Just under sixty miles. It would likely be more, but the stops for the ogres and goblins ate up a lot of time.”

Jess asked, “Our plan was to go six days north, then turn west half a day before heading back south. We discussed switching back and forth from southeast to southwest every couple of hours. Is that what we still want to do?”

“Nothing we’ve experienced so far changes my opinion, so yes. I think we should stick to the plan,” Will responded.

Lexi nodded agreement.

Elaine said, “You all know better than me, so whatever you decide is fine. I just want to get back to town and have a nice hot bath.”

“I’m all for that,” Lexi chuckled.

“Let’s keep an eye out for a tree tall enough to get a good overview once I can climb it. You never know what I might find.”

“Will, I’d like to practice my mage light while walking. Can I hold your arm in case I trip?” Elaine asked.

“Of course. I’m glad you’re ready to practice holding the spell while moving.”

After a couple of hours of hiking, Jess pointed out a large cypress tree near a stream. “Why don’t you try out your climbing gear on this one? It looks like it might be a good bit taller than the surrounding trees.”

Will pulled on the spiked climbing boots and strapped on the clawed hand grips, then made is way up the tree. The tree was indeed tall enough to see over the others nearby, but in the distance there were many taller still, or perhaps on higher ground because his view was limited to just a few of miles. Regardless, the tools proved their value, and he reported both findings to the team.

After walking for a couple more hours, the team broke for lunch, then turned southeast as planned. Shortly after turning southwest a few hours later, they noticed growling and other noises in the distance. Following the sounds, the adventurers got close enough to see flashes of motion before Jess signaled a halt.

On returning from scouting the scene, Jess reported, “It’s a minotaur fighting a saber-toothed tiger.”

Elaine was anxious to see the minotaur. She’d read that they were humanoids, over seven feet tall, and had a head similar to bull, complete with large horns.

Will immediately replied, “I’ll bet the tiger’s pelt would earn us a nice bonus if it isn’t too badly damaged.”

“No doubt, but fighting either one of them isn’t like fighting an ogre. They can both outrun us. They outweigh us and can climb trees to some extent.”

“If we poison the minotaur first, the tiger will finish him off while we then poison the tiger,” Will suggested. “We just need to be prepared for the tiger to attack us before it takes full effect.”

Everyone prepared their weapons with poison, the Jess led them closer to the battle. Will and Elaine took positions behind Jess and Lexi. As soon as Will saw a shot, he took it. The combatants were moving so fast and unpredictably that he missed. Elaine’s shot also missed.

“Aim higher.”

Will shot and missed again. His third shot struck the minotaur in his broad back. The monster responded with a grunt, too busy to look for the source due to the tiger in front of him.

“Focus on the tiger, Elaine,” Will directed quietly.

Will and Elaine each loosed two more arrows and missed. Then Will’s next shot hit the minotaur again. Elaine finally managed to hit the tiger shortly afterward.

Will also focused on the tiger at that point, confident that the minotaur’s life was measured in minutes. Neither archer could find another shot at the tiger, it was almost as if it was hiding behind the minotaur.

Frustrated, Will told Jess, “I’m going left to get a better angle on the tiger.”

Before he found a satisfactory location, the minotaur lost his balance, the big cat took advantage and pounced. In seconds, the tiger bit down on the minotaur’s head, then twisted viciously, breaking its neck. The giant feline let out a loud roar and began feasting on the minotaur’s organs.

Will finally had an angle to take a shot and struck just where he wanted. The cat looked up and growled again, but soon went back to devouring its kill. Knowing that the poison that had weakened the minotaur was too diluted to affect the tiger immediately, Will shot and struck the cat again.

This time the beast seemed to find a target and charged, but not at Will. It charged at the women, all clustered together.

The alchemist feared for the women he cared for, so he focused on hitting the big cat again. The beast was outrageously fast, but its path was predictable, making it much easier to strike than when fighting the minotaur moments earlier. Poisoned by four arrows, Will was sure the predator was doomed. It was a question whether or not it would have the chance to kill or injure one of his lovers first.

No longer able to track the tiger in the trees, Will sent his bow into his spatial bag and raced back to the women.

When Jess saw the giant cat charge toward her, she called out, “Elaine, get in a tree if you can. Otherwise get behind one.  Lexi, form up over my left shoulder so we’re both behind my shield.”

Both women crouched, ready to receive the angry cat’s charge. When it struck, Jess was bowled over instantly. Lexi managed to remain upright, with her spear point lodged in the monstrous animal’s shoulder joint. She struggled to hold the weapon and her balance as the tiger twisted, trying to dislodge the painful object.

Jess couldn’t use her sword with the big beast so close above her, but she managed to get the poniard slung on her hip unsheathed and stabbed into the tiger’s chest. The feline yowled in pain and responded by jumping back, freeing itself from Lexi’s halberd.

Lexi sprang forward, covering Jess and keeping the big cat at bay for a moment. Jess struggled to get back on her feet from lying prone while holding onto her shield.

Elaine fretted behind a tree. She was unable to get a clear shot at the tiger from her location.

As Will closed in, he slowed and called out, “Just keep it at bay a little longer. It’s bleeding heavily, and all that activity has caused the poison to spread quickly.”

Before Jess could get her legs in position to stand, the cat pounced again, evading Lexi’s weapon. Jess ducked behind her shield and was once again on her back, though this time the cat kept moving forward and knocked over Lexi as well.

Lexi let go of her now-useless weapon and relied on her armor to defend her, making fists of both hands and covering her neck and face with her forearms. She nearly gagged from the stench of rotting meat stuck between the tiger’s many sharp teeth as the panting beast breathed on her while trying to get past her armor.

Jess struggled once again to stand.

Will charged in from the side with his hunting knife held in a reverse grip and plunged it into the beast’s back between the shoulders. One front leg went limp, and the beast collapsed on Lexi. Its rear legs clawed at the ground as its head twisted back and forth, trying to get a bite of its latest attacker. Will yanked the knife out and thrust again, this time in its neck.

The giant feline rolled and swiped at Will as its good leg came up. Will took it on his armored forearm and stepped forward to cover Lexi.

Jess was right there and plunged her sword into the tiger’s belly before it could roll back to its feet. The beast yowled and squirmed, but was pinned in place as its strength drained out with its blood.

Once it was clear the tiger wasn’t going to attack again, Will stepped back from standing over Lexi and helped her up. “You scared me,” he said, then kissed her soundly.

Lexi returned the kiss with heat.

Will then turned to Jess. “Don’t think I wasn’t worried about you. I saw you attack with your knife from flat on your back.” Will hugged and kissed her.

Elaine approached with a guilty expression. “I felt awful being unable to help.”

“You shouldn’t. If the tiger hadn’t been so distracted trying to rip Lexi’s head off, I couldn’t have gotten close enough for my little knife to be effective. You weren’t in position to try what I did.” Will turned to Elaine. “You did the right thing. You stayed in hiding and didn’t risk a shot that might have hit one of your teammates. I’m proud to have you on our team.”

Will reached out and gave the young girl a side hug.

Elaine appreciated that Will had spoken favorably about her choice. It made her feel a little less guilty. It was also another example of how he was different from her father and, for that matter, her uncles and brothers. Maybe the other two women weren’t so strange for latching on to the same man.

Jess took charge, saying, “Let’s take ten and catch our breath, then we will collect our proof for the bounties. I’m not sure the tiger pelt will be worth much with all the wounds, but we should skin it anyway.”

“Since the poison Will supplied for use on blades and arrows only worked when it entered the bloodstream, the adventurers only needed to ensure that there were no open wounds on their hands when skinning their prey.”

“And we have plenty of space in our spatial bag, why don’t we take both heads? Once McCray has certified the bounties, we can have the heads made into trophies. Speaking of which, we owe Lexi a trip into the woods where we killed the armored bear to collect its head for a trophy too,” Will chuckled.

Lexi punched his shoulder playfully. “Yes, my broken ribs are owed that trophy you promised, mister.”

By the time they were done skinning the big cat, the forest was darkening. Jess noted, “We’ve got about an hour until sunset, so we need to get moving and find a campsite far enough from this mess to avoid getting mixed up with scavengers or other predators at night. Let’s move out.”

Over dinner that evening, the team discussed better ways to handle something like the charging tiger, but came to no conclusions.

Before going to bed, Will stopped to quietly chat with Elaine for a bit. She seemed to be a little less stressed by his company after spending several weeks together. She was easy to talk to now, and it didn’t hurt that she usually laughed at his jokes.

The trip back to Green Rock took nine days and was punctuated by encounters with another sounder of giant boars, a few small groups of ogres, and several packs of goblins varying from twenty-five to fifty members. Overall, it had been a profitable two weeks.


Chapter 7

After entering the town’s north gate in the late afternoon, the group couldn’t help noticing the unusual level of traffic on the main road. The guild hall was nearly empty, and McCray was at the counter handling paperwork as usual. Light from the door opening caught his attention, so he looked up in time to see the group enter.

“Well, well. I’m glad to see everyone returned and is in one piece. How was the patrol?”

Jess smiled and said, “Quite profitable. We should step out back because we have quite a haul, and no one wants to pick it up again after we show you. Bring a tally pad, you’re going to need it.”

“Now you’ve got me excited,” McCray chuckled as he led them out the back door.

After the ears and other parts had been laid out and tallied, McCray reported, “One hundred and forty-three goblins, nineteen ogres, ten giant boars, one minotaur, one saber-toothed tiger. With the enhanced bounty, that really is quite the haul. Give me a few minutes to calculate the total, and I’ll get your money.”

McCray didn’t take long to give Jess a note with the total on it. She whistled when she saw the number. “Alright, I get a share and a half as team leader. I agreed to give Will a full share months ago since he performs like a journeyman. Lexi and Elaine each get a half share. Will, please do the math and let us know how much we’re each due.”

“Hey! I deserve a full share too,” Lexi complained.

“In a few months, maybe. For now, you’re an apprentice and you’ll accept apprentice pay,” Jess replied sternly.

Lexi folded her arms and pouted.

Will ignored them and worked out their shares.

Before he finished, McCray said, “I’ve got some bad news for you. Two wagon trains have arrived in town since you left, and a good many people stayed when the wagons returned south. You may not be able to find rooms at an inn.”

The group collectively groaned.

“If there aren’t any rooms, do you know of any place where we can at least get hot baths?”

“You’re welcome to use the guild bunkroom showers. But if you really want a bath, you might check the older inns that don’t have tubs in the guest rooms to see if they will let you use theirs for a fee.”

“We’re also going to need access to a kitchen before we go out again if we want to have pre-cooked meals on the next trip,” Will commented.

“Humph. We’re going to figure this out if I have twist some arms,” Jess replied sharply.

Changing the subject before Jess got too wound up, Will handed out scraps of paper and reported, “Here’s the breakdown, and I’ve given each of you a note with your individual amounts. Since I suspect the inns will have all raised prices, I recommend that everyone take ten silvers in hand and put the rest in your guild account to draw on as needed.

Once we know what our costs will be, you can decide how much you want to pay towards your loans.”

“That’s fair. I’d rather a bed we can share,” Lexi responded while batting her eyes at Will, “but I’ll manage in the tent if we have to sleep there, as long as I can get a bath.”

Will suddenly had an idea. “Oh, I know. I’ll bet Jeb and his family would rent us a room.”

“No!” Jess and Lexi said in unison.

“What? Why not?”

“Jena,” Lexi replied.

“Yes, the little vixen is far too familiar with you,” Jess added.

“Hey, I haven’t given any her reason to think I’m interested. In fact, I asked her brother to let her know that the three of us were in a relationship. I’m sure that took heat off the kettle.”

“How can you miss how she looks at you?”

“I haven’t seen her since we were all at their farm months ago,” Will responded.

“Yes, and the way she looked at you said she wants to get her claws in you.”

“Well, I have no interest in her. I don’t see her camping in the forest and fighting monsters by my side. If a woman isn’t willing to do that, then I’m not interested.”

“Good, but it’s still no,” Jess stated firmly.

“Fine, fine. I just wanted you to have the option of a bath and a bed. Let me go tell Kyle I’m back in town and that I’ll work with him tomorrow, then I’ll be right back and we can look for rooms.”

After Will walked off, Elaine asked, “Who is this Jena?”

“When Will first came to Green Rock, he ran into a family under attack by bandits. He killed most of the bandits, saving the family. Jena is their daughter.”

Elaine summarized, “So there’s some hero worship going on.”

“Maybe, but she’s also bored living on a farm, and I think she sees Will as exciting,” Lexi replied.

“Has he really not taken advantage of her attraction?” Elaine asked.

“Surprisingly, no. I think he actually means he’s not interested in her in any way. We just don’t want to risk him being tempted by the little tramp,” Lexi answered.

Elaine found this new information interesting. Will was not monogamous, but he was faithful. In the south, at least in her experience, even the supposedly monogamous frequently weren’t faithful. She wondered if it was the differences in their societies or just her understandably limited experience.

The wealthy, whether mage or merchant, were often pretentious and, at least publicly, behaved in a highly moral fashion. Rumors she’d heard at mage college suggested they were often privately engaged in all manner of debauchery. Elaine knew that her own father kept a mistress. She had little experience with working-class people other than the household maids. It seemed that being an adult was much more complex than she’d ever imagined.

As Will went to check in with Kyle, he thought it was funny how both of his lovers got territorial when Jena came up. He didn’t trust the girl after she tried to keep the jewelry they found when they looted the bandit camp, and besides, he had two women he was crazy about. Jena didn’t hold a candle to either one of them.

After speaking with Kyle, Will joined the girls to search for an inn. They managed to find just one with a room available, and it only had a single large bed. At least it offered bathing facilities.

“Elaine, I sure you don’t want to share the bed with us, but this is only place available, and I don’t recommend you bunk in the guild bunkroom,” Jess stated. “I could manage because enough of the members know that I’d kill them if they touched me, or they’d quickly find out. For you, it’s just not safe.”

The expression on Elaine’s face made it clear she was frustrated, scared, and uncomfortable.

“I’ll bet we can find space for a cot or at least put a mattress on the floor for you to sleep on,” Will offered.

“Yeah, I guess. I mean, what else can I do? I appreciate your willingness to give up your privacy.”

“Oh, I’m going to find some private time. Don’t you worry,” Lexi responded with a giggle and a wink.

Elaine blushed.

It was late once everyone was bathed and fed, so they all turned in for the night.

Elaine was thankful that, with the mattress on the floor where it was, she couldn’t see her teammates because she just knew they had gotten into bed nude. It wasn’t so much that it was unseemly. She didn’t need to add the detail to her dreams. She already wanted to spend some time in bed with Lexi. Elaine imagined the tall brunette next to her while she touched herself until she nodded off.


Chapter 8

As was his norm, Will woke early. Last night, Jess and Lexi had said that since they were taking the day off, they wanted to sleep in. Will managed to slip out of the tangle of arms and legs without waking either. While getting dressed, Will heard rustling coming from the mattress where Elaine had slept.

When he turned toward the sound, Elaine was sitting up and had a finger to her mouth to signal for quiet. Then she spun it, like she wanted him to turn around. Will finished dressing but kept his back turned until Elaine stepped beside him and whispered, “Wait please,” before stepping into the bathroom.

Will was in no hurry, so he didn’t mind. When Elaine was ready, she immediately opened the door to the hall, and Will followed.

“So what’s on your agenda for the day?” Will asked.

“You said yesterday that you were going to take Kyle shopping for ingredients, so I thought I’d walk with you to learn my way around town. I really didn’t have much chance the first few weeks I was here. Also, I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to go anywhere alone.

“You’re aware that I’m hiding from my parents. I believe my father will have sent men to bring me back. I worry that they may have picked up my trail, and if I’m alone, they will be able to abduct me.”

“You’re right to not go anywhere without one of us. I’m confident any of the three of us will stand with you. Blood will be shed if it comes to that.

“In any case, you’re welcome to come with me. I doubt you’ll find it exciting, but I’ll try to point out places of interest while we’re out.”

“That’s perfect. Thank you,” Elaine replied.

“I usually have breakfast at the guild cantina if I didn’t cook, but I think it would be nice to eat something tastier after our long trip.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Will found a table and pulled out a chair for her, then helped her slide it in place.

Elaine noted once again that Will treated her as a gentleman should, just as he did Jess and Lexi. The young man was patient with her questions. He did his best to give detailed answers when appropriate and never talked down to her. He made her feel like she really was a peer and not just a burden to be dragged but otherwise ignore.

After breakfast, Will and Elaine walked to the guild hall. While Will visited the poison workshop, Elaine stayed in the common room and asked the guildmaster, “Sir, I’d like to borrow the book on the advanced races if it is available.”

“It is. Before I get it for you, though, are your teammates looking out for you?”

“Yes sir. Jess, Will, and Lexi are careful to explain what is expected of me and confirm that I’m prepared. They are careful to minimize risks.”

“Always remember that you have the right to say no to an engagement before it starts, and you are not required to stay on a team if you feel they aren’t looking out for you as teammates should.”

“I understand, sir. All three of them have made me feel welcome and part of the team. I’m glad I found them.”

“Good. I have faith in Jess’s experience, and Will is a fine young man, but your youth worries me. If I didn’t ask my questions, I wouldn’t be doing my job.”

“I understand, sir. Thank you for looking out for me. Now about that book.”

In the poison workshop, Will greeted Kyle then got down to business, “We have a lot to talk about, but first I want to shop for the ingredients we need. Did you prepare the list I asked for yesterday?”

“This is it. We’re low on just about everything.”

“What about completed poisons?”

“That list is on the back.”

“Excellent. I see we’re running low on the poisons you aren’t able to make yet, but you’ve kept up with the ones you can. While I’m in town, we’ll see if  we can expand your skills so that you can produce one or two more of the most common poisons.”

“I look forward to it. I have the list of what I’ve sold and what was paid by whom for you as well.”

“Perfect. I should check in with McCray to get the current balance on my account.

Let’s go shop for the ingredients we need so you can learn how to pick the best materials. Tomorrow I’ll resume the schedule I kept before we left on patrol.”

On their way out, Will checked his guild account balance with McCray and withdrew more than he expected to need. With room costs having gone up due to the high demand, he wasn’t sure how the increased population might have affected other prices. He collected Elaine next and headed to the exit.

Just before stepping out the door, he heard some muttered, snide remarks about Elaine but chose to ignore them since they apparently weren’t meant for him to hear. He hoped that Elaine hadn’t noticed them. If either of them acknowledged the crude remarks, a fight would likely ensue, and that could get ugly both for him and the guild.

A few steps past the exit, Elaine spoke up. “I don’t know if you heard them, but some of your guildmates have a low opinion of my morals.”

Will sighed. “I’m sorry you had to hear that. I hope you understand that if I acknowledged them, it would likely come to blows, and since such fights aren’t allowed in the guild hall, it would become a public spectacle, which isn’t good for anyone.”

“Oh, I understand all too well. I don’t hold it against you. It was only words, after all. In the south, I expect it. I guess I’m just disappointed that even here, where everyone has the courage to live under threat of monster incursions, people find ways to belittle others.”

Kyle commented, “You’d think, with all the teams spending so much time in the field the last few weeks, they wouldn’t have time to dream up rumors. The guys in the bunkroom have been talking about your team as being Will’s harem. Some say Will’s choosing women based on their looks and, well, you know…”

Will rolled his eyes. “Jess is our team leader. She has final say on who joins our team. If they think our team is weak, maybe everyone should start posting their bounties and see how they stand up to us.”

“You’d be surprised at how ridiculous people can be,” Elaine warned.

“I can’t say I have much more experience with people than you, especially those from other parts of the kingdom, but I believe that some people just feel the need to be ugly to others. They look for an attribute to differentiate some group, then use that to justify treating the targeted group poorly so they can feel superior,” Will noted.

Elaine said, “I’ve been questioning a lot of my understanding of the world and the way I learned to group people lately. Many of the views and opinions my parents hold were passed on to me. I’ve recently found that some hold true, but others don’t. It makes for unstable footing, you might say.”

“I can see that. I had some recalibrating to do once I moved to Green Rock. I led what I suppose you could call a sheltered life in a lot of ways. After my parents were killed and my uncle took me in, I studied like any child, worked with him on alchemy, and learned archery. I had little exposure to much of anything else until I was eighteen and had a truly eye-opening experience.”

“Oh, what was that?” Kyle asked.

“I think I’ll save that story for another time. We’ve arrived at our first stop.”

Will had no intention of discussing his relationship with Lynn, the much older woman who had taken him as her lover for a little over a year. He’d learned from her the many ways to pleasure a woman. Those lessons had stood him in good stead with his current lovers.

After the shopping was done, Will handed off the purchases to Kyle, who returned to the guild hall on his own. “I promised to have lunch with Lexi and Jess. Will you join us?” Will asked.

“I’d like that. Thank you.”

At lunch, Jess suggested, “We should stop by Anson’s Leathers to sell the tiger pelt and ask about the wolf skins.”

“Isn’t that where I got my armor?” Elaine asked.

“Yes, he gives fair prices on both sales and purchases, so I always give him first choice,” Jess responded.

“Why don’t you take the bag and Elaine to see Anson? Will and I need some alone time in the room,” Lexi asserted with a lusty smile.

Jess glared at her daughter. “Fine, but you’ll stay in the common room with Elaine for a couple of hours after dinner.”

Will had a huge grin on his face.

Even after spending every waking hour for a month with at least one member of the group, Elaine still felt unbalanced by the unconventional relationship. At least she’d get to spend time alone with Lexi later.

Will still had a grin on his face as he led Lexi up the stairs to their room.

Jess snorted and shook her head. “I should have been quicker,” she mumbled.

“So we’re going to Anson’s?” Elaine reminded Jess.

“Yeah, sure.”

Jess wasn’t much for conversation unless she was telling stories of battles she’d been in. Before their first patrol, Elaine thought the woman’s tales were fish stories, exaggerated for effect. After having experienced two weeks in the forest, she’d come to a new appreciation of the woman and her storytelling.

“What was Green Rock like when you first joined the guild?” Elaine asked.

“Hmm, it was the same size of course since the walls were built when it was founded, but many of the buildings were single-story and all wood. Over the last decade, as the town has become more prosperous, most of those have been replaced by two- or three story stone buildings.

“The inn we were staying at when you first joined us is a good example of that. I think there were three single-story shops before they were demolished and the inn built. It’s now one of the most modern inns here. Will picked it because it offered a suite with a kitchen so he could cook and save money.”

“Is Will always like that with money? He seems to swing between saving and spending big.”

“He saves so he can spend big. Without him, we wouldn’t have had the camping gear or the spatial bags. Our patrol would have been shorter and truly miserable.”

“Where did all the money come from? My parents kept a fair amount of coin around the house, and I took most of it when I left. Given how deep in debt I am to him, and that you and Lexi seem to have borrowed a lot as well, he must come from a wealthy family.”

“Not at all. He’s told you how he ran into bandits attacking that farming family. After they were dealt with, Billy led three of the children, including the little hussy Jena, to the bandit camp and looted it. Then, after he killed a troll by himself, other teams started buying his poisons. He earns more from that than from our bounties.

“For a long time, Billy slept in the guild bunk room and ate nearly every meal at the cantina to keep his costs down. There was a time when I was afraid I’d lose him, thinking he’d setup a lab and just make poisons so he could profit without risking his life.

“He’s since told me he has no intention of being cooped up in a workshop all day for the rest of his life. He’s been real happy with his poison apprentice. Billy says he wants Kyle to be able to make nearly all the poisons so he has time to experiment more. You know he was working on something every evening after dinner, when we were camping. Billy is really excited about it but hasn’t told me what it is yet.”

“Huh, so he isn’t keeping it a secret just from me.”

“Nah, he’s not like that. I think he wants to surprise us, is all.”

Anson was happy with the tiger pelt. The wounds left from the fight weren’t scattered too much so there was plenty undamaged material to work with.

As the women were leaving Anson’s, Elaine commented, “I still can’t get over the three of you taking on over seventy stygian dire wolves. When Will told the story that evening over the campfire, I just assumed it was a tall tale.”

“Billy’s not one for exaggerating, at least not about important details. Sometimes he’ll make his mistakes or fumbling out to be bigger than they were to get a laugh, but not about the threats we’ve faced.”

“And you say that the trap and the blind on poles was all his idea?”

“Yup, Billy’s really the planner for our team. Many times he’s been the one that has killed most or all of our targets, like the hobgoblins last year, or the big group of ogres a week ago. It’s kind of weird, and I told him once that I felt like I wasn’t doing my job, but he said he couldn’t do his job without me protecting him. He’s just not a close-range fighter.”

“He looked pretty fierce stabbing that tiger on top of Lexi,” Elaine pointed out.

“Yeah, that was kind of stupid. He shouldn’t have risked getting that close. A spear or a sword would have been much safer to use than that knife, but they aren’t in his skill set. You just wait. Soon he’ll be experimenting with new poisons to take beasts down faster. Billy probably blames himself for the tiger even getting a chance at Lexi and me, since you had already struck it once after it killed the minotaur, and it had four arrows in it by the time it knocked us down.”

“You spend most of your free time with your team now. Is that how it’s always been?” Elaine asked.

“Mostly, at least if I liked the people I was working with, but the men on the last team before Billy were a bunch of assholes, so I went drinking and gambling with people from other teams or alone.”

“I didn’t notice you drinking or gambling during the weeks we were here last.”

“Nah, I drank so I could sleep, but Billy helps me with that. I gambled because I was bored, and he helps with that too, just in a different way. Billy’s going to help me with both after dinner,” Jess snickered.


Chapter 9

Once back in their room, Lexi remarked to Will, “Stars, it’s been two weeks. The worst part of camping is not being able to take a real bath or fuck.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I think the anticipation will heighten our experience this afternoon.”

“Abyss, it definitely has. I’m already wet just thinking about it. Help me get my dress off.”

Will unbuttoned her dress from the back, then kissed her neck and shoulders as her flesh was revealed. Lexi leaned back into him and pulled his arms around her waist. Will savored the feel and scent of her.

After a moment Will continued helping her undress. Once the dress was past her wide hips, he let it fall to the floor and unsnapped her bra. When the straps were off her shoulders, Will slipped it down her arms and dropped it on the floor as well. His hands immediately cupped her breasts and found her nipples already hard. Lexi moaned at his touch then turned to face him.

“We need to get your clothes off. I want to feel all of you,” Lexi whispered.

Will pulled his shirt over his head after only undoing the first few buttons, then wrapped his arms around the lovely brunette’s waist and back, crushing her to him. Their lips found each other, and tongues battled for space in the others mouth.

Lexi pushed back then unbuckled his belt and tugged Will’s trousers down. With one hand on his erect cock and the other around his neck, Lexi pulled Will into another kiss.

Will grabbed her by the butt and lifted her onto the edge of the bed, and gently pushed her to lie down. He kissed her taut belly and worked his way down to her womanhood, slipping the thong off as he went. After kissing the inside of both thighs, Will put her legs over his shoulders and spread her knees to he had full access to her sopping wet labia. Her scent drove him wild, and he licked her with abandon while using his thumb to circle her hard clit.

“Oh…oh,” Lexi murmured.

When Will started licking her clit, Lexi clutched his hair, and her hips bucked as pleasure overtook her.

“Oh, stars. That feels soooo good.”

Will was pent up as well, so between her scent and her moans, he felt the need to take her immediately rather than continue to tease her for a while as he had planned. Standing up while keeping her legs on his chest, Will slipped his engorged cock through her juices and his saliva a few times, then used one hand to guide the tip right where they both wanted it. In a single thrust, he slammed his hips into her butt.

Lexi’s let out a loud moan. “Yes! Now fuck me. Fuck me hard.”

Will complied since it was what he wanted as well.

Lexi’s hands gripped the sheets. She thought she might rip them, but didn’t care. Will pounded into her repeatedly, then her back arched and euphoria overtook all thought. When she came down from it and could think again, Will was still stroking in and out in a rhythm that was driving her to the peak again. This time, when she neared that wonderful feeling, she felt his seed erupt in her and that pushed her over the edge to another intense orgasm. Lexi was breathless.

Will watched Lexi as her orgasm hit and continued pumping in and out. He was determined to bring her to another orgasm when he climaxed, so he held off releasing as best he could until her breath became shallow again. Will sped his thrusts, and seconds later he burst, spraying his seed deep inside the lovely young woman.

Will let Lexi’s legs slip to each side and collapsed on her chest. After a few minutes of post-coital bliss, Will changed position so he could fondle and suckle her marvelous breasts.

The young couple spent the next two hours tending to the very human need for affection as expressed by making love. Lexi dozed off for a nap, and Will lay on is back with her head using his chest as a pillow. Life was good. He had two wonderful women that he adored and who loved him in return. How could it get any better?

After a brief nap, Will woke Lexi and they both dressed.

“Ah, we need to change the sheets,” Will pointed out.

Lexi pulled a set from the maid’s linen closet, and once the chore was done they went downstairs to the common room.

Jess smiled when she saw them headed for the table she was sharing with Elaine.

“Satisfied?” she asked, looking at Lexi.

“For now,” she replied with an impish grin.

Jess handed out their shares of the tiger pelt sale. “Anson said he decided that the wolf pelts would get more if they were auctioned, so it will take longer to get our money.”

“That’s fine, it’s all profit, really and we earned enough on the last trip that we don’t need it right now,” Will responded.

“Elaine and I checked out the town while we waited for you two. I don’t think finding a room next time we’re in town is going to be any easier. From what we heard, it’s going to get worse and prices will rise further. At the same time, jobs are scarce because they’ve already been taken. New folks are desperate for work.”

Will noted, “I’m sure we could find space in Cut Off, but that would add two days to our travel in each direction.”

“I’d rather live in our tent than add four days travel with little chance of earning bounties,” Jess replied.

Will said, “Yeah, what we really need is access to tub for hot baths and a kitchen so I can cook a bunch of meals to take with us.

I’ll ask McCray if I can rent the cantina kitchen after hours. If he says yes, then it’s just the baths.”

“I can live with a good shower, and the bunk room already has those. We ladies can go in as a group, and you can watch the door.” Jess batted her eyelashes at Will.

The alchemist smirked, “Sure, I can do that. I wonder if McCray would let us put up the tent in the yard behind the hall. I’ll ask, the worst he can do is say no.”

“So how long do we want to stay in town this time?” Lexi asked. “I don’t need any equipment. Will is planning to cook the meals, and he has poison workshop business to handle. It seems like our time here is determined by how long it takes for him to accomplish his tasks.”

“I agree. I need another stone to sharpen my sword and a bottle of oil for it, but otherwise I have no reason to stay,” Jess responded.

When the rest of the team turned to the young mage, she responded, “Don’t look at me. I go where you go, when you go.”

“I’ll have a better idea tomorrow, but right now I’d say we need at least three more days,” Will stated.

“Then I want us back on the same schedule we were keeping while we waited for Elaine’s gear to be ready. Exercise in the morning and practice of some kind the rest of the day,” Jess declared.

The others nodded agreement.

“With that settled, what do we want to do for the rest of the day?” Will inquired.

“I want to collect my trophy from the armored bear corpse,” Lexi asserted.

Jess chuckled. “Still holding a grudge over the broken ribs, huh?”

“By the abyss, yes. That hurt for nearly a week.”

“It takes longer than that for broken ribs to heal, doesn’t it?” Elaine asked.

“It does unless you drink one of Will’s healing potions,” Lexi replied.

“Oh yeah, I forgot you’re really an alchemist, since most of the time you only talk about poisons.”

Will smirked. “I have a surprise that will remind you that I’m an alchemist, and the area where the armored bear died should be a good place to show you.”

“Oooo, I’ve been waiting to see this,” Lexi responded.

“Prepare to use your imaginations to think of ways to use it. If we’re agreed that we should take that walk I’ll go upstairs and grab Lexi’s and my cloaks.”

“Sure. I’m curious too,” Jess replied.

After wandering the area for a bit, Will found the section of riverbank he had rushed to when expecting to have to jump in the river to escape the giant bear. From there, he backtracked until they found the corpse. More than a month of exposure after the snow covering it had melted had led to significant decomposition and insect infestation, meaning the stench was overwhelming and there were a lot of flies swarming around it.

“Maybe we should come back next time we’re in town,” Will suggested.

Lexi pouted. “I want that skull mounted on the wall in the guild hall, but you’re right. It’s too disgusting to deal with now.”

“Are you ready to show us your surprise?” Elaine asked.

Will displayed an evil grin. “Yeah. Let’s make sure no one is in the area and find a spot without a lot of combustibles nearby. Actually, the riverbank might be a good spot.”

Will located a two foot diameter flat chunk of stone leaning against another about the same size on damp soil. After digging out a small pit where the rocks intersected, he put the four-inch-long tubular project in it. The alchemist then inserted a wooden funnel with a mixture of charcoal, sulfur, and saltpeter, and a cotton string with the same mixture embedded, in the end of the waxed-paper-wrapped item. Previous experience had shown that the cotton string burned at about four inches a minute, so he used a six-inch section to give himself time to retreat, then lit it and jogged away.

The detonation nearly deafened the four adventurers, who were pelted with gravel even twenty yards away.

“My stars. Where did the rock go?” Lexi asked.

Elaine looked at her and said, “Where do you think the stones we got hit with came from.”

Will and Jess walked back to where the rock had once been. There was a ten-inch diameter crater and a few small fragments of the two rocks.

“That could be a terrifying weapon if we can figure out how and when to use it,” Jess commented.

Ears still ringing, Will replied, “Yeah, I’m not sure if it can be made into a weapon, but I read about it and had to see for myself what it can do.”

Jess just shook her head and thought, maybe he is just a kid in some ways, but then again, most men are. Regardless, he’s mine and I love him.

“Elaine, while we’re away from town and have some space between us and the trees, can you show us your lightning magic?” Will asked.

“I haven’t practiced it much because you asked me to focus on the mage light spell and levitation, but I’ll try.”

“Please see if you can get it to strike that uprooted tree trunk laying near the river.”

“Okay, but all of you should get behind me a few feet because I’m not sure how much control I’ll have when trying to make it strike that far away.”

Elaine conjured lighting five times before she tired too much to repeat it. Each bolt forked in multiple directions, splitting into smaller and smaller segments before fizzling out. She missed more often than she hit the tree, but the power she displayed was a huge improvement over what she had been able to accomplish just a month ago. Even she was surprised.

Will couldn’t help but be impressed with the determination and persistence Elaine had shown in practicing her spells. Their two weeks in the forest and the battles they’d fought had been a test of her mental fortitude, considering her age and previous experience. The young woman deserved credit for how well she handled it.

The group was quiet on the walk back, all surprised by the destructive power of the Will’s project and trying to think of ways to use it against the monsters and beasts they fought.

After dinner, Will led Jess back to their room. He planned to take his time to make sure she enjoyed their time together.

Will pulled Jess into his arms the moment the door was closed. Their passionate kiss lasted until they needed to breathe.

“I’ve missed our nights together,” Jess murmured while wrapped in Will’s powerful arms.

“No more than I have. I plan to give you something to miss on our next patrol right now,” Will responded with a smile.

He pulled his shirt off, then unlaced Jess’s dress and slipped it over her lovely breasts, allowing it to drop to the floor. Will unsnapped her bra and slid the straps off her arms.

“Jess, can you help me with these?” he asked.

She smiled faintly, took the waistband in both hands, and tugged his trousers down, only to find herself staring directly at his fully engorged cock. Her breath caught, and he lifted one leg in silent invitation for her to continue.

Once free of his trousers, Will drew her up so we could embrace again, this time skin to skin. Her hands roamed my back, shoulders, and sides. He took hold of her ample yet firm ass and pressed their hips together.

The room was cool with early spring’s chill, but Jess’s body was warm against him. Sensing the moment was right, Will eased her back, took one nipple in his mouth, then suckled while his other hand explored her belly and thighs.

“Yes… yes,” she murmured, parting her legs willingly as his fingers slid lower. Switching to her other breast, Will found the nipple already hard. He teased her womanhood until he felt warm moisture, then lowered himself, kissing her flat stomach before burying his face in her soft blonde curls. His tongue traced her slit, drawing a gasp from her lips. With both hands gripping her butt, Will pulled her closer, circling her pearl with his tongue and earning a low moan.

She wavered on her feet, so Will decided to guide her down to the bed rather than risk an unceremonious fall. Taking her hands, Will lowered her onto her back, then kissed from Jess’s knees up the insides of her thighs until he returned to her center. Holding her legs open, Will resumed his work with renewed enthusiasm. Soon, Jess crushed his head between her powerful thighs as her climax took control of her muscles.

When at last she stilled, her breathing deep and slow, Will knew she was more than ready, and so was he. Without a word, Will shifted position and slowly entered her just enough for her to bite her lower lip. He pushed deeper in stages, giving her time to adjust, until he was fully inside. Then, with a harder thrust, Will closed the space between them, drawing another gasp as she wrapped her arms around him.

Will nuzzled her neck, withdrew almost to the tip, then drove in again. This time she locked her legs around his butt. When she relaxed them, Will began a gentle rhythm, savoring the press of her breasts and the warmth of her breath. His own climax began to build, but he held back, waiting for her to reach the brink. When she did, Will matched her urgency, thrusting faster until they both came, his release deep within her.

As his shaft softened, Will kissed her neck, chest, and belly, then lay beside her. She turned to him, eyes crinkled in a smile, and drew him into a deep kiss. Pressing her head to his shoulder, she sighed.

While the lovers expressed themselves in the language of sex, Lexi and Elaine sat on a bench against the wall near the stage where an entertainer played a guitar and sang folk songs.

Elaine had a little too much to drink and was feeling free to be herself. She leaned on Lexi, who also had drunk enough to be a little tipsy.

“I never did properly thank you for saving my life from that ogre,” Elaine said.

“Sure you did. Like I said, that’s what teammates are for.”

“But you deserve something special,” Elaine retorted and planted a kiss on Lexi’s lips. “I’ve wanted to do that for a week.”

“Oh, have you?” Lexi smiled.

The girls cuddled a little longer, then broke apart. Lexi decided the younger girl wasn’t a threat and had become a friend.


Chapter 10

When Will met with his team for dinner the next evening, he reported, “McCray agreed to rent the cantina kitchen after hours. I also suggested he consider offering to have the cantina cook meals for other teams to take on patrol the way we do. It’s an opportunity for the cantina to both turn a profit and provide a valuable service to members.

“I have enough groceries to prepare some meals tonight, but I’ll need someone to go shopping tomorrow so I can have enough to supply our next patrol.”

Lexi offered, “Elaine and I can do that after exercise and weapons practice. We’ll need a break before we do our other practice anyway.”

“Thanks. I’ll have a list for you in the morning.”

Four days later, the team was on the road again. This time their starting point for entering forest was ten miles west of the previous patrol.

Will looked at the cloudless blue sky and the now greener trees with a smile, then breathed in the crisp morning air. He looked forward to their coming adventure.

The first two days of the trip north were uneventful, but the season’s progression insured far more greenery than at the beginning of their previous patrol. Mid-morning on the third day, they all heard the sound of giant boars. Jess scouted ahead, and on her return she reported, “There have to be at least a dozen boars, maybe more. It’s hard to tell with the underbrush growing back now that we’re well into spring.”

Will thought back to their prior experiences and responded, “Alright. Jess, do you remember when you and I took on a half dozen boars? We got up in the trees and I shot from there.”

“Sure. It felt like you did all the work.”

“This time we have two archers. We can pair up and try to take them all down the same as we did then.

“We’ll have to spread out because they’re not traveling one behind the other. They’re headed south but wandering east and west and spread about sixty to eighty yards across.

“Then Elaine needs to setup about ten yards in from the eastern edge of the group and I’ll setup about twenty yards in from the western edge. The ones that pass us out of our range should be between us and we can track them from behind like we did the goblins a couple of weeks ago. Are you good with that?” Will recommended.

“I can see it working out,” Jess responded.

Will looked at the other two women, who both nodded agreement.

“Elaine, your shooting position could be awkward. If you can’t find a branch to sit on, you’ll need to hang from the rope ladder and wrap a leg over a rung so it will hold you and leave your hands free. Just do your best. We’re going to miss a few no matter what since they’re spread out.”

Will quickly poisoned two dozen arrows for Elaine and reminded her, “You can hit these beasts anywhere from behind the front shoulder all the way to the back leg, and the arrow will usually go deep enough to deliver the poison. Try to hit each boar twice just to be sure.”

Turning to Jess, Will said, “Please take us to where you think Elaine and Lexi should setup.”

Once the ladders were hung from branches the alchemist reminded, “Lexi, don’t forget to pull up the bottom of your rope ladder so that if the boars turn on you, they can’t reach the bottom and pull you down.”

Once they were all in position, it was a waiting game. When the boars furthest west were as close as they were likely to get to him, Will began shooting. The boars were big enough that he rarely missed, and those few were due to the vagaries of the wind flowing through the trees.

Elaine struggled to find a position to shoot from and still see all her targets. She finally gave up and settled for being able to fire on those furthest east or coming straight for her.

Lexi kept an eye on the other girl in case she lost her grip, but otherwise was bored. She now understood why Jess felt useless in this kind of situation. It reminded her of their time in the tower when Will killed all the stygian dire wolves without help from either her or Jess except preparing then next batch of arrows for him. She’d almost been embarrassed to discuss it.

Jess hated not being part of the battle. Will had to remind her once again that he wouldn’t have been here without her and Lexi protecting him.

When the boars were all past, Will had shot seven of the big beasts. The first one hadn’t yet fallen, but should soon. Will waited another couple of minutes to ensure that there were no stragglers to catch them unaware before suggesting that Jess climb down, just as he did. The pair carefully moved toward Lexi and Elaine’s position and were nearly there when the girls met them.

“Did you remember to retrieve your rope ladders?”

“Yes, Dad,” Lexi said with a smirk.

Will glared at her and shook his head.

Elaine grinned.

“Elaine, did any get past you on the east side?”

“Not that I could see. I hit three boars. One only has a single arrow in it.”

“That should be enough, even if it takes longer to die.”

“Let’s stay together and kill the rest, then come back to collect the ears. The undergrowth isn’t so thick yet that we’ll have too much trouble finding them,” Jess directed.

By the time Will caught sight of the nearest unpoisoned boar, the team had already encountered two others that had collapsed and breathing their final breaths. While they didn’t want to spook the animals, they also didn’t want to wait for the poison to take effect before finding the next one. The adventurers moved west away from the boars before rushing south to either get ahead or at least parallel to the remaining beasts.

When the last had finally collapsed, the massive animals were scattered over a mile-long path. The team took a water break before splitting into pairs to collect the ears for their bounties. The final count was fourteen boars. Everyone’s stomachs were growling by the time they were done, so they jogged twenty minutes northwest, then stopped for a well-earned lunch.

“Is it normal for the packs, herds, whatever to get larger as the year progresses?” Lexi asked.

“Not really. Maybe they break up into smaller groups as they get further south,” Jess replied.

“It’s too early to tell with just this one example, but I see what Lexi is getting at. I was wondering the same thing myself. When we get back, we should talk to the other team leaders and ask their experience. I’ll talk to McCray as well. Maybe he has tracked group sizes in the past. Regardless, it might be worth him doing it starting this year,” Will commented.

The adventurers continued northwest for three more days, encountering large bands of goblins and ogres in addition to another large sounder of boars. Using their tried-and-true methods, minimal injuries were suffered. The team members were excited about the bounties they’d collect but started to feel concerned at the frequency they were finding the large groups.

After lunch on the sixth day of the patrol, they turned west with the intention turn to south again the following morning, just as they had on the previous excursion. In the mid-afternoon they heard loud trumpeting seemingly from more than a single animal. None of the group had heard such sounds before, leaving them anxious. As had been the case in the past, Jess signaled a halt and that she would scout ahead.

Fifteen minutes later she hadn’t returned though the trumpeting continued from time to time. At twenty minutes, Lexi and Will were both becoming concerned. At twenty-five minutes they began discussing whether or not to go look for her, but Jess returned mid-sentence.

Jess reported, “The beasts making the noise are enormous, I’ve never seen the like. They walk on four feet, have long noses they use to pull leafy branches to their mouths. Long tusks protrude from either side of their chins. Long shaggy hair covers their bodies. I think they’re the tallest beast I’ve ever seen, between fifteen and twenty feet at the shoulder. There were six that I could see. Like everything else, they’re headed south. Oh, and they’re much further away than I’d have guessed from how loud they were when we first heard them.”

Before Will could say it, Elaine named the beast. “They’re wooly mammoths, based on your description. Will’s notes describe them very similar to the way you did.”

Will nodded his agreement with her assessment. “Their shaggy hair is almost like armor in that it spreads out the impact, making axe strikes useless. The hair acts like several layers of quilted gambeson when struck with an arrow, so most if not all of the momentum of the strike is absorbed, preventing them from piercing the skin. The matted mass of hair will also entangle weapons like a halberd, so trying to use it as a spear is also out. We can’t approach these beasts like we’ve done most others. We need to find a different approach for this job.”

“You’re right, but I don’t see that we have any other another way to kill them. Since your notes also say they aren’t aggressive unless attacked, maybe we should leave them be and move on,” Elaine pointed out.

Will smiled. This was he first time the girl had expressed an opinion when discussing tactics, and she backed it up with facts. It made him more confident in his judgment that she would be a good addition to the team.

“I understand your point of view, but if you think back to the notes on beasts, you’ll recall that while they aren’t all that aggressive, but they can be quite destructive to farm crops. Mammoths are also notoriously territorial, so once they decide a spot is theirs, anyone even passing nearby will be attacked, especially if there is a calf in the herd.”

“Unless you have enough poison to spread on all the leaves in their path, I don’t see a good way to attack six of them at once. If it were only one, Jess and I could probably manage to kill it with poisons on our blades,” Lexi added her thoughts.

Jess shook her head when Will looked her way.

Will closed his eyes and thought back over all their previous encounters, starting with the goblins, followed by the ogre that nearly killed him with a thrown rock. Then there was the troll, his first solo kill besides a handful of goblins. When his poisons hadn’t seemed to work on it, he’d changed position and shot at it until he struck it in the eye. Not long after that, it had fallen face down and died either from poison or drowning.

What if he targeted the eyes on these great beasts? Their eyes were fairly large targets. It shouldn’t be too hard from a hundred feet away. He hit bullseyes on targets further than that during practice, after all.

“I want to try shooting them right in the eye like I did my first troll,” Will declared. “I’m going to go for the big guy first. The rest of you should stay back at least a hundred feet behind me and mostly out of sight, so if I piss it off and it charges, you aren’t the target.”

Will targeted the largest of the beasts first, using his most potent paralytic, which experience had shown could stop the heart of a troll within seconds if struck in the right area. On a beast the size of the mammoths, it might take longer, especially since he was targeting the eye and not the chest but he still expected it to work.

Will’s first shot missed by an inch. His second shot drilled into the mammoth’s eye and looked to have broken the bone at the back of it. The great beast trumpeted its pain and distress and shook its head as if trying to throw off whatever was causing it. The other mammoths all looked up and took defensive stances around the injured bull.

Half a minute later, the bull’s front legs folded, then the mammoth rolled to the side and was still. Two of the other beasts seemed to caress it with their trunks and let out soft moans as if they recognized it was dead.

It took a couple of hours and repeated changes of location to line up his shots. Lexi and Jess followed up by stabbing each one through the neck to ensure that they were dead or soon would be. By the time the last great beast was down, it was getting late enough to make camp and have dinner.

While there was still light, Jess and Elaine found a site to make camp a few hundred yards away. Lexi and Will began the difficult process of sawing off the large tusks. Will decided he wanted the entire head of the first one he’d killed as another possible trophy, so they had to cut the head off at the neck.

As it got dark, Jess and Elaine returned so the tiny mage could illuminate the area for them. Once Will and Lexi had completed the gory work, the tusks and head were stored in the spatial bag and they all returned to camp. After cleaning up, the team enjoyed their dinner and skipped working on any projects since it was much later than they usually quit for the day.

Over their meal, Will asked Jess, “Now that we have the tusks which we think are valuable, how do we sell them?”

“We can ask McCray and Anson, but if they aren’t sure it’s probably best to store them until that traveling merchant, Don Newsom, shows up. He’ll definitely know how to get us the best price.”

In the morning, as they broke camp, Jess asked, “Lexi, you’ve been charting our travel. Do we continue west or turn southeast?”

“If we’re going to stick to the plan, we should continue west another hour or so.”

“Then let’s get moving,” Jess directed.


Chapter 11

The team headed west for an hour,  turned southeast for two hours, then southwest for two more. Continuing to alternate over the next several days, the team encountered several groups each of ogres, goblins, and boars. Elaine even had the honor of killing a pair of trolls on her own using poisoned arrows. In all, they returned to Green Rock with ears from over twenty percent more creatures than the previous patrol.

The adventurers reached Green Rock in the late afternoon. Knowing how difficult it had been to find an inn last time they were in town, Jess sent the others in search of accommodations while she handled collecting their bounties from the guildmaster.

“Good afternoon, McCray.”

McCray looked up. “Your team have a successful trip?”

“Yes indeed,” Jess responded. “Say, do you know how we can sell some mammoth tusks? We’ve got ten good-sized ones. Twelve if you count the pair on the big bull’s head that Will wants to get mounted as a trophy.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Whether you mean about ten or the bull’s head trophy, the answer is no, I’m not joking. I’ve got them right here in the spatial bag.”

“Stars, they’ll be worth a good bunch of silver. But to answer your question, I don’t know, other than to recommend you turn them over to Don Newsom and he’ll get you the best possible price for a reasonable commission.”

“I’m not surprised. Will and I had a feeling you’d say that.”

After reviewing the ears and such the guildmaster commented, “This looks like the highest body count turned in so far. I’ve started posting team counts on the job board. There’s plenty of space since there are hardly any reports coming in, with all the teams working farther afield.”

“Will’s going to be especially interested in that. You know how he likes to look at numbers for everything. That reminds me, we think the groups of monsters and beasts we’ve encountered are a lot larger than we have encountered in the past. Have other teams said anything similar?”

“Sam and Rhonda both mentioned that when they were in a few days ago. Sam left me with a list of their encounters showing the date, location, species, and count.”

“Will has a similar report for you that I’m sure he’ll drop off. I have him and the girls looking for a room while you and I take care of this business.”

“I wish you luck. Several teams have been camping in a corner of the yard since the bunk room is full. Two of them are out there now.”

“Well, shit! We were afraid of that. I hope fortune smiles on us, but we are prepared to camp if we need to.”

“I think that’s why Sam and his boys weren’t terribly interested in staying in town. They re-supplied and were back on patrol after only three nights.”

“I doubt we’ll leave that quick since we all enjoy Will’s pre-cooked meals too much,” Jess snickered.

“His suggestion for the cantina to offer pre-cooked meals to teams going on patrol has proven profitable. That young man has the potential to be a fine guildmaster some day,” McCray remarked.

“Ha! Only if he can’t go out in the field anymore. Will’s got the need to be out looking for the next adventure as much as I do.”

Jess bought a cup of coffee from the cantina and took a look at the list of bounties turned in that McCray had mentioned. She smiled when she realized that her team’s total would put them at the top spot once today’s numbers were added in. It was early in the year, and she was sure top spot would change hands many times, but had confidence her team would be in the top three when the winter storms returned.

Jess had nearly finished her coffee when the guild hall door slammed open and she heard Lexi curse.

“All the fucking rooms are taken, even at places I wouldn’t normally consider.”

“It’s another good reason to find a spot for them to build the new town,” Will responded with a smirk.

“McCray offered to let us camp in the yard. We’ll have to use the bunkroom showers,” Jess replied.

“Yeah, yeah. I was just looking forward to sitting in a hot tub until my skin wrinkled,” Lexi complained.

“Even if we have to sleep in the tent, at least we don’t have to keep watch overnight,” Elaine commented.

“I wanted a room with a bed for—other reasons too,” Lexi continued to grumble.

Will agreed with her on that one but said nothing so as not to encourage her to continue complaining.

Jess took control of the situation by issuing instructions. “Let’s get the tent set up, then everyone can shower. After that, we’ll payout shares of the bounty and see about dinner.”

Since no one was in the shower area when they were done setting up the tent, Will let the ladies go first while he stood guard at the door. Rather than just stand there bored, he calculated each person’s share of the bounty. At the rate they were going, it looked like Jess would have her loan paid back by the end of summer. It would take Lexi and Elaine a lot longer due to their much smaller shares unless the team found a location for the future town and it was selected by the merchants developing it.

While getting dressed after their showers, Elaine noticed both Lexi and Jess had enchanted hair brushes that dried their hair. “Where’d you get those brushes? I want one.”

Lexi answered, “I’m not sure where Will got it. He gave it to me as a gift.”

“Same here.” Jess commented.

“He’s thoughtful that way,” Lexi added with a smile.

Elaine turned away as she blushed. She wanted someone to feel that way about her.

“I’m done. You can borrow it if you like,” Lexi offered.

“Thank you.”

When the ladies finally exited the shower room, Will handed Jess the note with the breakdown for their bounties, grabbed his clothes, and went to clean up.

Over dinner, Jess reported her conversation with McCray.

“I knew we had the best team,” Lexi responded excitedly.

“Maybe, but you have to remember, Sam’s team and the other high-ranking teams left town again days ago. We’re going to be here for at least a few days, so they’ll have a week head start on us. The rankings will likely change repeatedly until the snow storms set in again. Seven months is a long time,” Will replied.

“Does it even matter where we rank?” Elaine asked.

“Only in the sense of bragging rights. You know how men like to have their dick-measuring contests,” Jess replied.

Will raised an eyebrow at her.

“Yeah, I’m talking about you too. I saw the smile on your face when we brought that troll head in and told everyone you’d killed it by yourself.”

“Alright, I suppose the shoe fits, but you have no room to talk. When we got back from the hobgoblins, you were plenty proud to tell them you’d killed the warlord,” Will retorted with a smirk.

Jess laughed. “Fine, it’s not just men. We’re all competitive in the guild, it goes with the kind of personality that’s drawn to the work. Enough chitchat. I’m hungry. Let’s find a place to have dinner. I’m buying.”

After sitting down at their table, Will asked, “How long should we plan to stay in town?”

“In my opinion, that’s up to you, since you have been pre-cooking our meals. How long do you think it will take you to do that as well as what you need to do in the poison workshop?” Jess responded.

“I haven’t spoken to Kyle yet, so I don’t know about the need for poisons. Discussion of pre-cooked meals leads to the question of how long do we want the next patrol to be?” Will asked.

“The cots and mattresses plus your cooking covers most of my objections to camping. This town isn’t going to have rooms available until the excess people are drawn off to build the next town. I’m fine with being gone for a month or so unless we find a spot we think they’ll want to build on earlier, then we’ll come back and try to sell the location information,” Jess responded.

“Can we figure out a way to make a shower for the camp?” Elaine asked.

“I have some ideas, but are you really willing to take a cold shower? I’d like a shower too, but I’d rather a rag and warm water than an icy-cold shower,” Will responded.

“What if I could heat the water?”

“That sounds interesting.”

“I’ll work on a spell.”

Will turned to Lexi. “Jess says she’s willing to stay out for more than a month. What about you?”

“If we can take a day off from slogging through the forest and fighting for our lives now and again, I’m okay with a month or more.”

Elaine frowned. “I hope the men my father sent after me haven’t picked up my trail, but I don’t want to risk them catching me. The less time I spend in Green Rock, the better. I’d like to have a day off once in a while and access to at least a hot shower, but I can manage if I have to.”

“So how about this: we take tomorrow off. I’ll check in with Kyle and we’ll shop for the supplies he’ll need. When I’m finished with Kyle, I’ll go grocery shopping and purchase enough for at least six weeks. By dinner tomorrow, I should have a firm idea of how long I need to get everything necessary accomplished, and we can make plans from there. If we want to minimize time in town, I could use some help in the kitchen, especially since I’ll be preparing three times more meals than last time.”

“I kill things. I don’t cook them,” Jess replied.

“I’ll help,” Lexi responded smugly. She thought of it as an opportunity for one-on-one time with Will.

“That was a really good meal, maybe even better than Will’s cooking. Of course, it might just be that we’re sitting at a real table and don’t have bugs flying around trying to take a bite,” Lexi commented after they’d finished dinner and were sipping their drinks.

“The food was excellent. And yes, real tables and chairs made the experience even better,” Will chuckled. “Thank you for bringing us here, Jess.”

“The meal was wonderful. Thank you for including me,” Elaine added.

“You’re all welcome. We had another profitable trip.”

“We should stop by Anson’s tomorrow and see if the dire wolf pelts have sold while we were gone,” Lexi remarked.

“Don’t get your hopes up. I’m betting we won’t get our money until we come back from the next trip,” Will replied.

“Spoilsport!”

“I just don’t want you to be disappointed,” Will responded.

“Then you better be ready for me tomorrow night,” Lexi retorted with a lusty glint in her eye.

Will smiled in reply.

Jess said, “Since it’s our first night back from a trip, it’s my night with Billy. Why don’t you girls enjoy the music for an hour or two before you come back to the tent?”

Will’s smile got bigger as he stood and helped all three women out of their chairs before offering his arm to Jess and leading her out of the restaurant.

Will gave Jess a massage, then they made love vigorously until she nodded off half on top of him. Will gently stroked her back until he too fell asleep.

Lexi and Elaine each had a tankard of mead while they watched the show and were feeling a little tipsy by the time it was over. The pair walked back to the guild hall with an arm around the other’s waist.

“Thank you for staying with me. I feel more alone than I expected to when I left home,” Elaine confessed.

“I’m sorry you feel that way. I had hoped you thought of us as your friends.”

“I do, but usually we don’t touch, and I miss the closeness.”

“So your family was affectionate?”

“Not really. I had friends who were. My roommate at college and I were close that way.”

“Was it hard to leave her?”

“No, we were only close at night.”

“Oh so, you just miss the physical contact with her.”

“Yes. That’s why tonight has been so nice,” Elaine said as she stopped and planted a kiss on Lexi’s cheek.


Chapter 12

As usual, Will woke first, he had a lot to get done that day. After getting dressed, he slipped out of the tent and made his way to cantina to grab breakfast before visiting the poison workshop.

“Good morning, Kyle.”

“Hey, I didn’t realize you were back in town.”

“We got in late yesterday. How is the larger gear working out?”

“You saw how it took some getting used to before you left. Using what we learned on those first batches, I was able to convert the other three recipes I can make with only one or two failed batches before I got it right.”

“Well done. We need to take an inventory of product and supplies, then review sales so we can figure out what you need and how much. I want you to lead the shopping trip because you will need to manage that on your own for awhile since my team will be out for a month or more on our next trip.”

“Oh man, that’s a long time to leave me alone.”

“Did you need me for anything over the last two weeks?”

“Well, no, but—”

Will cut him off. “If you didn’t need me for two weeks, it’s unlikely you’ll need me for anything that you already know how to do. I’m going to make the poisons you can’t while I’m in town. I’m sure that will be enough.”

“I guess you’re right.”

Will smiled, “I’m the boss, I’m always right.”

Kyle punched him in the shoulder. “If you say so, boss.”

After taking inventory, Will and Kyle reviewed sales for the last several weeks and worked out projected sales for the next two months. Will instructed Kyle to compare the inventory to sales and draw up a list of supplies he thought would be needed to maintain the supply of poisons over that time. While Kyle was busy with the projections, Will stepped out to the guildmaster’s counter in the common room.

“Good morning, McCray.”

“And a fine one it is. Jess said your group had a good patrol. The bounties you turned in certainly say it was.”

“Yes, it was. We learned to coordinate better, and our newest apprentice is coming along well. I have a report for you showing the size of each group, where, and when we found them. I have little experience, but from what I saw last year the groups seem to be larger and maybe more frequent this year.”

“Sam and Rhonda reported similar thoughts. Sam provided a report like yours. I’ve already plotted his on a map, and I’ll do the same with yours, then we’ll see if we learn anything.”

“I’m going shopping for poison supplies this morning so I’d like to see the ledger of the deposits Kyle should have been making in my account and make a withdrawal.”

“Give me just a moment and I’ll have that for you.”

While he waited, Will took a look at the nearly empty job board and found the team rankings. Team Jess being at the top of the list made him smile.

Will collected his money and reviewed Kyle’s supplies list, then they went shopping together. “Remember, you’re in charge. I’m following your lead and will only speak up if I see something I think you’ve missed, so lead the way to the first stop.”

At Kyle’s request, Will reviewed some botany when he had difficulty discerning the difference between a couple of herb varieties. Other than that, Kyle managed to handle the entire supplies list on his own. Will asked him to walk past each of the alchemist shops in town to ensure Kyle remembered where they were located and their characteristics. With that done, the two young men had lunch together, then Kyle set off to the workshop on his own. Will moved on to his next task: grocery shopping.

Since everything that entered a spatial bag was preserved as it was at that moment, Will chose to over-prepare and used fifty days as the length of the patrol, which was over a week more what the team had discussed. He needed enough food to prepare two hundred servings of breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The alchemist had a long list of large quantities. The size of his purchases turned a few heads.

By the time he was done visiting the produce stalls, the butcher, and the general store, it was about time for dinner. Jess had a reservation for a private dining room at The Plough so they could discuss business over the meal.


Chapter 13

When Jess woke, she noticed the two girls still asleep; since they’d agreed to take the day off, she had no reason to rush them. She had breakfast and met with McCray to discuss Elaine’s archery training since they weren’t planning to be in town long and then be gone over a month.

Light from the tent flap opening finally woke Lexi. A moment later Jess heard Elaine yawn, so she said, “Let’s get dressed and have breakfast. We have the day off, so we can visit the town and just relax.”

The girls roamed town, stopping at the market and various shops throughout the day, including Anson’s Leathers. As Will predicted, Lexi was told that the pelts would be auctioned in about two weeks, so it could be a month before they got their earnings. The young adventurer sighed in disappointment.

At dinner, Will reported on his findings in the poison workshop and his cooking plans. “I’m confident that Kyle can keep up with demand for all the poisons that don’t require an actual alchemist. I’ll handle those over the next four days.

“If Lexi helps in the kitchen at night, I’m pretty sure I can get fifty days’ worth of meals cooked in four days as well. Breakfast and lunch are all fairly easy to prepare in large batches. So are most parts of the dinners except the meats, which are what will take the longest.”

“You were right about the dire wolf pelts. I spoke to old man Anson, he said they’ll be auctioned in around two weeks, and it could be a month or so before we get paid,” Lexi sighed.

Jess smirked, then turned to Elaine. “You need to attend archery practice with McCray’s appointed trainer the day after tomorrow and show you’ve improved since the last time you attended. McCray won’t sign off on you coming with us on the next patrol if you haven’t. Instead, you’ll have to attend practice twice a week for three weeks and show significant improvement before he’ll release you to be gone for a month or more.”

Elaine looked at Will, since he was the one teaching her most of the time. “I think I’ve gotten better. Don’t you?”

“There’s no doubt in my mind. You’ll be fine. Just relax, focus on your breathing, and make sure you account for distance as you aim.”

Elaine nodded and smiled.

She’s adorable when she needs affirmation that her hard work is paying off, the alchemist thought.

“After the meeting with McCray, I chatted with some of the people in charge of building the new town and got them to tell me as much as they know about where the lost city near the mountains is supposed to be located. I also learned some details about a town that was roughly half way between here and the lost city.

“As we have been previously told, the city was northwest of here. The lost city got its water from a river running through the center of town. They want to build the new town at or near the site of the old town because there should be paths from it to the lost city, also because there were mines near it.

“Finding an abandoned mine would be a sign that we could be near the old town, so we should keep an eye out for them. It’s believed that the town was a few miles east of a direct line between here and the lost city, so we’re going to have a lot of ground to search.”

Lexi jumped in, “I know that the mountains due north of here are about a hundred twenty-five miles away. I’ll sketch out a rough guess on where the lost city should be and use that to estimate where the old town might have been. Once I have that, I’ll plot our course to the area we should search.”

After dinner, Will and Lexi returned to the tent and spent a couple of hours satisfying carnal desires.

Jess took Elaine to the tavern at the inn she used to frequent and introduced her to games of chance.

After a few hands of cards and couple of rounds of dice, Elaine sat back and sipped her wine. Jess asked, “Did you find a game you like to play?”

“No, I don’t see the point in gambling what I worked so hard to earn when it’s so easy to lose it all.”

“You and Billy have that in common. I like the thrill of risk.”

“We gamble our lives in the forest,” Elaine responded.

“Yeah, and now that I have Billy I find all this a lot less interesting.”

“Do you really have Will if you’re sharing him with—her?”

“Sure, I love her too. Don’t your parents love all their children?”

“Ha! I used to think they did until I was told to give up my dream and marry a man nearly twice my age whom I’d never met.”

“Okay, but besides that. You have brothers or sisters, right?” Jess asked.

“Yes, and I know where you’re going. If parents can love all their children, why can’t a man love several women or a woman love several men?”

“Exactly. Lexi loves Billy, but she had room in her heart for you last night.”

Elaine blushed but didn’t try to refute the comment. “I was feeling lonely, and she’s been very sweet to me. After she defended me when that ogre chased us, I started feeling really close to her.”

“Yes, that’s what happens in groups like this. Life-and-death experiences drive us together. You saw Billy jump on that tiger with just a hunting knife when it had Lexi pinned down. He was ready to take it on with his bare hands.

“You are now part of our group. We take care of each other, and not just in the field. You could say that Billy taught me that. Don’t hold back. If you’re feeling lonely, talk to us, we’re here for you.”

Jess then reached out and pulled the younger girl into a hug.

Elaine returned it, and when they let go she wiped a tear out of her eye. “Thank you.”

Once she had composed herself, Elaine asked, “Can I ask you how you and Will… well, you have so much going for you. You’re a beautiful, lively woman, and you—took up with a much younger man. Why?”

Jess sighed. “Some if it is very private, I’ll just say that I had a really bad experience when I was a few years younger than you are now. It damaged me, and I’d been running away or hiding from it for a very long time.

“Lexi was the only person I cared about after my mother passed. Once she started her apprenticeship, I found I had no goals. I started doing more of all the things I was already doing. I drank to get to sleep. I gambled to feel alive. I fucked because I was bored. When I met Billy, I was at rock bottom. My pathetic teammates had stolen my bounty, so I was broke.

“On our first job together, Billy paid to rent the horses. When the job went bust, he paid me my share of the bounty out of his pocket. Honestly, he carried me much more than I carried him from the outset. As we got to know each other, we became more attracted to each other.

“Even when I was drunk, he didn’t take advantage of me, and when I rejected him out of guilt over something I shouldn’t have felt guilty about, he was still respectful toward me. He was still willing to work with me even when I treated him like a kid, even calling him one.

“Finally, out on one of our biggest jobs I pushed too far and he called me out on it. I realized I was the one being immature. I was pushing him away when he was everything I ever wanted or could hope for in a life companion. I apologized and gave him the credit he was due. We became partners in life, not just work.

“That’s not to say I was suddenly cured or whatever. When I found out he was seeing Lexi, I got angry and jealous. Even then, he calmed me. Lexi and I had a talk afterward. We agreed to share him. It took time to get comfortable with the arrangement. Now we’re a family and I get to be with the two people most important to me every day.

“I’m happier than I’ve ever been, healthier and richer too. I don’t have a lot of cash at the moment, but that’s because of all the gear we bought. In the past, I would never have had the chance to own so much high-quality equipment. Billy has figured it all out. If I hadn’t met him that day, I might not even be alive right now.

“I owe that man everything. I’ll love him forever, no matter who I have to share him with, because I know he’ll always love me and watch out for me.”

Jess got more emotional as she went on, and at the end had tears in her eyes.

“I’m sorry I made you cry.”

“No, sweetie. You didn’t make me cry. These are tears of joy, tears of love. I hope you find someone you can love and who loves you just as much. Who knows, maybe I’ll be sharing Billy with you too,” Jess giggled.

Elaine blushed. “I—I’m not trying to get involved with him.”

Jess smiled and responded, “I was trying to not get involved with him, and look where I am now. You could do a lot worse than fall in love with Billy. You’d have to share him with Lexi and me, but he has a lot of love to give.”

“Judging from the sounds coming from your bedroom those first few weeks, I’m sure he has a lot of something to give,” Elaine teased.

“You have no idea,” Jess replied with a chuckle.

Elaine started to blush again and said, “I heard the bells ring eight times while we were talking, and Will said they’d start cooking at eight, so I guess we can head back to the tent now.”

“I hope they’re not planning to be up too late cooking. We have exercise and practice to do tomorrow, so we need to get an early start.”

When he heard eight bells ring, Will groaned, then reminded Lexi, “Time to go cook. Don’t wear anything you’ll be upset over getting grease stains on. Something is bound to get spilled or splatter.”

Lexi pouted for a moment, but since Will got up and started dressing, she sighed and dressed herself.

Since the kitchen had an entrance from the yard and she wouldn’t have to go through the bunkroom where a bunch of men were, Lexi didn’t bother with a bra and just shrugged on an old tunic and pants.

Once in the kitchen, Will pulled out bowls, pans, pots, and utensils, then set Lexi up at a station, explaining, “I need you to peel the vegetables then cut them to the size you normally expect to see in a meal.” Pulling a portion of several vegetables aside he continued, “For the moment, just work with these carrots, potatoes, and onions, putting them each in a separate bowl. When you’re done with those, you can start on the rest. Prepare some of each type, putting them in separate bowls also, so I have them available first thing tomorrow night when you start on the rest of them.”

After giving Lexi her instructions, Will started heating pots of water, then seasoning pieces of chicken to be cooked on the grill.

Over the next couple of hours the pair talked about a wide range of topics but they always seemed to circle back to what they hoped to find on a future patrol, a spot for the new town.

When Will said he was done cooking for the night, Lexi thought they were done, but he informed her, “We still have to wash the cookware and clean the kitchen, then throw out the garbage before can go to bed.”

Lexi groaned and said, “I’ll make Elaine come help us tomorrow night.”

“I thought you wanted time alone with me.”

“That was before I realized I was going to get dishpan hands,” she chuckled.

“I have some moisturizer I can rub on your hands before we go to bed.”

“Ohhh, you can rub on me anytime,” Lexi giggled.

Changing the subject, Will asked, “Speaking of Elaine, how are you two getting along.”

Lexi snorted, “She’s not so bad. Elaine’s lonely and desperately needed a friend last night. I can see how hard she’s working to become both a mage and a useful member of the team. I’m kind of embarrassed that I was such a bitch when we discussed letting her join us that night.”

Will winced and said, “Please avoid the M word when we’re here.”

Lexi nodded.

“Do you think she’s a good fit, someone that will get along with all of us?” Will asked.

“I’m sure you know the answer to that as well as I do. You spend more time working directly with her than I do since you’re the one training her in archery.”

“Ah, but it matters what each of us think. I agree that she’s been working hard on both archery and her—special skills. I’m more interested in how you feel about how her personality fits with the rest of us. Will she get along with us in the long term, or is she just holding it together so she can hide until her parents give up and she can go her own way?”

“I’m not sure, she’s not chasing after you like I was worried about. She doesn’t complain any more than I do about training or hiking and camping. From our conversation last night, I’d say she really wants somewhere to fit in and be valued. If we make her feel that way, I think she’s likely to stay with us for the long haul.”

“Okay. So how do we make her feel valued and fit in?” Will asked.

“Again, based on last night’s conversation, I think we’re already doing that. We just have to keep doing it and not take her for granted.”

“Good, then we don’t need to change anything, at least not right now. I’ll just make sure to keep letting her know I’m pleased with her progress from time to time.”

After the pair finished cleaning up, then took showers and got to bed just after the town bells rang eleven o’clock. The lovers chose to share the narrow cot, so Lexi fell asleep with her head in the crook of Will’s neck and an arm over his chest.

The next day, the team woke early and spent a couple of hours exercising, then Will worked with Elaine training in archery for an hour. Once he left to work in the poison workshop, she continued to practice until it was time for lunch. The ladies cleaned up and ate together. Afterward, Lexi and Elaine changed into dresses and went for a walk around town just for the sake of doing something unrelated to adventuring. As usual, Jess returned to the practice field and burned off her energy on the striking posts setup around the edge of the field.

At dinner, Lexi suggested to Elaine, “How about you help us in the kitchen tonight? There are a lot of vegetables to be peeled and chopped. More hands will make it go faster.”

“I guess so. I suppose it would be good to practice my umm—thing while I’m chopping and peeling instead of just walking.”

“Yeah, good idea.”

While Will and Jess spent some private time in the tent after dinner satisfying needs of the flesh, Lexi and Elaine visited a tavern and listened to a singer perform. The girls were a little tipsy again.

Once eight bells rang, the young women made their way back to the guild hall. “You know, I think we might have had too much to drink tonight to work in the kitchen. We might hurt someone with a knife,” Elaine said through a giggle.

“Hmm. Maybe you’re right, but Will’s gonna be pissed.” Lexi laughed and stumbled.

When the girls arrived in the kitchen Will frowned and said, “You forgot to change into clothes you don’t mind getting stains on.”

Lexi giggled and mumbled, “I’ll go do that.”

When the girls returned from changing clothes, Will confirmed they were too drunk to be trusted with knives. He had just the remedy for that, but they weren’t going to like it. After putting a tea kettle on a burner, Will said, “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes. You two just sit down and don’t touch anything.”

Will stepped out of the kitchen and into the tent where he pulled out the spatial bag with his personal gear and located a concoction that detoxified the body. It functioned by accelerating the work of the kidneys and had the side effect of increasing the frequency of the urge to pee for the next few hours. Once back in the kitchen, Will added a little of the concoction to a pair of mugs, then poured the hot water from the tea kettle over it. After two minutes, he told the girls, “Drink this as soon as it is cool enough to swallow without burning your mouth.”

Fortunately, the herbal tea was flavored with mint, so he shouldn’t have to argue with them to drink it all.

By the time Will had all the pots and pans ready and the vegetables sorted, the girls had drunk their tea and already had better coordination than when they’d stepped into the kitchen. Half an hour later they were peeling and cutting productively when suddenly Lexi stopped and ran to the bathroom. Moments later Elaine did the same thing. Will snickered.

When Lexi got back she asked, “That tea you made us drink caused that, didn’t it?”

“Yup. Gonna be making trips like that until about the time we’re done here tonight.”

Just as Elaine returned to the kitchen, she heard Lexi growl, “You asshole!”

“You agreed to help me in the kitchen so we can get back on patrol quicker. I just took the necessary steps to help you meet your commitment,” Will replied with a snicker.

Elaine groaned. “Is this about the tea he gave us?”

“Mmmhmm, we’re going to have to pee every half hour for the next couple of hours.”

“Will we have a hangover in the morning?” Elaine asked.

“Nope,” Will replied.

“Well then, what’s the problem?”

“Wait, you’re taking his side?” Lexi cried out.

“No. We agreed to help, and we’ll feel better in the morning than we would have otherwise when Jess wakes us for exercise and practice. It seems like we’re better off than we would have been.”

“Abyss, you’re starting to sound like him,” Lexi shot back.

Will chuckled then pointed out, “We still have a lot of work to do tonight. Please get chopping.”

“Fiiine,” Lexi growled through clenched teeth.

Over the next few days, the women practiced and spent time in town relaxing, then helped in the kitchen at night. Elaine met the requirement for improvement in her archery set by McCray, so she was eligible to continue patrolling with Jess’s team. Will announced that he’d need a day more than expected to complete all the alchemy projects necessary for them to be gone for a long patrol. He spent the extra night in the kitchen making desserts. Elaine enjoyed licking the spoons.


Chapter 14

Team Jess remained at the top of the bounty list since their return, but not everyone in the guild took their standing in good spirits. A few, like Chuck, who had tried to recruit Will for his team only to be rebuffed, looked for ways to undermine the Jess and Will rather than how to improve their own performance.

Chuck was especially pissed off because he’d slept with Jess a few times, but she spurned him when he wanted her all to himself. Now the cocky kid was sleeping with her regularly, so he hated both of them. As guild members, they had the right to seek restitution if he attacked them, so that was off the board. Chuck knew better than touch Will’s apprentice, Kyle, since he was under the protection of the guildmaster. The poison workshop was off limits as well for the same reason.

Chuck’s team was preparing to leave, and while doing some last minute shopping at the general store, he overheard a man with a southern accent asking about a runaway young girl named Elaine that he was looking for. Chuck ignored him until he described the girl, but still didn’t think much of it, since to be a member of the guild you had to be eighteen or older.

Just before Chuck left the store, he heard the southerner say, “She’s likely claiming to be an adult and showing a fraudulent emancipation document.”

Chuck sent his teammates back to the guild hall with their purchases and turned to the southerner. “I might know the girl you’re looking for.”

The southerner looked up and gave Chuck his undivided attention. “I’d be very appreciative of any assistance you could offer to recover the wayward child, good sir.”

Chuck thought the other man was dressed like a dandy, ruffled shirt cuffs sticking out of his bright green jacket and a ridiculous red cravat wrapped around his neck. The big silver buckles on his knee-high leather boots just added to his silly appearance.

“Let’s step outside so we don’t use up this nice man’s store to hold our discussion,” the adventurer said as he moved for the door.

Chuck led the southerner to a quiet spot around the corner from the store’s main entrance, then turned to him and demanded, “What’s in it for me?”

“Are all northerners so rude? Aren’t you even going to introduce yourself? My name is Adrian Grote. My partner and I have been commissioned to return a willful child to her loving parents. Do you really expect compensation for pointing me in the right direction?”

“I’m an adventurer. I don’t hunt for free any more than you do. The only difference is I hunt monsters, and apparently you hunt people. You expect to be paid, and so do I. And the name’s Chuck.”

“Well, Chuck, it all depends on how much assistance you provide.”

“How about if I take you right to her?”

“Assuming you identify the right girl and she’s alive and — untouched, I can offer you thirty silvers.”

“I don’t know if she’s fuckin’ anyone, but if she is, it ain’t me. I can earn more than that killin’ a handful of ogres without pissin’ anyone off. You can do better than thirty silvers, or you wouldn’t have come so far north.”

“Fine, but you’ll need to not only take me and my partner to her, but help us get her out of town without the law chasing us. If you do that, I can offer you one hundred silvers.”

“Now you’re talkin’. It’s a deal. How long will it take to round up your partner?”

“Not so fast. Tell me more about the girl you think is the one I’m looking for. I have no intention of wasting my time on chasing some back-country brat.”

“Alright. She’s got black hair and she’s tiny. I’ll bet she’s no more than five feet tall. Southern accent, but somehow different, like she’s too good for the likes of me. First time I ever seen her she was wearin’ a dress that was too big for her and seemed a little taller at the time. Now she wears a modest dress that still shows she has the biggest tits I’ve ever seen on a girl that size.”

“Hmm, yes. That’s an attribute I haven’t mentioned. I suppose it could be her. Has she shown any—unusual behavior?”

Chuck hadn’t seen much of the girl, so he answered carefully. “Nothin’ I noticed the few times I’ve seen her.”

“Josh is in one of the shops across the street asking after the girl. He should step out any moment, and I hail him.”

“She gonna recognize you and run when you get close?”

“She’s never met me or my partner, but she may be wary of men dressed like southerners.”

“Then when we get close, me and my boys will surround her and call you in once she can’t get away.”

“That’s for the best.”

“Josh!” Adrian shouted then waved his partner over.

As Josh approached, Adrian explained, “This fine gentleman knows where we can find a certain wayward girl and has agreed to assist us in recovering her, including getting us out of town unencumbered by officers of the law. We have negotiated appropriate compensation, of course.”

“Well, don’t keep me waiting. I’m sick of the cold and the terrible food here.”

Chuck snorted, then said, “Follow me, but remember me and my boys need to surround her before she sees you, so you hold back ‘til I call for ya.”

The trio marched north on the main street, then Chuck stopped and told the southerners, “Wait here.”

Once Chuck stepped away, Josh asked, “Who the hell is that guy?”

“Chuck is an adventurer who is apparently acquainted with our quarry.”

“What the hell is a girl like her doing that an adventurer noticed her? Dancing in a saloon?”

“No, he said she dresses quite modestly.”

“Well, no matter, as long as we can grab the brat so we can get paid.”


Chapter 15

Chuck entered the guild hall and found his team waiting. He called them to a huddle and quietly told them, “I got us a bounty for grabbing that little girl Jess has taken in. We need to surround them so she can’t get away, and then help the bounty hunters get out of town without the law on their asses. We get fifty silvers to split usual way.”

“You don’t think Jess and the other girl will defend her?” his team member Wally asked.

“Only if there aren’t blades at their throats before they know what’s happening,” Chuck responded with an ugly grin. “At this time of day they should be training outside the walls. Let’s go.”

Wally interrupted again. “Don’t you want to check the back and make sure their tent is still pitched there?”

Chuck gritted his teeth. Wally was a little too smart for his liking. “Fine, go look, and then we go to the practice field.”

Chuck checked with the rest of his team to confirm they had everything they needed to leave for the patrol they had planned. Wally returned, shaking his head.

“What, ya tellin’ me they picked up and left?”

“Yeah, Chuck. I also asked Kyle. They left this morning just after we went shopping, except they went on patrol.”

“Fuck! Everybody get your gear. We’re gonna try and catch ‘em.”

Chuck grabbed his pack. His team was among those that hadn’t purchased spatial bags, and rushed out the door, waving to Adrian and Josh to meet him.

Chuck told them, “Elaine is with three adventurers who are headed north into the forest. Last time they were out they were gone two weeks. They may intend to be gone longer this time.”

Adrian looked at Josh, “We either try to catch them now or wait an unknown length of time until they return. I think we have to try to catch them.”

Josh simply nodded, then said, “I’ll get horses.”

Chuck ordered his team, “We’re going to the stables and rent horses. Move out.”

Wally pointed out, “If we’re trying to catch them using horses we’ll have to come back to return them so there’s no point carrying our packs which will just slow us down.”

Chuck took a breath and, in a clipped tone, replied, “Good thought. You grab everyone’s packs and take them back to the guild hall. We’ll rent a horse for you and meet you there.”

Once everyone was on horseback, Chuck led them out of town through the north gate, then broke into a gallop. The horses were panting hard by the time they reached the northernmost end of the maintained road. With Jess’s team nowhere in sight, he sent two of his men up the trail that continued north.

Chuck instructed, “Search for no more than an hour if you find them, one of you follow and mark the trail while the other is to return here to let rest of us know.”

Chuck took his other two men west and let Adrian figure out what to do on his own. Adrian chose to follow Chuck while Josh went north.

After riding west an hour at a trot Chuck stopped the group and turned to Adrian, “Once they left the road and entered the forest, there’s no way to find them. If we knew exactly where they entered, we could have tried but without that there’s too much territory it would be a waste of time. We have to hope the others found them.”

Adrian took a deep breath and shrugged. What else was there to say? They turned back east with a bit of hope, but not much.

An hour later, Chuck returned to the end of the north road, finding both his men and Josh had also returned. As soon as they were in sight, he cursed. His bounty was lost to him, and he’d wasted money on renting horses. On top of that, his team would get an even later start on their patrol.

Once he’d reached his men, Chuck ordered, “All of you go back to town and return your horses, then prepare to leave on patrol. I’ll be right behind you.”

After a couple of minutes to let the team move back toward town and calm himself, Chuck looked at Adrian and said, “Now you know the secret of where to find the girl. I can’t stay here until they come back because we’d miss out on too many bounties while we wait, especially since there’s no tellin’ when they’ll be back. If we happen to be in town when they return and you still want our help, I’m more than willin’ to do it under the same terms previously discussed. If we ain’t in town, you’ll have to fend for yourselves.”

Having nothing else to say, Chuck kicked his mare into a trot to catch up with his men.

Adrian looked at Josh and sighed.

Josh said, “I guess we’ll be eating more spicy food while we suffer the cold. At least we don’t have to keep asking random people if they’ve seen the girl.”

“True, but I have to wonder what the girl is thinking, going off with a small team of adventurers,” Adrian commented.

“She probably has no idea how risky it is, and they conned her into it, claiming it’s just like camping with the wagon train. Stupid kid.”

“Oh, I don’t know that she’s stupid. Look how long it took us to get this close to her, and she’s still out of our reach. If we don’t grab her in the next eight weeks, there’s no point in grabbing her at all since we’ll miss the deadline,” Adrian responded with a touch of admiration.

“We should catch up with your buddy Chuck and ask him how we’ll know when Elaine’s minders return and how to find him in case he’s available,” Josh suggested.


Chapter 16

Jess checked the compass every time she reached the closest of the three trees she was using as a guide, then picked another tree in the distance. Lexi kept count of her steps as she worked to ensure each of her strides were as close to the same length as the previous one as she could manage. Elaine practiced walking while holding her mage light spell and sweeping the bright globe one hundred-eighty degrees from left to right and back again. Will scanned the forest for herbs to possibly harvest, though he didn’t expect to find anything this early in the season. All looked and listened for signs of monsters or beasts, or just anything dangerous like a random boar, bear, or cougar.

For the next six days, they did their best to travel in a straight line toward the search area Lexi had plotted out. There were diversions to kill ogres, trolls, goblins, and giant boars. Other times they had to search for a ford to cross a stream filled with snow melt or a ravine too steep to climb. Always, they returned to their line of march.

As they traveled, Will and Lexi left markers along the way. Sometimes there were piles of stones; on other occasions, it was a forked branch pounded into the ground with another resting in the fork indicating direction. They used whatever was at hand in the environment at the time so that, if they were successful in finding the abandoned town or at least its remnants, they would be able to easily guide future parties to it.

Once, they tracked down a lone troll by following its growls, and Will suggested that Elaine tryout using her mage light to distract it while Jess and Lexi attacked it with there blades. The twelve-foot-tall monster had grayish skin, a shaggy mane of gray and brown hair atop its head, and long sharp teeth of a carnivore. Olister’s Monster Compendium claimed they were bigger, meaner, and dumber than ogres.

When Elaine had trouble keeping up with the troll’s movements as it tried, and usually succeeded, in avoiding her spell, Will suggested, “How about making the light larger so it encompasses an area larger than the troll’s head, even if it means the light is dimmer?”

Elaine followed his suggestion causing the troll to become so enraged it swiped at its face in an effort to disburse the bright light hurting its eyes. The monster was so distracted it only responded to Lexi and Jess when they cut it, by which time it was too late. In a couple of minutes, the troll was dead, and it had never threatened harm to either of the women.

Will smiled at the girl and stood with his back straight and shoulders back, then said in an extra-deep voice, “Nicely done, Mage Clarke.”

Elaine smiled at his antics and replied, “Thank you, Mr. Tell,” as she curtsied.

Lexi and Jess each gave her a smile and a hug.

“Looks like we have a new tactic to work with,” Lexi said.

As she did every night after making camp and having dinner, Lexi plotted their travel for the day. On the sixth evening she announced, “Before lunch tomorrow we should reach the southeastern tip of the search area. If you haven’t been looking for signs of buildings or mines, start doing it in the morning.” Lexi returned to drawing a map based on the notes she’d made over the course of the day.

Since Elaine had been able to practice her mage light while the team hiked for weeks, now she spent her evenings in camp switching between levitation and lightning. She was proud of herself now that she could levitate a piece of wood two feet long and move it into the fire. Lightning she still kept between her outstretched hands for fear of burning down the tent and the surrounding trees, but the ball of crackling bolts was more than four times the size it had been two months ago when she had first shown it to her teammates. Anytime they came across a large enough clear area, they gave her time to practice casting lightning into the open space. The bolts only went fifteen feet or so before they spread out and dissipated, but even that was a big improvement over what she’d been able to do upon arrival in Green Rock.

Jess spent her free time, when not on watch, shuffling cards and playing solitaire until Lexi was done with the map, then they played poker.

Will worked on his alchemical explosive, as always far enough from the camp that, should it detonate, the rest of the team and their equipment would be safe.

The next day, as Lexi predicted, the team reached the southeastern tip of their intended search area before lunch. They found no sign of past human habitation during their hike and were not surprised. The team took a break for water and a snack, then spent several minutes marking the spot with streamers hanging from trees and stone piles on the ground in an effort to make the spot easier to find in the future.

When the team started hiking again, they changed formation. Instead of marching single file, they walked spread out with twenty feet between each member. Jess walked on the far right and Lexi on the far left, with Will and Elaine nearer the center of their line of march. Will’s intent when recommending they spread out was to increase the chance they’d spot an old chimney or other remains of civilization. Jess demanded a heavily armored melee weapon user on the outside and still close to their less durable companions in case an attacker got the jump on them.

The plan called for the next thirty-seven days to be spent covering a roughly square area measuring ten miles on a side. They would march north-northwest for ten miles, then west a quarter mile, followed by marching south-southeast for another ten miles, then turn west for a quarter mile, after that they would repeat the pattern until they’d covered the entire target area.

After ten days of the patrol, and having battled a variety of monsters and beasts every day for the last seven days, the team took a day off to relax a little. Will took Lexi and Elaine to a stream to try their hand at fishing. They didn’t catch much on the lines, but Elaine managed to stun a few salmon leaping over rocks with her lightning as they headed upstream. Lexi snagged the stunned fish with a net. Will cooked salmon for dinner that night using some of the seasonings he’d brought along for just such an occasion. Will even broke out a bottle of wine to go with the fish and steamed vegetables he served.

On the thirty-fourth day in the target area, Lexi shouted, “Hey! Look at this.”

Everyone moved toward her while she moved west of their line of march. As they got closer, the teammates could all see what got her attention: a cave. It didn’t appear to be just a natural cave because there were signs of human activity surrounding the mouth. There were piles of rocks, the remains of what appeared to be rusted tools, and perhaps a cart, among other items.

Jess looked over the pile of rocks next to what seemed to have been a cart and reported, “Do you see the metallic luster in this dark gray rock? I think this is called argentite. It’s a kind of silver ore.”

“Should we scoop it up in a spatial bag to take with us?” Lexi asked.

“Absolutely. I wonder if there is more in the mine we can grab without digging for it?”

“I’m game to check out the mine. We have our own light source,” Will responded while smiling at Elaine, who smiled in return. He continued, “We shouldn’t assume the mine is safe. Any bracing the miners put in three centuries ago will have long rotted, and we don’t know if something has taken up residence in their. Lexi, your halberd isn’t going to work in the tight confines, so you should store it and arm yourself with your longknife. Elaine, the same goes for us.”

Will stowed his bow and quiver, then coated each side of all their blades with different poisons in case whatever they might come across was immune to one of them. Before entering the cave, Will took a lantern out of his spatial bag and lit it for Lexi as a backup to Elaine.

Jess took point since she had a sword and shield; Elaine followed immediately behind her and sent her mage light a dozen or so feet ahead, gliding along the ceiling. The team carefully walked through the tunnel and about a hundred yards in found the first signs that some beast had once used it as a home. There were bones and skulls of various large animals scattered throughout the area. Farther in, they found spots where parts of the ceiling had collapsed, though the tunnel was still navigable.

As the adventurers followed the winding tunnel, it sunk ever deeper into the earth. The air took on a stale odor, and there was no hint of movement to it.

After a quarter mile, they started hearing chittering noises. A hundred yards later, Jess noticed thick cobwebs ahead and called out, “Spiders.” The team leader continued on, though more slowly, while looking carefully at the ceiling and walls.

Without warning, Elaine screamed, her mage light went out as she thrashed about. It took a few seconds for Will to locate the cause of her distress, it was a spider as large as his hand. Elaine managed to knock it off her chest, and Will stomped it.

“It’s dead. Did it bite you?”

“Yes, on my hand.”

“Take a deep breath. Remain calm and we’ll get you out of this.”

Elaine took a calming breath but shivered regardless.

“Now please cast your light spell ahead.”

Elaine complied with the request, and the team instantly saw hundreds of spiders moving in their direction on the ceiling, walls, and floor of the tunnel.

Jess ordered, “Everyone out. Now!”

As the team moved back toward the entrance, the spiders seemed to speed up.

“They’re going to catch us any moment!” Jess called out.

“Elaine, cast your lightning down the tunnel. Do it now!” Will called out.

The young girl had the presence of mind to step next to Jess before casting the spell. Once she did, the lead spiders were caught in a crackling field of electricity and began smoking before it dissipated.

“Again,” Jess called out.

Elaine cast again and saw that another batch of spiders had advanced over the smoking bodies of their brethren. She immediately cast a third time, then said, “We need to hurry. I can’t cast many more of them.”

“Give us light overhead and we’ll run,” Jess directed.

Elaine cast her mage light, and the team bolted for the exit. Halfway there, Elaine groaned and stumbled but managed to keep the light spell running.

Will shouted, “Lexi, carry Elaine. The venom is getting to her.”

The team had to move slower, but they’d gotten ahead of the spiders, and Jess used her shield to bat away the few that got close enough to attack.

On returning to forest, they turned around and watched the tunnel entrance, but the spiders didn’t follow.

Lexi put the younger girl down, and Will examined the wound and her symptoms.

“Lexi, hold her arm up while I clean the wound.”

While Will gently washed the wound, he asked, “Elaine, how are you feeling?”

“I have a terrible cramp in the arm where it bit me, my legs are starting to cramp too, and I feel like I’m going to vomit,” the girl ground out between clenched teeth.

“So it’s a neurotoxin. I don’t have any anti-venom, and even if I did it probably wouldn’t work since it would be for a snake bite. I’m going to give you something for the pain and something to try to relax your muscles.”

After medicating Elaine and treating the wound with a poultice, Will and Lexi removed her armor, then put her on a stretcher to carry to whatever campsite Jess picked out. Once the tent was up, Elaine was put to bed with Lexi watching over her.

Will pulled Jess aside and explained, “She’s going to be in pain from muscle cramps for the next two or three days at least. She’ll also be sweating a lot. I will keep her on milk of the poppy for the pain, but it’s too strong for her to be hiking, so we need to stay here until she recovers enough to move. It could be a week or more until she’s back to normal. Someone needs to be with her at all times until she’s off the poppy.”

“We’ll take shifts just like when we’re on watch overnight. We also need to mark the cave and make notes about the spiders,” Jess replied.

“If you will keep an eye on Elaine, Lexi and I can go back and handle that. I’m sure she’ll need to count her steps from there to here for mapping when we’re done.”

“We’ll take ten for water and rest then you two can take care of it.”

Will and Lexi hung streamers in nearby trees to go along with the rock piles and other markers they made in the area then returned to the campsite.

That night in camp, over dinner, Jess, Lexi, and Will spent some time discussing their find.

Lexi asked, “Should we try to go back prepared so we can collect any ore already mined?”

“As much as I’d like to see if we could pick up some more silver ore, I don’t see the four of us being able to kill all those spiders. Once we get back to Green Rock, I can probably find a formula for a poison that would do the job, but I’d have to make plenty of it and have a way to spray it while still being able to breathe. I’m sure it can be done, but I don’t think it’s a good use of our time and skills,” Will replied.

Jess responded, “I agree. There would have to be several carts’ worth of ore ready to be picked up to even come close to making it worth our while, and I wouldn’t bet on that being the case. You’re also assuming that the mine isn’t caved in further down the tunnel. We’re better off selling the location.”


Chapter 17

The next morning, Will and Lexi spent a few hours wandering the forest looking for the highest tree they could find. Will found one he thought would do and put on his tree-climbing gear to make the ascent. From near the top, he got his first view of the snow-capped mountains since entering the forest, and they definitely appeared closer than when standing on the wall in Green Rock. He also noticed something worth discussing with his teammates.

“When we get back to camp, I want to look over the map you’ve been working on. I saw a break in the tree line that might indicate a river. I’d guess it’s about two miles west of us.”

Back at camp, Will explained what he saw, as he, Jess, and Lexi looked over the map and discussed what it might mean for their search.

“It would make sense that the town was on one bank of the river or the other if it really is a river,” Jess agreed.

“I think we should head straight for the river and check it out,” Will suggested. “Let’s not forget that we don’t really need to find the old town. The developers want a good place to build a new town, and the old town location was just considered a likely good spot. Unless the old town had something really important or valuable other than a water source, any riverside location is almost certain to be a great spot. If the old town is there, it’s just a bonus.”

Lexi replied, “I agree we should redirect our search toward the river, but we should continue our pattern in a modified way by extending our east and west legs to a half mile instead of a quarter mile. That would save us two days we could use to extend the search if the river is outside our planned area.”

In the end, they agreed to go with Lexi’s compromise.

Will took the opportunity to get to know the mage a little better, talking about the households they grew up in, family members, favorite teachers, and neighborhood friends. It was a pleasant way to rest and recuperate.

By the evening of the third day after the spider bite, Elaine was able to walk around the camp for short periods. She tired quickly and still suffered some pain. That day also marked the summer solstice, so there was still time to achieve their goals.

Will used the time to hunt and brought down a deer, which he butchered and cooked. Lexi did some fishing, which Will also prepared. With the spare meals, they’d be able to stay out five days longer than Will had cooked for, if needed, to search additional area.

The teammates avoided groups of monsters and beasts rather than getting into a fight that might mean having to run. Will did pick off a few solitary beasts and collected their ears for the bounties.

On the morning of the fourth day since being bitten, Elaine reported she felt much better and thought she could travel. After breaking camp, they still hiked abreast, but Will stayed next to Elaine, leaving Jess and Lexi on the flanks twenty feet out. Their progress was slower than it had been due to more frequent breaks for the mage to rest. The adventurers continued to encounter monsters and beasts a little more often than once a day. Some evenings they didn’t make camp until late due to a battle and its aftermath.

Over the next several days, the mage’s recovery progressed, and by the eighth day since the mine investigation, Elaine was able to keep up with her teammates without extra breaks. That evening Lexi reported, “In the morning we should finish the last southward leg before we turn west toward the river. If Will’s estimate was correct, it should be a half mile or so west of us. I suggest that we simply turn west at the end of the leg and not stop until we reach the river. I can’t imagine they’d have built a town just a mile from the river, so it’s pointless to search that close and not just move to the river.”

“I can’t argue with that. Skipping the territory between here and the river will leave us enough time to thoroughly search the area on both sides of it. We should go north on this side and hike south on the other. If we haven’t found the town by then, we can try to follow it south and search for signs of the old town as we head back toward Green Rock,” Jess pointed out.

The river turned out to be nearly a mile further than Will’s guess, but the team agreed they’d made the right choice and turned north, spread four abreast at twenty feet apart. Lexi anchored the river side and did her best to stay twenty feet from its edge.

After a couple of hours, the team stopped for lunch. After handing out their meals, Will gave voice to the idea he’d been considering as they walked and searched along the river.

“I’ve noticed there are fallen trees and branches accumulated on the upriver side of the trees we’re walking through. I think those are indications of flooding in this low-lying area we’ve been searching this morning. That’s important because over the last three centuries this area has likely been flooded multiple times, so anything left from the town would have been either washed away or buried under silt deposited by the floodwaters. I believe we should search further from the river, on higher ground where there are no signs of floods.”

“So you want to walk away from the river until we don’t see downed trees and branches bunched up by standing trees?” Elaine asked.

“Exactly that, then we’ll turn north again and see what we find.”

Jess and Lexi nodded their agreement.

For a change, the team managed to go all day without finding monsters or beasts, so they made good time marching through the wilderness. Even so, the adventurers didn’t reach the northern most point of the agreed-on search zone in time to setup camp before dark.

Over dinner, the teammates discussed the day and the plan for tomorrow.

“The downside to having searched beyond the floodplain is that we didn’t get a chance to see if there are any spots to ford the river along this stretch,” Lexi pointed out.

“If we’d found one a mile or so from where we started, we wouldn’t have wanted to cross there anyway because then we wouldn’t have been able to search this side,” Will retorted.

“I don’t see any point in worrying about a ford. We aren’t using horses, and we don’t have large packs to transport. We should just plan to swim across,” Jess stated.

Will knew Jess and Lexi would have no problem stripping down in front of the group, and it wouldn’t bother him either. It would be interesting how the young southerner responded.

“That’s true. With the spatial bags we can put our armor and weapons in them so we aren’t dealing with the bulk and weight. We’ll also have dry clothes when we get to the other side,” Lexi agreed.

“Umm—I don’t know how to swim,” muttered Elaine.

“We’ll figure something out, maybe a log to help you float or a rope to pull yourself across.” Will then looked at Jess and Lexi and asked, “Are you both strong swimmers?”

Lexi responded, “I won’t drown, but I’m not a great swimmer. I haven’t really spent that much time in the water.”

Jess simply shook her head.

“We’ll just have to see what the river’s like when we get there,” Will commented.

Having spent considerable time in the mage girl’s company and becoming an admirer of her determination and willingness to do whatever was necessary Will found he was attracted to her. Rather than take no action then always wonder what might have been, Will decided to take a step toward building a stronger relationship with her.

Before moving off to work on his explosive concoction, Will visited with Jess privately. “How do you feel about me dating Elaine?”

“I told her weeks ago I knew you had a big heart and would always love me, so it wouldn’t bother me if you brought another woman into our relationship. I like the girl and think she’ll fit in well. You may have to up your game to satisfy all of us, though,” Jess snickered as she said the last.

Will smiled and said, “I’ll talk to Lexi.”

Signaling his other lover to step away from the fire where she was working on her map, Will stepped behind the tent and far enough that Elaine wouldn’t hear the conversation. “I’m considering dating Elaine, but before I her out I wanted to ask, how you would feel about that?”

“Like I told you before, I like her and feel bad about being a bitch at first. I’m still anxious about sharing, but not enough to say no. I mean, the fact that you asked me is enough to prove I’m still important to you, so go ahead.”

“Just know that I’m still crazy about you,” Will responded, then kissed her passionately.

“Down, boy. Don’t start something you can’t finish,” Lexi responded after they broke the kiss, then giggled.

With no monster or beast sightings over the last few miles north, the team reached the end of search end of the current leg and headed west toward the river less than a quarter mile away. At their current location, the river ran from southeast to northwest. After climbing a tree that grew a little closer to the water than others, Will saw the river stayed about a hundred feet wide for at least a half mile in either direction.

After climbing back down, Will reported, “Unless we want to trek over half a mile in either direction looking for a better spot, this one is as good as any. We have enough rope for me to tow it across, then tie to a tree so two of you can pull yourselves across. The last one we’ll all pull over since the rope will no longer be anchored at the starting point.”

Jess looked at the other two women. Lexi nodded. Elaine shrugged. “Hearing no better ideas, let’s do it.”

Lexi helped Will remove his armor while Jess pulled out a pair of hundred-foot lengths of rope and tied them together before tying one end to a nearby tree stump. Then she admired the view as Will finished undressing. Elaine blushed and turned away.

Once Jess was finished preparing the rope, she assisted Lexi in removing her armor. When she looked up and found Elaine hadn’t begun removing hers, she said, “Get moving, Elaine. We don’t have all day, and you can’t swim in your armor.”

Will chuckled quietly at the blushing girl. Once he had his armor and clothing stowed in his spatial bag, Will helped Jess out of her armor. By then Lexi had her gear stowed as well and was assisting Elaine. With Jess almost done undressing and Lexi available to make sure the rope didn’t knot or snag, the alchemist grabbed the loose end of the rope, then made a loop large enough to go over his head and one arm.

Will walked thirty feet upstream before carefully entering the river, it was cold, but not as cold as the stream he’d jumped into over a year ago while searching for loot at the bandit camp. The current wasn’t terribly fast, but he did have to use care as he stepped forward. Once the water reached mid-thigh, he dove in and began swimming. By the time Will reached shallow enough water that it made sense to stop swimming, he was a good fifty feet downstream from his teammates. Once on the shore, Will walked upstream to find a spot roughly even with the women and a tree to tie his end of the rope to.

After securing his end, he called to Jess, letting her know she could send one of the girls across. Lexi walked out while keeping a firm grasp of the line, once the water reached her waist, she let herself float and pulled herself across hand over hand.

Jess shook her head., “Elaine, don’t follow her example. She’s doing it the hard way. The current is too fast for hand over hand. Grab the rope with both hands and never fully let go. Slide your right hand forward, then tighten your grip and slide your left hand forward until both hands are together. Repeat that over and over until you reach the shore.”

“Is Will just going to stand there naked and watch us?”

Jess huffed, “He wants to be ready in case one of you loses your grip. Be ready to go as soon as Lexi is across. We don’t want to be separated any longer than necessary in case we’re attacked.”

As soon as Jess could see that the water was below Lexi’s knees, she turned to Elaine and sent her on her way.

When Lexi was fully on shore, Will gave her a quick kiss, then returned to watching the others cross the river.

Lexi dried herself off while she kept an eye on Elaine and Will. The brunette had mixed feelings about them all naked at once. Will was nicely built and pleasing to the eye, so as always she enjoyed that part of it. Even after agreeing Will could date Elaine, Lexi wasn’t thrilled that he was going to get a good view of the well-endowed girl. It wasn’t like he was a horndog chasing skirts, and Elaine hadn’t been flirting with him, but still.

Will freely admitted to himself that he was enjoying the show as wet, nude women worked their way on shore. Once Elaine’s chest was above the waterline, there was no doubt she had by far the largest breasts of the women on their team. Her small pink nipples stood out after having been exposed to the cold water. The lovely view made him want to cup those marvelous globes with both hands and roll her nipples between his fingers. As Elaine pulled herself further ashore, a triangle of curly black hair hiding her womanhood became visible, and Will could feel an erection starting.

As soon as Elaine put a foot on shore, Will shouted, “Well done, Elaine.”

Elaine responded with a smile until she remembered she was standing there naked with a man looking at her. She blushed from head to toe.

Jess untied her end of the line and walked into the river. Will admired Elaine’s lovely figure for a moment longer, then began pulling the rope to keep tension on the line. “Ladies, I could use a hand here, Jess is going to swing out into the current, and the further she goes downriver the harder its going to be to pull her in.”

Lexi immediately began helping pull, happy that Will wasn’t staring at Elaine’s tits. Elaine was shocked; the very idea that she was expected to remain naked in this man’s presence made her blush deepen.

Lexi chuckled and said, “Come on Elaine, he’s not going to grab your ass unless you want him to.”

Elaine’s blush deepened further, but she took a breath, then grabbed the rope, and pulled.

Will was thankful he was the anchor for the line since it gave him such a good view of the two women’s round, toned butts.

Once Jess made her way on ashore, there were three beautiful, naked women standing before him, causing Will’s cock to stand at full attention.

Jess snickered and said, “Been a while, huh.”

Will grinned and said, “You know as well as I do. Of course we could take care of that right now since we’re all dressed appropriately.”

Lexi giggled, then turned away and bent over while looking over her shoulder, biting her lip.

Jess walked right up to Will, grabbed his cock with one hand and the back of his head with the other, then kissed him open-mouthed. After a few seconds of wrestling tongues and a couple of strokes to his cock, Jess stepped back and said, “We need to get dressed and armored up before we’re surprised.”

Will mock=whined, “That’s not fair, you started it.”

Lexi slapped him on the ass and said, “Get over it, big boy. We still have work to do.”

Will grabbed Lexi by the waist and pulled her to him, then kissed her thoroughly while grinding pelvises together.

Thankful to be ignored, Elaine dried off and started getting dressed. These northerners are so lewd, she thought.

Once everyone was geared up again, Jess pointed out, “It’s going to be time for lunch soon, so we might as well eat now.”

Will handed out lunches and, as they ate, speculated on the chances of finding the site of the town that had once been somewhere in the area.

The team made there way west until they were out of the floodplain, then turned south. Hours later, they’d slaughtered a half dozen giant boars and made camp for the night.

The next morning, after a few hours of searching on their way south, Lexi reported, “I estimate we’ve reached the point where we found the river a couple of days ago, so we’re now at the southwest corner of our extended search area.”

“It looks like the river continues south for a while. so we might as well follow it as we have been until we need to cross it again to get back to Green Rock,” Will replied.

“It can’t hurt, we have to travel that way regardless,” Jess replied and returned to her position as the furthest from the river.

Less than an hour later, Elaine called out, “Look at this!” She kicked aside some dead leaves and scattered twigs.

As each member of the team got close, they recognized the remains of a hearth and chimney. Lexi grinned from ear to ear. “We’re gonna be rich!”

Will chuckled and said, “I don’t know about that. Your share of the reward will likely be enough to pay off your loan for the team gear, but that’s about it.”

“Yeah, well it’s still more money than I’ve ever seen at one time.”

Elaine pondered the idea that she could be essentially debt-free in a matter of weeks. I won’t owe these strange people anymore and that’s something to smile about. Then again, I’ll still be broke, just as I was when I first arrived. Strange as they are, I feel closer to these three people than I have to anyone since I was a young child. And what about the dream that kept me moving the last weeks of my travel to Green Rock. These people want to be the team that finds Valanore, the ancient city of magic. If I stick with them, I could be part of that discovery and perhaps study magic that hasn’t been seen in three hundred years. The debt doesn’t really matter. These are my friends, and their goals align with my own.


Chapter 18

“Alright, we have about two more hours before we should make camp. I think we should return to our formation, but only ten feet apart. We go three hundred feet south, then turn toward the river and head north six hundred feet, then turn again and come back to the this spot. We’ll figure out what to do next if we haven’t found anything else by then,” Lexi proposed.

Will hung a couple of streamers from nearby trees to mark the spot.

“Walk slow and sweep your feet side to side if there are leaves on the ground. Maybe you’ll find a foundation or something else that proves this is where the town was,” Jess said.

The team had nearly completed the loop when Will called out, “Hold up. I found something mostly buried.” He pulled a shovel out of his spatial bag and started digging around the object. The soil was loose, so it didn’t take long unearth the object. “It looks like an anvil. This might have been a blacksmith’s shop.”

Lexi said, “I’ll hang a couple more streamers, then we should finish the loop and probably do another further from the river.”

The rest of the team nodded in agreement and soon started walking slowly again.

On the next circuit, they found two more locations that had clearly been hearths and another location where the corner of a building stood a couple of feet above the ground.

Jess said, “It’s getting dark, and soon we won’t be able to see well enough to do a good job searching. Let’s setup camp and we can discuss how to proceed over dinner.”

Will handed out the meals and pointed out, “We have six days of meals left, not counting the emergency meals in our personal bags. We really need to get moving toward Green Rock unless we want to take the time to do some more hunting, and even then our diets will be limited to the game we kill or the fish we catch.”

“If we skip practice in the morning and get moving as soon as we finish breakfast, we’d have an hour and half we could search before we need to head south,” Elaine suggested.

Lexi nodded in agreement.

“I can agree to that,” Jess said. “Everyone go to sleep early tonight because I’m going to wake you as soon as it’s light enough not to stumble around.”

“I want to try holding two mage lights as we search. They should help at that hour of the morning,” Elaine said.

Will smiled at her.

Something about that man’s smile always made Elaine feel warm inside. I wish my father had smiled at me like that when I accomplished something. I wonder what would it be like to become more involved with Will? Would he care for me the way he clearly cared for the other two women in our group? Can I see myself sharing him with the others? So much to think about, she sighed.

Having found signs of a settlement the night before, all four team members were excited to resume their search, so they were quick to break camp and organize themselves after breakfast. Elaine managed two mage lights while she walked and maintained enough focus to scan the ground in front of her as she did so.

Lexi was the first to find the remains of another hearth. Jess found one as well. Will located the corner of a stone wall, and after clearing detritus, the team was able to see the entire foundation of what appeared to have once been a home. By the time they’d reached the agreed-upon hour of departure, two additional hearths had been located.

Once Lexi plotted the last on the map she made of the town, she showed it to her teammates. “I think the northern end is about twenty yards south of where we’ve searched, and the southern end is beyond where we’ve looked so far, the same for the west side. On east side, since it’s a floodplain, I can see how we didn’t find anything there even if it ever existed.”

“I think we have a solid case for this being the town the developers were expecting. Let’s put some markers near the river so we can find it again from the other side,” Will suggested. “Do you think we should keep going south on this side of the river or cross back over now?”

“Let’s see if we stumble on anything else on this side of the river as we head to Green Rock. We’ll cross when we need to,” Jess said.

On resuming the hike south, the team took up their usual formation with Jess in front and Lexi taking up the rear. Everyone kept their eyes peeled, but they found no further signs of the former inhabitants of the region. The river’s course drifted eastward after a few hours, which encouraged them to continue on the west bank since it put them closer to their destination.

That night Jess had the third watch, as usual, and it had been peaceful for the first hour then she heard a wolf howl in the distance. Moments later she heard several howls in response. She didn’t worry until a quarter hour later, when the howls returned but considerably closer this time. Most wolves don’t hunt at that hour of the night, and their experience with the stygian dire wolves early last winter made her shiver. It was time to rouse everyone and seek safety in case the wolves were headed their way.

Jess threw more wood on the campfire to brighten the area, then helped Lexi with her breastplate and other armor. As soon as everyone was out of the tent and the cots and mattresses stowed in spatial bags, the team dismantled the tent and stowed it as well.

“Elaine, please light up the area as bright as you can. We need to get into the trees, and the bright light should discourage the wolves,” Jess directed.

Will strapped on his climbing gear and climbed a tree with a branch large enough to support Jess or Lexi, then strung one of the rope ladders they’d used in the past. Will repeated the process twice more. Jess stabilized the ladder for Lexi until she was seated on the branch and pulled the ladder up.

Will stabilized for Jess until she was seated, then went to help Elaine. When the young mage was halfway up, the howls returned and seemed to be just outside the camp area. Will didn’t turn to look for fear that Elaine would lose her balance.

The girl was settling on the branch when a huge wolf ran across the camp site and jumped on Will’s back. He it the ground with a thud. The only thing that saved him was his helmet, which the wolf couldn’t get in its mouth.

Jess shouted an order, “Elaine blind it with a mage light.”

It all happened so fast that it took Elaine a second to respond, then she cast the spell and made it big enough to cover the entire animal and then some. The wolf yelped shrilly and rolled out of the spell zone with its paws over its eyes, still yelping. Several more wolves had darted into the clearing but shied away from the bright light. Will wasted no time and started climbing a tree. When another wolf charged after him, Elaine recast her spell and intercepted the wolf. This one turned away immediately, but Elaine chased it into the surrounding forest. Elaine cast the mage light again near the tree Will was climbing, and no further attempts were made to attack him.

When Will settled on a sufficiently large branch, he turned to check on the women and called out, “Elaine, your rope ladder is still down. You need to pull it up to be on the safe side.”

Will hadn’t had the chance to see what had knocked him down, but from the weight of it he had a suspicion and voiced it, “Was that a stygian dire wolf like the ones we killed last winter?”

“It was,” Jess called out. “No mistaking those things.”

Lexi called out, “Will, can you shoot from where you are? We need more pelts to sell.”

Will grinned. His current spot in the tree didn’t give him much room to use his bow, but there was a saw in his spatial bag, so he set out to fix that problem. The wolves continued to howl nearby but didn’t return to the campsite.

When Will was satisfied with the space he’d made, he pulled out a vial of poison and a full quiver, then began treating the tips of all twenty arrows. Once done, he stored the vial and pulled out his bow, then nocked an arrow.

“Elaine, please cancel your light spell. The wolves won’t come into the clearing with it so bright, and I’m ready to make them regret attacking us.”

Will yawned and waited. When the wolves still didn’t approach after half an hour, the alchemist pulled out the carcass of an small deer he’d killed a couple of weeks ago and heaved it as far as he could from his spot in the tree. It hit the ground with a squelch, spilling intestines. Moments later he could smell the blood.

It didn’t take long after that for a wolf to come investigate. Will took no immediate action, instead waiting to see if other wolves would follow. It wasn’t long before the glowing eyes of other wolves appeared around the perimeter of the clearing. Over the next several hours, Will shot eleven times and heard yelps immediately after nine of them. By dawn, the wolves seemed to have left the area, but Jess ordered, “Stay where you are until it is nice and bright in the forest. We know these creatures don’t hunt in daylight, so we’ll be patient.”

When the sun was shining through breaks in the overhead foliage, everyone climbed down and Will served breakfast. After eating, Will retrieved the rope ladders the women had used and stowed his climbing gear. Lexi and Jess dragged the wolf carcasses into the clearing. Will started skinning them with assistance from Elaine, even though she clearly found the whole process disgusting.

As Will worked, he said, “Thank you for defending me last night. I thought I was a goner when that beast knocked me down.”

Elaine responded with a smile. “As you and the others have told me when I thanked you for taking care of me after the spider bite, we’re a team, so we take care of each other.” It felt good to be thanked for using her magic in service of her team.

“Regardless, you handled it well. You earned your share of the pelts. You are an asset to this team, and I’m proud to work with you.”

Elaine blushed at the praise and quietly responded, “Thank you.”

Will called out, “How many have you ladies found?”

Jess replied, “Seven so far.”

“I’m pretty sure there should be nine, but I could be wrong. Or maybe one or two got further away before they died.”

By the time Will was done with the first seven, Lexi and Jess had found one more. After stowing the pelts in a spatial bag, Will cleaned his hands and asked, “Are we ready to move out?”

“Yes, but I want to cross the river immediately. We didn’t wipe out that pack last night, and I don’t want to worry about them tracking us all the way back to Green Rock,” Jess replied.

“I completely agree,” Lexi added.

Crossing the river was no more or less difficult than it had been several days earlier, though Elaine didn’t blush quite as much over being naked in Will’s presence.

Lexi still rolled her eyes over the younger girl’s prudishness and made a point of rubbing her bare chest against Will’s while stroking his cock where Elaine could see them.

Jess slapped her daughter’s ass and said, “Get dressed. We’re behind schedule and have a long way to travel today.”

As soon as Lexi let go of Will, Jess stepped in and kissed him passionately. When she let him up for air, she stepped back and gave him a wink.

Will had a grin on his face for the next quarter hour. He truly loved those two women.

Elaine wondered what it was like to feel so free to express both affection and desire in front of others. They never behaved that way in public. They all said she was their friend. Did that make it acceptable? Being an adult was so complicated.

Will hadn’t missed Elaine’s blush again, so as they hiked he walked beside and quietly asked, “Does our display of affection bother you?”

Elaine let out a sigh, then responded, “Not exactly. It’s just… not how I was taught to behave. You’re all so comfortable with each other, and nudity doesn’t bother you. I wasn’t raised that way.”

“I wasn’t either, though it wasn’t that I was told it was bad. It just didn’t happen until I met someone. We spent a lot of one-on-one time together, and I learned that when you’re with people you care about, social rules don’t apply.”

“By that reasoning, you’re saying that I am someone you care about. Is that true?”

“I do care about you. You work hard, you’ve shared our struggles, you saved me last night. How could I not care about you?”

“Thank you,” Elaine whispered.

Will dropped back into formation and kept scanning the forest while listening for signs of monsters or beasts.

The adventurers hiked long hours each day. For the first four they located groups of ogres, trolls, and goblins, which they used their well-honed skills to slaughter. Over the final two days of their return trip, they encountered no monsters or beasts, so they covered more ground.


Chapter 19

Adrian and Josh had been taking turns watching the Adventurers’ Guild Hall from across the street since shortly after the group that supposedly included their quarry had left town. With only two days left to collect the girl and meet the deadline in Portsmouth, both he and his partner were anxious.

It was nearly sunset when four tired-looking people in armor approached from the north gate. They were an especially interesting group because one of them was shorter than any other adventurer Josh had seen in the many weeks he’d been staking out the guild hall.

The group stopped in front of the building’s door, and he overheard part of their conversation, something about rooms at an inn. Then three of them, including the short person, continued walking into town.

This had to be the group. The short person was a girl, she had the black hair from the description they’d been given, and even her leather armor couldn’t fully disguise her large breasts. She had to be the girl he and Adrian were looking for.

Josh followed from the other side of the street as the trio stopped at every inn on their path, then came out and continued. Josh knew this would likely go on a while due to the shortage of rooms. He just wasn’t certain whether or not one had become available.

It was full dark by the time the adventurers gave up. Josh could tell from the slump of their shoulders they hadn’t found a vacancy. Keeping to the shadows, he followed the group back to the guild hall and watched them enter.

A few minutes later Adrian arrived to take his shift, so Josh reported, “They’re here. They went looking for a room at an inn and didn’t find one, so they’ll be camping in the yard behind the guild hall like the others have.”

Adrian was both excited and anxious over the news. Chuck’s team was in town, so they would certainly have assistance grabbing the girl, but the short deadline meant they’d have little chance to plan, increasing the risk.

With Chuck and his men camping in the guild hall back lot, Adrian was certain the girl and her companions would be noticed and the team leader would meet them at the agreed-upon location. Chuck proved his attention by arriving for their conference in less than a quarter hour.

“As you’ve probably figured out, the girl’s friends are camping in the back lot just like we are. One of my boys overheard them discussing where to have dinner tonight. They’re going to The Plough. It’s on the south side of town, so it’s a bit of a walk, but that just means it’s closer to the south gate and that’s good. I can have a couple of my guys trail them to confirm they actually get a table there, then the rest of us can find spots to ambush them as they leave.

“You’ll have plenty of time to collect your gear and prepare your horses. When they leave the restaurant, me and my boys will cut the girl out of the group and delay them so you can take the girl. Once you’ve got her, you can hightail it out of town before the watch can respond. If you’ve been gone more than five minutes before they’re alerted, the watch ain’t likely to chase you.”

Adrian was satisfied since Chuck’s plan was similar to one he’d developed as a contingency. Josh and Adrian left Chuck to handle the surveillance while they prepared for a hasty departure.


Chapter 20

While Lexi, Elaine, and Will went looking for a room to rent, Jess handled turning in the proof for the bounties. She’d noticed her group was now halfway down the list showing total bounties, but had no doubt that would change when McCray posted the morning update.

“We should go out to the back lot so it’s easy to toss it all in the burn pile after you count it.”

“Yeah, being gone nearly eight weeks, I imagine you have quite the haul there.”

“You could say that, but nothing quite as unusual as those mammoths from last time. We did run across stygian dire wolves, or I should say they ran across us. Will made sure they regretted that,” Jess said as she pulled out the pelts. “I’m going to take these to Anson’s in the morning.”

“Oh my. Eight is a small pack, but even one of those things is terrifying.”

“Oh, this isn’t all of them. We just managed to hold the rest off until dawn and let the sun chase them away. After Will skinned the ones he managed to hit, we beat feet to the nearest river and crossed it, then kept hustling until we made camp that night.”

It didn’t take long for McCray to complete the tally of ears and other proof. “I’ve got the count, so you can toss this mess in the burn pile while I work out the bounty total. I can tell you right now that this is the largest single haul brought in to date. I don’t know if the value will be the highest yet.”

“That’s fine. We have the pelts to sell, and other business, so we won’t be hurting for money. That reminds me, did Don Newsom pick up those mammoth tusks?”

“He did. Said he might have a sale for a set, and he’d get the rest to an appropriate auction house. His cut for any that go through an auction is much lower, just a handling fee.”

While McCray did the math on the bounties, Jess tossed the ears and other body parts into the burn pile along with some wood to get the fire going again.

“If I tell you the share each of my people gets, will you work out the amounts and deposit it in their accounts? That way they can withdraw however much they want to have on hand.”

“Sure thing.”

When McCray finished his calculations and the banking paperwork he told Jess, “If you hadn’t brought in those dire wolves, you’d have had the second-highest total value on a single patrol, but including them put you well over the next highest. You’ll also be back at the top of the list in the morning when I post new totals, since I doubt any of the other top teams will be back soon. They only left in the last few days.”

Jess and McCray chatted while she waited for her team to return from looking for a room.

She couldn’t miss Lexi cursing as the front door opened. Jess let out a resigned sigh, knowing it meant there were no vacancies. “Camping it is,” she muttered.

Taking charge, Jess said, “Obviously we’re sleeping in the tent again. I’ve had McCray deposit your bounty shares in your accounts. You can withdraw whatever you want to carry, but know that I’m buying dinner at The Plough for all of you tonight, so you might want to deal with it in the morning unless you’re planning to stay out after dinner. I’m exhausted, so I’m planning to turn in early tonight.”

Her final remark got a chorus of agreement.

Will stopped at McCray’s desk on his way to the back lot and asked, “Did Don Newsom drop off a package for me?”

“Sure did. Do you want it now?”

“If you don’t mind. It will see use shortly.”

McCray unlocked the secure room and grabbed a small package off a shelf.

Before leaving the tent to take showers, Will took Elaine aside, saying, “I have something for you. It’s just a small token of appreciation.”

Elaine unwrapped the package while the other women looked on. Her eyes widened as Elaine held an enchanted hairbrush much like Jess and Lexi had. “That’s so sweet. Thank you.”

She was so excited she gave Will a quick hug, then blushed when she realized what she had done.

Jess and Lexi shared a look that said, There he goes.

All four adventurers chose to dress casual rather than dress up, since they didn’t have the energy to be bothered. Of course, Elaine only had the choice of the wool dress she’d purchased after joining the team and the cotton one she’d bought in response to the warmer weather on their last stop in town.

The casual nature of their clothes didn’t stop Will from complimenting each of the women as they exited the tent.

Will and the ladies had a long walk to the restaurant, but knowing they would have a fine meal at the end took the sting out of it. After agreeing to dessert, everyone was stuffed and contented. Jess left a good tip, and the group exited into the night.

Half a block from the restaurant, the group was accosted by four masked men with swords drawn.

A shifty-eyed man said, “Don’t say a word or we’ll slit your throat. Lie down and put your hands behind your head.”

Knowing they were outmaneuvered, all four team members complied with the instructions, though each was looking for a weakness to exploit. Jess recognized the gear they were wearing as something only adventurers were likely to have. Since they all had it, she was confident it was someone in the guild, but didn’t recognize the voice.

Lexi recognized the stitching on boots two of the men wore and was certain they were adventurers that had bought them from Rod.

The men clearly weren’t robbers or they’d have immediately searched everyone for valuables. When Will heard another man quietly command, “Grab the little girl and hand her over to our employers,” he stopped trying to figure out what was going on. Turning his head, he followed the men holding Elaine’s arms until they met another pair of men on the other side of the street. Clearly those two were the men the girl had worried would return her to her parents.

The men holding his team seemed to relax their vigilance after Elaine was handed over, so taking a risk Will called out, “Elaine, you don’t have to hide what you are anymo—”

Will’s shout was cut off by a booted foot kicking him in the face, but it shook Elaine out of her surprised and confused state. He was right since these men knew who she was, there was no point in not using her magic. An instant later, arcs of lightning ripped into the southerners clasping her arms. The men convulsed, their clothing started to smoke. When the hands holding her forearms turned black, the young mage dropped the spell.

Once free, Elaine ripped the gag out of her mouth and shouted, “Just like the dire wolves.” She waited just long enough to see her friends close their eyes and turn away before casting the largest and brightest mage light she’d ever conjured. The men holding swords to her friends’ throats dropped their swords and tried to cover their eyes, but they were too late. They were already painfully blinded.

Without dropping the spell, Elaine latched on to one sword at a time and levitated it away from the attackers. When all the weapons had been accounted for, she dropped the mage light spell.

Elaine wobbled a little as she slowly walked back toward her friends and spoke as loud as she could manage in her fatigued state. “It’s over. I have their swords.”

Jess, Will, and Lexi surged to their feet, each grabbing one of the still-blinded men forcing them to their knees, then face down. The one who hadn’t been grabbed tried to stumble away, but Will wasn’t having it and tackled him.

Jess and Lexi each grabbed two swords, then Jess demanded their captives remove their masks. Both women immediately recognized the faces, though they didn’t know the men’s names.

Will’s captive continued to struggle until he grabbed the man’s hair and used it to yank his head back, then drove it into the hard-packed dirt of the street. He heard the satisfying crunch of a broken nose and yelp of pain, then stood and grabbed a foot to use for dragging the would-be kidnapper back to the others.

Lexi noticed Elaine struggling to remain upright and jogged over to put an arm around her, then walked the mage to a spot where she could sit out of the street.

When all four were together again, Jess told the group, “These three are definitely guild members.” Then she asked, “Who do you have there, Will?”

Looking down at the foot he was using to drag the man, Will replied, “I can’t tell from to underside of his boot. I’ll turn him around and hold up his head for you.”

When he did, he chuckled.

Lexi and Jess answered in unison, “Chuck.”

Before anything else could happen, another adventurer arrived leading a handful of men in watch uniforms. “That’s them! The four men on the ground tried to kidnap the young woman over there, just like I told you. The one with the bloody face is Chuck, he’s the leader of the group. I don’t know where the two southerners are.”

Elaine pointed to the dark lumps on the other side of the street.

When the watch commander finished taking statements, the adventurer introduced himself to Jess’s team. “I’m Wally. I used to be on Chuck’s team. I couldn’t let him kidnap someone off the street, let alone a guild member. I’m sorry I didn’t get here faster, but it took more time than I expected to speak to someone in charge and get a squad to come here.”

“Wally, we appreciate the effort. Know that you can count on us to return the favor if you ever need us,” Jess replied.

“Yeah, well I don’t suppose you have an opening on your team for a swordsman, ‘cause I think I’m out of a job at the moment.”

Jess shook her head. “No, that’s not a skill we need.”

Will spoke up. “You could always start your own team. Jess did last year, and she made it work. I’ll give you a discount on poisons for the rest of the season.”

“That’s mighty generous. Maybe I can make it work. Anyway, you folks have a good night.”

As the four team members made their way back to the guild hall and their tent, Will turned to Elaine and said, “Your performance was outstanding. The two men working for your parents are sure to have souvenirs of their encounter with you.”

Elaine beamed him a huge smile. “Thank you for the timely reminder. I’m sorry you got kicked in the face for it.”

“Eh. It’s just a bruise, I’ll heal” Will said while rubbing his jaw.

“My stars, did you see their hands? I doubt they’ll ever be able to use them again. I saw charred pieces fall off as the watch put them on stretchers,” Lexi noted.

“I’m supposed to write up a report for the guildmaster after something like members attacking other members. It’ll have to wait until tomorrow morning, though. I’m beat,” Jess commented.

The others nodded. They’d all known tomorrow would be busy, and now there was more on top of it.


Chapter 21

After breakfast Jess gave McCray a brief summary of the events the night before, including Elaine’s use of magic.

“I knew something didn’t add up. Now I understand why you were willing to take the girl on with no experience or apparent skills. You have a big opportunity. I hope you know that.”

“Absolutely. She’s important to our future plans,” Jess agreed and moved off to work on the incident report with Elaine.

Will visited with Kyle in the poison workshop, checking on sales and inventory. The alchemist performed some quality checks, finding that all met the minimum standard, but the potency was more erratic than he was happy with, so Will gave an impromptu lesson aimed at improving Kyle’s consistency.

Will used the lab space to perform an assay on the ore they’d collected from the mine. After weighing one of the chunks of ore, the alchemist used the furnace he’d acquired with the other alchemy gear to melt it, then separated the silver from the impurities. Once the metal cooled, Will weighed it and compared the measurement with the original sample to determine it purity. The result indicated the ore was near the top of the range for purity, making the mine especially valuable. The new found information would be useful in negotiating the reward for finding both the mine and the town.

Lexi visited Anson’s to drop off the new stygian dire wolf pelts and, hopefully, collect payment for the ones from last winter.

“Hey there, Lexi. I already know why you’re here. Give just a moment to get the statement and your team’s money.”

“Sure thing. I also have eight more pelts for you.”

“My stars, girl. I hope Jess and your other teammates are all well.”

“We’re all fine thanks to the trees we sat in. The wolves didn’t stand a chance against Will,” Lexi reluctantly added, “and a little help from our new, umm, archer.”

“The pelts were in even higher demand than I expected, so we averaged ten silvers each instead of the eight I estimated. That means you earned an extra seventy-eight silvers making your total three-hundred ninety-six.”

“Oh my stars! I can’t wait to tell Jess and Will. How do you want to handle the eight I have today?”

“Same deal if you’re willing to wait.”

“Absolutely. We’re flush right now.”

Once Lexi collected their silver and a receipt for the new pelts, she headed back to the guild hall very excited.

Over lunch, the teammates updated one another on the results of their morning activities. With the immediate issues addressed, the group visited the office of the developers, requesting an appointment to discuss the evidence they’d found of the pre-Calamity town.

“Mr. Sonner’s next available appointment is Tuesday afternoon, three weeks from now,” the thin, balding receptionist said.

Jess didn’t take the response well and turned red in the face, but before she could lash out, Will stepped up and clarified, “It seems we weren’t clear. We found the site of the town halfway from here to the city at the foot of the mountains. We know it’s the town you’re looking for because we found the blacksmith’s anvil, numerous hearths, foundations, and even a few corners of buildings still standing. We also found a silver mine.”

Will placed several of the rocks they’d collected at the mine on the man’s desk.

“This is ore from the mine. I think your employer will be very interested in seeing us. If you still believe otherwise, I suspect you’ll be out of a job when he learns you turned us away, but that’s not my problem.”

Will gave the man a flat stare.

The receptionist cleared his throat and asked, “Would you mind if I take one of these rocks to show Mr. Sonner?”

“Go right ahead,” Will responded with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

A few minutes later, the secretary returned and told the group, “Mr. Sonner will see you now. Follow me, please.”

After a single knock on the door. The balding man opened the door and waved Jess’s team in, then closed it after them.

Three men sat at a table facing the door. The man in the middle stood and said, “Please have a seat.”

After the adventurers were comfortable, the man sat as well and continued, “I’m Robert Sonner, the lead developer on this project.”

Gesturing to a pointy-chinned man on his right, he said, “This is John Thorne, our cartographer.”

The man gave a nod of acknowledgement.

Sonner then pointed to the older, bearded man his left and stated, “And this is Mage Reginald Hartley from the Mages’ Guild.”

The third man also nodded while looking intently at Elaine.

Jess handled introductions for her team, only giving a title to Lexi as surveyor. She then restated their reason for having the meeting, “We’ve just returned from an expedition which located both an abandoned silver mine and the ruins of a substantial-sized town about halfway to the ancient city at the foot of the mountains. Since it is our understanding that you’re interested in both such finds and willing to reward whoever provides the information, we’re here to make a deal.”

“What evidence do you have that you found a town and not just the remains of a farmhouse or two?” Sonner asked.

Jess turned to Lexi who pulled a sheet of paper out of a folder she carried and slid it across the desk to Sonner. “That’s a rough outline of what we believe were the borders of the town, of at least forty acres, with dimensions and the locations of the blacksmith’s shop, as well as over a dozen hearths and foundations. You’ll notice only three sides are outlined. The other is a floodplain and obscured by flooding over the last three centuries.”

Sonner passed the page to the cartographer, who examined it briefly.

“Tell me how you know where the blacksmith’s shop was,” the pointy-chinned man demanded.

Will smirked but let Lexi respond. “We dug up an anvil.”

The cartographer simply nodded at Sonner and sat back in his chair.

Sonner looked at the mage on his left and tilted his head up as if to say, Your turn.

Mage Hartley immediately looked at the youngest member of the party across the table and said, “Rumors have it that you’re a mage. The only mage I know with surname Clarke is Thomas, who was once my student, and you’re too young to truly be a mage.”

Elaine gritted her teeth. “Thomas Clarke is my father. I am a former student of Portsmouth Mage College.”

“Ah, so you failed out. No wonder I never heard of you,” Hartley responded dismissively.

“No! I was at the top of my class until my father withdrew me to marry some widowed merchant,” Elaine retorted heatedly.

Will jumped in the redirect the conversation. “Perhaps we should return to the matter at hand.”

“Indeed. Since you’ve already provided a modicum of evidence for the silver mine, perhaps you provide something more to confirm your claim,” said Sonner.

“How about an ore cart’s worth of rocks similar to the one that hasn’t yet been returned to us?”

“Mmm, yes. That won’t be necessary. Would you mind if we kept that sample so we can run assays on it?”

“You’re welcome to keep it, but according to my test results, you’ll find it to be over three pounds per ton.”

Sonner’s eyes went wide. “You found it,” he said in a hushed voice. “Who did the assay?”

“I did. I’m an alchemist,” Will said with a grin and sat back with his hands folded in his lap.

Sonner looked at Jess and commented, “You have quite an eclectic team of adventurers, Miss Holt. For the moment we’ll assume that our assay yields a result similar what your alchemist claims and that you actually found the abandoned town. In order to claim the reward, you’ll need to show our men to both locations. Are you prepared to do that?”

“Of course, assuming the reward you offer is enough.”

Sonner smirked. “No one else is prepared to build a town that deep in the forest.”

Will didn’t like Sonner’s attitude and couldn’t stop himself from jumping in. “Perhaps not, but nothing stops us from filing a claim on that silver mine.”

Sonner grinned savagely, “You’ll have to show the means to develop it before the crown will accept such a claim.”

Will leaned forward, arms folded, elbows on table. “Between the four of us, we’re wealthy enough to clear the deadly infestation and hire men to work the mine. We can probably arrange to borrow enough to build a smelter nearby so we don’t have to ship ore.”

“What’s this about an infestation?”

“Oh, nothing you need worry about if you aren’t prepared to reward us properly.”

“I never said we wouldn’t.”

“No, but you insinuated we should just accept whatever you offer because you believe you’re holding all the cards.

“If the contract you offer includes an appropriate reward, we’ll guide your team to both sites and provide all the details we have on those locations, including what you’ll need to handle the infestation and how to treat anyone injured by it.

“I’ll even offer to produce the chemicals to deal with the infestation and the drugs necessary to treat anyone so injured if you provide sufficient incentive for my work in the contract.”

“There are three alchemists doing business in Green Rock, and you aren’t one of them.”

“Incorrect, there are four in town. The three you’re aware of are general-practice alchemists. My lab caters to a very narrow clientele and does not sell to the general public under any circumstances.”

Sonner looked back at Jess and started to say something, but she shook her head and nodded to Will as she said, “You’ll be negotiating with him.”

Sonner was grudgingly impressed. The young people had presented themselves well and provided just enough details to show they had what he sought without giving up negotiating room. Every little extra they gave him showed his position was weaker than he expected. They hadn’t outmaneuvered him, but they had shown he’d be foolish to try to take advantage of them because, if they caught on, there was no telling what other cards they might play.

He enjoyed winning in negotiations like this, but in the grand scheme of things there was hardly anything this team could expect that would amount to more than a drop in the bucket to the project budget. It would be beyond pointless to draw negotiations out to save a few hundred silvers when every day of delay starting to build the new town had its own significant costs.

“Fine. We’ll do one contract for the town and one for the silver mine.”

“Only if they are negotiated simultaneously. We’re not signing one until we’re ready to sign both,” Will retorted.

Abyss, this kid isn’t leaving me any room at all, Sonner thought, but schooled his face not to show any reaction.

“Not a problem. They just need to be separate contracts due to the different investor groups involved.”

Will simply shrugged.

“Well then, are the four of you available to discuss the details tomorrow morning starting at ten o’clock?”

Jess responded, “No, some of us have other matters to attend to.”

She looked at Will and asked, “I know you have other business to handle while we’re in town. Are you available tomorrow to handle this?”

“I’ll adjust my other commitments to make the time. It’s not like we’re in a hurry,” Will grinned.

Jess smiled. “No after the payday we just got, we’re in no rush at all.”

The teammates had discussed how to handle the meeting every night on the hike home, and they’d succeeded in keeping the developer representative off balance. Jess was proud of their performance. She couldn’t wait to see how much Will could squeeze out of him.

After Jess’s team shook hands with the three men, they made their way back to the guild hall, where they had no trouble finding a quiet corner in the common room.

Elaine was impressed with the alchemist’s negotiating skills and thought, Will’s a man of many talents: smart, ambitious, driven, yet still kind, generous, and affectionate. It doesn’t hurt that he’s good-looking. I think I’d like to get to know him better.

Lexi was the first to speak. “We still don’t know how much the information is worth.”

“No, we don’t, but we never expected them to tell us either. Tomorrow I expect Sonner to ask what I want, and I’ll tell him to make an offer. He’ll offer the low end of a reasonable range since he won’t want to piss us off by being ridiculous. He also won’t want to drag negotiations out because every day the project is delayed is one less day they have to build before snowstorms make it impossible. Once he gives me the low end, I’ll double it, then the real negotiations start. I expect to have it all wrapped up in a couple of days. Sonner doesn’t realize we’re on a deadline too. He doesn’t know we want to go look for the ancient city.”

Elaine stopped and turned to the others with a strained look. “About that, I think the reason Mage Hartley is here is because of what they expect to find there.”


Chapter 22

“Oh, you know something you haven’t mentioned,” Lexi said as she gave the younger girl a hard look.

“It hadn’t mattered up to now,” Elaine replied defensively. “In first-year history class we covered pre-Calamity times. One of the details that isn’t normally discussed in wider society but is known among the magical community is that the city we’re looking for was the center of magical study and research.

“There is no doubt in my mind that Hartley is here to try to grab whatever there is of ancient magical knowledge in the form of documents, books, research notes, or even artifacts. If he gets there first, there will be nothing for any of us. The developers will have the site of the city, and Hartley will have all the most valuable materials.”

“How do we insure that doesn’t happen?” Jess asked the group.

“That will be another part of my job. I’ll make sure that the contracts for the town and silver mine say we’ve fulfilled our commitment once the developer representative has visited and verified both sites. Once they’ve signed off on both, we’re free to leave and head for the mountains,” Will replied.

All three women smiled and nodded.

“I don’t see how the developers can leave in less than five days from tomorrow. That’s not a lot of time for me to cook enough meals for an even longer trip than the last one. We may have to do some cooking on the trail unless you’re willing to eat the pre-cooked meals the cantina sells.”

All three women frowned and shook their heads.

Will laughed and said, “I guess I’ve spoiled you ladies.”

Lexi spoke, “The town is a week away and the city is supposed to be an equal distance. The terrain is supposed to be different, though. It’s said to be higher elevation, fewer trees, and there may be crevasses that can’t be crossed, so we have to go around. We should plan on two weeks to get to the mountains plus a week to find the city. It could take us nearly three weeks to get back. I think we need shoot for a spot a little east of where we think the city should be and search west until we find it. If it goes like last time, it could take a while.”

“We aren’t just looking for location of the city and then leaving. We need to explore it and hopefully collect any valuables that remain. There could be riches and enchanted weapons in addition to the magical materials I spoke of earlier,” Elaine pointed out.

“Wouldn’t that have all been removed when the people evacuated the city?” Lexi asked,

“No. The history textbook said that no one is known to have escaped.”

“So what makes you think there will be anything left to find after three hundred years?” Lexi questioned.

“Since many of the city’s buildings were supposedly enchanted and should still be standing today, those same enchantments would protect all their contents.”

“Then why wouldn’t anyone have survived?”

“I didn’t say they didn’t survive, at least for a while, just that they didn’t escape.”

“You mean you think people still live there?” Lexi asked astonished.

Elaine shook her head. “No, they’d have all starved to death long ago unless they managed to farm and hunt game. The city was never self-sufficient. Nearly all food was shipped in because the location isn’t fertile. Even if a few people managed to survive for decades and had children, they would surely have died out by now. If they hadn’t, surely they would have contacted the south before now.”

Will then asked for clarification, “Before you joined the team, you suggested most important buildings and the homes of the mages would have enchantments to preserve them as well as magical alarms. Are you saying you expect there will be a large number of buildings to search?”

“Yes, at least the major buildings like the mage college, the city government, probably the homes of the rich or powerful.”

“That doesn’t sound like much,” Lexi replied.

“You have to understand the mage college by itself was likely a quarter the size of Green Rock. I have no idea about the government buildings, but I guess Green Rock’s would be a good size estimate. Then you have perhaps a hundred or more powerful mages’ homes. Is that big enough for you?”

Lexi nodded agreement.

Will was surprised at the new information. He’d been expecting just a dozen or so buildings to be preserved based on the information Elaine had provided when presenting her case for joining the team.

“Now we have plenty to think about. I guess it’s my turn to buy dinner, then it’s Jess’s night. I’d like fish, so unless anyone objects, I’m planning on the Fox and Hounds.”

Jess was pleased Will had remembered it was her night. She was looking forward to his undivided attention in bed.

While drying off after their showers, Elaine’s eyebrows rose when saw Jess putting a small object in her butt. The woman then got dressed like it wasn’t there. Elaine couldn’t stop herself and asked, “What was that you just…?” as she pointed to her own butt.

“Oh, it’s to prepare for anal sex. It makes it more comfortable to start. I’m feeling a little wild tonight, so I want to be ready for anything,” Jess responded with a dreamy look on her face.

Elaine tried hard not to stare. What must it be like to feel so free? It was hard to imagine. She wondered, will I ever feel that way? Do I even want to? It only took a moment to answer that question, and it was a resounding yes. Tonight might be a good night to approach Lexi about getting closer.

Everyone enjoyed their dinners. After paying the bill, Will helped all three ladies out of their seats, then he and Jess went back to the tent for their private time.

Elaine felt fairly sure she no longer had to worry about men sent by her father abducting her, but was still uncomfortable walking alone after dark. Besides, watching a show with Lexi was fun.

The girls sat where they were able to put their backs to a wall and listened to the singer while drinking mead. Elaine enjoyed the sweet taste. Both girls were relaxed and leaning on one another. Elaine got brave and put an arm around Lexi’s shoulder, kissed her cheek, then said, “Thank you for still staying with me now that I’m safe. I still don’t know anyone else here, and I’d be lonely without you.”

“Oh, Elaine, I’m here to be with my dear friend. If I can watch your back at the same time, that’s even better.”

“I’ve told you how I missed being close to someone. I feel like we’re getting close.” Elaine felt awkward, the mead had been stronger than she expected, and gave in to the urge to speak her mind.

Lexi turned to Elaine with a devious smile and kissed the young mage open-mouthed. Soon their tongues were battling for space. After coming up for air, Lexi began kissing Elaine’s neck behind her ear while caressing her back. Elaine’s hand drifted to the inside of Lexi’s thigh and began caressing it.

When the performance ended, the two girls got up and slipped out the door, heading back to the guild hall. On the way, Lexi stopped in a shadow and, with a hand behind Elaine’s head, entwined in her hair, began another deep kissing session. Elaine enjoyed the warmth of her attention and grabbed the taller girl’s firm butt with both hands, pulling her close.

The next time the girls stopped to make out, Elaine quietly asked, “Can I sleep with you tonight?”

“Absolutely.”

As expected, Will and Jess were asleep when the girls got back to the tent. Lexi stripped off her dress and underwear in the low light of a lamp stone and slipped into her bed. She held the sheet up to let Elaine climb in.

Elaine had been about to don her nightgown when she realized Lexi wasn’t wearing anything, she whispered, “Do you always sleep nude?”

“Ever since I started sleeping with Will. I find it relaxing to feel his skin on mine.”

Elaine didn’t bother to put on the nightgown and climbed in with Lexi. She rolled to her side, then Lexi scooted close and put an arm on her hip. Elaine gripped Lexi’s wrist and wrapped it around her. A moment later, both girls were sound asleep.


Chapter 23

Mage Reginald Hartley was annoyed at having his meeting with the money-grubbing merchant Sonner. There were details to be discussed regarding the town and the needs of the Mages’ Guild.

Returning to his temporary office, the mage found his chubby young aide waiting for him.

“Simmons, what can you tell me about a girl named Elaine Clarke who claims to have attended Portsmouth Mage College until recently?”

“Sir, Miss Clarke was a second-year who didn’t return after the winter solstice break. Since she didn’t return, the rumors said she flunked out.”

“I’m not interested in rumor, Simmons. I asked what you know. By now you should understand the difference.”

“I know she’s about five feet tall, black hair, and has — an eye-catching figure. The girl is quite full of herself.”

“What of her skills in magic?”

“I saw her on the practice field last fall. She could barely manage to cast lightning or lift a feather. If she managed a light spell, it was too dim to see in daylight.”

“That’s to be expected for a student only halfway through second-year.”

“What of her academic performance?”

“As a third-year, I had no classes with her, so I have no firsthand information.”

“Fine. What was her reputation?”

“She was purportedly an excellent student,”

Simmons wasn’t about to lie to his boss, but he certainly had no intention to praise the girl who had publicly spurned him twice. The little bitch got what she deserved when she was dropped from the college’s roles.

Simmons’ answers hadn’t been terribly helpful, but they gave no indication that the girl was especially talented. Hartley thought, She’s obviously headstrong. Her father, Thomas, had been an excellent student and a fine young mage, but he was more interested in wealth than magic. The girl’s claim to have been withdrawn from college to marry a merchant is consistent with her father’s propensities. Does that mean her claim to be at the top of her class is accurate as well? It doesn’t matter. Only halfway through second-year, she would have neither power nor control and only three spells to work with.


Chapter 24

As usual, Will was the first to wake. He got an eyeful when he looked across the tent and saw the girls cuddled together. The covers had slipped down enough to make it clear they were both nude. He felt his cock stiffen further than on a normal morning while thinking to himself, One of these days I just might have them in bed with me together. That could be all kinds of fun.

When Jess woke, she noticed the two younger women cuddled together and shook her head with a smirk. Lexi had been the one worried that Will wanted Elaine to join the team so he could sleep with her. Now it was Lexi getting involved with the girl. She suspected Will would quite enjoy himself in the not-too-distant future. As long as he continued to give her his love like he did every day, she wouldn’t object. She might enjoy spending some time with Elaine too. Time would tell how it all worked out. For now, her rumbling stomach demanded breakfast.

When she remembered who she had her arm wrapped around, Lexi kissed the younger girl’s shoulder and neck until Elaine too woke. Lexi slid away, letting Elaine roll on her back, and moved her hand to rest on the younger girl's stomach.

“Good morning, sunshine.”

“Mmm, thank you for letting me sleep with you. It felt good to be held.”

“I enjoyed it too. You’re welcome to sleep with me anytime.”

“I’d like that.”

After a quick breakfast, Will checked in with Kyle in the poison lab. His apprentice had managed to keep up with product demand, and the inventory of ingredients was roughly in balance. Will only needed to do a little quality testing before starting production of the poisons that required his meager magical talent to make.

The alchemist was careful to watch the time as he worked, since it would be poor form to begin negotiations by being late for the first session. As he walked to his meeting, Will wanted to kick himself for having gotten distracted yesterday and forgetting to ask Elaine on a date. He wanted to give her time to prepare in case she felt the need for a dress or something. Regardless, tonight was Lexi’s night, and he looked forward to it.

After a light breakfast, Elaine stopped at the guildmaster’s desk to schedule her weapons proficiency test.

McCray was surprised. “I expected you to drop archery and tell me you wanted to be tested as a mage.”

“I didn’t even know that was an option, but it doesn’t matter since I’m fairly confident I can pass the archery test now.”

“You must have put in a lot of practice over the last two months. Good for you. I’ll have to get back to you since nearly all the teams are out. The city watch captain has agreed to have one of his off-duty sergeants test apprentices when needed. See me tomorrow morning and I’ll let you know.”

With her only guild business taken care of, Elaine returned to the table where Lexi was still relaxing and, with nod, signaled she was ready to leave. The team had agreed to take off from practice and training at least three days, so the girls were free to seek entertainment. Now that they had money to spend, both wanted a new dress or two.

After finding nothing interesting in the third shop in a row, Lexi asked Elaine, “If Will asked you on a date, would you say yes?”

The younger girl was surprised at the question, and showed it. “Why would he do that?”

“Well, usually when a guy likes a girl they ask them out on a date. At least that’s how we do things in the north. Maybe you southerners do things differently,” Lexi responded with a grin.

With an exasperated sigh, the young mage responded, “No. That’s how it works in the south too. I meant—what makes you think Will would ask me?”

“I don’t — know — if he will. I just wondered if you found him interesting enough to say yes if he did.”

“I—I—I haven’t given it any thought. He seems nice, he’s very patient when teaching me archery.” Getting more in the mood, Elaine continued, “Will is a good-looking guy with those broad shoulders and muscular chest, but unlike most of the brutes in the guild, he’s not all muscle-bound. I like that he doesn’t have a beard.”

“So you have thought about him,” Lexi snickered.

Elaine blushed and shot back, “Stars, I’ve been with the three of you all day every day for months, and the only time in the last month there’s been another man around is the few days we’ve spent in town. How could I not think about Will?”

When Elaine realized what she’d said, and who she said it to, she blushed more and worried she might have given offense. “You’re not mad at me for thinking he’s nice, are you?”

Lexi giggled, “No, but I did wonder if you only liked girls, though. It would be alright if you did. I’ve recently met a girl that made me realize that I like girls too.”

She then turned and kissed Elaine, with one hand on the back of her head and the other around her waist.

When Lexi broke the kiss, Elaine smiled and said, “I met a girl that I really like too, she said I can sleep with her anytime. I wonder if she meant when she’s with a certain guy also.”

“Ooooh, so you think that would be fun, do you?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been with a guy before and certainly not with both a guy and a girl at the same time.”

“Hmm, Jess and I have shared him while both of us were in the bed, but we don’t—you know. It would be too weird.”

“Yeah, don’t be offended, but it’s kind of weird already,” Elaine giggled.

Lexi snorted, “Yeah, but I don’t really care. It feels right, and it’s really hot watching them.”

“It was really hot just listening to you three from the other room back at the inn. I had to change my panties when you were done so I could sleep comfortably.”

“Well, if you sleep with both of us, you won't be wearing panties,” Lexi giggled.

Elaine laughed, then responded, “When I slept with you last night, I wasn’t wearing panties.”

Then she reached up to the taller girl’s neck and pulled her into a kiss. She was a little disappointed that she wouldn’t be sharing a bed with Lexi tonight since Will would have her. At the same time, she looked forward to the following night, when she and Lexi might take things further.

At the fifth store, Lexi finally found a dress she liked. It was short, form-fitting, the plunging neckline accentuated her chest, and left her shoulders bare.

When Elaine looked at her askance, Lexi explained, “Will likes a lot of skin and no bra. It’s a really comfortable way to dress on warm nights.”

Elaine flushed.

Lexi snickered. It was clear the girl was mooning over her man. She seemed like a whipped dog that had found a new master willing to scratch it behind the ears. She just hadn’t admitted it yet. “You should get a dress for dating too.”

Elaine’s blush deepened. “I thought you said you weren’t sure he’d ask me out.”

“I’m not certain, but if you asked me to guess, I’d say he will. In fact, I’m a little surprised he didn’t yesterday. We were all so on edge over meeting the developers it probably slipped his mind.”

“You know something.”

“A little.”

“Tell me,” Elaine demanded.

“He asked Jess and me if we would approve of him asking you out.”

“Obviously you both said yes or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Lexi smiled. “Sure, I just don’t know for certain he’ll do it or when. I’m just guessing.”

“Will doesn’t seem the type to have asked your permission if he wasn’t sure what he’d do if he received it. I need a dress.”

Lexi giggled again, “So you decided that quick the answer would be yes.”

Elaine shrugged and giggled.

By the time the girls were done, they’d each bought two dresses. Unfortunately, all needed adjustments. Lexi’s required tailoring to take in the waist since she had to buy a larger dress to fit her wide shoulders and hips. Elaine had to buy dresses for taller, larger women in order to accommodate her large bust and have them altered for her tiny waist and short stature.

It was nearly dinner time when they returned to the guild hall. Jess and Will were waiting for them. Since Will had already taken a shower, he watched the entrance while the women took theirs.

Before leaving for the restaurant, Will pulled Elaine aside and asked, “Would you like to have dinner with me Thursday evening?”

“You mean like a date?” Elaine asked.

Will suppressed a grin and shook his head. “No, not like…a date.”

Elaine frowned and responded, “I don’t understand. We always go to din…” Then she realized he was teasing her. “No, but I can do Friday,” she responded, grinning.

“Seven o’clock then,” Will replied with a wink.

Over their meal, Will reported on the day’s meeting. “There were way more details than I expected to cover in the contract. We’re going to need our own lawyer to review it once we agree on everything. I don’t want something that sounds like what I asked for to turn out to mean something else entirely.”

“Better you than me. I’d have walked out in the first hour,” Jess commented.

“Was Mage Hartley party to the discussion today?” Elaine asked.

“No. Something on your mind?”

Elaine replied quietly, “I think he’s working for the Mages’ Guild and, as I told you, my bet is he’ll try to claim Valanore, so be careful of what you say around him.”

Lexi asked the question burning her mind. “So how much do we get?”

“We haven’t completed the negotiation and we haven’t discussed money yet, so I don’t know. I expect to be done by tomorrow evening, if not earlier.”

Elaine smirked at Lexi and commented, “The suspense is killing you, isn’t it?”

Jess chuckled.

“Jess, in the morning, will you ask McCray for a recommendations for a lawyer to look over the contract and make an appointment with them so we can minimize delays?”

“Sure thing.”

“Well, that was a wonderful meal. Anyone for dessert?” Will asked.

Lexi immediately responded with a lusty gleam in her eye, “Yes, but not the kind I can get here.”

Jess chuckled and said, “I’m sure Elaine and I can find something to keep us occupied.”


Chapter 25

Done with negotiations, Will returned to the guild hall just before lunch, with none of his ladies to be found, he checked in with Kyle in the poison workshop. Will offered to buy him lunch at a nearby restaurant since he knew his apprentice ate nearly every meal at the guild cantina.

“Are you able to have a life outside the workshop yet?” Will asked.

“Yes, thankfully. Between the months of experience and the full-size equipment allowing much larger batches, most days I only work six or seven hours. If I want a weekend off, I can work eight hours all week to cover.”

“Good. I’m glad it’s working out for you.”

“Oh, it is. I’ve got a girlfriend now. I’ve known her for years but never had a steady job, so I couldn’t court her. Now I have a little money and some free time. I’ll probably ask her to marry me in a few months if all goes well.”

“That’s great news. I wish you all the best, but I have to warn you, our team will be gone most of the summer and possibly the fall, so you won’t be able to take much time off.”

Kyle shook his head. “I didn’t have any such expectation, and neither does Anita. She’s excited that I have a job that will let me be home every night and doesn’t risk my life. As I’m sure you’re aware, it isn’t an exciting job, but I can find excitement on my own time.”

“It sounds like you and Anita have your priorities in line.”

“How about you?” Kyle then lowered his voice. “Is the rumor that your team found the abandoned town true?”

“Let’s let everyone else believe it’s just a rumor for now, but since I’m sure you can keep a secret, the answer is yes. I expect everyone will know in a day or two when the contract is signed.”

“That’s amazing. I can’t wait until you can tell me the details.”

Will winked and said, “A few more days.”

The two men chatted a bit longer, then returned to the workshop, where Will took over the production equipment to begin making the true alchemical poisons. Since Kyle had prepared all the precursors after Will announced his return, the work went quickly.

At dinner that evening, Elaine announced, “I passed the archery exam. I’m free to continue adventuring.”

Jess and Lexi had been present at the test, but they cheered along with Will anyway.

Lexi then asked, “So you made a deal. How much did you get us?”

Will dramatically sighed. “Not as much as I hoped for.”

Lexi and Elaine both looked disappointed until Will smiled and said, “More than twice what I originally expected.”

Jess already knew. She’d returned to the guild hall in mid-afternoon, and he’d given her a quick update, so it was fun watching the girls’ faces shift through the various emotional states.

Lexi asked, “Wait, how did that happen?”

“Like I told you the other day, I didn’t offer an amount until Sonner did, and his initial offer was more than I ever imagined. I didn’t accept and asked for half again as much, and we finally agreed to nearly that. I honestly think I left money on the table.”

Will didn’t know that Sonner had hoped to negotiate a lower amount, but the young man had an excellent poker face and time was of the essence, so he caved, giving the adventurer nearly what he’d asked for.

The alchemist continued, “The agreement calls for us to escort the developer team to both sites and stay with them for no longer than a day at each so they have time to verify the findings. Sonner told me that if everything I described is true, verification will take a couple of hours at most. When the verification is completed at each site, we’ll receive a bank draft for the funds due for that site. We’ll be able to cash the draft at any public bank in the kingdom, so we don’t have to leave Green Rock.

“I let Sonner believe that we’re anxious to cash it immediately and that’s why we don’t want to be part of the group providing security for the developers long term. To keep up the ruse, we need to leave the town heading south.”

Elaine asked, “How long until we leave?”

“I was surprised. Sonner said more than a week. They started preparing the day after our appointment, but hadn’t expected to have the locations so early in the year. If we hadn’t provided so much information to make them confident we had the right spots, he’d have sent a handful of men to confirm it. Instead, he decided to assume we’re right, so he’s waiting for the last few personnel arriving on the next wagon train.

“Now I have a surprise for you. I got Sonner to arrange a suite for us at the inn where some of the people on his team are staying, so no more camping in the tent until we’re on the trail again.”

All three women cheered at that.

“A tub to bathe in at last,” Lexi said and sighed.

Elaine asked, “Will you want help cooking again?”

“Yes, please. It’s quicker and a lot less lonely when someone is there with me.”

“I’ll be there,” the young mage stated.

The alchemist said, “One more thing before we go. Jess made an appointment with a lawyer, so I’m going to bring the contract to him tomorrow afternoon along with my notes on the terms I negotiated. She said he should be able to let us know what, if any, revisions he recommends by Monday noon. We have until Tuesday to sign the deal as is or request changes, so there’s plenty of time.”

Will stood up and continued, “Okay, let’s go pack the tent and check in at the Coach and Horses.”

Elaine and Lexi were impressed with the suite. Jess didn’t pay most of it any attention, once she’d selected a bedroom, she led Will to it by the hand and shut the door behind him. It was clear what they were up to within minutes.

This time Lexi initiated the first kiss. Elaine responded positively, and soon the two young women were in the other bedroom, not bothering to close the door.

Lexi had enjoyed Will’s tongue and fingers in her love canal many times, but hadn’t ever been on the giving end before. She worked to stimulate Elaine the same way Will had stimulated her. Based on Elaine’s responses, she was doing it at least reasonably well.

Elaine showed her experience pleasing another woman, and Lexi’s cries of ecstasy were as loud as any Will had caused. The pair spent hours experimenting, guided by Elaine’s experience with her college roommate and Lexi’s with Will. Late that night, exhaustion finally took them.

Without a kitchen in the suite, the team had to go downstairs to the restaurant for breakfast. Before splitting up for their various tasks, Will confirmed his date with Elaine that night.

The alchemist took Elaine to the Sunset Inn for dinner, having chosen it for the rooftop bar offering a lovely view of the setting sun. The meal was excellent and the company enchanting. The booth they shared gave them enough privacy to have a more intimate conversation than some of the dinners they’d shared with the other women. The pair talked about their childhoods and their later life experiences, filling in details of family and events that had been mentioned in passing during previous conversations.

“You’ve mentioned your uncle taught you alchemy and the retired soldier who taught you archer. Who taught you to negotiate so well?”

“I guess that would be Uncle Mike too, though there weren’t specific lessons that we discussed. From time to time, a customer wanted something made that wasn’t part of our standard products, so there was no established price. Uncle Mike had to make sure he covered his costs, including labor, and anything above that was profit. He usually asked the customer what it was worth to them and dickered from there. Sometimes he refused the job if the customer wouldn’t pay enough. Every now and again, I’d ask him why he did this or that and worked it out on my own from there. During my last year of apprenticeship, he let me negotiate some smaller jobs if I knew enough about what the customer wanted made to be sure our costs were covered.”

“Your uncle seems like a really interesting fellow. I’m surprised he isn’t married with children of his own.”

“Uncle Mike is a good guy, but not many people can take him for more than an hour at a time, and not everyday. I’m sure he’d really like to have found a woman to marry, but he’s a bit of a grump and is very sarcastic. He tends to drive most folks away. I felt a little bad about leaving him, but I knew I had to become an adventurer. I have a deep need to protect our people from the monsters and beasts that killed my parents.”

“I certainly understand your drive,” Elaine responded.

“When did you first learn that you could become a mage?”

“Just before I turned thirteen, my father took me to the Mages’ Guild office and had me tested. I’m told my score was fairly high, though I still don’t understand how it was measured. In any event, I was thrilled and my father was equally excited. When we got home, we both tried to tell my mother at the same time. She couldn’t understand us, but laughed and congratulated me since she knew where we had gone and assumed that our excitement meant I had the talent. Looking back on it, the scene is kind of funny and sad at the same time because just a few years later my father decided my talent wasn’t as important as marrying a rich merchant.”

“Was the merchant interested in you for your talent?”

“I’m sure that was one of the two most important criteria. The other was that I could bear him children. I felt betrayed, so I bided my time until my father had the necessary emancipation paperwork signed, then I snatched it, some silver, and escaped. If my mother had even tried to take my side, I’d feel bad for leaving her without a word, but she didn’t, so I have no remorse at all.”

“You’re an important member of our team now, and not just because of your magical talent. You’ve also become important to me personally, like family,” Will said with a smile.

“Thank you. I feel like I’ve found a new family, and it warms my heart that you feel the same way about me.”

Among other topics, they shared hopes and dreams for the future. Will inwardly cheered when Elaine made it clear that her goals still aligned with the group’s.

Elaine had exceeded all Will’s hopes from their initial meeting in a professional capacity and showed no signs of her growth as a mage stopping. As a dinner companion, she was intelligent, witty, and cheerful. Will’s only disappointment was that Elaine still remained physically distant, aside from allowing him to hold her hand as they walked to and from the restaurant. Their only kiss a mere peck on the lips. Will was determined to be patient with her, assuming that her upbringing and experiences with men had left her wary.

The anticipation for her date with Will nearly killed Elaine. She worried all morning that the alterations on the dress she had purchased wouldn’t be right or complete. In the evening, she worried that her hair wouldn’t look the way she wanted it to. At seven when he knocked on her bedroom door, she was so startled she almost tipped over the stool she was sitting on.

Elaine found Will’s company at dinner was delightful. Talking to him was so easy. He was an active listener and made her feel like every word she spoke mattered. She knew from their conversations over the last several months he was well educated and thoughtful. Those traits were on full display all evening. The entire experience was enchanting.

As much as she wanted to have this man hold her and love her like he did Jess and Lexi, she just couldn’t break free of her upbringing regarding the propriety of social interactions between unmarried men and women, and especially non-monogamous relationships. Elaine fantasized about Will making love to her, but couldn’t even bring herself to let him put his arm around her. Her only concessions were holding hands while walking and a brief peck on the lips on returning to their suite. The fact that Lexi was spending the night with Will and Jess, leaving her alone all night, just added to her frustration.

The rest of their time in Green Rock as routine. Every day after breakfast the team exercised together, then did weapons practice until lunch. After their shared meal, each went to their own pursuits. They all met again for dinner, then afterward Elaine and Lexi joined Will in the guild cantina kitchen to prepare meals for their next adventure.

The only break in the routine was Elaine’s visits to the jail maintained by the city watch, where she spoke to the bounty hunters sent to return her to her family. Elaine dropped the charges against Adrian and Josh when they told her that her father claimed the emancipation document she was using was a forgery. Feeling awful about the injuries they’d suffered, she acquired healing potions from Will to speed their recovery and hopefully restore function to their burnt hands. In gratitude for her mercy, Adrian promised to return to her parents with a letter she wrote to them.

Chuck and three men who had followed him to threaten the lives of her teammates received no such mercy.

The evening before the developer’s expedition was scheduled to leave Green Rock, Will and his teammates learned that former guild members were sentenced to a year of hard labor. Chuck and his associates would be breaking stone for road maintenance, cutting down trees to improve sight lines around the town, or anything else the watch deemed appropriate for at least ten hours every day.


Chapter 26

Jess and her team led over three hundred of the developers’ men and four other teams of adventurers out of Green Rock early on a bright summer morning. The hired adventurers were teams who weren’t equipped for long periods in the forest and would provide security for construction crews, as well as those traveling to and from the sites.

Even following the markers Lexi and Will had set out on their previous trip, the difficulties of moving so many people and their horses at once, along with three days of incessant rain, caused it take more than two weeks to reach the silver mine. Sonner had decided to visit the mine first since it was on the same side of the river as Green Rock, and there was no point in crossing the river again to check on it.

On arrival at the mine, it didn’t take long for the mining engineer to agree that the site was a silver mine, but he wasn’t ready to sign off on it being the one producing the high-grade ore Jess’s team had provided as evidence. Elaine reluctantly agreed to go with her teammates to protect the engineer and his assistant when they explored the old mine.

Everyone wore an extra layer of clothes, gloves, and face masks to protect themselves from potential spider bites. The mining engineer had been reluctant to add the extra clothing due to the summer heat until Jess put her foot down and told him, “My team won’t carry your ass out if you’re bitten and can’t get out on your own.”

Will took the opportunity to test a couple of insecticides he’d concocted while in his workshop. Once satisfied with the results, Will told Sonner to have his people request formula B from the poison workshop. The formulas were simply labeled A and B so no one else would get any clues as to how to duplicate the successful result without considerable effort.

Two hours after entering the mine, the engineer thanked Jess profusely for the warning about the spiders. Moments later she had a signed bank draft for the agreed amount. Elaine received similar thanks from the engineer’s assistant for having protected the entire group using her lightning spell repeatedly when they were attacked by the spiders.

Everyone else had made camp for the night by the time they’d exited the mine, so Jess and her team set up their tent and went about their usual evening pursuits until it was time for dinner. As they had since the first night of the trip, instead of eating their own provisions they ate what the cooks with the caravan provided.

“It won’t hurt to have an extra few weeks of meals if we find something interesting later,” Will had quietly explained to his teammates. “Besides, you’ll be reminded how much you enjoy my cooking,” he added with a cheeky grin.

Lexi elbowed him in the ribs for his lack of humility, though she didn’t argue against the quality of his cooking.

Elaine was relieved that the plan for crossing the river was building a large raft to ferry everyone across over several trips. She was prepared to cross fully clothed and simply find a private spot to change afterward. The expedition spent two days building the raft, anchoring the ropes, and setting up the pulleys to move it back and forth.

The next morning, everyone completed the crossing, then after breaking for lunch the expedition set out for the site of the abandoned town. Lexi took charge of showing Sonner and his men the evidence her team had previously found, making good use of the streamers and other markers they’d left.

By dinnertime, Sonner had located Jess to say, “Miss Holt, you and your team have lived up to all the requirements of both contracts. This is the bank draft for the town. Thank you for your professionalism. You’re welcome to stay with us as long as you like or be on your way as you see fit.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sonner. I appreciate the kind words, but even more so the money. We’ll spend the night and be on our way in the morning.

“Will suggested I remind you that we were attacked by a pack of stygian dire wolves near this location and neither of us has noticed your people taking precautions. We only survived last time by getting into the trees quickly. That’s a lot easier to do on the spur of the moment with four people than over three hundred.”

“The other adventurers we hired as security should be able to handle a few wolves even ones as big as stygians,” Sonner replied.

“Not to speak ill of my brothers, but I checked with our guildmaster before we left and confirmed that we’re the only team out of Green Rock to have ever encountered stygians, or at least the only team to have survived an encounter. We’ve done it twice, only succeeding because we were prepared. We weren’t prepared enough last time, and Will nearly died because he was the last to climb. We will be hanging rope ladders from trees near our tent for our safety. I recommend you instruct your people to do the same, string hammocks, or put cabins on poles until you have walls around your settlement.

“If you still doubt me talk to your mining engineer,” Jess finished with a snicker.

Her team’s report had been very detailed about what they’d encountered in the area and their recommendations on how to handle each issue, in addition their descriptions of the terrain to be expected on the trip. Sonner had already heard from the mining engineer. It seemed like it was in his organization’s best interest to heed her warning. It was going to be a pain in the ass to get his people to comply with his instructions, but better that than the pain of death or dismemberment.

Sonner called his lieutenants together for a quick meeting and gave them their instructions. As soon as the first one balked, he called on the engineer to support him. No one else chose to object.

In the morning, Jess led her team back to the ferry raft. After crossing the river, they continued east well past the silver mine, then turned northwest on one of the marked paths they’d created on their previous trip. Moving quickly and avoiding battles with monsters or beasts, they managed to reach the northern limit of the prior search area the next day.

The team turned west until they returned to the river, but instead of crossing, they followed it north to see where the river went from there. Two days later, after dispatching a large group of ogres, Lexi noted the river had pushed them a little east for the last several hours. Will climbed the tallest tree he could find and noted that the river appeared to turn due east in another mile or two.

Jess said, “We’re going to want to cross very soon then because the current is going to be fast on the outside of the bend, making it more dangerous.”

“It looks about the same width as it did in both places we crossed previously, so we’ll have more than enough rope to use the same procedure. It’s nearly lunchtime, and since we’re fairly confident we’re safe at the moment, I suggest we eat now so we aren’t surprised on an empty stomach later.”

Will was first across again and tied off the rope. All three women were nude by the time the alchemist waved to let them know he was ready for them to start crossing.

Upon arriving on the opposite bank, Elaine was slightly less embarrassed than she had been on similar crossing several weeks ago, but still far from comfortable with Will seeing her undressed.

Once Jess had been pulled ashore, Will wrapped his arms around both her and Lexi’s waists, pulling them in to a hug. “I love you both and just didn’t get enough of you while we were in Green Rock.”

Lexi curled around him like a cat and gently bit his neck. Jess put one hand behind his head and pulled him into a passionate kiss while using her other hand to stroke has rapidly hardening cock.

Elaine stopped drying herself and blushed, but couldn’t turn away at the sight of the lovers touching one another so intimately. She felt tempted to join them, but ultimately couldn’t bring herself to act on her desire, she took a deep breath and turned away to focus on getting dressed.

Jess broke the spell saying, “We’re in unknown territory with no picket or alarms. We need to armor up.”

Will and Lexi both sighed because she was right.

“We no longer need to avoid a fight if we come across monsters and beasts, but since our goal is the ancient city, we shouldn’t go out of our way to find them,” Will asserted.

“Agreed,” Jess responded.


Chapter 27

McCray looked up from his paperwork when the door to the common room opened and noticed an average-sized older man followed by a pudgy one likely twenty or younger.

“How can I help you gentlemen?”

Reginald Hartley could barely contain his sneer. “I wish to speak to the guildmaster.”

“That’s me. Names McCray.”

“I see. I am Mage Reginald Hartley. I am here to arrange for your strongest team to escort me and my aide into the forest.”

“All the teams are out in the forest right now. The last five left yesterday with the developers.”

“I’m not surprised, but it’s my understanding they weren’t the strongest teams anyway. When do you expect one of your best teams back?”

“Jess and her team are already committed to the developers, so a minimum of three weeks for them. Sam’s team left about ten days ago and they’re usually out about a month, so they could be back in around two or three weeks. Rhonda took her boys out two weeks ago, so I expect them in about two weeks.”

“That’s less than ideal, but it will have to do. Please have whichever of the teams you mentioned returns first contact me at our temporary office.”

“I’ll be happy to.”

After more than two weeks with no response from adventurers, Hartley’s patience was worn thin. “Simmons, go to the Adventurers’ Guild Hall and find out what’s taking so long.”

“Yes, sir.”

The guild hall was a quarter hour from Mage Hartley’s temporary office and Simmons hated walking through town in the summer sun. By the time he arrived, hot and sweaty, he was in an ugly mood.

“Good afternoon, Guildmaster. Mage Hartley sent me to check on the groups you promised to direct to us on their return.”

“As agreed, I passed on the request to Rhonda. She and her team returned last night, and I believe they’re taking the day to rest and recuperate.”

Simmons became irate on behalf of his mentor. “How dare they not respond immediately.”

“Young man…”

Simmons cut him off, “You’ll address me as Mage Simmons.”

“I don’t think you understand how things work here,” McCray continued as if he hadn’t been rudely interrupted. “Our teams put their lives on the line regularly. They take injuries and endure hardship. When a team returns to town after a month in the field, all they care about is a safe place to sleep and a good meal. They might want to get laid too. When they’ve had all that, they’ll decide what to do next. I’d guess you’ll see Rhonda tomorrow or the next day.”

Two mornings later, Rhonda arrived at Hartley’s office wearing a dress displaying voluminous cleavage accented by an emerald on a silver chain, hair done in large curls, and wearing two-inch hoop earrings.

Simmons’ eyes snapped wide and his mouth hung open for a moment. Then, upon getting control of himself, said, “You have the wrong office. We’ve no interest in whores.”

Rhonda’s eyes narrowed and she curtly responded, “Apparently you have no need of the best team of adventurers in Green Rock either. Good day.”

As she turned to leave, Rhonda heard an older man speak.

“My apologies, madam. My young aide is unaccustomed to the culture here in the north and foolishly addressed you inappropriately. I will deal with him later,” said Mage Hartley as he gave Simmons a hard look indicating his displeasure. “Would you care to step into my office to discuss an escort contract?”


Chapter 28

After two weeks of travel north punctuated by clashes with increasingly larger groups of ogres, trolls, goblins, and giant boars, as well as the occasional armored bear or cougar, Jess’s team reached the foot of the Colossal Mountains. Heavy rain over the last week triggered high humidity to go along with the sweltering summer heat. Everyone was miserable in their hot, damp clothing, so when they found a stream to camp near, the ladies pulled straws to see who got to bathe first.

All agreed that the campsite was a good place to take a day off to rest and recuperate. Will offered, “If you ladies would care for a massage …”

Jess cut him off, answering, “Yes.”

She then began stripping off her armor as she walked to the tent and lay down on her cot.

The young man started at her neck and spent nearly an hour working her over, especially her lower back, calves, and feet.

“My stars, if you had kept it up much longer I’d have gone to sleep. That was wonderful,” Jess purred as she pulled Will down in to a passionate kiss.

While Jess redressed, Will told the other women, “I’ll do the next one after lunch.”

Lexi smiled slyly and said, “I want somewhere else massaged too.”

“That can be arranged,” Will answered with a smirk. “Unfortunately, only one of us can be out of our armor at a time.”

“If each of us has on half our armor, does that count?” Lexi teased.

“Keep that up and I’ll demand recompense for my efforts.”

Lexi stuck her tongue out and mimed licking.

Will shook his head with a grin and said, “Don’t you have a map to draw or something?”

“Elaine, would you care to take a stroll through the area with me?” he asked.

The young woman was surprised by the sudden redirection of Will’s attention, but quickly answered, “That would be nice.”

No words were spoken for several minutes as the pair navigated their way through the thick undergrowth in the ravine. On reaching a game trail where they didn’t have to work so hard to move, Will said, “You’ve gained confidence in your archery. I noticed you’ve been more aggressive in your targeting. As your mentor, I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you for noticing and for the praise. You always make me feel good about myself, and it makes me want to improve further so I can earn your praise again.”

“I suppose I’m doing what my uncle Mike did for me. I learned so much from him.”

“You must have had a better childhood than I, even though my family is fairly wealthy and I never wanted for anything. I never felt like I was good enough. Even after I came into my magic and was at the top of my class, I wasn’t good enough, so my father sold me off as a broodmare.”

“That’s a shame because you are clearly diligent in your practice. Every day you put in the work on everything we’ve asked of you. You’re blossoming into a truly powerful woman, and I want you to know that I hope you stay with us.”

“I have no where to go. I didn’t tell you what I said in the letter the bounty hunter is taking back to my father, but you might like to know. I wrote, ‘Mr. and Mrs. Clarke, I no longer recognize you as family. I have found a new family, one in which I know I am valued for who I am and not how I can advance the family fortune.’

I know that you three initially accepted me to the team because you wanted my magic. That’s fine because it was the only thing I had to offer at the time. You didn’t need to show me the respect that you did and the care that you offered just for an employee.

“I’ve truly found a family and I don’t to be without you.” Elaine started to tear up as she spoke.

Will turned and stepped toward the young mage then pulled her into an embrace and passionate kiss. Will continued to hold her after breaking the kiss and said, “I don’t want you to leave us. It would leave a hollow spot in my heart.”

Elaine squeezed Will’s waist as much as she could with all the armor on.

When both were breathing evenly again, the pair continued their walk in the woods and quietly spoke of lighter subjects.

Lexi got her massage after lunch. Will had her squirming under his touch shortly after working his way down past her hips. Moments later, she had an orgasm and was very vocal about it.

Hearing the older girl’s ecstatic reaction, Elaine found herself flushed and her crotch even more damp than the summer heat called for.

After dinner Will said, “Elaine, I’m ready to give you your massage.”

The young mage blushed from head to toe, and seeing that Will quickly added, “You can leave your bra and panties on.” Then he cheekily added, “Jess and Lexi are just shameless hussies.”

Elaine scurried to the tent and closed the flap while Lexi laughed.

Jess said, “Don’t make fun of her. She’s come a long way in adjusting to our lifestyle.”

“I’m not making fun of her. Elaine’s the sweetest little thing. I just can’t help it when her eyes turn to saucers and she gets so red in the face. It’s adorable,” Will replied and chuckled.

“I can hear you, you know,” Elaine shouted from the tent.

Lexi laughed harder, then said, “I’m not done corrupting you.”

Will’s hands were getting tired working his third full-body massage of the day. He remained respectful of Elaine’s need for modesty and didn’t touch her anywhere he felt she might object. The young beauty had left her bra straps off her shoulders, so he’d been thorough there. Elaine clearly wanted to feel his skin on hers. Will wanted her body against his, but without a safe place it just wasn’t a good idea to have too many out of armor at the same time.

After finishing Elaine’s massage, Will’s cock was painfully hard for the third time that day. Lexi noticed him adjusting his armor and offered, “Let me handle that for you,” and gestured like she was sucking it. He quickly agreed.

Since Elaine had the first watch, she put her armor back on. As she stepped out of the tent, she saw Lexi giving Will head by the firelight and quickly turned away. The rest of the evening she struggled to focus on her magic practice as her mind kept drifting to an image of a large bed shared by her teammates as they welcomed her into it with them. The temptation to participate in the debauchery was nearly overwhelming. Lexi had no idea how close she was to being fully corrupted.


Chapter 29

The day off had been a nice break, but with the sunrise it was time to prepare for another day of hiking. This time they headed west, though due to the hilly terrain, sometimes their trek temporarily took them north or south.

Progress was slow due to both the difficult terrain and the frequency of encounters with large groups of ogres and other threats. On the third day, when topping a rise, the team found themselves nearly face-to-face with two dozen ogres climbing the hill toward them.

Will liked target-rich environments, but this was excessive. Having the high ground helped. The alchemist handed out the poison experience had shown most quickly affected the musclebound monsters. Will and Elaine took positions side by side, with Lexi and Jess flanking them.

Seconds later, both archers were firing as fast as they could nock, draw, and aim. Not having to try to hide between shots meant Will could fire at his best rate of ten arrows a minute, and while Elaine fired about five. In two minutes, all the ogres had been hit at least once, and the lead members of the group were already showing the effects of the poison as they struggled to breathe while nearing the adventurers.

Lexi stepped in front of Will and swept her halberd at an ogre’s knee, catching it from behind. The eight-foot-tall green monster toppled over and couldn’t find the energy to rise again.

When the next closest ogre approached in her side, Jess roared while bashing her shield into the monster’s chest and sticking her sword in its unprotected belly, then twisting her blade before ripping it back out. Her opponent fell over backward with a thump and a dazed expression on its dull face.

Neither Will or Elaine stopped firing during the melee. They just stepped back a little to give their protectors more space to maneuver. After another minute, all the ogres were flat on the ground, some dead already, others gasping their last breaths. Backed up by Jess, Lexi took no chances and used her halberd’s length to slit the throat of every ogre from beyond their reach.

After a rest break, Jess and Lexi collected ears so they could collect their bounties while Will and Elaine kept their eyes on the surrounding countryside.

“We should approach hilltops more cautiously in the future. That could have gone a lot worse if those ogres had been closer to the peak,” Will commented.

Jess grunted in agreement.

Even with greater caution, not every encounter went so well. Several days later, the team was caught halfway up the side of a ravine formed by a pair of hills when over a hundred goblins topped the hill they were climbing. The adventurers were too far down to charge forward and too high up to retreat to level ground. All they could do was find the best footing available and prepare to receive the charge.

Will and Elaine fired uphill as fast as they could to thin the oncoming horde. The sheer number of goblins overwhelmed the archers’ rate of fire, forcing Lexi and Jess to defend. In moments, Elaine stopped firing and put herself back to back with Will then used her lightning spell to fend off attackers who had gotten behind her team. Will didn’t stop, but he knew there was a limit to the time he could maintain the high rate of fire, and he was close to that point.

Goblin bodies stacked up around Jess like cordwood. A similar heap formed a couple of steps further from Lexi as both women kept swinging and stabbing with their blades. Will heard Lexi scream as she fell. The goblins took full advantage and piled on.

Will roared and attacked with his long knife while Jess defended one side and Elaine the other. The alchemist grabbed goblins by their greasy hair and stabbed them anywhere convenient, then tossed them down the hill. By the time Will was able to clear Lexi, she had a few bruises and several scratches, yet she grabbed her weapon and took a stance.

Elaine and Will, both breathing hard and fading fast, folded back behind the melee fighters and continued to fight. Apparently, seeing the four humans still standing after the slaughter of more than half their original number put fear in the goblins’ hearts because a moment later one shouted and they all began to run away downhill.

Elaine wasn’t having it and cast her lightning once more. Half a dozen more goblins perished as she fainted. Will was torn between checking on her and making sure the goblins didn’t rally. Knowing he couldn’t help the girl if the goblins returned while he was busy, he continued firing into the backs of the fleeing monsters until they were nearly out of range. Only then did he turn to examine Elaine, finding Lexi already checking her for injuries while Jess wiped her face with a wet rag.

Elaine was conscious again a moment later. “I’m fine. I just over did it when I cast the last spell. I know better, but I was too angry to control myself.”

Jess asked, “Lexi, how are you?”

“Just a twisted ankle, some bruises, and a few scratches. My armor did its job, and I covered the opening in my helmet with my gauntlets, so I’m good.”

“Alright, but I think we all need a day off to recuperate. Let’s collect ears and arrows, then we’re going to look for a place to camp. We’re done for today.”

Before starting their post-skirmish chores, Will pulled out a small vial with a dark red liquid and said, “Jess and Lexi, I want you each to take half this health potion. Aside from Lexi’s bruises and ankle, I saw you both grimace moving arm muscles you over used swinging your weapons. This potion will have you back at a hundred percent by the day after tomorrow.”

Neither woman objected as they knew he wouldn’t take no for an answer, and truth be told, Lexi wasn’t sure her sore ankle would have naturally recovered in time to continue their search so quickly.

Two days later, Lexi didn’t think much of it when she first noticed seven dark spots in the northern sky. After a few minutes, though, their size and unusual shape caught her attention, and she pointed them out to her teammates.

Jess responded immediately, “They have to be manticores. If they’ve noticed us, we’re in for a fight. Everyone get down, then don’t move until I say you can.”

When the probable manticores continued in their direction, altitude dropping, Jess quickly ordered, “Lexi take position over my left shoulder. Will and Elaine, get behind us and fire as you see fit.”

“Elaine, these creatures are faster than anything we’ve shot at except the tiger months ago. You need to lead them a lot more when you aim. I recommend you wait until they’re almost on us because you’ll only get one shot,” Will coached the girl. “We have one advantage here that I didn’t have the last time Jess and I fought these beasts, they’re coming head-on.”

Elaine thought back to the notes on monsters and beasts she’d studied after first meeting Will and the others. “Manticores have a head with a human-looking face, a lion-like body, and leathery wings. They have long tails ending with spikes like a mace and use it to surprise their opponents,” she quoted from memory. “They are susceptible to your paralytic poison.”

“That’s right. Nock and draw.”

Will missed his first shot, taken while the beast was still thirty yards away. His second shot struck the beast’s chest just below the neck. Will was confident that one was as good as dead. Elaine hadn’t shot that time, still trying to judge speed.

When the next beast attacked the group, Will only got one shot off close in and he missed. Elaine had better luck and struck it just below a shoulder. Will assessed it was likely soon to be dead as well, but had to switch his thoughts to the next manticore since it followed close behind.

“I’ve got this one, you take the next one,” he called to Elaine.

Will’s arrow struck in the belly, going in deep and triggering a roar of pain.

Elaine grabbed Will’s arm and shouted, “Duck.”

Trusting her, he followed the command.

With her other hand, Elaine cast lightning just as the great beast flew inches above her. The manticore immediately experienced a seizure, arching its back the wingtips nearly touched each other, causing it to crash to the ground a few strides behind them.

Immediately recognizing that the beast might not be dead and could turn into a threat from their rear, Will ran to the downed beast and used his longknife to slit its throat.

Seconds later Elaine shouted, “Down!” again and cast lightning with a similar result. Will had to jump to the side to avoid the stunned manticore crashing into him. The alchemist recovered quickly and slit its throat as well.

Elaine and Will established a rhythm and continued it until the last manticore got the hint that attacking these two-legged creatures was too dangerous.

“Nicely done, Elaine. Your quick thinking prevented injuries, We’ll have pelts to sell too.”

Will and Jess skinned the four manticores Elaine brought down. They left the two poisoned beasts behind since one was out of sight and the other had fallen halfway up an adjacent hill. After a quick lunch, the team returned to their search.


Chapter 30

Late in the third week of their westward journey, Jess let out an excited, “Whoop!” after getting a look over the top of the latest ridge her team was climbing. Moments later, all four adventurers had huge grins on their faces.

Before them stood the ancient city of Valanore.

The city sat in a wide rocky valley with a river running through the center of it, as had been mentioned by the developer’s staff that Jess had spoken with. The first thing Will noticed was there was no wall around the city. A good two-thirds of the buildings looked like what Will had originally expected: ruins showing centuries of decay. As Elaine had suggested, numerous apparently intact building still stood in several clusters. From their position on the ridge, he couldn’t tell more about the condition of the structures.

Elaine said, “I’ve been practicing holding mage sight as long as I can after making camp for the last couple of weeks. I suggest that when we get near the city, you let me take the lead so I can prevent us from walking into enchanted traps if there are any.

“I will probably need someone to help me like I did when I first started using the mage light while walking.”

“Lexi, you help Elaine, and I’ll be a step behind on the other side. Will, you’re in the rear,” Jess directed.

Two hours later, the team reached the city. Elaine led them to one of the dozens of posts that created a line about fifty feet from the nearest buildings.

“There’s an enchantment on this post, and given how the magic feels here, I think the posts are linked. I’ll need to try to decipher the spell before we proceed. It could be just an alarm or it could be much nastier.

Can we break for lunch while I work on it?”

Jess looked at Will since she had no idea what was possible with magic. Will nodded, so she answered, “Sure, let’s eat.”

From where she sat, Jess could make out several at least relatively intact buildings beyond the crumbling remains nearest her. The buildings had the look of houses in a style she hadn’t seen before. It seemed that people’s taste in architecture had changed over three hundred years. She’d need to get a closer look to be sure of anything.

Elaine drew out the glyphs representing the enchantment components she could see with mage sight then wrote down what each piece she recognized meant. For those she didn’t recognize, the young mage pulled out one of the books she’d brought with her when she left her home and searched it for a match.

After an hour she said, “I can’t read it entirely, but the intent seems to be an alarm and some kind of vibration in the magical currents, but not anything directly harmful. Regardless, I do know how to turn it off long enough for all of us to pass through without triggering it.”

Curious, Lexi said, “I have to ask, you told us you only knew three spells, yet you’re saying you were able to not only figure out what this enchantment does but turn it off as well. How you did you learn to do this, and why didn’t you claim it when we asked about her skills during the interview?”

Sheepishly, Elaine answered, “I learned how to do it so I could break into my father’s study during my first year at mage college. I was pretty sure he was having an affair and wanted to find proof to show my mother. When I showed her she just looked at me blank-faced and said, ‘Did you think I don’t know all about it?’ Anyway, I did it again to get my emancipation documents and the money I used to travel to Green Rock.”

Will grinned, then said, “Good for you.”

Lexi asked, “Can we go now?”

The buildings in the first block of the city were in shambles, with no sign of protective enchantments at all. The closer the team got to the city center, where the mage college and government offices were believed to be, the more buildings seemed to have those enchantments, since their paint appeared fresh and the glass in windows intact.

Will found it strange to walk down a street with so many buildings and only hear the wind and his teammates’ feet striking the cobblestones.

As discussed during their walk from the ridge to the city, the adventurers headed straight for river to replenish their waning water supply without investigating any of the other buildings along the way. The architecture of the intact homes was truly impressive, many sported large porticoes shrouding the entrances and held up by tall stone columns.

Quite a few of the homes had fountains surrounded by cobblestone roadways, allowing carriages to drop off their passengers at the foot of the steps leading into the home. Other homes used statues on plinths to line the carriageways. All were at least two stories, some three. Most of the magnificent homes had wrought-iron fences surrounding them with locked gates barring entry. Had their gardens not be overgrown, Will could have imagined residents and staff going about their business all over the estates. They were utterly unlike anything he’d ever seen in Green Rock or his hometown of Cut Off.

“Elaine, how do these houses compare to homes in the south?” Will asked.

“These are more ornate, but not that different from homes of the wealthy in Portsmouth. I’ve seen a couple similar to my parents’ home though it is a little smaller and like I said not as ornate. I believe it was built about two hundred years ago. My great-grandfather bought about seventy-five years back.”

“We didn’t anything like these in Standish,” Lexi acknowledged. “It’s really not much different from Green Rock.”

After filling their water skins, their first target was the mage college. There would likely be time for searching individual houses later. Priority was given to the library, since they hoped it contained documents on magic that had been otherwise lost to time. The next most important would be labs and workshops, where artifacts or at least plans for them might be found.

Once the team located the college campus, Lexi sketched a map and marked each structure’s title or purpose as the group walked the paths between them. Half an hour after arriving at the campus, the team found the library. Will thought the signage difficult to read; though the kingdom alphabet was used, the words were written in a style similar to Elvish. He hoped just the signs looked that way, otherwise searching the library would be extremely time-consuming.

At the library entrance Elaine reported, “I only see enchantments to preserve the building, nothing like the alarm post or hostile action. We should be safe to go inside.”

Will pulled the door open and held it for the ladies.

On entering, Elaine cast her mage light since windows were all covered. There was a thick layer of dust on everything. Apparently the enchantments preserved the structure but did nothing to address dust in the air. Will and Lexi each took a side and drew the curtains. Once most of the windows were uncovered, Elaine dropped the spell and cast mage sight again.

“There are no security enchantments of any kind on this floor other than on the doors there and there,” the tiny mage reported while pointing to a single door in the back of the room and double doors on side that clearly controlled access to a stairwell. “I’ll need to get closer to them to be able to decipher what the spells do.”

“How was the library organized where you studied?” Will asked.

“The first floor was general knowledge and first-year magical exercises. The second floor contained spells for second- and third-year students. The third floor was for graduate students and faculty.

I see where you’re going. You three should probably take a quick look at the books on this floor while I study the enchantment on the doors to the stairs.”

Jess stayed close the young girl while Will and Lexi roamed the shelves, occasionally pulling out a book to peruse. Will noted that the interior signage was in an archaic but still easily recognizable form of kingdom script, unlike those on the buildings, making locating areas of interest much simpler to find. He put a couple of history books in his spatial bag. Nothing else caught his attention on the first floor.

Lexi was disappointed with the content of the library other than a geography book with maps as well as descriptions of climate and resources of various areas of the entire continent and the islands in the Canterlita sea to the south; it went in her spatial bag.

About a quarter hour later, Elaine shouted, “I’ve got it!”

When the rest of the team gathered around, she already had the doors open. “It was just an alarm. I was able to disable it so we don’t have to hear it going off the entire time we’re in the building.”

“Well done,” Jess said with a smile.

Elaine cast her mage light again and led the way up the stairs. The echoes of the footsteps were a little unnerving since they realized no one had set foot in the building in nearly three hundred years. At the top she stopped to check the door and threshold, then opened the door slowly.

Once the team members were all in the room, Elaine said, “Give me a moment to check for enchantments then we’ll probably want to open the curtains again.”

After a couple of minutes she reported, “It’s the same arrangement as the first floor. You can open the curtains and look around while I disable the enchantment on the door to the next floor.”

Jess stayed close to Elaine again, but spent the time looking over the paintings on the walls.

Will found the sections on botany and alchemy, snapping up several books in each category.

Lexi found the sections on magic theory and spellcraft, but not being familiar with the topic at all, had no idea which books might be valuable, so left them for Elaine to review later.

“The alarm on the stairs up to the third floor is disabled,” Elaine eagerly called out. She almost didn’t wait for her teammates, knowing that the most valuable texts were likely on the next floor.

Again Elaine scanned the doorway at the top of the stairs and found nothing. Once inside the large room she reported, “There are a pair doors at the back with enchantments, but everything else appears to be safe.”

Once the curtains were drawn back, Lexi and Will looked over the bookshelves. After spending quite awhile studying the enchantments on the doors, Elaine turned to Jess and said, “These doors are both alarmed and have lethal spells, which I assume trigger when opened. I’m not confident I can disable them without tripping the lethal spell.”

“Do you know what the lethal spell does?” Lexi asked.

“No. I might be able to figure it out given enough time, but maybe not.”

“Let’s think about it. If the spell were triggered during normal hours, it would have to be contained to just a small area around the door, otherwise anyone nearby would be killed or injured. Of course, during normal hours there would be staff nearby so an alarm should be sufficient. So let’s assume that the lethal spell is designed for when the library is closed. If that’s the case, the area of effect could be larger but still has to be contained, otherwise the books and even the building would be damaged,” Will stated then continued. “Do you know what it takes to trip the spell?”

“Obviously opening the door and probably damaging the enchantment.”

“Ha. Opening the door is out, so we go with damaging the enchantment. I can shoot arrows at it, pour some acid on it, or use my explosives.”

All three women’s eyes opened wide and said, “No!”

Elaine shivered then said, “Using an arrow might work, but it could take many tries to hit the right spot. I think the acid idea is best. It will cause far less damage to everything else than an explosive.”

“Yeah, an explosive is probably overkill. Any preference on which door to try first?” Will asked.

“No, they aren’t labeled, so we have no way to know what they might contain.”

Will spent an hour working out how to apply the acid and keep it in place long enough to damage the enchantment. In the end he molded some clay into a half cup and stuck it to the doorframe containing the enchantment, then poured a spoonful of acid into the cup. The alchemist then hurried away.

Elaine spent the time browsing the books on the third floor. They were all advanced spell theory or higher-order spells, including enchantments. The kinds of things she only dreamed of being able to cast. The young mage stuffed dozens of books in her spatial bag before hearing a loud noise and seeing a bright flash similar to a lightning strike.

The team hurriedly reassembled near the smoking door.

“I’ll check to be sure the enchantment hasn’t reset and won’t, then we should be able to open the door and go in,” the young girl stated.

A moment later, Elaine waved her friends forward as she opened the door. The room was filled with books.

After a few minutes of examination, Elaine said, “All these books appear to be original Elvish works. The books are certainly valuable from a monetary standpoint and might have magic that has been forgotten since the Calamity, but it would take quite a while to do a thorough review. I think you should work on the other door.”

Will nodded agreement and got to work.

Lexi and Jess continued to look around at the art on the walls since the books on this floor didn’t interest either of them.

Less than twenty minutes later, another bang sounded as light flashed and everyone gathered at the now-smoking door. Elaine checked to confirm the enchantment had suffered permanent disruption, then opened the door.

Inside were more books. “These are all written in kingdom script. I found one named Trans-dimensional Gateway Theory on the table along with a couple of notebooks. I don’t know what that is or what any of these other books are about, but I’m fairly certain that if we take all the books in these two rooms and nothing else, we will all become quite wealthy just by selling them off.”

Jess spoke up, “Now we’ve found enough to make the trip worthwhile, but it’s getting late and I’m hungry, so you probably are too. I think we should find a place to spend the night, then come back and pack this all up in the morning. We haven’t found any of the artifacts you mentioned, but we still have plenty of other places to investigate. Let’s pace ourselves.”

Reluctantly the three younger team members agreed.

Lexi asked, “Should we just bunk here so we don’t have to trek back and forth?”

“Sure, it’s not like we have to setup the tent. Just the cots would do. We will still set a watch though.”

Over dinner, Jess and her team discussed how to proceed.

“We know we want the contents of the two rooms we’ve opened. It will take a while to pack all those books. Should we try opening the other similarly locked rooms on the lower floors?” Will asked. He fully planned to open them, but thought it important to discuss the topic so everyone agreed.

“Certainly, we only started on the third floor because we were already there, since we wanted to confirm the way the floors were organized. There’s no telling what’s in the secure rooms on the other floors,” Elaine replied.

“Never leave potential loot behind,” Jess remarked.

Lexi simply nodded.

“Elaine, did you have enough time to review the books in the main room on the third floor, or will you need time tomorrow?” the alchemist asked.

“Yes, I think I gathered anything of interest to me.”

“Then after breakfast, why don’t you and I start work on the other secure rooms? Jess, while we’re doing that, you and Lexi can pack up the two we already opened.”

“Sounds like to a plan to me,” Jess replied.


Chapter 31

Mage Hartley hadn’t liked being further delayed by Rhonda’s contract conditions. She refused to leave right away, claiming that her agreement with her team members required they spend four more nights in Green Rock. He suspected from the information he’d collected while waiting for a team to arrive that she slept with each of the men and they had their own night.

While it had been initially infuriating and was still uncomfortable, he had come to appreciate her demand that he and Simmons wear at least boiled leather armor, or better yet brigandine. A single attack by a large horde of goblins was enough to change his mind. He hadn’t participated in the fighting, and his half dozen bodyguards had mostly protected him, but there were rents in his armor that reminded him every day why he wore it. The encounters with other beasts and monsters solidified his acceptance.

Simmons was now the subject of Hartley’s ire. The chubby young mage’s inability to keep up due to his poor physical condition caused the group to have to take far more breaks than would otherwise be necessary. At least the young man had managed to get off a few spells to protect himself.

Hartley followed the river to find Valanore since he knew from closely held Mages’ Guild documents that the river the abandoned town resided on was the same one that ran through the ancient city of magic. Unfortunately, it meandered quite a bit making the route longer than necessary but at least by following the river there would be no need to search for city and no chance of missing it. That didn’t make the terrain any easier to traverse, however.

◆◆◆

The door on the first floor turned out to simply be an administrative office. The similar door on the second floor contained books on war magic. Elaine selected half a dozen for herself. If she was going to continue with this group of people, she felt the need to increase her lethality and have a diverse selection such spells available. She packed the rest for potential sale.

Will completed a review of the alchemy section he had begun the previous day and picked up a couple more books before packing the rest.

Will and Elaine had just started going up the stairs when they heard booted feet coming down so they stopped and waited for their companions.

“We’re done with the secure rooms. Since you two appear to have completed your part, are we done with library?” Jess asked.

“I think there are books in the main room of the third floor that might be worth packing as well,” Elaine suggested. “If we all work together, it shouldn’t take long.”

Jess agreed, and they all returned to the third floor where Elaine pointed out the shelves with contents worth grabbing.

In a half hour Elaine was satisfied they’d gotten what was valuable both academically and financially. “We’re done here. Let’s hit the second floor together and we’ll be done.

“Good, I want to explore some other buildings. Maybe I can find an enchanted halberd or armor,” Lexi said eagerly.

“Then we should continue surveying the campus because the buildings we’ve seen so far are unlikely to contain anything that interesting unless the cafeteria has enchanted cooking gear,” Elaine commented with a snicker.

“Hey, don’t joke about cooking gear if you want to continue eating what I cook. I have a few spare meals from the cantina I can start feeding you,” Will responded, then chuckled.

Elaine put her hands up in surrender, all the while grinning.

The team quickly packed the books Elaine pointed out on the second floor, closed up the library and continued their survey of the campus.

The remaining buildings were labs and workshops. The alchemist gathered two full sets of enchanted alchemy gear, including heating plates and a few spare parts, as well. Enchanted weapons were absent, but there were a few pieces of enchanted armor which the Jess and Lexi snatched up. Will collected the blacksmithing gear since they could likely sell if for a good price. Elaine gathered notebooks and similar material whenever they were found.

In the evening, the group set out their cots in a convenient room in the last building they searched.

“Tomorrow, government buildings or start on homes?” Jess asked.

“If we want to find out what, if anything, they knew about the cause of the Calamity I would guess we should visit the government buildings, at least the mayor’s office or whatever they called the city leader,” Lexi offered.

“Makes sense to me,” Will agreed.

Elaine nodded.

After dinner, Elaine had first watch as always and spent the time studying one of the books she’d picked up on war magic. If I learn this spell, I can cast a fireball, which would be awesome. It travels slower than lightning but has greater range and doesn’t cause as much unintended damage, so it’s safer to use around my teammates, she thought to herself.

Will stepped out into the night and worked on another of his explosives, but only after checking the humidity since the project wasn’t safe to do when too high. He hadn’t yet had the chance to use them, but it was the only alchemical product he didn’t already have plenty of. Since they still had several days left to spend in the city, then several weeks of hiking through hostile forest before returning to Green Rock, it made sense to be as prepared as possible.

Unlike the neat and orderly library, the city council building had documents strewn across desks and counters. The theme of the mess seemed to be evacuation of the city.

“Elaine, didn’t you say that there were no survivors escaped Valanore?” Will asked.

“Yes. Why do you ask?

“Most of the documents I’ve looked at appear to be related to organizing an evacuation.”

“Well, they were already in the thick of the invasion so perhaps they died on the trek south.”

After half an hour of looking over documents where they lay, Will suggested collecting all of them in groups based on the location. Once they had time to review all the documents, they might find clues from the way they were organized. The alchemist was disappointed that so far there was no sign that the prior residents knew anything about the cause of the Calamity.

“We’ve hit our primary targets. We agreed to loot houses next, then return to Green Rock. From what I saw as we roamed the city, the highest concentration of intact houses are around and between the council offices and the college. I think we should start at the south end of that area on the west side of the river, then work our way around clockwise back to the river. We can try following the river home,” Lexi declared.

Since no one disagreed, the team headed toward the southern end of the area Lexi had spoken of, stopping a couple of times to loot houses. They found nothing worth the trouble since it seemed the owners had evacuated with anything both portable and valuable.

“Should we pick a house we like and make that part of the reward for providing the location to Sonner?” Will asked.

“Ohhh, I like that. I’ve already seen a couple I want. I’ll start marking the map so we’ll be able to tell him which one we want once we agree on it,” Lexi replied.

Jess was less enthusiastic. “I guess we can. I don’t know if I’d really like living here, but I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.”

Elaine’s smile split her face ear to ear. “Yes! I would love a home in Valanore. My parents will turn green with envy.”

After lunch, Jess found the first skeleton. “It looks like this one died in his bed, but from the bloodstained linens it was probably severe injuries that killed him.” The other three adventurers all felt the need to take a look but didn’t stay in the dead man’s room long. This was the first house they’d found with anything of value left in it. Lexi was uncomfortable taking the silver coins, jewelry, and enchanted sword but Jess had so such qualms.

Two days and sixty or so houses later, the team had found nearly a dozen skeletons, though only two others showed signs of injuries causing death. Rarely did the adventurers find valuable loot in homes without the remains of one of its inhabitants. While everyone collected coins or other valuables, Will was interested in any journals they found, Elaine concerned herself with texts on magic.

Lexi complained, “All these people must have been mages who didn’t believe they needed weapons. We’ve found some nice armor but hardly any weapons. I still want a halberd, but I’d even settle for a spear.”

As the team stepped out of the gate at a house near the river, someone shouted, “Stop right there!”


Chapter 32

The four adventurers turned toward the voice and found an agitated Mage Hartley walking swiftly toward them, followed by a dozen others, including Rhonda and her team. Elaine’s face paled, and she slipped behind Jess. The blonde swordswoman stood resolute while Lexi moved to support her.

Once Hartley was close enough not to have to shout at him, Jess demanded, “State your business?”

“My business is claiming the city of Valanore for the Mages’ Guild, and you don’t belong here,” Hartley responded heatedly.

“Humph. Unless you got here days ago, you’re too late. We were here first.”

Will added, “Besides land claims aren’t recognized by who found it first but by who files the claim first, so it’s a race to the crown representative in Green Rock.”

Hartley turned to Rhonda and demanded, “Take them into custody and search them. I want every magical artifact and document in their possession.”

Rhonda’s men started forward until she gestured, halting them. The team leader then arched an eyebrow at Hartley and firmly stated, “You must not remember the contract we spent hours negotiating. It expressly prohibits our participation in hostile actions against other adventurers not caught in the act of high crimes or at the order of a crown justice official. My men and I will have nothing to do with your civil dispute.”

“I’ll double your payout on the entire contract. Now take them into custody.”

“No! That’s not how it works. That clause is standard for a reason. If we violate it, there’s no going back. We’ll all be dropped from the guild rolls.”

“Then I’ll triple the payout,” Hartley screamed.

Rhonda shook her head, then turned to her team and said, “I think this would be a good time to have lunch. There’s a lovely spot on the riverbank.”

All but one turned and walked away. When she noticed she called out, “Dillon, if you don’t follow me right now, you aren’t part of this team and you won’t be part of the guild when we return.”

“I can live well on a triple share.”

“Only if you live to collect it,” Rhonda spat back, and continued toward the river bank.

Rhonda thought, Too bad for Hartley the guild members he’s up against are people I respect, and more importantly Will and Jess respect me. Had it been Harv’s or Chuck’s teams, I might very well have agreed to fight them. Dead men can’t bring charges.

Of course, Hartley’s an arrogant prick, so he’d probably hold it over me for the rest of my life anyway; I’m better off doing the right thing.

“We’ll be leaving now. You’re welcome to whatever you find,” Jess stated firmly and took a step back, never letting her legs cross, maintaining her stance. Lexi moved in synch with her. Will noticed Elaine concentrating so hard she didn’t see Jess move, so he grabbed her arm and gently tugged her back a step as well.

“You’re not leaving until you return everything you took while here.”

Hartley looked at his bodyguards and nodded, then did the same to Dillon.

The seven armored men drew their weapons and moved toward Jess and her team. Jess drew her sword and raised her shield. Lexi lowered her halberd, ready to defend from a step behind and to the side of her leader.

Dillon and the bodyguards charged.

Elaine shouted, “Duck!” and as soon as Jess and Lexi had dropped to a knee, she tossed a ball of lightning overhand at the onrushing men.

A split second later, the ball hit the first of the attackers, Dillon in the middle caught a large share of it, but all seven men were brought to the ground, spasming uncontrollably.

Will triggered three smoke bombs, tossing them between his team and Hartley’s men. Jess and Lexi stood and slowly backed away until the smoke fully obscured them. As soon as Will found an alley, he led the rest of the team through it. On the next street over, Jess took the lead while Lexi assumed rear guard. After zigzagging through streets for several blocks, Jess called a halt.

“We’re leaving the city now,” Jess stated firmly. “I’m open to thoughts on the best route to Green Rock,” she said then looked at her three companions.

“We marked the route we took, so we know it and what to expect,” Lexi pointed out.

“My guess is Hartley came up the river since they seemed to be using it to get to the center of the city near the mage college, so that probably means it’s the same river that flows past the abandoned town. If we had a boat or a raft, that would be the fastest way to get back, at least until the river turns north again,” Will commented.

“Except we don’t know if there is a waterfall or rapids that would wreck our raft and drown us,” Lexi replied.

“Our best chance is to lose them is in the forest. We know how to live there, and we won’t be seen from a distance like we would if we returned the way we came. We’re going south for now, we can change directions once we’re far enough out of their sight,” Jess stated, then turned and set a steady pace.

◆◆◆

Mage Hartley was more than a little surprised at the power of the half-trained little girl. Had he been a few feet closer, he’d have had firsthand experience of it. By the time his men were on their feet and the smoke had cleared enough for them to see, the arrogant blonde and her odd companions had disappeared.

Now he had problem. He couldn’t send Simmons after them since experience to date said his bodyguards wouldn’t follow the young man’s directions. and he’d only slow them down anyway. Even if Hartley’s bodyguards and the renegade adventurer were willing to go on their own and kill the other four adventurers. he wasn’t sure they could win without magical support after seeing that girl’s spell unfold. If the bitch, Rhonda, had followed his instructions, none of this would have happened. Since she was going to be stickler to the contract, he’d use her to protect Simmons and get him back to Green Rock after collecting anything useful in Valanore.

With a plan in mind, Hartley ordered, “Roger and Tim, track them and find out which direction they’re going, we’ll be following shortly.”

The two bodyguards moved off, looking for fresh marks on the cobblestones that might show where the adventurers had gone.

“Simmons and Dillon, you’re with me,” Hartley commanded then strode toward the river where Rhonda and her men were having a meal. The other four bodyguards followed in their wake.

Without bothering with a greeting, Hartley stated with a sneer, “As per your precious contract, you will escort Mage Simmons as he collects books and documents here, then return him safely to Green Rock when he is done.”

“We’ll follow the contract to the letter, including looting valuables and any artifacts we can locate the in time available as our share,” Rhonda shot back.

“See that you do.”


Chapter 33

Jess led the group south, knowing that the rocky valley Valanore was located in had to end at some point and allow them to enter the forested lands where they could evade Hartley’s men. Going east meant being exposed to possible ranged attacks while on the hillside climbing out of the valley, while going west meant crossing the river.

Having no idea how powerful the mage was, Will hoped Hartley would be delayed while getting organized for pursuit. He was thankful Rhonda had chosen to honor guild code and planned to do something nice for her to show his appreciation.

Elaine worried that Mage Hartley would join the pursuit, she didn’t know the man but anyone in his position had to be powerful.

Weaving between and around large rocks strew throughout the valley floor, the four adventurers jogged and fast-walked with a few short breaks. Will pulled sandwiches out of his spatial bag, which the team wolfed down then started walking again. Jess made sure to take regular breaks for water since the late-summer sun baked the landscape, while their armor and padding held their body heat meaning they were all sweating heavily.

The long summer afternoon provided hours of daylight, enabling the team to rush toward the relative safety of the forest. With the sun setting not long after entering the forest it became difficult to navigate.

Jess instructed, “Elaine, cast your mage light, but instead of hovering overhead, keep it low to the ground in front of me.”

From then on Jess carried her shield so that it blocked the ball of light from her eyes, and looked over the edge to see where she was going.

Half an hour later, Lexi noticed a bright spot behind them in the distance. “We need to find a way to throw them off our trail. They’re still following us.”

After several days of rushing through the forest and fending off the occasional monster, Will spoke to Jess as they took a water break. “We can’t keep this up. We’re likely to run into a group of ogres or goblins, be forced to fight, and then Hartley will catch up and attack while we’re busy.”

“Hartley’s bodyguards are certain to be more experienced fighting humans than either Lexi or me, and there twice as many of them as there are of us. Even if we win those fights, we’ll take serious injuries. We need to have an advantage or even the odds before we take them on,” Jess responded.

“Then we need our best archer to ambush them at range, and if it doesn’t work the first time, then repeat until enough are dead or injured so we have an advantage,” Lexi supplied, looking at Will.

“Elaine, would Hartley be able to use magic to block our arrows?” Will asked.

“Probably, but he’d have to know he was targeted to cast the spell. If he’s like most mages I’ve heard about, his most powerful offensive spell will be a fireball. They’re fast but avoidable at a distance if you know it’s coming, like an ogre throwing rocks.” The girl then had the temerity to chuckle.

Will nodded and turned to Jess. “Let’s see if we can find a spot where I can hide with a good view of the game trail we’re on.”

“Fine, but here’s the plan. Focus your attack on one person with the intent to kill, then we run again and repeat as needed until Hartley is defeated.”

Half an hour later Jess found a spot, but Will wasn’t entirely satisfied with it, so with a little rope he bent some branches and tied them to stakes, arranging to better cover the area where he planned to hide with foliage and shadow. Lexi stayed with him as close support while Jess took Elaine to a spot further up the trail where they could support Will and Lexi if needed, or be ready to continue fleeing from pursuit.

A quarter hour after Will completed his preparations, one of Hartley’s bodyguards, acting as their tracker, came into view. Will waited until he was fifty yards away, well within his range, and loosed an arrow coated with his most potent paralytic poison. The arrow struck just below the bodyguard’s heart, piercing his steel chestplate. The man grunted in pain and staggered.

Will fired again and hit a little lower, both arrows sunk deep enough to have spread the poison.

Will and Lexi left their hiding spot and ran up the trail with the adventurer, Dillon, in hot pursuit.

◆◆◆

Realizing he was alone, Dillon soon gave up the chase and slowly returned to find Hartley examining the fallen guard.

“What are you waiting for? This man is dead even if he’s still breathing.”

Hartley looked up at him, annoyed. “I’ve already given him a healing potion. He should be fine in a few hours.”

“Does it work on powerful poisons?”

“No. Why would that matter?”

“You don’t know who you’re chasing, do you?”

“Those are the same people who found the abandoned town and the silver mine. I met them when they spoke to Sonner from the developers. Two warriors, an alchemist, and a half-trained mage. What’s your point?”

“The man in the group isn’t just any alchemist. He provides poisons to all the adventurer teams; poisons that will kill an ogre or troll in minutes. What do you think they do to a human? That’s why I’ve been carrying my shield in front of me at all times even though it’s awkward.”

Hartley swallowed and looked down at Tim in dismay. The man’s breathing was ragged and faint.

His partner, Roger, gripped his dying friends’ hand and muttered, “I’ll kill them all, buddy. They will follow you to the abyss.”

A couple of minutes later, Tim stopped breathing and Roger cursed. Hartley silently cursed the young alchemist, then put Tim’s body in his spatial bag.

◆◆◆

The rain made the ground soft, so it was hard to avoid leaving a trail of footprints. While their ponchos shrugged off the rain, the extra layer of cloth just held in their body heat, causing the adventurers to sweat even more as they raced south. The conditions made it exhausting to keep moving quickly through the brush and more difficult to recognize threats in advance.

“It’s time to setup another ambush, but they’ll be expecting it from in front. I want to double back east of the path we’ve been on and catch them from the side. Maybe I can take out Hartley and end this, or at least make them less interested in continuing the chase,” Will said during a break to catch their breath and drink some water.

“I agree. We stick together, though, and as soon as you’re done, we all run east until I decide to turn south again,” Jess agreed.

Will got close to the path they’d been on previously since the dense undergrowth blocked the view when too far away. The shorter distance made his job easier in that there was less chance he’d miss. The problem was it also made it easier for Hartley’s men to see him and give chase quickly.

Within minutes of finding a spot he thought would work, the first bodyguard came into view. As Will watched the men go by, he noticed that they kept about twenty feet between themselves. Apparently they were concerned that bunching together would let him attack several at once. They weren’t wrong. The bodyguards had also taken to carrying their shields directly in front of them, probably in the hope of blocking his arrows.

After the third man passed, Will decided to fire on the fourth guard. The archer let the man continue until he was about to be hidden by a tree so that Will could see most of his back, fired twice in seconds, then ducked before the next man could see where he was hiding. Bent low, Will carefully made his way toward the spot where he’d left his teammates. The moment Jess caught sight of him, she led Lexi and Elaine away, moving quickly and quietly.

A grunt from ahead caused Hartley to stop scanning the forest and focus on the guard twenty feet in front of him. The man had fallen to his knees with two arrows stuck in his armor. The mage pulled the guard he’d been walking with to his left side, where the arrows must have come from, then rushed to the injured man. Jones had been with him a long time. He’d always been loyal. Knowing he was dying pissed Hartley off, not because of sentiment, but because loyalty was hard to find at any price. These young people were costing him valuable assets, especially the young alchemist. When he caught them, he vowed to crush the entire group, including the little mage girl who’d given the thieves a head start with her over-powered lightning spell.

The arrows he pulled from the dying guard stunk of alchemy. The mage was unable to tell anything more about the poison since it wasn’t a skill he had ever practiced. There was too much to do to waste his time on work that could be done by people without inferior magical potential, he thought with disdain.

A moment later the guard who’d been tracking Hartley’s prey called out from ten yards east of the dying man. The mage sent one of the other bodyguards to blaze a trail toward him while he waited for Jones to take his last breath. He’d have preferred to finish off the man so he could put the body in the spatial bag and they could give chase immediately, but knew that would further demoralize the men he relied on.


Chapter 34

The rain finally stopped a miserable day later. Heavy drops still fell from the trees, and every leaf they brushed against would have dampened them further without their cloaks. With the sky clear and the sun overhead, the still air got even warmer. Running in armor in the heat and humidity took a toll on all of them. Elaine’s stamina wasn’t as high as the others’, but even Jess and Lexi were tired since their armor was so much heavier.

Between swallows of water Jess said, “I know everyone is tired. Just remember that the men chasing us are just as tired.”

“I’d imagine they’re both demoralized and angry too,” Will commented. “They seem to be keeping about twenty feet between each other, so the next time we come to a clearing large enough that two will be in sight, I think we should setup another ambush. I’d like to let the lead man cross safely, then I’ll try to kill the next one. Jess, I think you and Lexi can then kill the lead man while I hold off anyone trying to support him. Elaine can back me up from the other side of the path.”

“I’m only agreeing because we can’t keep this up while short on sleep. Otherwise, I wouldn’t risk it,” Jess replied.

The sun was setting by the time Jess’s team arrived at a clearing of sufficient size.

Jess wasn’t happy when Will told her, “I’m going to circle part way around the clearing so that I have a clear shot from the side. Otherwise their shields will block my arrows.”

The team had a few minutes to rest after taking positions. Will didn’t like his position, but it was the best he could find given the oval shape of the clearing.

The young alchemist heard their pursuers before he could see them. Apparently they’d become cautious after losing two of their companions because they stopped just inside the tree line. After a minute or two, one man ran across the meadow. Seeing their compatriot unmolested another started to cross just as quickly, but this time Will took a shot and missed. The guard noticed the arrow pass just in front of him and turned his shield to block the next shot, but Will didn’t waste the time because he saw Elaine pop up from her hiding spot less then twenty feet from the man and fire. The arrow struck him in the ribs. He fell to a knee, then stood with a struggle and stepped toward the young mage. It was the bodyguard’s last act.

Elaine hit him with a lightning spell and he crashed to the ground, twitching. The young woman raced across the short distance and grabbed the edge of her enemy’s helmet just above his eyes. The mage looked at those eyes for a moment, recognizing that unlike anything she had killed previously, he was a human. A second later the reality that the human currently at her mercy was one of several making every effort to kill or capture her and her friends reasserted itself. Using the same technique she’d learned working with Will to slaughter goblins, she ripped the guard’s throat out with her longknife.

Meanwhile, the first bodyguard nearly ran into Jess when she stepped into his path with her shield up and sword drawn. He managed to halt and set his feet before she feinted a charge. Just then Lexi stepped out of the undergrowth behind him and swung her halberd, nearly removing his head.

Seconds after Elaine zapped her target, the remaining bodyguards, Dillon, and Hartley all charged across the meadow holding shields. Knowing he wouldn’t be able to make a shot, Will called out, “Elaine, run!”

The young mage was angry at being chased and wasn’t ready to leave when seeing a chance to strike a group, so she looked up from the guard she’d just killed and conjured lightning again, but this time Hartley was prepared and grounded the strike before it reached the shield wall.

Elaine eye’s bulged in surprise when Lexi grabbed the strap on the back of her armor and dragged her into the forest, pushing her into a run. “That was stupid. Now run!”

Will reached Jess at the rally point. Surprised to see only her, he asked, “Did you send Lexi and Elaine ahead?”

“No, the fool girl disobeyed your order to run and tried to use her lightning again on the group, but apparently Hartley was ready and grounded it out. Lexi went after her. They should catch up shortly.”

“When they get here, all of you keep running and make lots of noise in the brush to keep them chasing without looking at the trail too hard. I’m going to get behind them and try to take out Hartley.”

“No, you’re not. We will stay together where we can protect each other.”

“We’re all exhausted. We can’t keep this up much longer.”

“Neither can they.”

“You know we’re going to run into another group of monsters or a heard of beasts. Without a long lead, they’ll catch us before we can fight our way through and they’ll finish us off. Even if I don’t kill Hartley, they’ll either have to split up to chase your group and me or slow down to defend against me. Either way, you and the girls will be safer.”

“What happens to you if Hartley decides you’re the major threat and they all go after you?”

“Then we’ll all find out just how sneaky I can be,” Will finished with a feigned smirk.

“Abyss! You’re a difficult man,” Jess replied then kissed him hard. “Go, before I change my mind and drag you by your cock.”

“Tell Lexi I love her and Elaine that I look forward to getting to know her better,” Will said then gave her a peck on the lips.

The alchemist then headed east, careful to step on roots and stones so he could avoid leaving a trail.

A minute later Jess heard the pounding of running feet and armor clanking. She soon caught sight of the two girls, but before she could relax she heard the remaining four men not far behind. Both girls were breathing hard, but Elaine looked like she was about to drop. Jess grabbed the girl’s upper arm and started running. The team leader used the shield on her other arm to brush away anything in their path and otherwise make as much noise as possible.

While panting, Lexi asked, “Where’s Will?”

“He’s setting an ambush. Just follow me and make as much noise as you can,” was Jess’s hushed reply.

Lexi followed her team leader’s example and used her shield to smack anything near her path.

Will didn’t go far from the route south the women were traveling, just enough to avoid being seen by anyone following behind them. Peeking through the foliage, he watched as four men bunched close together ran past his hiding spot. Seconds later Will lit a fuse on one of the explosives he’d spent so many evenings working on and stepped out behind them. Before Hartley and his men had taken another five steps, Will threw the small roll into their midst, then slipped behind a tree while covering his ears.

As soon as the explosive detonated, Will stepped back onto the path and fired poisoned arrows one after another into the pile of men. Hartley, having been at the back of the group, was closest to Will. The young alchemist made it a point to put three arrows into him before peppering the others. The poor angle sometimes caused his arrows to skip off their armored torsos, but he kept firing and aimed for spots less well protected. The stunned and bleeding men struggled to stand under the weight of their armor.

Dillon managed to get his shield in front of his body after being pierced by a pair of arrows. The adventurer was deafened by the blast, his leg was torn open by shrapnel, and his shield arm hurt from being twisted as he fell on it. The thought that a boy who’d barely begun shaving and had no training in edged weapons believed he could defeat him enraged Dillon. Knowing that the arrows were likely poisoned, the adventurer drank down the vial of antidote Rhonda provided all her team members when going on patrol. Feeling confident, Dillon charged the younger man with all the energy he could muster.

Having noticed Dillon drink a potion, Will assumed it was the antidote to his poison, one that when combined with the poison caused muscles to spasm and mild disorientation for the first several minutes. If their battle dragged out, the symptoms would pass and Dillon would have a big advantage in their confrontation. Not letting Dillon’s charge surprise him the way the bandits had on his first trip to Green Rock, Will drew his longknife and waited until the last second, then dodged away from his opponent’s sword. The alchemist left a leg in his adversary’s path, tripping him. Dillon fell on his shield, pinning his already injured arm under his body.

The swordsman was experienced and hadn’t let Will succeed unscathed. The alchemist’s side stung where Dillon’s blade had found a gap in his armor. Ignoring the pain, Will quickly rolled to his knees and crawled onto Dillon’s back while pinning his sword arm, keeping the angry man face down. The alchemist put the tip of his longknife between the former adventurer’s ear and jaw and pushed hard.

The last thing Dillon heard was, “You should have stayed with Rhonda.”


Chapter 35

Hartley desperately removed the three arrows from his back and thigh before standing. By the time he looked up at the source of his pain, he saw the young alchemist withdrawing a bloody knife from the adventurer’s neck. For a moment, the mage thought he could still win even though down to two bodyguards, then he remembered the young man was the alchemist Dillon had feared and who had killed several of his men already.

What were the effects of the poison? So far, in addition to the pain of his wounds, his lips and fingers tingled. Even the thigh that had been pierced didn’t hurt any more than he imagined it should.

Hartley turned to his two remaining men shouting “Kill him!”

Not being able to hear his own words, the mage assumed the guards didn’t either and pointed at the alchemist just before the bloodied young man disappeared into the brush. His bloodied guards started forward, then one fell over as his injured leg gave out.

Giving no further thought to wounds and poison, Hartley began to cast a fireball spell.

Seconds later, the wave of dizziness went through the mage; the distraction caused him to lose control of his spell. Hartley struggled to remain upright, then he and the standing guard began to move toward where Will had disappeared into the undergrowth.

After the loud bang, Jess called a halt to their run through the forest and said, “Will must have used that explosive he’s been working on. We’re going back to make sure they’re all dead and he’s safe.”

Will leaned on a tree while drinking some water and heard men moving through the brush. It was hard moving with the sword wound in his side, but it was either that or die. Will led his pursuers around in a semi-circle back to the path they’d been on and heard several pairs of feet running toward him.

Running in front, Jess was the first to see a guard struggling to stand with his back turned to her. She felt no remorse hacking his neck from behind. A moment later she heard thrashing in the undergrowth on the side of the trail, then movement revealing Will panting as he approached. Seconds behind him Hartley and a guard limped into view.

Jess issued commands, “Elaine, stun them. Lexi, take the guard. I’ve got Hartley.”

The skirmish was over in seconds. Between Will’s poison, injuries from his explosive, and Elaine’s lightning, neither man managed to put up a fight.

Once she was sure Hartley and his guard were dead, Jess counted bodies and asked, “Where’s Dillon?”

“Twenty feet back down the trail. He’s dead.”

Seeing blood on his side, Lexi exclaimed, “You’re hurt!”

“I’m fine.”

“We’ll see about that. Get that armor off so we can clean and dress the wound,” Lexi demanded.

It was hard work getting chain mail off limp bodies. Clothes were easier; Lexi simply cut them off with a pair of shears Will had in his gear. The other problem was the stench. Paralytic poison caused all muscles to relax, including the bowels and bladder. After completing their work on Hartley, Dillon, and two guards, the girls returned to the edge of the clearing where the ambush began and repeated the grisly task on the two corpses there.

After removing every stitch of clothing, Will instructed them, “Now pour this acid on their faces and any tattoos or easily identified scars.”

While the girls worked and Jess patrolled nearby, the alchemist searched the spatial bags carried by Dillon and Hartley. In Hartley’s he found the corpses of the first two guards they’d killed and unloaded them.

The girl’s complained that they’d had enough. Will said, “I can do it,” then grunted as he knelt next to one of the bodies.”

“No, we’ll do it. You just rest, there’s no point opening your wound again,” Elaine responded quickly.”

Once the last of the corpses were stripped, Jess asked Lexi, “Give me your best guess as to where we are in relation to the abandoned town.”

“I think we’re still two days north and a day west, but the way we’ve been running and changing directions without having a chance to make notes, it’s hard to say.”

“If you’re wrong, do you think we’re further north or further south than your estimate?”

“I think further north. I might be overly optimistic about how much distance we’ve covered.”

“We’re going to turn southeast then and try to find the river. Then we’ll go south to the town and use the ferry to cross over.”

To avoid predators attracted by the spilled blood, the team hiked a mile east before taking a break.

After checking the clothes for small valuables, Lexi and Elaine collected some reasonably dry wood and burned all of it, including the gambesons. They left the armor and weapons laid out to show Jess. If she believed any of it was identifiable, they would just drop it in the river rather than sell it.

After confirming that nothing remained of the fabric but ashes, the team of adventurers continued southeast looking for the river.

As sunset neared, the forest began to darken, so Jess called a halt and instructed the girls to make camp for the night. Rope ladders were hung in case of nocturnal predators not scared off by the fire. Being exhausted, everyone went to sleep early except Elaine, who had first watch as usual.

Too tired to practice any of her spells, Elaine’s thoughts wandered to the brief fear she’d experienced when Hartley had grounded her lightning, and again when Jess told her that Will planned to ambush Hartley on his own. She knew the solution to Hartley grounding her lightning spell was to become much more powerful and have additional spells to work with. Her worry for Will’s safety made her regret choosing not to wear the slutty red dress she’d bought on her last shopping trip with Lexi for their first date. She had enjoyed his company and individual attention that evening, and he seemed to enjoy hers. The man was everything she had ever wanted: caring, tender, ambitious, intelligent, brave, and faithful. The solution to that was even easier. She was confident there would be a next date, and she’d wear it then and offer herself.

The thought of exploring a relationship with Will and Lexi at the same time gave her a thrill. The notion of being intimate with both of them at the same time made her panties wet. She was legally an adult. She’d had experiences over the last six months that most people never had, regardless of age. She could make her own informed choices, and her new family offered her the freedom to love and be loved however she wished. Her next date with Will would not end at the door.

After two turns of the hourglass, Elaine woke Jess and passed out almost before her head hit the pillow.

Jess groaned when Elaine woke her but knew she had to get up. It wasn’t safe for all of them to sleep in the forest without someone on watch. As she walked around the campsite to keep herself awake, her mind drifted to the budding relationship between Will and Elaine, as well as with Lexi. On the night she’d held the first meeting with Will and Lexi, she’d claimed she would never share Will with anyone but her daughter. Nearly a year later, she was willing to share with a girl half her age whom she’d only met six months ago. Why was that? What had changed? Was it what she’d told Lexi at that dinner, facing life and death together created a bond like nothing else?

Elaine was always courteous and respectful to her, yet playful on occasion. Jess had never explored intimacy with another woman, and certainly not her daughter, but after seeing Elaine with Lexi the idea had a certain appeal. Will had shown her new ways to enjoy sex before and after Lexi joined them. She could imagine nights with all four of them in bed together, having new experiences. It was something to think about, and maybe look forward to.

Lexi muttered complaints about being woken from a good dream, but she got up and took her watch seriously. They’d had a long, dangerous trip and still had at least a week of travel to return to Green Rock. She longed for a hot bath and a comfy bed to share with her lovers. Lexi tried to imagine the new pleasures could she experience with Elaine added to the mix.

Six hours of sleep and a healing potion helped Will immensely, but at the same time, getting back up was harder than normal due to the wound in his side. Nothing vital was damaged even though it was deep enough to require Lexi’s careful stitches. He kissed her briefly, then let her go back to sleep. The alchemist wiled away the next two hours daydreaming about his lovers and the possibility of Elaine becoming one of them. She was a joy to spend leisure time with. The young mage was bright and educated in subjects neither of his other lovers were well versed. Her shyness around him had slowly faded, and he looked forward to getting to know her better.

Will flipped the hourglass again to let the women sleep an extra hour. They’d all been exhausted by their flight from Hartley and the aftermath, so it was well deserved. The alchemist’s thoughts again turned to the women he spent his time with. Lexi and Jess had made him so happy he couldn’t imagine life without them. Now there was another, and she’d earned a piece of his heart with her drive to excel, her willingness to shoulder every burden the team took on, and her sweet personality that caused both other women to care about her. Will felt himself falling in love with her. He couldn’t deny it and didn’t want to. Jess and Lexi had accepted Elaine. Now his hope was that she would accept him.

After eating one of Will’s prepared breakfasts and stowing the camping gear, the team set out for the river. They made good time, even battling a trio of trolls and a sounder of half a dozen giant boars didn’t prevent them from reaching their goal well before nightfall two days later.

While relaxing by the campfire, Will sorted through Hartley’s spatial bag more thoroughly, locating a journal and some documents that seemed to be from the Mages’ Guild. He passed out the documents to his teammates and examined the journal. Elaine cast a mage light above them to make it easier for everyone to read.

After finding the entries made upon arriving in Green Rock Will read from that point on carefully. As he’d hoped, the journal confirmed that the river they camped beside did lead to Valanore and that fact was known to the leadership of the Mages’ Guild long ago. They simply hadn’t found the right river until his team had located the abandoned town.

Will hoped that bit of knowledge would add to what they’d already discovered and allow him to negotiate another large reward from Sonner. Will wanted to discuss what he’d learned with the rest of the team but for now he returned to the journal and started reading from the beginning.

When he looked up from the journal, Will saw that the women were all done reviewing the documents they’d been given. “Let’s each summarize the documents we reviewed, I’ll start.

“The Mages’ Guild and Hartley, who was apparently a ranking member, knew all along that the river with the abandoned town on its bank was a route to Valanore. The Guild sent Hartley expressly to retrieve all the materials in one of the secure rooms of the library, especially a book entitled Trans-dimensional Gateway Theory. I think that’s the title of the book Elaine mentioned to us after we got into the second secure room on the third floor.”

The young mage confirmed, “Yes, that’s the name of the book I found on the table when we first entered the room.”

Will nodded to Jess, indicating she should give her summary, and then Lexi and Elaine did the same. None of their documents contained anything significant that Hartley’s journal didn’t mention.

“I want to talk to Sonner about selling the location and route details to Valanore as soon as we find him, then return to Green Rock where we can safely spend some time reading through the books, documents, and journals we grabbed from the various places we looted. Are the rest of you good with that plan?”

“Sure, even without a deal for Valanore’s location, given the loot we collected, we’ve got enough to live well on for years. A month of idle time won’t be a great loss,” Jess replied.

“Lexi, please take the journal and review it from where I’ve marked it, then write up directions to Valanore based on that while using the same notation you used for the abandoned town. We’ll provide that to Sonner if he is willing to deal.”


Chapter 36

In the morning, Will emptied out Hartley’s spatial bag, then everyone looked the gear over. If they thought it was identifiable as belonging to Hartley or the Mages’ Guild, it went into the river weighted down by rocks if necessary. Everyone agreed on the story that after the confrontation witnessed by Rhonda and her team, they’d run from Hartley and not seen him again.

Early in the afternoon, Jess’s team arrived at the newly re-established town. A log stockade was nearing completion. As the group entered the town, they noticed many tents remained, but there were also wooden buildings, some complete while others were in various stages of construction.

After receiving directions to Sonner’s office, the team made their way there. Upon entering the building, they met the same secretary as they had on their first visit to Sonner’s office. This time he was more polite and asked, “How may I assist you gentlefolk today?”

Jess eyed the man a moment while considering the difference in his response to their group this time before she responded, “We have information about the location of Valanore, the lost city of mages, we think Mr. Sonner might be interested in purchasing.”

“Let me check with him right now. Please feel free to take a seat. Would you care for coffee or a snack.”

“No, thank you.”

The receptionist was only gone moments. On his return, he said, “Mr. Sonner is in a meeting, but he said if you don’t mind waiting ten minutes or so he’d be happy to speak to you.”

Jess nodded and took a seat.

No one spoke since they didn’t want to give anything away. They just took the opportunity to rest until the developer’s agent was ready for them.

Sonner walked his visitor out, then turned to Jess, “Miss Holt, it’s good to see you and your team. My secretary tells me you found Valanore. Is that correct?”

“It is. Are you interested in making a deal for the route and other information we have about its condition.”

“Indeed I am. Please come with me to the conference room. I’ll send for the cartographer as well.”

“I thought you folks were returning to Green Rock to cash in the draft for your previous work. How did you find Valanore, and are you certain the ruins you found are truly that city?”

Will answered with the tale they’d developed earlier that day. “After a day of travel, we had a change of heart and decided it would be an adventure. As to our certainty, here’s a document from the Valanore city council office and a few trinkets from the desks in the building that I think will suffice to prove the authenticity.”

“Oh my. Unless one of you is an excellent forger, I think this is indeed proof enough. It’s certainly adequate to begin our negotiation.”

“By the way, the city is not entirely in ruins. Somewhere near one hundred homes are intact, as are the city council building and its auxiliaries, as well as the mage college across the river from it.”

Sonner was astounded. “You’re serious? How can that be?”

“Yes, I’m quite serious. Elaine can explain in more detail if you wish, but the gist is that those buildings are protected by enchantments created by the mages who once lived there. We’ll provide more information after we discuss our compensation.”

Once again Sonner was unprepared for the revelations provided by the group of young folks. Getting this information and verifying it in the first year of the project would be a tremendous coup. He had too much work to do organizing building the town to drag out negotiations, and just like last time whatever he paid for the information would be such a tiny fraction of the total project budget as to be unnoticeable.

“Let’s cut to the chase. What exactly do you have and how much do you want for it?”

“We have the exact location, a route you can’t get lost on, and what you’ll need to disarm the magical alarm system that surrounds it. I’ve already given you some details of the city’s condition for free.”

There was a knock on the door to which Sonner responded, “Come in.”

The cartographer stuck his head in, “You sent for me?”

“Yes, come have a seat. You folks remember Mr. Thorne from our first meeting, I’m sure. Thorne, these fine folks have located our next major target. I want you here to review what they’re offering.”

Turning back to the adventurers, Sonner asked, “You’ve told me what you have. What do you want for it?”

Will replied, “You apparently forgot how we did this last time, so I’ll remind you. Make me an offer and I’ll let you know if it is acceptable or not.”

Sonner smiled, “Sure. I can offer the same amount as last time.”

“I know you can do much better. There’s so much more of value at Valanore. I’ve already told you about the various intact buildings. It’s not like they’re empty either. The library at the mage college alone has thousands of intact books. At a minimum, they’ll have value as antiques.”

“Fine. I’ll pay double what we agreed to last time.”

“Not good enough. At that rate, we’ll just go back and empty the library so we can sell the books ourselves. I’m sure we’ll come out ahead.” Will then pulled out one of the books on alchemy he’d selected from the shelves. “This is just one of the thousands of books. Take a look at the condition for yourself.”

Sonner looked the book over and passed it to Thorne. “Either these folks stopped at an antiquarian bookshop or the library in Valanore is really intact.”

“Lexi, please show them the map you sketched of the city. Mr. Sonner, please understand that the map you’re about to see only covers the area we explored. The city is at least three times the size of the map, though the intact section we didn’t explore is only a fraction of the area we did walk through.”

“Fine. Five times the amount you were paid for this town and the mine.”

“Five times the amount you paid for this town and the mine, plus we want title one of the houses in Valanore, it’s already marked on the sketch of the city you’re looking at. The only caveat is we don’t want to go back, we’ve had enough of the forest and need some downtime in Green Rock. We’re willing to accept that you will only pay contingent on finding the town using our directions, and that all the information we provide is correct as of the time we were there about a week ago.”

Sonner squinted at Will, who simply returned a polite smile.

“I can accept both those provisions and the amount.”

“Do you have someone to write up the contract here, and if so how long until it’s ready to sign?”

“Yes, I have a lawyer here, and I expect it to be ready tomorrow. We’ll use the last contract as the basis for this one and adjust as needed.”

“We can work with that. We’ll see you at this time tomorrow.”

The team spent the evening and most of the next day preparing a package of information to provide Sonner in accordance with the agreement. When they had more to offer, they included that information as well.

After signing the contract and getting a copy, Will handed over the package. The cartographer cursed when he saw the brief summary of directions to Valanore. “Travel northwest until you reach the river, then follow it north or follow the river the new town is on upstream until you reach Valanore.”

Thorne cursed again when he saw the map on the next page showing that the river the town was on to be the same river that Valanore was located on, and that it turned west a couple of days south of the town, then north again a day later.

Will then dropped the last bit of information verbally. “Mage Hartley, supported by a group of guards and a team of adventurers, arrived in Valanore just as we were leaving. You know our information is valid since we provided material only available from the city, and we aren’t going to collect on the deal until you’ve verified it. My advice to you is to register your claim on the town as soon as possible so Hartley and the Mages’ Guild can’t.”

Sonner didn’t know whether to be thankful or angry at first. After further thought, he decided thankful was appropriate since he had everything he needed to take action and the adventurers had been forthright in their dealings.

Jess and her team spent another night behind the town walls, enjoying the opportunity to sleep all night without interruption. In the morning, while eating breakfast, a messenger stopped by their tent.

“Mr. Sonner requests a brief meeting before you leave. He promises it will only take a few minutes.”

Will looked at Jess. “How about I go with the messenger and meet you back here in a few minutes?”

Jess nodded her agreement, and Will left with the messenger immediately.

“Thank you for coming so quickly. I won’t keep you long. Would you be willing to escort my secretary to Green Rock since you’re headed that way? It’s worth a hundred silvers to get him there safely.”

“We’ll be happy to escort him, but only if he’s ready to leave in the next thirty minutes.”

“He’s already packed and can follow you right now.”

“Then we have a deal. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Sonner.”

“I look forward to being able to pay you on our latest contract. I plan to have a team leave for Valanore within the week.”

“You can leave the bank draft for us with the guildmaster at the Green Rock Adventurers’ Guild hall.”

Just then the thin, balding man who was about Lexi’s height walked up. Sonner introduced him, “Here’s my secretary now, Roy, you’ve met Mr. Tell.”

“We’re not a formal bunch. You can call me Will.”

“Thank you, Will. Mr. Sonner says you’re going to escort me to Green Rock.”

“Indeed we will. If you’re ready to go, so are we.”

The adventurers and their charge only managed to hike half a day before they ran into their first skirmish. Three ogres meandering south intersected the path to Green Rock. Jess stayed with Roy for close protection, and Will moved quietly to get downwind of the monsters. Lexi escorted Elaine to a spot where they could wait for the ogres to pass, then have clear shots at their backs.

Two of the monsters went down in short order. The third had the luck to bend or turn at just the right moments to be missed once each by Will and Elaine. When the big monster realized his companions hadn’t followed him, it returned to where they lay and roared loud enough to shake the nearby foliage. Roy whimpered in fear.

Will took the opportunity presented and put two arrows in the beasts distended belly. Elaine put one in its chest. The ogre sniffed with squinted eyes, trying to locate the source of the arrows causing the stinging sensation, but couldn’t find a clue. It returned to trying to shake its companions awake. After roaring once more, at much lower volume, the lone monster collapsed to its knees with a thud and struggled to breath. Moments later it fell face-first into the dirt without making another sound.

Lexi calmly walked over to the final ogre and used her halberd’s spear tip to stab into his back several times it ensure the heart and lungs were punctured before cutting off its ears. Elaine and Will each picked a monster and their ears as well.

When the grisly job was over, the three regrouped with Jess and a now green and shaken Roy, then continued on their way south.
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“Civilization at last!” Elaine nearly shouted.

After eight days, and battles with a group of nearly a dozen ogres, as well as scattered packs of goblins, a few trolls, and numerous beasts Jess’s team delivered a relieved Roy to Green Rock.

“I’m glad Mr. Sonner said I can stay here until the next convoy. You folks were wonderful, but I’m not used to being that close to such violence.”

“Good luck with paperwork, Roy. Just don’t delay filing,” Will replied.

With that, the developer’s secretary continued further into town, presumably to file the necessary documents to claim Valanore for his employer.

“Since it’s early afternoon, I’m going to the guild hall to collect our bounties and news. You three see if you can find us a nice inn, maybe the place where Sonner put us up. Anywhere with a big bed will do,” Jess said, the last with a twinkle in her eye.

Stepping into the guild hall, Jess noticed McCray busy with paperwork and only a pair of new apprentices in the common room. McCray looked up when the door swung open and recognized Jess a moment later when the glare of the afternoon sun was once again blocked by the door.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in. Your team going for top spot again? Being away so long, you’ve fallen pretty far down the list,” McCray teased cheerfully.

“We’ve got a good haul to report, but I doubt it will put us in anywhere near the top spot.” Then quietly, so that the apprentices wouldn’t hear, Jess continued, “We collected some loot from a certain mysterious location and sold the directions to find it.”

McCray’s eyes opened wide. “No! You located the other one too? Why are you even bothering collecting bounties?”

“Let’s just say that the second one might be contested. Also, we owe Rhonda a thank you for sticking to the guild code.”

“Well let’s get your business taken care of.”

“We ran into a few manticores but didn’t collect all of them since they didn’t die close by.”

“Yeah, I can see how poisoning would let some get too far to find before expiring. Oh, you ran into great cougars too, I see. How far south did you find them?”

“Up in the foothills mostly, and a few in the northern part of the forest. We haven’t noticed them further south.”

“You didn’t match your total from last trip, but this still puts you solidly in fourth place, and the only teams that are likely to beat you are already the top three.”

“We might not go on another patrol. Between what we earned from the developers, and our bounties, we’ve got plenty. We also collected some loot we’ll need to sell. Any idea when to expect your merchant buddy, Newsom?”

“He’ll probably visit within the next week or two.”

“Assuming that the inn’s aren’t overflowing since Sonner’s people have moved to the site of the town they’re re-establishing, I’ll let you know where we’re staying so you can send word when he arrives. We’ve got some antiques and special items I’m sure he’ll be interested in.”

McCray chuckled. “Considering where it likely came from, just about anything you collected there should be worth a lot.”

“We were pretty selective but still ended up with quite a bit.”

Will and the girls returned to the guild hall and greeted McCray. When Will told Jess, “I got us a suite at the Coach and Horses for at least a week.” She responded with a happy kiss.

“McCray, you can send word to the Coach and Horses when Newsom gets here,” Jess told the guildmaster on her way out the door.

As the team made their way to the inn, Jess hung on Will’s arm and he chuckled, “No, I haven’t forgotten it’s your night tonight.”

Jess simply smiled like a kitten with a bowl of cream.

Lexi and Elaine walked behind, arms around each other’s waists.

As soon as Jess stepped in the door she said, “I have the first bath.”

Finding the room hot, Will stepped to the windows and opened them to let it whatever little breeze there might be.

Lexi and Elaine groaned and dejectedly started removing their armor. Will smiled and doffed his gear, then went to the kitchenette to set out some snacks since dinner was hours away.

Lexi stripped down to her panties, then put a loose blouse on right there in the common room, making a point to face Will while doing it. Elaine modestly stepped into the bedroom that would be hers and changed into loose pants and blouse. In an effort to be as free as Lexi and Jess, she skipped a bra. When she returned to the common room, Lexi was slouched on a chair with her long, smooth legs stretched out, feet on the coffee table.

Both girls admired Will’s bare chest as he deposited the snack tray on the coffee table. Elaine liked that Will wasn’t hairy and was toned but not overly muscular.

As they nibbled, the trio discussed their agenda for the foreseeable future, including reviewing the records and journals they’d collected in Valanore.

Jess walked out of the bathroom in a robe with her hair wrapped in a towel and said, “I’m going to dry my hair and take a nap.”

Lexi rushed to bathroom so fast Elaine didn’t get a chance to move before the door was closed. The youngest girl grumbled but decided that, based on seniority, Lexi deserved the second spot. She contented herself that Will was always a gentleman and she could count on him to wait until she’d had her bath.

With just Will and Elaine left in the room, he asked, “Have you given any thought to what the book on trans-dimensional gateways is all about?”

“I’ve never heard of such a thing and don’t have enough information to even imagine what it might be. I really want to read the book, though, and find out. I didn’t care before you found the reference to it in that journal, but I’m certainly interested now.”

“Good. I want to review the other journals we scavenged and see what those people thought was interesting or important enough to write about. There might be something there that will give us a clue about how the Calamity began.”

“I’m glad you warned Sonner about others finding Valanore. I’d rather not see the Mages’ Guild be able to take possession of it and lock everyone else out of the city until they hid away all the magical knowledge.”

“Don’t be so sure they won’t find a way to accomplish that even with Sonner’s backers holding title. My uncle said big organizations like that have power and know how to use it to stay in power.”

“Yes, but Sonner’s backers are the merchant families, and they have power too. My father is a mage, but he was always trying to bridge the gap to become richer. That’s why he arranged to marry me off.”

“True, but rivals for power will often work together to maintain the status quo rather than let a third group become another rival.”

“Well, first we need to solve the mystery of what the trans-dimensional gateways are, so I’ll be busy reading when I’m not practicing my magic.”

“If that woman doesn’t get out of the tub soon, she’s going to turn into a shriveled prune,” Will said with a snicker.

Elaine laughed and responded, “I can’t imagine Lexi all wrinkly, she’s so trim and toned.”

“You don’t have to answer. I’m just asking because of the glint in your eye when you spoke about Lexi. Are you more interested in women than men?”

Elaine froze unsure how to respond. After a moment to calm herself, she very quietly said, “I’ve had a few good experiences with women but, until recently, never with men.”

Will smiled at the suddenly shy girl, “Well, since I know that the only man you’ve had much exposure to in the last six months is me, I will assume I’m the good experience.”

The young mage smiled and nodded agreement.

“So how about another date two nights from now?”

“I’d like that very much.”

Lexi finally stepped out of the bathroom and Elaine grabbed her fresh clothes, then scurried to take her place.

“What did you two talk about that had her so flustered?”

“I asked her out on a date a couple of days from now.”

“If she wears the dress I think she will, you’ll be drooling down your chin.”

“Hmm, I guess I have something else to look forward to besides her company.”

“As long as you’re looking forward to my company tomorrow night.”

“You know I am,” Will responded and grinned.

When Will and Jess finally woke the next morning, it was to the smell of burnt food and a little smoke. Lexi had been trying her hand at scrambled eggs and bacon, now she was scooping the blackened remains into the trash and trying to clear the smoke.

The alchemist helped her clean up, then took over cooking duty. In no time at all he had bacon, eggs, and coffee ready for everyone. It took another hour for the smoke to fully clear the suite.

After breakfast, Lexi and Elaine took the manticore and cougar pelts to Anson’s, Will visited Kyle in the poison workshop. Jess took her sword to Wilson’s armory for repair and sold him her old chest plate since she had replaced it with the enchanted piece looted from Valanore.

That night, Will satisfied Lexi’s carnal desires. Elaine and Jess shared the bed in the second bedroom. The sounds of pleasure coming from the other bedroom made Elaine’s body warm imagining being the one with Will and how it would feel. To take her mind off what the other pair were doing Elaine turned to Jess and said, “I really admire you.”

“Oh. Why is that?”

“You’re so independent. You don’t let anyone treat you as something less than a person. Growing up, I always knew that men were privileged over women and one day I would be married and subject to my husband’s demands.”

“Heh. That’s why after Lexi was born, I made my own way and wouldn’t tie myself to any man.”

“Yet, you seem to have tied yourself to Will.”

“He doesn’t treat me like a subordinate. We’re partners in everything.”

“Why did you agree to Will’s request to date me?”

“Hmm, I suppose because you fit in without forcing yourself on us. I’ve realized after sharing him with Lexi for months that I don’t feel that I have less of him. Will spent plenty of time working with you on archery, but I never felt like you were taking his attention from me.

Heh, most nights Lexi and I share him in the same bed. It’s only the first few nights back from a trip that we take one-on-one time. I don’t see that changing with you.”

“So you can imagine me sharing a bed with the three of you and it doesn’t bother you?”

“No. I find it exciting to watch Will bring Lexi to her climax. I think it will be fun to watch you too. But what about you? You’re a mage, an attractive young woman. There are plenty of men you could choose from. Why choose one you have to share?”

“Will makes me feel comfortable, safe. I don’t mean like protected, more like I can be myself around him. I’ve never felt that way around a man. I always felt like I had to put on a performance. You and Lexi have been good to me. We get along well. I know Lexi initially wasn’t happy that Will thought I was interesting as a team member, but that’s changed. You know that Lexi and I have been — intimate, right?”

“Yeah, that’s been pretty clear.”

“Have you ever been intimate with another woman?”

“No. Plenty of men over the years, but never a woman. After seeing you and Lexi together, I might be interested in experimenting.”

“May I kiss you?”
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There was no scent of burnt food when Will and Lexi woke, even though it wasn’t terribly early. Will got right to cooking, then everyone enjoyed pancakes and bacon; there was plenty syrup to go around.

While Will worked with Kyle on poisons, Elaine and Lexi emptied the spatial bags with loot, then sorted, organized, and cataloged everything. Jess only stayed long enough to look over the weapons and armor taken from their attackers, then took the least recognizable items to Wilson’s Armory to sell.

On Will’s return to the suite, the trio reviewed the books and other materials found in Valanore to decide what to keep and what to sell. All the Elvish books were put aside for the merchant, Don Newsom, to take to auction for them along with most of the valuables they’d grabbed from the various homes and workshops.

Elaine urged them to hold onto all the books from the secure room where they’d found Trans-dimensional Gateway Theory for the time being so she could review them in case they covered related topics. No one argued since the team members weren’t hurting for money, and the books could always be sold off later.

◆◆◆

Will showered and dressed for his date with Elaine while she got ready. Since he was done long before she was, Will started reading through the small stack of journals and diaries they’d collected from the various homes they’d looted.

A quick scan of the first one he picked showed the writer began entering his thoughts about a decade before the Calamity, started with the last entry several years after the event. Elaine was right; people had survived in the city for years after being cut off from the rest of the kingdom. A quick review of several others indicated that at least a few people lived nearly a decade after the monsters appeared. The alchemist now knew what he’d be doing for the next several days when not in the poison workshop.

By the time Elaine was ready for their date, Jess had returned. Lexi came out first and covered Will’s eyes, telling him, “Don’t peek.”

Elaine entered the common room and took a pose directly across the room from Will then Lexi removed her hands.

Will’s mouth formed a perfect o when he looked upon the gorgeous woman opposite him. The young mage wore her hair in an up do with a pair of loose ringlets framing her face on each side, along with long, dangling earrings. She wore a red silk dress stretched taut over her womanly figure. The top front of the dress was held up by narrow straps over her shoulders. The skirt was just two panels that did not meet at the sides, with thin straps stretching between them from waist to upper thigh. She clearly wasn’t wearing a bra, both because it would have been visible if she were, and her nipples made obvious bumps in the thin fabric covering part of her very large breasts.

Just looking at his date made Will’s pants tent.

“You look amazing,” was all he could manage to say.

Since Elaine had previously expressed a desire for a steak, Will had made reservations at The Plough. Over the course of the lengthy walk there, the tiny, raven-haired beauty turned heads frequently. Will couldn’t take his eyes off her undulating breasts.

Conversation at the table was started with light subjects and news gathered in town. While waiting for dessert to be served, their conversation became more intimate.

“You said you feel like we’re a family while on our last date. I’d like for us to be a couple.”

Elaine smiled then said, “If things were different, I’d say I want to be the woman in your life. Having the others means I can’t be the only woman.”

They were interrupted by the waiter, then the young mage said, “Let’s hold that conversation until we have more privacy.”

After dinner, Will escorted Elaine to rooftop bar at the Sunset Inn, where they found a quiet spot overlooking the western wall to watch the sunset. Since it was a weeknight, the bar wasn’t crowded. The young couple stood with Will behind Elaine. The bulge in his pants from his erect cock fit in the cleft between her round butt cheeks. Will had his arms around her waist and Elaine’s arms overlapped them.

“You’re quite the temptress tonight. The dress seems — out of character, but not in a bad way. It’s as if you’re making a statement.”

Elaine had been pretty sure what she wanted months ago when she’d bought the dress. Will’s willingness to risk his life to ensure that she and the other two women could escape Hartley and his men had confirmed that he was the man she’d believed he was. Tonight she wanted to close the deal.

“That’s a good way to put it. I am making a statement. I’m telling the world that you, Lexi, and Jess are my family, just like I told you weeks ago in the forest. I want what Lexi and Jess have. I’ve decided I want to be with you. You clearly want me or we wouldn’t be out on this date. I also like women, so my terms are that I want to be intimate with Lexi and Jess too, as well any other woman that joins our family if they’re open to it. If you can accept those terms then I want to make love with you tonight and bring them in afterward.”

Will smiled from ear to ear. “I’m happy to accept your terms. Lexi is clearly in agreement across the board. When I spoke to Jess about dating you, she said she would accept you, and we agreed that it was up to me to decide to ask you to join us. I’m not sure she’ll want to be intimate with you, but I have no objection.”

“Jess and I had a lovely night last night while you and Lexi were wrecking the bed. I think she’ll want more.”

“My stars. I can’t imagine that. Not that I have a problem with it. I just didn’t see her tough as nails nature softening to be with a woman.”

“Neither did she, but after seeing Lexi and I together, she decided an experiment was in order, and she liked the result.”

“As to future women, I hadn’t even considered a third woman before you, and I’m not looking for a fourth. I’d be surprised if we ever meet another woman willing to share me with three other women.”

“Perhaps not, but I want the option in case it does. You said you wanted to travel abroad someday. Other cultures aren’t as obsessed with monogamy as ours. With your accomplishments and gentlemanly conduct, I consider it possible.”

Will moved his hands up and cupped Elaine’s luscious breasts.

“Stars above.” Will whispered as his breathing deepened and he began kneading the girl’s wondrous orbs.

Elaine ground her delicious butt against his throbbing cock. The alchemist leaned down and gently bit her neck.

“I want you right now. If we were alone, I’d bend you over, and take you right here.”

“If we were alone, I’d let you. Take me back to the room so I can make you mine.”

The young couple swiftly returned to their suite. Once in the bedroom, Will untied two bows, and Elaine’s dress dropped to the floor. She wasn’t even wearing a thong so she stood there bare before him wearing only earrings and high heels. He could see her lower lips were moist and swollen. With her smoldering eyes and wicked smile, Will thought she looked like sex incarnate.

The alchemist whipped his shirt off immediately, then kicked off his boots, and slipped out of his pants in a flash.

“You said you wanted to be bent over, are you ready for that?”

Elaine responded by bending at the waist and leaning with her elbows on the bed while wiggling her taut round butt.

After slipping his cock through the moisture dripping Elaine’s labia, Will took his firm cock in hand and aimed it at her glistening opening, slipping the tip in gently. Moving back and forth, up and down in a slow cycle he gradually inserted his erect cock deeper and deeper. Elaine’s love tunnel stretched to accommodate a cock for the first time, each time he went deeper she let out a little huff. When Will’s hips met Elaine’s butt she gasped, “Stars!”

Will pulled out far enough that the tip of his cock was the only thing left inside her then thrust forward in a single smooth motion starting a new cycle. He maintained a steady pace while Elaine shivered at the assault on her womanhood. One of his hands remained on the girl’s hip, while the other stimulated her stiff clit. Elaine started humming tunelessly, punctuated by grunts his hips met her butt. As she began to peak Will sped up and maintained the new rhythm until she climaxed with a loud moan.

The alchemist slowed down almost to a stop to let her recover and get control of himself then resumed the steady pace ramping it up again as Elaine’s body responded. This time when Elaine climaxed and her vaginal muscles clamped down on his cock adding to the friction it which sent him over the edge too.

Will shot hot ropes of semen deep inside the young mage.

The tiny girl’s legs gave out, so Will grabbed her waist to keep her against him. His other hand kneaded one of her marvelous breasts as they both recovered from the intense orgasm.

“I’ve had orgasms before, but they were never like what I just experienced. It was a whole other level. I want to feel that again and again.”

“I think we both needed that. On the walk back to the room, I planned to take it slowly, but once you were undressed I couldn’t stop myself. In a few minutes, I’ll be ready to go again and I still want to take you like an animal.”

“I definitely needed that. Tonight I want to do things I’ve dreamed about for the last few months. Don’t stop until one of us collapses,” Elaine responded as she turned to him and put her arms around his neck.

They kissed and their tongues battled for supremacy in the other’s mouth. Will marveled at the sensation of her massive breasts squeezed between their bodies.

The alchemist put a hand on each butt cheek and lifted her. The tiny mage spread her legs and wrapped them around his waist. Will turned and leaned her back against the wall then with a little maneuvering slipped his once again hard rod into her love canal and started thrusting.

The position felt awkward. so Will backed up then turned and laid back first on the bed. Elaine still straddled his hips but resting on her knees in cowgirl position. Now, in control of the pace, Elaine took her time moving up and down over the stiff rod. Will squeezed one nipple and used his other hand to stimulate her clitoris while mesmerized by the gorgeous young woman’s bouncing breasts. Elaine’s eyes rolled to the back of her head as she maintained the rhythm she’d set.

The mage began panting as she approached another climax. Will moved his hands to her waist and began thrusting his hips upward meeting her down stroke. Their flesh made wet smacks as their bodies met. Will climaxed first, but a moment later the hot ropes of sticky, white cum set Elaine off as well.

She collapsed on his chest breathing hard.

Will stroked her back and kissed her behind her ear and down her neck to her shoulder.

“Now I understand what keeps Lexi and Jess going for hours in the bed with you. It feels so good I don’t want to stop.”

“You’ll eventually have to stop from over stimulation, and you’ll spend tomorrow with sore hips,” Will said with a smirk.

Elaine crawled forward a foot and wrapped her arms around Will’s head, squeezing it into her massive breasts. Will decided that being smothered by her soft orbs wouldn’t be a bad way to die.

“Lexi and Jess are probably in my room. I’m ready for them to join us if you are.”

“You weren’t kidding,” Will responded, only slightly surprised. “By all means, invite them in. I’ve dreamed about all of us in the bed together for months, ever since I noticed you and Lexi sharing a bed in the tent one morning.”

“Tonight marks the beginning of my new life,” Elaine said as she left the room still naked.

The young mage knocked on the door to the other room. Before she said a word Lexi opened it. As soon as she saw the naked girl standing at in the doorway, she knew what she’d come for.

The young mage announced, “Tonight I want to consummate my relationship, not just with Will, but with both of you as well. I want to share him and be shared. Will you join us?”

“Jess, let’s go. They’re ready for us,” Lexi said with a mischievous smile.

Elaine returned to the room and climbed into bed then crawled behind Will, watching as Lexi and Jess entered.

Lexi immediately slipped her robe off and walked around the bed before climbing in next to Will, then kissing him passionately. Jess, seeing all the others undressed, shrugged and shed her robe as well, then climbed in and kissed Will deeply.

Lexi turned to Elaine and kissed her just as passionately as she had Will.

The alchemist slid over to make room for the girls as they toppled over with Lexi on top. After watching the two make out for a couple of minutes Will moved between their legs and slipped a finger into each of their love canals. Lexi’s was already wet and getting wetter.

Between watching the girls and participating with his hands, Will’s cock was stiff as an iron rod again. Since Lexi’s womanhood was nice and juicy, he guided his swollen cock into her and slowly began thrusting. When the alchemist’s hips bumped into Lexi’s taut butt the first time, she moaned into Elaine’s mouth.

Jess continued to watch and started rubbing her own clit.

Lexi moved back onto her knees, giving Will a better angle so his thrusts went deeper. Elaine slid out from under the older girl and crawled over to Jess. After a kiss, she replaced Jess’s fingers with her own and began rubbing the older woman’s bean.

Elaine told Jess, “Lay down. I’m going to go down on you.”

Then she crawled over and got in sixty-nine, offering her own labia to the other woman as she started licking and sucking.

Will and Lexi watched the two women, even while thrusting back and forth. In seconds Lexi’s back arched and she let out a loud moan. Will hadn’t come and she knew it, so as soon as she recovered, Lexi shoved herself back on his thick rod and they started rocking again.

The alchemist managed to hold out until she was near the edge again and the powerful thrust he made as he climaxed sent a wave of sensation through her that triggered her orgasm as well.

After several minutes to recover and watching the lewd behavior of the other two women, Will was ready to go again. The alchemist didn’t say a word, he simply positioned himself between Jess’s legs then pulled them up, so her knees were on his shoulders. Will then slipped his hard cock between her soaking wet nether lips all the way to his balls. Elaine sat up on Jess’s face and put her hands on Will’s shoulders then pulled him into a kiss. Will could taste Jess on her lips and tongue. With one hand on Elaine’s shoulder for balance, Will played with her breasts using other.

Jess had already been excited, and the sudden change caused by Will’s firm rod slipping into her womanhood amplified it. His deep thrusts soon pushed her over the edge, causing her tongue to stiffen and hit Elaine’s clit triggering the girl’s climax as well.

For the next several hours the lovers switched positions, often with Will being ridden by two women at once, and the third behind whoever was on his cock rubbing a clit or tweaking nipples. By the time they were exhausted, all four were smeared in fluids from the others and themselves while the sheets were soaked. Rather than be bothered with changing sheets at that hour, they all moved to the other room.

The group activity made Will and his lovers feel closer than ever.

In the early morning hours the four lovers fell asleep, bodies entwined.


Chapter 39

Over the next several days, team members followed up on the trip to Valanore and its consequences. Jess led the group visiting the jewelers in town, where they commissioned a necklace and four rings for Rhonda and her team as thanks for holding to the guild code when Hartley ordered them to attack. Will and Lexi spent much of their time reviewing the city council documents and the journals of individual mages while Elaine scanned through the books found in the secure room. They all took notes to share with the group in the evening.

Nearly a week later, Will read the journal entry that changed their understanding of the Calamity forever. He didn’t wait to let the others finish what they were doing,

“Abyss, you need to hear this. ‘Our group working on importing magical energy from other dimensions had a breakthrough today. We opened a small, self-sustaining portal to another dimension. While no measurable magical energy passed through, a physical entity did. We killed it immediately, though it took our most powerful spells to do so. I shut down the portal instantly.’

“Then there’s an entry from a couple of months later, ‘In the last days of spring, when the mountain passes north finally cleared, we struck out for a valley known to be void of life and magic. After constructing the necessary magic circle and taking what we believed were appropriate precautions, we opened a portal to a dimension that our tests indicated had higher magical energy than ours, which we expected to flow into this one. Having tested in the lab with a small portal to this dimension we were so confident that we made it much larger than our test portal and self-sustaining. To our dismay, in addition to magical energy passing through the portal, so did a horde of monstrous beings, some three times the height of a man and many times the size. Half our team lost their lives in the first moments, and we were unable to shut down the portal before running for our lives. By our return to Valanore, only twelve of the more than fifty who had participated in the experiment survived. The city has been encircled and a third of it has been destroyed, while hundreds more lost their lives.’

“This passage is from several weeks later, and the last in the journal, ‘We have developed a magical barrier that wards off creatures from the other dimension. It works by raising the frequency of magical energy within fifty feet of the enchanted device. By installing a series of the devices encircling the city, we have created a safe zone which the monsters and enormous beasts will not encroach upon. I hope to develop a mobile version so that we may travel safely and warn the kingdom.’”

Will was beside himself and yelled, “The bastards were so greedy for magical power they unleashed the Calamity, killing millions of people over centuries,, and we’re still suffering for it,” as he flung the journal across the room.

The women were stunned to silence by the revelation.

A moment later, Elaine paled and said, “That’s what the book on trans-dimensional gateways is all about. I had a hard time understanding what they author expected it to accomplish since it is very advanced magic and I don’t have the necessary background. Now that I know what they used it for, I can make sense of more of what I’ve read. The Mages’ Guild sent Hartley to retrieve this book so they have to know what it discusses. They must want to use the knowledge to shut down the portal. I feel guilty about not giving him the book now.”

Will responded, “I don’t think that’s what they want at all. Had Hartley explained what he was looking for and claimed to want to close the portal, we would probably given it to him. The Mages’ Guild has never told the people what happened and that they had a part in it. At a minimum, Hartley was there to make sure the secret was buried, or worse, so they could try again.”

“The people need to know what the mages are up to,” Lexi firmly stated.

“We can’t reveal Hartley’s journal or the other documents he had without admitting we killed him and his guards,” Will pointed out.

“Still, we have to find a way,” Lexi maintained.

When Jess returned to the suite, Will explained what they’d learned and figured out.

“We can tell McCray what we know except the parts that involve Hartley. He’ll send word to guild headquarters,” she responded.

“Then we should write this up as a report so he can send a full explanation. I’ll start on it tomorrow. It’s time for dinner, and I no longer feel like cooking, so let’s go out.”

Two days later, Will was working on the final draft of the report when a messenger arrived with a request from McCray for the team to meet him at the guild hall as soon as possible.

Will opened the door to the guild hall for his ladies, and Jess entered first. The door hadn’t even closed behind him before a chubby young man in travel-worn gear shot up out of a chair and shouted, “That’s them. They stole Mages’ Guild property.”

McCray stepped out from behind his counter and said, “Hold on. When you asked to speak to Jess’s team you didn’t say anything about accusations of theft.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m here to recover guild property.”

Seeing an opportunity to set the narrative and possibly learn more about what the young man knew, Will responded as he walked forward to take the lead. “Excuse me. We stole nothing. I have no idea what guild property you’re referring to. Also, who are you?”

“I am Mage George Simmons, aide to Mage Hartley. You stole an entire room of books in the Mage College library in Valanore. I’m here representing the Mages’ Guild and demand that you return those books, especially Trans-dimensional Gateway Theory.”

Will responded, “Since we were the first humans to find Valanore in three centuries, our right to any and all plunder is clearly stated in kingdom law. Besides, if the book is so important, why isn’t Hartley here himself?”

“He chased you out of Valanore, you killed him to cover up your theft.”

“We haven’t seen Hartley since he accosted us in Valanore and ordered his armed thugs to take everything we found. He probably got lost in the forest. You should hope the monsters don’t eat him.”

“Regardless, I demand you return the books you stole.”

“If we happen to have collected whatever books you’re interested in, you’ll want to keep track of upcoming auctions and maybe you can be the high bidder.”

Simmons face turned beet red, “Guildmaster, I demand that you detain these people while I fetch the city watch to have them arrested.”

McCray quirked an eyebrow and asked, “And what are you charging them with? The city watch has no authority over disputes related to loot from abandoned towns and cities.”

“I’m charging them with theft from the mage college, which is owned by the Mages’ Guild.”

Will smiled viciously at the insufferable prick. “I think you’ll find such a claim rejected since Mr. Sonner registered a claim on the entire city of Valanore almost a week ago. We escorted his agent to town on our return.”

Seeing Elaine, the girl who had twice publicly rejected him, standing with the group amplified his frustration; so Simmons threw out another accusation. “Then I’m charging you with the murder of Mage Hartley.”

“You’re grasping at straws. You don’t even know if he’s dead. Just because you arrived before he did doesn’t mean he didn’t get lost and will turn up in a day or so.”

Frustrated, Simmons stomped out of the guild hall.

Will turned to McCray who clearly wanted to know what was going on and asked, “Are you available for a private dinner this evening?”

“I’ll make time. One of the apprentices in the bunkroom can keep an eye on the counter while I’m gone.”

“We’ll send word after we make the reservation,” Will replied.

“Before you go, I have other news. In this morning’s mail I received a response to my reports of greater monster activity in our area. The High Guildmaster has received similar reports from other regions as well. There are concerns that it is a sign of an impending surge similar to the one that occurred a dozen or so years ago.”

Will was struck hard by that. The surge back then had taken the lives of his parents and many more in Cut Off. The new information gave Will one more reason to ensure the portal was shut down and the threat ended.

“Thanks for letting us know,” the alchemist responded, then led the team out the door.

“I guess tonight’s as good as tomorrow. Are you going to have the report finished in time?” Jess asked.

“No. Let’s discuss it back in our room. We’ll tell him what he needs to know tonight.”

Once back in their suite, Will invited the ladies to take a seat at the table and made coffee. While it brewed, he said, “We now have a witness to the statement by Simmons that the Mages’ Guild knew the name of the book and sent Hartley to get it specifically. The scene Simmons made gives us the opportunity put the entire story together without having to reveal possession of Hartley’s journal.

I hope Simmons goes to the city watch and makes all those charges since that will further document the guild’s knowledge of the book and at least suggest they understand its significance.”

“How much do we tell McCray?” Jess asked.

“Nothing more than what we planned to. I’ll hint that Hartley will never return. He’ll understand.”

During dinner, Will and the ladies told McCray more about what they’d found in Valanore, including the secure sections of the library and the intact homes they’d looted. When everyone was finished eating, Will reviewed what they’d so recently learned from the journals and explained the significance of Mage Simmons demand for the book about trans-dimensional gateways.

Will finished up saying, “We’d planned to have this discussion tomorrow night after I finished writing the report. Given the new revelation that the Mages’ Guild knew about the book all along, I have to rewrite it. I still hope to have it for you tomorrow evening.”

“What do you expect to happen?” McCray asked, looking each of the team members in the eye.

“We agreed that we want you to send the report to guild headquarters and offer the leadership that we’re willing to discuss what we found in person. The goal, in our view, is to widely disburse the knowledge that the cause of the Calamity is now known, that the location that the monsters and beasts are coming from is north of the mountains, and it may be possible to put an end to it. To make that happen will require mages who understand the theory in the book Simmons and the Mages’ Guild so desperately want, along with the skill and power to shut down the gateway. We think it will be major undertaking, requiring a lot of manpower to protect the mages getting there and defend them while they work. We’re willing to participate, but this is too big for us to organize and fund.”

“I have a better idea. I’m going to write the cover letter and commission your team to deliver it all to headquarters yourselves. Plan to leave for Winchester as soon as you have the poisons restocked. It should take you about a week to get there.”


Epilogue

In early fall, at a seaside town near the southern tip of the nation known as the Badong Empire, located on the west coast of the continent, a hushed conversation took place between a venerable master and his apprentice over afternoon tea.

“Imperial spies report that the ancient mage city of Valanore has been found by the kingdom. Significant structures still stand unmolested, according to the report. If that is true, then their magical library is likely one of those structures.”

“Master Wu, after three centuries why should we care?” Lin Ming asked.

After a moment, the bald old wizard, back bent with age, but still keen of mind, answered, “Ah yes, your unusual path to apprenticeship caused the gap in your education on the history of magic. In the time before the Calamity, great magics were performed by those with the necessary talent if they were sufficiently studious. In the decades just prior to the monster invasion several new schools of magic were born.

“There are hints that mages in Valanore were experimenting with dimensional magic and may have had something to do with the sudden appearance of the monsters and giant beasts that surged out of north.

“In the aftermath of the Calamity, much was lost as the numbers of humans dwindled and survival was all that mattered. As you know, dimensional magic allows a wizard to create spatial storage bags and rings. It is one of the several uses for a type of magic that was once lost.”

The buxom young woman, several years older than a typical apprentice, tilted her head to the side as she looked at the old man sitting across from her at the low table. “Master, I don’t understand. You just started teaching me the forms to create spatial bags and said it is the only use for that magic.”

“Spatial bags and rings are all dimensional magic is used for today because we still don’t fully understand it. The pre-Calamity records that remain suggest it can be used for more. We only rediscovered how to create such bags and rings a few decades ago and have not progressed as quickly as we believe the ancients did when they first discovered it. Perhaps it is because we no longer share the study of magic, alchemy, and other sciences across the continent. We have all become insular since the Calamity, but that is a political discussion which we shouldn’t get into.”

Lin Ming knew her master, Wu Zhiyuan, was not fond of the emperor or his policy prohibiting the sharing of magical knowledge with others outside the empire. According to her master, the young fool seemed to think that only his empire had spies in the other nations. Wu had been warned more than once to keep his thoughts on the topic to himself. Only his magical prowess and connections saved him the last time.

After staring out the window for several minutes, Master Wu informed Lin Ming, “I’m going to petition the emperor to allow me to travel to the kingdom, where I will request the opportunity to visit the library in Valanore or at least meet with the mages who have been there. You will come with me.”

“You think he’ll allow you to bring me along because I am assumed to be unskilled due to my late start in the study of magic and therefore no great loss if I don’t live to return. I am also your only apprentice fluent in the language of the kingdom, so you can claim I’m just your translator.”

“You are as clever as your name suggests,” the old man muttered with a smile. “That is why you so often dress as a courtesan. You want men to underestimate you.”

Lin Ming smiled. “So your eyes aren’t as bad as you often pretend. I find that imperial bureaucrats are more than happy to help me if they can look down my cleavage and I rub my breasts on their arms. The vapid, friendly persona turns men like that into putty. How do you think I always return with the rare materials you request from imperial stores when none of your other apprentices can? If I find one that can look me in the eye instead of the chest, one who sees the real me, I might actually let them take me to their bed instead of promising some future evening.”

Wu Zhiyuan snorted. “Dressing like that isn’t going to help you find such a man.”

“Perhaps not, but then again, it certainly separates the seed from the chaff.”


Afterword

I've had a great time writing the first book of this new series. I appreciate all my readers. You seem to really enjoy the setting, characters, and my writing style. 
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Alchemist Militant

Follow Will and his ladies as they battle monsters and beasts that still threaten civilization. They'll see big cities, visit foreign lands, explore ancient ruins, and maybe meet hot elf women. Along the way he will work with women who will come to love him as they share adventures. Magic and mayhem are part and parcel in the world where Will grew up and he intends to make use of it all while searching for the source of the monsters and beasts unknown before the Calamity.

Over three hundred years ago, humans occupied the lands stretching from the Canterlita Sea in the south to the Colossal Mountains in the north. Fortune seekers scoured the mountains for resources, while explorers searched for passages that might reveal what lay beyond.

Then came the Calamity. From the northern peaks emerged monsters—generally humanoid, yet towering up to four times the height of a man—and beasts, often monstrous versions of familiar animals, some clad in bone armor or bristling with spikes. They surged southward, destroying everything in their path. Within only a few years, more than seventy percent of humanity had perished. Some fell directly to the claws of the invaders; others succumbed to starvation and disease brought on by the collapse of social order and the loss of farmland overrun by the advancing horde.

To defend citizens near the frontier from monsters and beasts, an independent organization was founded: the Adventurers’ Guild. Its members, operating as independent contractors, accept commissions to hunt and slay such threats.

Finding romance and love while following his path is unexpected but not unwelcome. Earning the love of more than one woman is definitely a surprise. Navigating romance can be tricky, moving to love takes open minds and hearts. Will didn't set out to build a harem but he won't give up on the women he cares for.

Will's parents were slaughtered in a wave of monsters and beasts when the town's defenses were overwhelmed. His Uncle Mike took in eight year old Will and taught him the alchemist trade. Not being satisfied with a good job that kept him in a shop all day young Will learned archery.

Upon achieving journeyman status, the young alchemist and archer, seeks to avenge the slaughter of his parents by monsters and beasts of unknown origin, as well as adventure and fortune. After joining the Adventurers' Guild he finds the task isn't as straightforward as expected. Managing a love life between battling monsters and concocting deadly poisons takes a creative and disciplined mind.

Alchemist Militant Book 1

Over three hundred years ago, humans occupied the lands stretching from the Canterlita Sea in the south to the Colossal Mountains in the north. Fortune seekers scoured the mountains for resources, while explorers searched for passages that might reveal what lay beyond.

Then came the Calamity. From the northern peaks emerged monsters—generally humanoid, yet towering up to four times the height of a man—and beasts, often monstrous versions of familiar animals, some clad in bone armor or bristling with spikes. They surged southward, destroying everything in their path. Within only a few years, more than seventy percent of humanity had perished. Some fell directly to the claws of the invaders; others succumbed to starvation and disease brought on by the collapse of social order and the loss of farmland overrun by the advancing horde.

To defend citizens near the frontier from monsters and beasts, an independent organization was founded: the Adventurers’ Guild. Its members, operating as independent contractors, accept commissions to hunt and slay such threats.

Finding romance and love while following his path is unexpected but not unwelcome. Earning the love of more than one woman is definitely a surprise. Navigating romance can be tricky, moving to love takes open minds and hearts. Will didn't set out to build a harem but he won't give up on the women he cares for.

Will's parents were slaughtered in a wave of monsters and beasts when the town's defenses were overwhelmed. His Uncle Mike took in eight year old Will and taught him the alchemist trade. Not being satisfied with a good job that kept him in a shop all day young Will learned archery.

Upon achieving journeyman status, the young alchemist and archer, seeks to avenge the slaughter of his parents by monsters and beasts of unknown origin, as well as adventure and fortune. After joining the Adventurers' Guild he finds the task isn't as straightforward as expected. Managing a love life between battling monsters and concocting deadly poisons takes a creative and disciplined mind.

Follow Will and his ladies as they battle monsters and beasts that still threaten civilization. They'll see big cities, visit foreign lands, explore ancient ruins, and maybe meet hot elf women. Along the way he will work with women who will come to love him as they share adventures. Magic and mayhem are part and parcel in the world where Will grew up and he intends to make use of it all while searching for the source of the monsters and beasts unknown before the Calamity.


Books By This Author

Making a Mage - A Lover and A Fighter: The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo Book 1

Jacques was orphaned when his father disappeared on a hunt and grows up in a village too small for a name, his only friend the daughter of his foster parents. He expects nothing more than to help around the inn and the herbalist shop for the rest of his life. That all changes when an injured mage stops at the inn to recover and Jacques’ talent for healing is discovered. He is then whisked off to the Académie de Magie for training to serve the kingdom where Jacques’ life and aspirations change dramatically. His sense of honor and justice will make him fast friends and deadly enemies. A brush with death makes him realize that a mage doesn’t need a weapon, he is a weapon. Jacques will learn to be an empathetic healer and be forced to become a ruthless defender.

Diplomatic Relations: The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo Book 2

Jacques has gone from being an orphan of unknown parents to being recognized as one of the most powerful fire mages in the kingdom in less than a year. He's been a protector of women and dealt ruthlessly with slavers and bandits alike while healing the sick and injured. Now that his second year at the Académie de Magie has begun Jacques' sense of honor and justice will drive him to make new enemies as well as new lovers among foreign emissaries.

Ancient Magic: The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo Book 3

Jacques is now married to six lovely ladies and still exploring all his magic. In order to provide for his family and keep them together he must continue to develop his healing and teaching skills to qualify for advanced education in healing arts at the Académie de Magie while satisfying his obligations to the kingdom. He'll engage in more grey areas than just bringing slavers to justice without the king's approval. Under cover on foreign soil Jacques and his ladies search for ancient magical lore then tempt fate to make sure that the lost magic isn't left under the control of a bunch of power hungry old men. Jacques draws an old lover back and meets new ones.

Mage Privateer: The Chronicles of Jacques the Gigolo Book 4

Jacques and most of his wives have been "punished" to satisfy the Mage Council for having the temerity to provide the French Army with protection from magic. Rather than accept whatever the king's chancelier decided to dish out Jacques requested a Letter of Marque so he can go hunting pirates and Spanish ships with the blessing of the king. They will risk it all to eliminate piracy and get retribution from Spain for providing funds and magical assistance to the man who wanted Jacques dead. Jacques and his lady loves explore working magic together defending themselves with massive storms. Jacques has embraced his Sex Magic and actively pursues his romantic interests with the same determination he has his Healing magic. 
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