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Prologue




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.




In the southern quarter of the land—where there was time to organize and prepare—new leaders rose and stood firm against the tide. Over the centuries, humanity gradually reclaimed ground and now inhabits more than ninety percent of its ancestral lands.




Nearly a century ago, wealthy merchant families, fearful that a standing royal army would enable the king to impose absolute rule, used their financial influence to force him to reduce his forces. What remained was sufficient only to protect the countryside in well-settled regions. 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. The crown pays a bounty for each confirmed kill, while citizens may add supplements to encourage adventurers to prioritize their requests.




Over time, however, the value of the royal bounty diminished relative to the rising cost of goods. Today, adventurers seldom accept tasks without a citizen’s commission. Low bounties, combined with the prospect of spending days or weeks tracking monsters through the wild without reliable leads, further discourage participation.




Occasionally, monsters and beasts still surge into human-held territory, though never in numbers comparable to the Calamity. Cities and towns are fortified with walls, providing safety for residents and shelter for farming families who normally live beyond the gates.

When wealthy merchants choose to invest in reclaiming ancestral lands, they recruit administrators, construction crews, farmers, and tradespeople to build and populate new settlements. These investors also supplement the royal bounty to encourage adventurers to clear the surrounding wilderness of monsters, paving the way for roads, farms, and thriving towns.




The merchant dynasties profit by taking a share of the taxes paid by all who live or conduct business in the newly founded towns, as well as from the resources discovered nearby. These privileges last for fifty years. Among the most lucrative resources are ancient mines, many dating back to before the Calamity. When ruins of old cities are uncovered, fragments of knowledge—long thought lost during that era of chaos—sometimes resurface.




Many believe that returning to the northernmost ruined cities may yield vital clues about the origins of the monsters and strange beasts unknown to humankind before the Calamity.




Magical talent strong enough to produce mages or enchanters is rare and highly prized. For this reason, such gifted individuals seldom leave the cities of the southern kingdom, where they are protected, pampered, and richly rewarded. Those whose talents fall short of magecraft or enchantment often turn to alchemy, provided they have the intellect and ambition for it. Because lesser magical ability is far more common than greater gifts, alchemists can be found throughout the realm. Even those with only modest talent, once trained in alchemy, are respected and valued members of their communities.




Families with magical heritage have thus become not only wealthy but also politically powerful mirroring, in many ways, the rise of the merchant dynasties.





Author’s Note




Before you start reading, this story is fiction geared toward adults and it may contain material some consider unsuitable for people under the age of 18.




There are sex acts explicitly described and harem or polycule elements. If any of that makes you uncomfortable, please back up right now and ask Amazon for a refund.





Chapter 1

“Will, that’s a pretty good healing potion for a kid your age. It only took you an hour longer than it takes me, and it tests at about twenty percent less effective than mine. You wouldn’t make a great living selling those, but you wouldn’t starve either. I’m proud of you, boy.”

“Thanks, Uncle Mike. Coming from you, that’s high praise.”

“Don’t let it get to your head. You’re years away from being a master alchemist, but you’ve achieved journeyman. You can start taking full jobs instead of just doing the prep work in the morning. Take the rest of the day off.”

“Uncle Mike, this is the end of the workday anyway.”

“Yup — that’s why I said to take the rest of the day off. Hahaha.”

“About tomorrow: I’m following through on my plans. I’m leaving for Green Rock at dawn.”

“What the hell are you gonna do there?”

“I’m going to join the Adventurers’ Guild, kill monsters, see the world, and maybe get rich too.”

“More like die young. The reason there are always openings in that guild is the members keep dying.”

“That’s why I waited until I could make healing potions before joining. I figure they’ll keep me alive.”

“Boy, don’t you think all those adventurers buy potions before they go on a commission? A potion can’t save you if the first strike kills you.”

“Well, they’ll have to catch me first. Archers fight at range, and I’m the fastest runner in town. If I have to, I’ll just run for it.”

“You could make a good living here in Cut Off. In another decade or so I’ll retire — or maybe die and you could take over this place. By then you’d have the skills to keep it running and turn a tidy profit.”

“But I’d be stuck in the workshop ten or more hours a day, every day, and never see anything further than a couple hours’ walk from here. I want to kill monsters, see big cities, visit foreign lands, explore ancient ruins, and meet hot elf women.”

“Thinking with your dick will get you killed quicker than sticking your head in a troll’s cave.”

“I’m joking about the elf women — I hear they sneer at human men, anyway. Look, I understand you’re concerned about my well-being, but I’m going to do this. You know full well I learned archery specifically so I could join the guild. I told you I was going to avenge my parents, and I never changed my mind. If I don’t do it while I’m young, I’ll never do it. So if I don’t leave now, I’ll probably look back and be disappointed in myself.”

“You can only look back and wish you had if you’re alive, boy. Your parents wouldn’t want you to risk your life to avenge them. Hell, the monsters that got them were dead within a week anyway.”

“Let’s not fight about this; I’m not changing my mind. I don’t want us to remember this day with a heavy heart.”

“You’re right, Will. I can see it in your eyes — you’re as determined now as you were to learn archery when you were ten. You’re just the last family I have, and I’m going to miss you.”

When his parents were killed there hadn’t been an Adventurers' Guild in Green Rock. Cut Off lay deeper in what the kingdom called “pacified” territory, and the patrols were too infrequent to prevent monster and beast incursions. Nearly one in eight people in Cut Off died that day; Will’s life had been spared only because he’d been fishing with his uncle.

“I’ll miss you too, Uncle Mike.”

Will stepped closer and hugged his uncle. “I’ll write and let you know how I’m doing from time to time.”

“You do that, Will. I’ll look forward to your letters. Now clean this place up while I fix dinner.”

After dinner, Will conducted a final review of the gear he planned to take with him as he packed for his early morning departure. Over the past year, he had spoken with many adventurers passing through his uncle’s shop and compiled a list of items considered essential. Most of it turned out to be the same supplies any traveler would expect, along with weapons and equipment suited to one’s specialty.

Will carefully packed his belongings: a set of clothes, a traveling alchemy kit (including mortar, pestle, flask, scissors, knife, cauldron, and assorted tools), a rain cloak, two water skins, a long knife, vials of poison, poultices, healing potions, his bow and a quiver with two dozen arrows, a broad-brimmed hat, a pouch of silver coins he had been saving, and enough rations to last three full days.

The journey to Green Rock was forty miles across mostly flat roads, and his plan was to arrive late on the second afternoon. Still, it was always wise to prepare for delays. Will adjusted his backpack to make sure it sat comfortably, without hard edges pressing into his back, and checked that it was well-balanced. He positioned the long knife’s scabbard so he could draw it quickly if needed. Satisfied, he set the pack aside, eased it from his shoulders, and prepared for bed. With an early start and a long walk ahead, rest was his best preparation.

The next morning, after a hearty breakfast of eggs, hash browns, an apple, and a cup of coffee, Will and Uncle Mike exchanged an emotional farewell. Shortly after the town gates opened, Will set off down the hard-packed dirt road toward Green Rock. A mile outside of Cut Off, he waved at Widow Bentley’s cottage. He would have been surprised to see her, as she was never awake this early. The spring air carried a faint chill, and he pulled his cloak close around him.

Less than an hour after leaving the town gates Will lost all scent of civilization and gloried in the smell of spring in the air. The forest was turning green once again and it was beautiful.

In the evening, Will stopped near a stream and left the road, trekking a hundred yards into a forest of magnolia, oak, and cypress. There he built a small fire and prepared a simple soup from the rations he carried. With the addition of some bread from his stores, the meal was nourishing—if not especially flavorful. Will was capable of cooking far better meals, but he simply lacked the provisions to make one.

Sleeping on the ground was the hardest part of the journey, though manageable as long as it didn’t rain. No matter how he shifted, Will couldn’t get comfortable, yet he stayed put; it was too dark to wander the woods safely. He kept his back to the fire so its glow wouldn’t completely spoil his night vision. Eventually, he drifted into uneasy sleep, dreaming of the adventures ahead.

Breakfast brought more soup, this time paired with the last of a now-stale loaf of bread. It was plain, but filling enough to fuel his trek to Green Rock. After carefully dousing the fire with water and stirring the ashes, Will filled his waterskins at the stream and set out once more, marching from the forest back onto the road that would carry him toward his destination.

An hour later, Will heard the clash of metal, the grunts of men, and screams of pain ahead. Not wanting to be suddenly surrounded, he jogged forward while keeping vigilant.

Rounding a bend in the road, he found a wagon loaded with what looked like a family’s household goods. A man likely the father—and his three sons were desperately fending off half a dozen bandits. From the bloody patches on their clothes and their stiff movements, it was clear they wouldn’t hold out much longer.

Will drew his bow and loosed three arrows in quick succession into the back of the nearest thug. One found something vital; the man dropped to his knees, then face-first into the dirt. Will didn’t wait to watch him fall. He sent another three arrows into the next man’s back.

Those kills had been easy. But with two of their fellows down, the rest noticed him and charged. A shiver of fear shot through Will. He forced a calming breath and fired again—three arrows, this time at different targets. Two struck true; one bandit even collapsed and didn’t rise. But that still left three rushing straight at him. He’d only have time for a single shot before they closed the distance.

Will took aim at the closest and fired. The arrow sank into the man’s chest, drawing a wet cough of blood, but the thug kept coming, only slowed. Then, from nowhere, a hand axe spun through the air and buried itself in the back of the next bandit, sending him crashing to the ground.

Will loosed another arrow at the man already wounded in the chest. This time the thug toppled, unmoving.

Seeing his companions fall, the last bandit turned to flee. But Will wasn’t having it. He drew and fired at close range less than fifteen feet. The shot landed lower than intended, striking the bandit square in the groin.

The man’s high-pitched scream made Will wince. The bandit stumbled, dropped his rusty sword, and crumpled to his knees.

Will kicked the screaming man in the face. When the man hit his back, Will yanked the arrow free and said, “You’re lucky it wasn’t a broadhead — otherwise it probably would’ve torn you where it counts. If you keep quiet I’ll bandage it with a poultice to prevent infection and give you something for the pain. If you don’t, I’ll gag you and drag you behind the wagon until we reach Green Rock and it can rot off.”

A tall, older man out of breath, salt-and-pepper hair, broad shoulders — limped over and said, “Young fella, that was a mighty fine thing you did, saving our family.”

Will looked up. All but the last bandit had been given the coup de grâce.

“I couldn’t, in good conscience, let a band of brigands hurt a traveling family,” Will answered. “I’d want someone to help me, so I have to be willing to help others.”

“Regardless, you have my thanks and the thanks of my family,” the man said.

“Thanks for taking care of that one with your axe. If you hadn’t, I’d have been a bit outnumbered. You look a little pale. Why don’t we move back to your wagon and I’ll see about dressing everyone’s wounds?”

“Let me finish off this last one first.”

“It’s your call since they attacked you but I left him alive to question in case they’ve got a camp we can loot.”

“Ha. Spoken like an adventurer. Fair enough. You drag him back and I’ll get my wife and daughter to fetch some bandages so we can start.”

When they reached the wagon, Will tied the bandit’s hands behind his back and lashed him to the rear board while the man moaned and wept.

“I’ve only got a couple of poultices I wasn’t expecting to treat anyone but myself,” Will admitted. “If you’ve got the ingredients, I can make a few more. Otherwise we should reserve what we have for the worst wounds and clean the rest with alcohol, if there’s any.”

“Well, aren’t you a surprise a young archer with first-aid skills,” the man said.

“Actually, I’m an alchemist. We make poultices and healing draughts, so I learned a bit about applying them,” Will corrected, shrugging.

“Whatever you are, we’re damn glad you met us when you did. I don’t want to imagine what would’ve happened to my wife and daughter if you hadn’t,” the man said.

Will rattled off the ingredients he’d need to make more poultices. The family had only a little over half of them and none of the most important items.

“We’ll have to make do with what we’ve got. Let’s see the wounds.”

After a quick inspection Will announced, “That cut on your leg and your oldest son’s arm are the worst. I recommend the poultices for them. I’ll clean the other wounds if you have alcohol, but someone else will need to do the stitching — it isn’t one of my skills.”

“I’ll do the stitching. Jena here will help me,” the man’s wife said.

“Oh where are my manners? I’m Will.”

“I’m Jeb, and this is my wife Wanda, daughter Jena, and sons Craig, Dave, and Ron.”

Wanda was generously built, dark brown hair threaded with gray, and small crinkles at the corners of her eyes.

Jena smiled at him, coy. She looked about sixteen, with a pert nose, light blonde hair, cornflower-blue eyes, and perky breasts.

Will returned the smile. “Like I told your father I’d want someone to help me out, so I have to be ready to help others.”

“Wanda, please get that bottle of whiskey I’ve been saving. It’s only half full, but it should be enough to clean the wounds,” Jeb said.

After cleaning and bandaging the wounds that didn’t need stitching, Will turned back to the moaning bandit. The man was of average height, a little paunchy around the middle, with greasy, unkempt, brown hair. He wore no armor and the scabbard still on his belt had seen better days just as did sword he had dropped when Will shot him. “I didn’t have enough poultices to go around, so you’ll have to do without. Step over here so I can yank your trousers down — and it won’t upset the ladies while I bandage you.”

The bandit’s eyes widened, and he whimpered, but he shambled closer under Jeb’s watchful glare.

Once the bandit shuffled around to the side of the wagon, Will did exactly what he said he would: he checked the results of his shot. He was surprised to find the arrow had pierced one of the man's testicles. A shiver ran through him at the thought of how that must have felt. There wasn’t much he could do for the man beyond dressing the wound to slow infection, and even that was unlikely to save him.

Rather than point out the likely outcome, Will pulled the bandit's pants back up, tied them in place, and then began to interrogate him.

“If you tell me where your camp is, we’ll let you ride in the back of the wagon.”

The bandit shook his head.

“Look you remember how much it hurt walking from where you lay on the ground to here. Imagine what it’s going to feel like walking behind the wagon for the next several hours with a rope between your legs. If you slow down, that rope is going to cinch up on your wound and you’ll be screaming until we kill you just to stop it. You’re never going to see the loot at your camp again anyway, because you’ll go to jail. I’ll tell everyone in town there’s a camp out here with hundreds of gold coins. Dozens of men will come looking for it; when they find it, they’ll take whatever’s there while you’ve suffered for nothing.”

Between weeping and moaning, the bandit finally told him what he wanted to know. “Our camp is about a mile east of here, on this side of the stream that runs roughly parallel to the road.”

“Can one man carry the valuables, or will I need to bring help?”

“You’ll need at least three people some of it’s bulky.”

“Well done. You get to ride in the back of the wagon. Now come around back where we can keep an eye on you, and I’ll go talk to these nice folks.”

“Jeb, our captive says his camp is about a mile east, near a stream, and there’s enough loot to require three men to carry it all. With your injury you obviously aren’t up for that kind of trek. Are you willing to send a couple of your boys along to carry it? If you are, we can split what we find fifty–fifty.”

“That’s mighty generous, seein’ as you killed four of the six and took the fifth captive, but yeah two of my boys can go with you. Craig would have trouble carrying anything with those stitches in his arm and that poultice, so he’ll stay at the wagon with us.”

“That’s fine. We’ll either gather the loot in backpacks or make a travois if we have to. I’ll talk to our captive again and see if I can get more details.”

“I want to go help,” Jena pleaded.

Ron shot back, “You just want to spend time with Will.”

Jena rolled her eyes. “We nearly died. I want to see what the bandits stole from others and bring some of it back.”

Will looked askance at Jeb, who glanced at Wanda. Wanda sighed. Then Jeb turned to Jena with a stern expression. “You may go, but you will answer to your brother Dave. If he reports that you gave him any trouble or behaved inappropriately with Will, I will flay your butt every week for a month. Am I clear?”

Jena put on puppy-dog eyes and answered meekly, “Yes, Papa.”

Jena thought to herself, “Dave’s such a goody, goody.”

Jeb grunted, Will wasn’t sure if it was in response to Jena or the stitch Wanda was pulling on.

“Well then, I’ll talk to our captive again. After that, we’ll be off.”

After confirming that the camp had backpacks suitable for carrying loot, Will left his own in the wagon. He then collected his arrows and looted the corpses which had already begun to stink. Once ready, he gathered his helpers, and together with the siblings, marched into the forest.

As they walked, Jena chatted, asking Will about where he had grown up and about his alchemy training. When Will turned to check on the siblings, he noticed that Jena had loosened her blouse to reveal more cleavage than she had shown around her parents. When she caught him looking, she leaned forward slightly to accentuate the view. Will smiled, and Jena smiled back. She might be fun to tumble with, if the opportunity presents itself, he thought.

This early in the spring there was a lot of new growth in the forest but not enough to obscure the surroundings for long distances.

When Will judged they were nearing the bandit camp, he called a halt.

“Just in case our captive hasn’t been completely honest, let’s assume one or more bandits might still be there. Try to stay quiet—no talking—until we’ve scouted the camp. Agreed?”

Dave and Ron nodded. Jena muttered, “Fine.” Will considered her tone an ominous sign for the future, but he wasn’t focused on her long-term anyway.

The group found the stream before spotting the camp, so they walked twenty minutes upstream, searching carefully. When they found nothing, they returned to their starting point, then followed the stream downstream. After about fifteen minutes, they discovered the camp.

Six small tents stood in a clearing, suggesting no more than six bandits. Still, Will kept an arrow nocked, ready to draw and shoot at the first sign of danger. He quietly instructed the boys to pull open one tent flap at a time while he stood ten feet back, bow ready. After checking all six tents and finding them empty, the group relaxed slightly and began collecting valuables.

Jena searched the tents, uncovering coins and bits of jewelry, each apparently claimed by a different bandit. The brothers sorted through the goods and concluded that the bandits had either already sold off most of the stolen merchandise or had preyed only on poorly defended families.

Meanwhile, Will searched the surrounding area for signs of hidden stashes. He had nearly given up when he decided to check along the stream.

The water ran clear, allowing Will to see the bottom. As he walked along the trampled bank, he spotted a cluster of oddly stacked rocks. Stripping off his clothes, Will called out, “I think I found something hidden in the stream. I’m going to hop in and take a look.”

He folded his clothes neatly on a shrub a few feet from the bank, then dropped into the water with a yelp—the shock of the cold stealing his breath. After a few deep breaths to steady himself, he dove down, reached for the top rock, and tugged. Between the current and the stone’s weight, it took effort, but when it shifted, a bag appeared beneath it. Lifting the bag, Will found it nearly as heavy as the rock itself.

When he surfaced, he saw Jena standing on the bank, grinning. “I heard you yelp and came to make sure you hadn’t drowned.”

“I was just surprised by how cold the water is.” Will hoisted the bag high enough to drop it onto the bank. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get out before I turn into an icicle.”

“Go ahead, I’m not going to stop you,” Jena said with a mischievous smile.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Spotting roots jutting from the bank, Will climbed out with ease. As his waist cleared the edge, Jena flushed crimson but didn’t look away.

“What’s the matter? Never seen a naked man before?” he teased.

Jena shook her head.

“Well, if I weren’t so cold, you’d see a more impressive sight. As it is, I’m a little… diminished. Of course, if you wanted to join me in the stream, that problem might solve itself.”

Her blush deepened. “Not with my brothers nearby. You might not survive if they caught us.”

“A pity,” Will said lightly. “I suppose I’ll get dressed, but it’ll take a few minutes—I’d rather not put my clothes back on while dripping. Unless you’d like to help me dry off, maybe you should head back to camp before your brothers come looking.”

Jena bit her lip, nodded slowly, and turned toward camp without another word.

“Oh well, she could have a let me cop a feel or at least flashed me. That would have gotten my blood flowing and given her more to remember me by," Will muttered to himself.

Will used the dull side of his long knife to scrape water from his skin before dressing. Then, carrying the bag he had recovered from the stream, he returned to camp. The siblings were gathered where Dave and Ron had already sorted and packed what seemed worth keeping into three moderately heavy bundles and one lighter one.

"We may need to reallocate the loads—I found this in the stream, and it isn’t light," Will said, dropping the bag into Dave’s open hand. It slipped through, hitting the ground with a thud.

“Shit, what’s in there?” Dave asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t looked yet. But since they went to a lot of trouble to hide it—and our prisoner never mentioned it—I’d bet it isn’t lead. More likely silver, or gold, or some combination of the two.”

After reorganizing the backpacks, which made them all heavier, Will and the three siblings set out for the road where they had left the wagon and the rest of the family. On the way back, Will noticed that Jena had tightened the laces on her blouse, eliminating his view of her cleavage. Still, the straps of her backpack pulled the fabric tight enough across her chest that her nipples pressed faintly against the material. Her curves weren’t as full as her mother’s, but they were noticeably perky.

By the time they neared the road, Will realized it was too late in the day to reach Green Rock before nightfall. The added weight and bulk had slowed their pace, making the return trip nearly twice as long as the journey out. Will made a mental note to factor that into future ventures.

As they approached the road, Will spotted buzzards circling overhead. Adjusting his course toward them, he figured they were likely drawn to the corpses left nearby. When the four finally stepped out of the forest, Craig, the more heavily injured brother, called out, “They’re back!”

Jeb and Wanda emerged from their respective spots to greet the group as they trudged forward. “From the way you’re plodding along—and judging by the size of some of those packs it looks like the trip was worth the trouble,” Jeb said.

“Oh, yes, Papa,” Jena replied eagerly. “Will found a bag of coins that might be worth more than all the rest put together.”

The prisoner growled softly but said nothing.

“Why don’t you put your packs on the wagon? We’ll move a mile or two down the road and make camp for the night, since we aren’t going to reach Green Rock before dark,” Jeb suggested.

The scent of blood, voided bowels, and emptied bladders in the air did make for an unpleasant atmosphere in which to spend an evening.

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

After dropping his pack onto the wagon, Will stepped over to their prisoner.

“You weren’t forthcoming like you promised, so I have no sympathy for you spending the night without medical care.

The prisoner tried to kick Will but wasn’t quick enough. Will noticed the man was sweating despite sitting in the shade and, placing a hand on his head, recognized at once a high fever. Will walked away thinking about the bandit’s chances of survival. After catching Jeb’s eye, he jerked his chin to indicate they should move a little farther for a private word.

“Our captive is running a high fever,” Will said, “so it’s clear he has an infection. Chances are he won’t last the night. Somehow it doesn’t feel right to kill him since he’s our prisoner, but at the same time he’ll suffer for hours and will likely die anyway. I’d appreciate your wisdom.”

“You’re a good man to even think about the right and wrong of this, Will,” Jeb replied. “Back when I was about your age I was conscripted into an army and spent the next few years as a soldier. After that I never wanted to take another man’s life — and I haven’t needed to until today. One thing I learned in the army is never to leave a live enemy behind. This man clearly expected to escape at some point and come back for the coins you found. If he survives and gets away, he’s likely to hunt you and the rest of us — either to take back the money or for retribution.

Killing him would be a mercy and would prevent future harm to any of us. I’ve done it before, and I’ll do it again tonight if need be. But one of us has to do it for the safety of all of us.”

Will didn’t feel right about killing a man in cold blood but then he imagined the bandit tracking him through a town at night and sticking a knife between his ribs before he even knew he was being attacked. Their captive had clearly expected to murder the family and likely rape the women. Taking the risk of the man getting out of jail and stalking any of them was unacceptable.

After that moment of hesitation Will replied, “I can see the wisdom in what you say. Given the life I’ve chosen, I need to learn to do what must be done, so I’ll handle it. Should I wait until your children are asleep, or take him out into the forest now and get it over with?”

“I think my boys need the lesson too. I’ll have all of them walk with you to the tree line while you do the deed.”

Will was a little uncomfortable with the younger boys being involved especially Ron who seemed about fourteen but Jeb was far more experienced in how ugly the world could be so if he thought it was appropriate then who was he to question.

“If you say so. I’d just as soon get it done now, then.”

“Take my axe, and after he’s dead collect all the heads in a sack. There’s a good chance there’s a bounty on them and you might as well collect it.”

As Will gathered the axe and the large sack, Jeb called, “Boys — gather around.”

After explaining his reasoning, Jeb instructed the boys to walk, drag, or carry the prisoner into the tree line where Will would finish him out of view of the women.

As the boys dragged the prisoner toward the forest, Will heard Jena ask, “Papa, where are they taking the prisoner?”

“Jena, honey, let’s go talk to your mother and I’ll explain.”

When Will and the boys returned to the wagon they got underway. A few miles later they pulled over and set up camp.

They all slept in shifts, Will taking the last two hours. While it was quiet and there were no distractions, he had time to think about the attack and how close he’d come to dying. Will realized that if his poisons had been within reach and he’d used them, he could have shot all six bandits once or twice long before they closed on him; they’d have been dead or far easier to take down. He vowed to be better prepared to use his poisons in future.

Will had a cooking fire ready when dawn broke and Wanda woke to start breakfast.

After Jeb had a few sips of coffee he looked at Will and said, “Dave told me what you young ones found in the camp. Between that and the coin, it’s a pretty good sum. How do you want to split it?”

“Like I said fifty–fifty. Though I’d rather my half in coin; I have no use for the other goods and don’t know how I’d sell them.”

“Will, you’ve been more than fair. We’ll figure a rough value for the goods and give you your share in coin. Let’s settle the split after breakfast so we aren’t doing it at the town gate and drawing unwanted attention.”

“Seems like a good idea to me.”

As the family spread the recovered loot on blankets, Will noticed there were no chains or jewelry, the pieces he was sure he’d seen Jena slipping around her neck while she plundered the bandits’ tents. He frowned and stared at her until she looked away, as if she thought not maintaining eye contact would let her slip from his mind. She might be cute but Will was disappointed in her lack of trustworthiness. When she continued to ignore his look, he called out loud enough for her mother to hear, “Jena, I think you’ve been wearing the stolen jewelry so long you forgot to add it to the pile.”

Wanda looked at the blankets, then turned to Jena.

“Dave told your father and me about the chains and jewelry you found in the tents, yet I don’t see them here. Kindly retrieve all of it and place it on the blanket so we can ensure Will receives his fair share. That young man has been our savior and is graciously sharing the loot—loot some would argue is entirely his. I will not have you dishonor this family by cheating him.”

“Umm… it’s like Will said. I’ve been wearing it so long I forgot about it. H-h-here it is,” Jena stammered as she pulled four chains, strung with various baubles and rings, from beneath her blouse. Her face and neck reddened in guilt.

“Yes, I can see how such a lump might be easily forgotten,” Wanda remarked with biting sarcasm.

“Will, I apologize for my daughter’s unseemly behavior. I thought Jeb and I had taught her better,” Wanda said firmly.

“Apparently she’ll need remedial lessons starting with scrubbing the farmhouse floors on her knees.”

“Mama, no! Papa said it’s a ten-room house. I’ll be crippled for life scrubbing all those floors!” Jena protested.

“You’ll be doing more than that, young lady. Now is that all of it? If I discover later that you withheld anything else, you’ll be scrubbing those floors daily until the day you marry.”

“Yes, ma’am. That’s all,” Jena muttered with a pout.

Will wasn’t certain what much of the treasure was worth, but the items he did recognize Jeb had valued fairly. He assumed the rest had been judged fairly as well. In the end, Will received two-thirds of the bag of silver coins, leaving him quite satisfied. By the time the estimates and counting were complete, it was nearly noon, so they stayed where they were and had an early lunch. Afterward, they packed the cooking gear and set out for Green Rock, expecting to arrive by mid-afternoon.


Chapter 2

Still some distance away, Will could make out the high stone wall of the town they were approaching. Like Cut Off, the wall stood about twenty feet high and at least eight feet thick, with parapets lining the battlements. Watchtowers stood at each corner, manned day and night. There was no pressing fear of invasion, yet the watchfulness remained.

The fields stretching a hundred yards around the town held crops but little else, aside from a few sheds where farm laborers could rest out of the sun.

After paying the entry tax, the guard at the gate directed Will to the guild hall, located at the far end of the main street near the north gate. He walked on alongside Jeb’s wagon until they reached that point. The town appeared prosperous: the buildings along the main road were built primarily of stone, their steep roofs covered with wooden shakes. Window frames, painted in bright colors, were well maintained and added a cheerful touch to the otherwise sturdy architecture.

The road into town had been well maintained, free of the deep ruts that might hinder travelers. At the center stood a square dominated by a courthouse, with roads branching left and right to let traffic circle clockwise. The townspeople he passed looked healthy, their clothing neat and well cared for. Children laughed and ran freely in the street, unafraid.

When the wagon reached the guild hall, Will turned to Jeb and said, “This is where we part ways. It’s been good meeting you.”

Jeb tipped his head. “We’re taking over a farm Wanda inherited from her late uncle, just a couple of miles north of town. If you ever need a place to stay the night or simply a hot meal, our home is open to you anytime.”

Wanda nodded in agreement, while Jena pouted and the boys waved.

“Thank you, Jeb. Thank you, Wanda. I appreciate that. I wish you success with the farm.”

“Given the little nest egg we stumbled across, I think we’ll do just fine,” Jeb said with a wink before slapping the reins. The horses pulled the wagon forward once more.

It was mid-afternoon, and the guild hall was nearly empty. The common room was a large space with more than a dozen tables and numerous chairs scattered throughout. The scent of fried food hung in the air.

As Will stepped inside, the one-eyed man at the counter in the back spotted him immediately and called out, “What brings you to the guild, young fella?”

“I’m here to apply for membership and maybe collect a bounty.”

“I’m the guild master here in Green Rock, so I can take care of both. Name’s McCray.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Guild Master McCray. I’m William Tell, though my friends call me Will.”

McCray’s gaze shifted to the sack Will carried. “By the size of that bundle—and the stink it seems we’d best settle the bounty first. What exactly have you got there?”

“Six bandit heads, taken about three hours up the road.”

The older man stepped out from behind the counter and walked to the board on the wall where various jobs were posted.

“I think there’s a notice about bandits in that area, but none of these fools wanted to bother with it, they all chase big scores. Let me see if I can find it, then we’ll check your evidence to see if they’re the ones.”

“Well, they were certainly bandits. I caught them attacking a family traveling by wagon, and it wasn’t going well for the family.”

“Here it is. Let me look up the details, then we’ll see what you’ve brought me.”

The guild master flipped through a file drawer, pulled out several sheets of paper clipped together, and looked them over.

“Let’s step out back so you can empty that bag without stinking up the common room. I’ll compare the notes and sketches with the heads you brought.”

Will dumped the heads onto a table as directed and arranged them so the guild master could study the faces.

“Some of these look like the birds already got to them. You sure you didn’t just stumble across the bodies and decide to claim someone else’s bounty?”

“I assure you, I killed five of the six myself. The last one was slain by the man in the wagon. He wanted nothing to do with the reward and told me to keep it. As for the state of the corpses the man and his three sons were injured. I had to treat their wounds before I bothered with collecting the heads.”

“Fair enough, kid. They haven’t been dead more than a day, so I doubt anyone else killed them before you showed up. I see a good match on three of the six—scars, hair color, tattoos, that sort of thing. I’ll assume the rest are part of the gang, since the other descriptions aren’t detailed enough to say otherwise.”

“This is a fine start for a guild apprentice, especially considering you weren’t even part of a team. Get those heads back in the sack, toss it on the burn pile over there, and I’ll wipe this counter down. Then we’ll take care of your paperwork.”

Will followed the man’s directions. When he returned, the guild master was already behind the counter, writing.

“Is there somewhere I can wash my hands?”

“Oh, right. Down that hall first door on the right.”

The guild hall was well designed, and a pleasant breeze drifted through, carrying away most of the stench from the bandit heads by the time Will returned to the counter.

“As you can see, the bounty on those characters was six silvers. You’re in luck—that’s exactly the fee for a year’s apprentice membership. If you’ll fill this out with your skills and any relevant experience, I’ll issue your badge. You’ll also have access to the bunkroom for a small fee, and meals come at a discount. We’re not like the bigger-town guild halls with fancy restaurants and private bedrooms, but our accommodations are far more affordable.”

“That’s fine by me. I’m just a country boy with limited means, so cheap works. In the bunkroom, is there a place to store our gear and valuables?”

“Yeah. Each bunk comes with a locker. We also run a bank, so you can deposit your bounty earnings and withdraw them little by little. It’s much safer than carrying silver into jobs where you might lose it in a fight.”

“Wonderful. Who do I talk to about setting up an account and making a deposit?”

“That would be me,” the older man said with a smile. “I handle just about everything except cooking and laundry.”

Will set his bag of bandit loot on the table with a heavy thump. “I found this at the bandit camp and would like to make a deposit.”

“Well, damn, kid. I thought you said you had limited means.”

“I did until yesterday, when I stumbled on the bandits’ stash. I’ve no idea how long this will last or what expenses will come up, so I’d best use my money wisely, don’t you think?”

“That’s a much more mature attitude than most of the older members here have. If you’ve got real fighting skills, you’ll go far, kid.”

Will filled out the form while the guild master tended to other paperwork. When he was finished, he handed it back to the older man.

The guild master completed a bank book and gave it to Will, showing a deposit of one hundred and fifty silvers. Will had kept thirty silvers aside to cover necessary purchases, such as alchemy supplies.

Looking over the form, McCray commented, “Archer and alchemist—not an especially common combination. We’ve got plenty of archers, and every team here has at least one. You may be waiting a while before anyone is willing to take you on. And you can’t accept any of the jobs on the board alone as an apprentice, so it’s a good thing you handled those bandits before joining.”

“I can afford to be patient. Not that patience comes naturally to me, but alchemy requires it, so I’ve had some practice.”

“I wish you luck, kid. Teams usually start forming around seven o’clock in the morning, and by nine they’re all gone. Several groups got back from assignments in the last couple of days, so tomorrow morning should be fairly busy. If you’re still planning to bunk here, you’ll know when they start showing up—adventurers can be real loud,” the older man said with a smirk.


Chapter 3

Over the next several days, Will chatted with members of the various teams passing through the guild hall, but he couldn’t find a group willing to take on an apprentice archer. He tried highlighting his skill with poisons, yet no one seemed interested. On the fifth day, as the groups were preparing to leave, he noticed a lone woman in her early thirties whom he hadn’t seen before. He introduced himself.

She curtly replied that her name was Jess, clearly agitated and barely paying him any attention. Will gave her space and leaned against the wall, waiting to see if anyone else would appear in the next few minutes. Otherwise, he’d head back to the craft room to work on a few potions or poisons for the rest of the day.

With nothing better to do, he gave her a closer look and found her rather attractive. The vertical scar on the left side of her face did little to detract from her looks; if anything, it made her seem fierce. Her blonde hair was pulled into a neat bun, hidden under the steel helmet resting on the table in front of her. In armor, it was hard to discern much about her figure, but it likely leaned toward athletic—she moved with ease despite the weight.

She wore a gambeson beneath chain mail, a breastplate, pauldrons on her shoulders, rerebraces on her upper arms, vambraces on her lower arms, and open-back cuisses on her thighs, all made of steel, complemented by boiled leather greaves on her shins and sturdy boots with poniard strapped at her waist. A three-foot long broadsword and a kite shield leaned against the table. All her gear was polished and oiled. She obviously took maintaining it seriously.

As Will headed toward the hallway leading to the craft room, he heard her shout, “Where the hell have you guys been? We were supposed to meet here an hour ago! All the good jobs are already gone.”

Will couldn’t help but stop and listen.

“Aw, Jess, not so loud. You’re giving me a headache,” mumbled one of the men. Two others staggered behind him, while another stood frowning. All four wore poorly maintained armor and looked generally unkempt.

“That’s what you get for drinking until you pass out the night before work,” she snarled. “Give me my share. I want out.”

“Yeah, about that… we, um, got into a bit of a bar fight last night and had to pay the owner for the damages, or face jail time. We had just enough to cover the damages—with your share included.”

“You’re telling me I risked my life against those hobgoblins and got nothing to show for it? I’ll take my share out of your hide,” Jess said, drawing her sword.

The man drew his sword as well, just as McCray yelled, “No fighting in the guild hall! If you want to kill each other, take it outside.”

“Get out of here, Craddick, and find yourself another sword. I’ll never work with you again, and I’ll tell everyone I know what you’ve done. Don’t let me see any of your faces on the street, you assholes, ‘cause I may just kill you for the gear you’ve got on you,” Jess roared.

Craddick and his followers stumbled out the door as quickly as they could.

After she caught her breath and returned her sword to its scabbard, Will approached her again. “Seems like you might have an opening on your team. Do you think there’s room for an archer?”

“Fuck, sure. I’ve got to take a job, or I won’t have anywhere to sleep tonight.”

“Aren’t you eligible for the bunk room?”

“I am, but I have no interest in listening to a dozen men snoring and farting all night.”

“It’s not so bad if you pick a spot upwind,” Will said with a smirk.

Jess laughed. “I think I might learn to like you, kid. Let’s go see what’s left on the board so we can earn our keep.”

“If we want to be back tonight, it has to be close by. And with just the two of us, it needs to be low risk which means low reward. It is what it is.”

Jess pulled a card, and they both went to the guild master’s counter to claim the job.

“Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” McCray snickered.

“Shut up, asshole,” she responded, her tone heavy with exasperation.

“Will here seems a lot smarter than the crew you’ve been working with, so you’re already off to a good start building a new team. Did he tell you he claimed the bounty on the six bandits a few miles south of here? Says he killed five of them himself.”

“No shit!” she said, looking at Will with fresh eyes. “Why didn’t you say that when you were chatting me up earlier?”

“You didn’t seem interested, so I thought it best to let you be.”

“Well, hot damn he even knows when to keep his mouth shut. So, Billy, anything else I should know about your skills?”

“I’m a journeyman alchemist, with recipes and experience making both healing potions and poultices, as well as a few poisons. I can do some first aid, but my stitching isn’t very good.”

“Kid, I like you more and more. Let’s get this job done, and then we’ll think about building a team big enough to take on some of the better jobs in the future.”

As they walked out the door, Jess glanced at the sun and groaned. “Fuck, we’re going to need horses if we want to reach the farm in time to deal with the goblins before dark. And since Craddick stole my cut, I don’t have money to rent them.”

“I have enough coin for that, as long as I can get it back out of the bounty.”

“Yeah, liking you better all the time. Let’s go to the stables and see what they have for us.”

“This might change your mind I’ve never ridden a horse before. Is there anything I should know?”

“Oh wow… um, always mount from the left side. If you need to stop the horse, don’t be shy about yanking on the reins. Otherwise, just follow me and you’ll figure it out.”

There weren’t many horses left to rent, so Jess picked the two that looked the healthiest. They hurried out of town.

“We’ve got a long way to go and not much time,” Jess said. “We’re going to ride these horses hard. They’ll get to rest once we arrive, since we won’t be using them again until we head back to town.”

They turned off the main road onto a rutted wagon trail and rode for another hour. By the time they reached the farm, Will thought his kidneys were bruised and the insides of his legs were rubbed raw.

Jess tended to the horses, muttering, “Newbies,” while Will recovered. They met the farmer halfway into his fields. He asked heatedly, “What took you so long? I posted the bounty ten days ago.”

“Well, if you’d offered a bigger bounty, someone would have picked it up sooner. You’re lucky I’m desperate and got a late start, or you’d still be waiting.”

“Look here, missy, I’m the customer. If you don’t like the pay, don’t take the job.”

“That’s exactly why no one picked it up until today,” Jess shot back.

Will stepped forward a half-step ahead of Jess. “We’re here now, and I assume you still want the goblins gone. Can you point out where they damaged your crops so we can track them from there?”

The farmer squinted at Jess but said, “Sure, follow me,” and led them to the northwest corner of his fields. “You can see where they ravaged my crops. I think there’s a trail past the big tree, but I didn’t follow it into the forest—I’m not equipped to take on a dozen or more of those vermin.”

Will responded before the farmer could continue, so Jess didn’t get a chance to pick a fight. “We’ll take a look and see what we can do about it. Thanks for guiding us out here.”

He started walking toward the big tree without looking back, hoping Jess would follow. After a few steps, he heard her feet crunching through the destroyed stalks and relaxed a little.

“You do remember I’m senior here, and I should be the one doing the talking, right?”

“Of course. It just seemed like you were still angry at your former colleagues and taking it out on the farmer, so I stepped in to help. Now you can direct your frustrations more productively at the goblins,” he said with a winning smile.

Jess chuckled. “You’re a smooth one, alright. I’ll bet you’ve been in the panties of every girl in town where you came from.”

“Nah. By the time I was old enough for that, I ran into a much more interesting woman and spent the next year and a half with her.”

“Then what are you doing if you have a girlfriend back home?”

“We both knew it wasn’t a long-term relationship going in, and I had no plans to stay in Cut Off for the rest of my life, so I wasn’t looking for one. We enjoyed each other’s company until I was ready to move on.”

“So you were planning to be an adventurer all along?”

“Pretty much. Alchemy is fine, but I can’t see being stuck in a workshop all day, every day, for the rest of my life. There’s too much of the world to see and too many new things to learn.”

“Yeah, well, we have that part in common. I’m not cut out for what they call women’s work. Like you said, I prefer taking my frustrations out on monsters and bandits.”

“About that… I don’t know anything about goblins, and I’ve never been involved in this kind of fight. Should we be making this much noise now that we’re on their trail?”

“You’re right. Let me lead that’s why I carry a shield, after all. We’ll follow their tracks.”

“Goblins are short, aren’t they? If the cave is their size and we can’t stand up, how will we fight them?”

“Depends. Let’s see what we’re working with.”

Fortunately, goblins aren’t the smartest of monsters. Will and Jess managed to kill a couple by sneaking up and thrusting their blades through the goblins’ backs while they were hunched over, eating grubs under rotten logs.

“Now we take the ears as proof we killed them. It’s much better than taking a head, since there are so many of them.”

After another ten minutes of sneaking through the woods, Jess whispered, “Well, well… looks like I was right.” They peeked from the undergrowth near the tree line and watched a dozen or more goblins pass in and out of sight, dragging rough baskets of food into the low cave opening, then later returning with empty baskets.

“I’m glad you’re right, but that cave entrance is so small we’d have to crawl on our bellies to get in. I’m brave, not stupid—so how do we kill them all without digging them out?”

“We’ll smoke them out. We just have to find the air vent that lets the smoke from the fire in the cave escape and block it.”

The pair crept around the edge of the clearing and made their way up the small hill. About two-thirds of the way to the top, they discovered a small pile of leafy branches with smoke rising from it. In a quiet voice, Jess told Will, “Throw dirt over the brush to block the smoke entirely.” After ten minutes of scooping dirt with their hands and covering the leaves, no more smoke rose from the hole.

“Now hurry, so we can chase the goblins into their cave—or kill them before they run off. Then we’ll get into position to strike as they come out for fresh air.”

The adventurers retraced the path they had taken to locate the smoke hole. Jess instructed, “Nock an arrow and prepare to shoot any that don’t run for the cave.” Then, with a scream and a clang of her sword against her shield, Jess charged out of the tree line. The nearest goblin hesitated for a moment too long, and Jess took advantage, lopping off its head. The other goblins, seeing the head roll toward them, immediately abandoned their tasks and ran for the cave. Will picked off a couple that looked like they might flee elsewhere, while Jess charged the cave entrance. She skewered the last goblin as it tried to crawl inside.

After dragging the body out of the tunnel entrance and to the side, Jess climbed a few feet up the hill above the entrance and waited for smoke to flush the goblins back out. Will remained in the tree line. Several tense minutes passed before smoke began drifting from the tunnel entrance. Jess reset her footing in anticipation of striking crawling goblins—but nothing happened.

Jess waved to Will and pointed at the entrance. He shook his head in response. She stepped closer to the edge, and suddenly, the soil beneath her feet collapsed, bringing more earth down behind her. She tried to pull her feet free, but the uphill soil continued to shift, and within seconds, she went from knee-deep to waist-deep in loose soil—and it was still rising.

Jess fought to remain calm; the thought of being buried alive was terrifying. She tossed her sword into the clearing and shouted for help. She tried to use her shield as a makeshift shovel, but the angle was all wrong. Will hadn’t waited for her call—he had seen her drop suddenly and launched himself from the trees to her aid. He dropped his bow and backpack in the center of the clearing as he ran.

By the time Will arrived, soil was piling up on Jess’s back, and she was struggling to stay upright.

“Give me your shield so I can dig you out,” he demanded. Placing a hand on either side of the shield, he drove it into the loose soil and pulled, scooping the dirt between his legs. He repeated this until he had cleared the area in front of Jess’s legs almost to her ankles. Now, however, she was leaning too far forward to pull herself out. Will stood with his back to her and ordered, “Grab my waist.”

As soon as he felt her latch on, Will grabbed her wrists and lurched forward. Jess fell to her knees, and he took another step, then another. Once she was clear of the falling earth, Jess called out, “That’s far enough.”

“Fuck. There goes the bounty,” Jess said hotly after a moment to catch her breath. “Let’s check the hill and see if we can find any other escape routes.”

The adventurers stayed together, searching the hill for the next hour, but found no openings other than a small crevasse they had discovered earlier and covered in dirt. Before leaving, they collected the ears of the few goblins they had killed before the creatures could crawl into the cave.

As Will and Jess made their way back to the farmhouse to report, Will suggested, “How about I talk to the farmer as ‘practice’? As an apprentice, I’m supposed to learn everything.”

“Why not? It’s not like you can cost us any more money.”

Will knocked on the door and stepped back. When the farmer opened it, Will smiled. “I’ve got great news. We killed all the goblins and even have the ears of a few. The rest ran into a cave too small for us to enter, so we blocked both the smoke hole and the entrance. They should all have died of asphyxiation. We’re confident none escaped, though we understand that without proof, we won’t be collecting the bounty. We wanted you to know your crops are safe.”

“I appreciate your efforts. I’m not willing to approve payment right now, but here’s what I’ll do: if I don’t see more damage from the goblins in the next ten days, I’ll stop by the guild hall and approve the bounty when I next head into town.”

“That’s more than fair. We appreciate you working with us. By the way, my name’s Will, and my partner here is Jess.”

Shaking hands, the farmer said, “I’m Stan. Thanks for coming out.”

“You have a good evening, Stan,” Will replied.

Once on their horses, Jess said, “You’re really smooth, kid. I didn’t expect him to even consider paying the bounty without ears as proof.”

“During my alchemy apprenticeship, I dealt with many people and found most are honest and want to do the right thing. If you’re honest with them, they’ll usually be honest with you.”

“I’ve never worked with an alchemist before. What can you do in combat?”

“Poisoned arrows or blades, paralytic smoke, emetic smoke to make enemies vomit, and smoke bombs to obscure your location come to mind. I can also make acids—some dissolve iron, others eat through flesh. After battle, I have healing potions. They won’t make someone ‘as good as new,’ but they can save a life or limb and allow full recovery later. The potions are expensive, so I’d only use them to save someone in dire need. I also have some poison antidotes. Standard rates apply if you want to use any of them.

Now that I think about it, I should give you a price list for all my alchemy items so you know the cost upfront. Of course, I’ll always ask before using anything.”

“I can work with that. You’ve opened up possibilities we never had on other teams I’ve been part of.”

On the way back to town, Jess explained that Will needed to show his guild badge at the gate to avoid being taxed each time he entered. Once through, they didn’t rush, but they didn’t linger either. It was near dark when they arrived at the stables and returned their rented horses. Will moved slowly; his body ached from the ride. Spending so long on horseback had not agreed with him.

“So what was the bounty on the goblins?”

“Six silvers.”

“We spent two silvers on the horses, leaving four to split. I know you’re short on money, so I can spot you two silvers—your share.”

“No, I get three silvers since apprentices only get a half share while team leaders a share and a half,” Jess said with a smile.

Grudgingly, Will handed over two silvers while glaring at her.

“I’ll see you in the morning. We’ll try to get a better-paying job then.”

“I’ll check the board as soon as I get up. Can I pull the card and hold it for you, or is that against the rules?”

“It isn’t exactly approved, but they probably won’t call you out if I show up shortly afterward. Don’t wander far from the board and act like you’re just reviewing it.”

“Fair enough. Sleep well.”


Chapter 4

The next morning, Will was up with the sun. After taking care of his morning ablutions and getting dressed, he scoped out the job board. Thinking that the lowest bounties were likely to be safe enough for just two adventurers, he pulled down the four least rewarding jobs and began reviewing their limited details. He put one back after realizing it was definitely not safe or easy the person commissioning it was a cheapskate who wanted work done for nothing.

“If he thinks it’s worth so little, he ought to do it himself,” Will muttered.

Holding onto the other three, Will perused the rest of the jobs on the board, working through them in order of bounty size. A couple of others seemed interesting, but he wondered if they were too good to be true. Still, he pulled them anyway.

A few minutes later, others started wandering over and pulling down cards. Will held his five in a stack, studying the one on top carefully. He hoped Jess would show up soon so they could discuss them.

By the time Jess arrived, Will’s stomach was starting to rumble. He nodded toward an unoccupied table in the corner of the guild hall and met her there. Once seated across from each other, he handed over the stack of cards he had pulled.

Jess shuffled through them quickly, discarding three. Either she read incredibly fast or picked up keywords that told her all she needed to know—she didn’t reveal her method. After studying the remaining two for a minute, she threw down another card.

“We’ll take this one,” she said, getting up to see the guild master and formally accept the commission.

“Hold on a moment,” Will said, earning a glare from Jess.

Before she could respond, he continued, “I’m not questioning your choice, but as my master, shouldn’t you explain your selection so I can learn from your experience?” He offered his most charming smile.

Jess straightened and returned the smile. “Why yes, my apprentice. I suppose I should share my thinking. In fact, why don’t you share yours first?”

“Well, you know I don’t know much about monsters, so I based my first selections on the idea that low bounties mostly meant low-risk, easy jobs. I then reviewed those and put one back because the person posting it was a cheapskate and the job was worth more than the bounty. I reviewed a few higher-bounty jobs after that and found a couple that looked manageable to my untrained eye.”

“For an untrained eye, you did well. The first two I discarded were within our abilities, but they’re not worth the trouble because they’re more than a day’s ride away. The next was more dangerous than you realize. Do you know what a hobgoblin is?”

Will shook his head.

“Thought not. First, they’re big, quick, and tough to kill. Not that you and I couldn’t take one, but they never travel alone. Where there’s one, there are at least two or three, sometimes more. If you read the bounty carefully, you’ll notice it pays five silvers per head. That means the poster knows there’s more than one, though not how many. We are not up to that task right now.

“The last discard isn’t because we couldn’t do it, but because the other job is simply a better fit. If that one weren’t available, I’d have taken it.”

“Okay, could we take the first two you discarded and do them on the same trip? If I remember the map correctly, they should be close together.”

“We could, but adding the cost of renting horses for several days makes the profit not worth it. We have higher-paying, closer jobs available, so why bother with the others?”

“Thanks for explaining. I should check with McCray to see if there are books on various monster types so I can study them in the evenings.”

“Good—you’ll be a proper adventurer yet, kid. Put those back on the board, and I’ll file our acceptance of the commission with the guild master.”

After a quick breakfast Will and Jess went to the stables and rented horses again. Once on the road, Will asked, “Since we’re going after an ogre, why don’t you tell me about them so I’m better prepared?”

“All right. They’re huge—about three feet taller than you and twice as wide. Crazy strong, and dumb as rocks. If you weren’t an archer or polearm user, we’d have taken the other job instead. Whatever you do, don’t let it hit you. Even a glancing blow can break bones. They’re not very fast, so I can outrun them even in my armor. We’ll wear it down and finish it off safely.”

“What about trying some poisons? Even if the paralytic doesn’t stop it, maybe it will slow it. I could also try the emetic so it keeps vomiting, which should distract it.”

“What’s that going to cost me?” Jess asked, a hard glint in her eye.

“Nothing. I’ll dip an arrow in just a tiny amount and consider it part of my arrows—just the cost of doing business.”

“Then sure. I’m happy to get behind the ogre while it projectile-vomits at you and take its head off in one blow. Then we can head back to the guild hall,” the woman stated with an evil grin.

Around mid-morning, they arrived at the logging camp and got directions to the ogre’s last known location. Leaving the horses behind, they followed the trail through massive oak and cypress trees until they heard the sound of a beast eating. Carefully keeping their distance, they found the ogre sitting on a fallen log, devouring a deer’s hind leg like a turkey leg.

Jess hadn’t been exaggerating—ogres were huge, even sitting down. With little cover nearby, Will suggested, “Since it’s facing right, you go left and try to get behind it. I’ll stay here and start with poisoned arrows once you’re in position.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll wave when I’m ready.”

Will prepared poisoned arrows. When Jess finally waved, he fired the first paralytic arrow into the ogre’s side. It roared but didn’t move, so Will followed with an emetic arrow, alternating types. Finally, the ogre noticed him, roared, and began charging, swinging the deer haunch like a club.

Will continued firing arrows, but the ogre reached into a pouch and hurled stones with surprising accuracy. Will dodged as best he could, but the ogre kept throwing almost as fast as he could fire. When Jess moved behind the ogre, Will focused on dodging, but tripped over a root. A glancing blow to the side of his head sent him sprawling, but rolling saved him from another stone that would have hit his head.

Jess attacked the ogre while it vomited uncontrollably. After multiple strikes, the ogre collapsed into a puddle of its own vomit.

“Yeehah! That was awesome. I thought we’d be here all day wearing this monster out, and we’re done in time for lunch.”

Will winced at his bleeding head. “Yeah, well, you could’ve warned me these guys are great stone throwers.”

“What are you whining about? I expected both of us to be bleeding from a few wounds,” Jess said.

After bandaging Will, Jess chopped through the ogre’s spine and removed its head. They cleaned it in a nearby stream and returned to the logging camp, greeted by cheers from the men. The cook offered them a hot lunch, which they gladly accepted.

Back at the guild hall, McCray eyed Will’s bandage. “Were you successful?”

“Of course. Billy here is innovative,” Jess replied, showing the guild master the ogre’s head.

McCray raised an eyebrow. “Did he knock heads to see which was harder?”

“Nothing so physical. My apprentice used his brains and alchemy to poison it until it was puking and nearly paralyzed. All I had to do was swing my sword until its neck was cut. He’ll spend his share of the bounty on proper gear, won’t you?”

“If you’d warned me ogres throw rocks so well, I wouldn’t have let it hit me.”

“Well, you won’t always know what targets are capable of. Best be prepared for everything.”

“Guild Master, are there books or pamphlets describing monsters and their behavior?” Will asked.

“Sure. The guild hall has a small library. Most apprentices don’t know because they never ask, probably because half can’t read. You can borrow any three books at a time.”

“Which ones list monsters with behavior and capabilities?”

“Olister’s Monster Compendium is the most respected work—about 50 years old. Horton’s Bestiary is similar, and Morgan’s Advanced Races covers intelligent races. Focus on monsters and beasts first; you won’t be hunting most intelligent races other than hobgoblins unless things change drastically.”

“Excellent advice, thank you, Guild Master.”

“No need to be formal, just McCray is fine.”

“Can I buy paper, pen, and ink here, or should I shop in town?”

“That’s town shop material, like the armor your master recommends. The stationery shop is down the street, third building in the next block. Wilson’s Armory for steel helms and Anson’s Leathers for boiled leather are both located about 4 blocks behind the stationery shop. Show your guild apprentice badge for a 10% discount at both of them.”

“Perfect, thank you.”

After checking Olister’s and Horton’s books, Will met Jess at the job board. “We’re taking tomorrow off, right? I want to let my injury heal and pick up some armor. I’ll use the rest of the day to study.”

“Sure, this job paid well enough that we can afford to take a day—but only one,” Jess said, looking at him sternly.

Will visited the stationery shop, where a quarter silver bought him all the paper and ink he’d need for quite a while. I should probably write to Uncle Mike to let him know I’ve survived so far, he thought, and maybe Lynn as well… we’ll see.

Back at the guild hall, Will sat at a quiet table in the corner and wrote a brief letter to Uncle Mike, letting him know he was safely in Green Rock and had already completed three successful adventures. With that done, he began reviewing Olister’s Monster Compendium. He made an outline of each monster type’s characteristics as he read, including their known strengths and weaknesses, typical habitats, favored prey, and usual group sizes. Will spent the remainder of the afternoon on the project, continuing after dinner. He added notes on how they had defeated the goblins and the ogre to their respective outlines, providing a starting point for future commissions involving those monsters.

The next morning, he didn’t rush to get up but lingered in bed just long enough to enjoy a stretch and avoid feeling hurried. After breakfast, it was time to go armor shopping.

As Will approached the corner, a vaguely familiar man in poorly maintained armor stepped toward him. “Hey, kid. I seen you working with that bitch. You’d better be careful she’ll leave you to die if you get crosswise with her. Maybe you come work with us. We got a full team; a young fella like you, wit’ no experience, would be much safer.”

The man obviously hadn’t bathed in days, and Will was sure his eyes would water if he got any closer. “I appreciate the warning. I’ll be careful and keep an eye on her for now. What’s your name?”

“Hmm, I’m Georgie. You come find me in the guild hall if you want to join a real team.”

“Thanks, Georgie. I’ll keep that in mind.”

At Wilson’s Armory, Will purchased a sallet-style helmet. It was open-faced yet covered his ears and the back of his neck, flaring slightly at the bottom to deflect blows to the back of his head. The helmet was expensive, but it would be well worth the cost, even if he only needed it once.

At Anson’s Leathers, he purchased boiled leather armor similar in coverage to Jess’ steel armor but without the pauldrons on the shoulders, so it wouldn’t interfere with his archery. The quilted gambeson hung halfway to his knees and flared slightly below the waist, allowing his legs to move freely.

Will’s last stop was the fletcher, where he purchased a dozen arrows to replace the ones he had left in the ogre rather than dig through the vomit.

Back at the guild hall, Will sat at a quiet table in the corner and continued working on outlines for the monsters described in Olister’s Monster Compendium. By bedtime, he still hadn’t finished with the monsters, nor had he touched Horton’s Bestiary. He would have to finish the project between jobs.


Chapter 5

Several days later, Will left the hall to go shopping for poison and potion ingredients. Turning onto the boardwalk he noticed people hustling by on their errands and farm wagons loaded with produce creaking and rattling as they rolled down the street. Georgie approached him again this time with another man Will thought was Craddick.

“Hey, Will. You still workin’ with Jess? I told you that bitch’ll get you killed.”

“We’re doing fine, but thanks for your concern.” Will stepped to the side, trying to pass. The other man moved in front of him. “I’m warnin’ you right now — stop workin’ with Jess. I don’t care what you do. Go home to your momma, whatever. I see you with Jess again, it ain’t gonna go well for you.”

“Look, what’s between you and Jess is just that — between the two of you. Leave me out of it.”

“You work with her, you’re part of it. I’m warnin’ you.”

They glared at him for a long second, then let him step aside and continue on his way.

Will went about his business, but a nagging worry clung to him: one day he might get jumped by several men and not live to tell about it. What could he do? He wasn’t comfortable handing the problem to someone else, so he let his subconscious take the lead while he handled the errands.

After his shopping he returned to the guild hall. As expected, the common room was empty except for McCray, hunched over paperwork at the counter.

“Guild master, I’d appreciate your counsel on a matter if you have a moment.”

“What can I do for you, Will?”

“First I’m not asking you to act. I just want some guidance. A couple of guys from Jess’s old team threatened me if I keep working with her. I don’t intend to give in. Back when I was a kid, if someone bullied me at school I’d fight probably kick them in the balls then they’d leave me alone. These men use deadly weapons every day. I’m afraid one day all four of them will catch me unaware, and I’ll be left bleeding out in an alley.”

“An old soldier I once met told me never to leave a live enemy behind. I could hunt them down like I would some ogres and use my poison arrows, but I’m sure the town guard wouldn’t just brush it off.”

“I’m considering letting monsters deal with my problem. It’s my understanding that anyone can contribute to a bounty. Is that correct?”

“It is.”

“If I were to offer double the bounty on the hobgoblin warlord that no one has been willing to take on, would that get Craddick interested, do you think?”

“Nah. Craddick’s ultimately a coward. Even when Jess was on his team he only accepted the medium risk jobs.”

“Even cowards get greedy. What about triple?”

“Ha — you have a point. Are you planning to convince Craddick to go after the warlord? He’ll need more than greed to keep his courage once he gets eyes on them.”

“I have the means to give him and his men courage. Now how do I let him know that the bounty has been tripled without letting anyone else in on it?”

“If you put up the money, I’ll take care of making sure Craddick is the only one to find out.”

“I can call my offer back once it’s clear his team has failed, can’t I?”

“You can. Ten days should do. I’ll make that part of the official record—so as soon as I reopen the post, the bounty reverts to the original value,” McCray responded with a shrug.

“Excellent. I’ll tell you when to do it. It’ll take a few days to prepare Craddick’s ego and greed.”

That evening Will went hunting for Craddick and his crew. He started in the seediest taverns he could find, and it didn’t take long. Will found Craddick surrounded by his men; the captain smiled like he’d already won.

“Look,” Will said, keeping his voice careful, “I’m not cut out for a team that takes on big dangerous jobs, but I don’t want hard feelings. How about I give you a gift—some of my poisons for your next job. Smear a little on your blades; when you cut your target they’ll be poisoned. It takes a few minutes to reach full effect, so you won’t need to keep pressing the attack, mostly defend, and eventually they’ll just collapse.”

Craddick’s grin widened. “That’ll be real useful. Maybe I’ll forgive you. Hand it over, and we’ll see.”

Will gave him a small vial, the poison mixed with a drop of colored dye to make it look rare and valuable. “I hope this settles things between us.”

Craddick snickered and barked, “Get out of here.”

A few days later Craddick swaggered into the guild hall, produced a bag, and dumped a handful of giant boar ears onto the table while demanding the bounty. After collecting it, he and his thugs left hooting about booze, gambling, and whores.

Days later when Will next left the guild to buy ingredients, Georgie and Craddick cornered him again. Craddick stepped forward, eyes cold. “You’re too scared to work with men, but you’ve got a use. I want more of that poison, and you’re going to keep supplying—or you’ll be dead in the street, and no one will give a damn.”

“Y—you don’t understand how expensive it is to make that poison. I—I can’t keep giving it to you.”

“Ya will  ’cause your life depends on it. It’s your problem. If you don’t have any now, find me tonight at the same bar as last time. Maybe in a few days we’ll have a big score and if I’m feelin’ generous after I collect the bounty I’ll throw a silver your way.”

Will did his best to look like he was about to cry rather than laugh at the fool. “I—I—I’ll do my best. Just don’t hurt me.”

“As long as you’re my golden goose, you don’t have a thing to worry about.”

After his shopping trip, Will made another batch of the paralytic and poured a small amount into a glass vial like the one he’d given Craddick before. He topped the vial nearly full with oil, held it up to the window for better light, and added a drop of dye. After corking and shaking it, he evaluated the color, added another drop, and shook it again. Satisfied, he set the vial aside, finished his work, and cleaned up.

Will spent the rest of the day in the common room, reading the books he’d borrowed and making notes. Around ten that night he went back to the dive where he’d found Craddick and his thugs. Looking meek and forlorn, Will shuffled to the table where Craddick sat, a scantily clad young woman in his lap. Craddick’s treatment of her made Will think no one would miss him. The rest of the crew were no better; Georgie was already so drunk he was snoring.

“M—M—Mr. Craddick, sir. I have the special stuff you asked for.”

“It’s about time, you little pissant. I want to get good and drunk but had to wait to make sure you delivered. Gimme that and get outta my sight.”

Will nodded sullenly and left the bar. Once he stepped outside his posture shifted and he grinned from ear to ear.

In the morning, as soon as he left the bunk room, Will marched to the guild master’s desk and quietly told McCray, “Preparation is complete. Please increase the bounty as we discussed.”

McCray nodded and pulled out a document he had already prepared, leaving it face down on the table, ready for whenever Craddick showed up.

Meanwhile, Will went about his usual business—finding a job to present to Jess and collecting his breakfast. The pair left for their target before Craddick and his team arrived, which suited Will just fine.

A couple of weeks later, word spread that Craddick’s team had taken a job to exterminate a hobgoblin warlord and his followers—but they never returned. They hadn’t asked another group to accompany them, and no one seemed to consider their disappearance a great loss.

A few days after that, the guild master found Will alone and asked, “How’d you get Craddick to stick to the hobgoblin warlord job?”

Will smiled and replied, “Who says I did? Maybe he got hold of some free poison that wasn’t as strong as he thought. I guess we’ll never know.”

McCray snorted. “You crafty bastard.”

For the next couple of months, Jess and Will handled similar small jobs every other day. They faced no competition, since larger groups weren’t interested in the low bounties. For two people, though, the payouts were decent—earning them as much per person as the bigger groups, which made Jess very happy. On his off days, Will exercised, practiced archery, and worked on poisons and potions.

From these jobs, Will refined his techniques and learned valuable lessons. Some poisons, he discovered, didn’t affect certain types of monsters and beasts. He carefully noted these observations on the tracking sheets he had created for each creature. Seeking more options, he reviewed the recipes he had inherited from Uncle Mike and brewed a poison he had never tried before. This new concoction disrupted the target’s inner ear, leaving them reeling and unable to keep their balance.

Stan, the farmer with the goblin-pack problem, stopped in while Will and Jess were away on another job. He reported to McCray that the commission had been fulfilled and authorized payment of the bounty. Will was delighted by the news—since he had financed the entire episode, the reward was his alone.

For Jess, a steady income brought calm. For Will, traveling with her made each job more enjoyable. He often found himself watching her on the road, wondering what she looked like without her armor. In his daydreams, she was both strong and voluptuous, and sometimes the images grew so vivid that he had to rise in his stirrups and shift to ease his discomfort. More than anything, though, he liked it when she smiled at him without reason.

After months of working together, Will had developed a morning routine that gave him the first look at the job board. Each day he rose early, dressed quickly, and brought his notes to review potential commissions. Jess usually arrived after he had finished his survey, and he would explain the jobs he had dismissed as well as those he considered worthwhile. Jess agreed with him on some and offered her reasoning when she differed, which Will always found enlightening.

On this morning, they chose a contract to deal with a troll terrorizing travelers where the north road crossed a stream. Jess didn’t need to explain that a troll was like the ogre they had fought before only larger, meaner, stronger, and considerably less intelligent. Will had already recorded that from the monster compendium in his notes. Before accepting the contract, he checked his supply of poisons to ensure he had enough to handle the beast.

Before heading to the stables, Will also reviewed his first aid kit and packed extra, just in case.

On the ride to the troll’s last known location, Will asked Jess how she thought they should handle it. She deflected the question back to him. Taking it as an exercise his master intended him to learn from, Will proposed that she take a position near the road, hidden from sight, while he found cover from which to shoot. If the troll spotted him and gave chase, he would lure it past Jess so she could strike from behind, while he tried to stay concealed or at least keep his distance. Jess approved the plan, and with that settled, they shifted to lighter conversation as they rode through the countryside.

Jess told stories of her adventures with other teams, and Will learned that she had not led her own until he joined her. That, he considered, might explain the lapses in her planning and her lack of focus on his training. Then again, perhaps none of the teams she had served under had leaders who acted differently. As an alchemist, though, Will had been drilled since childhood to research and plan thoroughly before attempting any execution.

He resolved that if he ever led a team, he would train apprentices in the same structured way he had been taught alchemy—and, considering Jess’s example, perhaps even extend that approach to journeymen. Frankly, it seemed Guild Master McCray was aware of the shortcomings but failed to act on them. Will began considering how to approach the guild master about providing proper training for new recruits like himself, and perhaps coaching for team leaders as well.

Will had realized weeks ago that Jess was not much of a planner, so he had learned to guide her into making plans by framing suggestions as questions, like a diligent student might. Otherwise, he feared, one day they would find themselves in trouble they could not escape.

As they neared the stream, the sound of water tumbling over rocks reached them. They cut their chatter and grew alert, listening for movement or sounds that might betray the troll’s presence. But when the ford came into view, they saw their caution had been unnecessary. The troll stood in the stream, intent on catching salmon as they struggled upstream to spawn.

By silent agreement, they turned back and found a spot off the road, behind a cluster of large bushes a hundred yards from the stream, where they could hide their horses and hopefully keep them safe while they dealt with the troll. Together, they walked back toward the stream, staying beneath the trees. Once Jess had chosen a vantage point that allowed her to watch the troll without being seen, they split up. Will pressed closer to the stream, circling around to approach the troll from behind.

Once in position, Will arranged his poisons into the small pockets sewn into the leather cuisses that protected his hips and thighs. He drew a deep breath, steadied himself, and loosed his first arrow, its head coated with a paralytic. The shaft struck the troll just below its right shoulder blade. The creature barely seemed to notice.

Will followed with an emetic-tipped arrow, then another carrying a new concoction he hoped would disrupt the troll’s inner ear and throw off its balance. Shot after shot, he cycled between the three poisons, loosing an arrow every minute to give the toxins time to work. After four full rounds, the troll’s back bristled like a pincushion, yet it showed no sign of weakness.

Frustrated, Will capped his poison flasks and slipped back to Jess. He whispered that he would cross the road, get ahead of the troll, and aim for its eye or throat. He needed some kind of reaction.

It took him another ten minutes to find a vantage point that provided both a near head-on view of the troll and enough foliage to conceal the arrows’ origin. Still rotating between poisons, Will shifted his aim to the eyes. His first arrow missed its mark, glancing into the cheek beneath the socket and lodging there just as those in the troll’s back had. This time, however, the troll reacted swiping at the shaft and knocking it free, though not before the poison entered its bloodstream.

On the sixth shot from his new position, Will’s arrow struck home, piercing an eye and sinking deeper than any of his earlier attempts. The troll’s roar shook the air, leaving Will’s ears ringing. It clawed at the embedded shaft, but the moment it tried to wrench it free, the creature howled again this time in agony from disturbing the wound.

The troll lurched forward two steps and collapsed face-first into the stream. Water rose to the back of its ears as a cluster of large bubbles broke the surface around its head. It thrashed weakly, struggling to lift itself, but the effort failed. Moments later, the motion ceased; no more bubbles rose.

Will and Jess crept closer. Will lingered at the edge of the trees, ready to retreat if the creature revived. Jess, moving with care, waded into knee-deep water. From behind the troll, she raised her sword in a reverse grip, steadied herself, and then drove the blade down with the added force of her armored weight. The weapon pierced the thick hide and sank nearly to the guard before halting.

The troll never stirred. It was unmistakably dead.

“Yeehah! That was fucking awesome. You killed it all by yourself without ever getting close to it. You, my apprentice, are amazing.” Jess wore a grin from ear to ear.

Will capped his vials of poison, slid them into their protective case, then met Jess on the stream bank. On impulse he pulled her into a hug. Jess grabbed his head and kissed him full on the lips and didn’t stop there. Their tongues tangled; things heated for a moment, but with both of them in armor they didn’t get too riled up. When they broke the kiss they were both grinning, clearly pleased and open to more.

After she caught her breath, Jess voiced the next big question. “How the fuck do we cut this thing’s head off?”

Will just laughed. A moment later Jess was laughing too.

“If we were closer to where this stream joins the river by Green Rock, I’d say we cut some saplings into poles, stand on its back, and pole the whole corpse to town. The guild master would get a kick out of that.” Will offered the idea with a grin.

Jess roared with laughter again. “But seriously how do we get its head off? We don’t get the bounty without the head, or at least the ears.”

“I came prepared. I packed an axe for just this situation,” Will said.

Jess leaned over and kissed him again, though without the urgency of their first kiss.

“Let’s get the horses. We’ll need to drag the corpse at least thirty feet from the stream, or its decay will contaminate the water for miles downstream. Once we’ve moved it far enough, we’ll use your axe to sever its neck.”

Will collected his arrows, then jogged to catch up to Jess as she headed for the horses. Both tasks proved difficult, but severing the neck was especially messy. When it was finally done, they returned to the river and helped each other wipe away the blood and gore that had splattered across them.

What Will hadn’t planned for was how to haul such a large, revolting object back to Green Rock. They settled on tying it to a small travois behind Will’s horse.

“It would be good if we could burn the corpse,” Jess said, “but we just don’t have the manpower to gather enough dry wood for a fire that size. It’s not part of the bounty anyway, so if someone wants it done, they’ll need to find a team. Let’s head back to town. I’m treating you to a really good dinner tonight, my apprentice.”

“Does that mean I’ll get to see you out of armor?” Will asked with a grin.

“I don’t know. I’m not sure I own any clothes that don’t go with armor,” Jess replied, her grin turning mischievous.

“Well, I’m not much better off. I’ve got one set of clothes that I’ve been avoiding wearing so they don’t get torn or stained—but they’re nothing fancy.”

“There’s no place that fancy in Green Rock, so we’ll both fit right in.”

On the way back to town, they talked about food and leisure activities. Will spent much of his time reading about various subjects, while Jess preferred drinking and gambling.

No one paid them much attention when they returned to Green Rock, since the troll’s head was mostly hidden in the sack they had planned to carry it in. They tied up the horses in front of the guild hall, and Jess propped the door open with a rock. Together, they each took one end of the travois and carried it like a stretcher.

As it was late in the day, quite a few adventurers were hanging around, so their entrance drew plenty of stares. Jess marched up to the guild master’s counter, set the travois down, and Will pulled back the sack. Jess slapped the commission paperwork onto the counter and declared, “One troll’s head, good sir.”

“How in tarnation did the two of you kill a troll?” one of the adventurers shouted.

Jess crossed her arms. “Not the two of us—just my apprentice, by himself. All I did was make sure it was really dead and help cut off its head.”

“Whoa! How’d you do it, kid? You’re an archer. You can’t kill these things with arrows.”

“I’m not just an archer. I’m also an alchemist.” Will improvised a title on the spot. “Actually, I’m an Alchemist Militant. Archery is just my method of delivering poisons. I used three different poisons, and at least one of them worked. When I shot him in the eye, he staggered, took two steps, then collapsed face-first into the stream and drowned—too weak to lift himself out.”

The gathered adventurers whooped, cheered, and clapped.

When the cheering died down, Guild Master McCray spoke. “Kid, I knew you were special when you started asking about our library. You’re gonna go a long way—if you can stay alive.” He turned to Jess. “Now, I suppose I have a bounty to pay.”

Jess smirked. “Don’t think I’ll do this every time, but since you did nearly all the work, I’m splitting the bounty with you. Fifty-fifty.” She gave him a wink.

They stepped away from the counter, and Jess told Will, “Get cleaned up and meet me at the Gryphon Inn. Seven bells. Don’t be late, my apprentice.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”


Chapter 6

After his shower, Will dressed in the one set of clothes he’d saved for special occasions. He trimmed and cleaned his nails, filing them smooth, and as a final touch dabbed on a few drops of the cologne Widow Bentley had given him. Once ready, he asked for directions to the Gryphon Inn. Arriving early, he strolled along the boardwalk, glancing into the neighboring shops before the bells began to toll. At the seventh bell, Will walked straight to the inn and slipped inside. Scanning the room, he didn’t see Jess. A woman stood at the bar with her back to him, her long blonde hair cascading down a slinky, backless black dress. That can’t be her he thought, until she turned around and smiled at him.

Will’s grin spread from ear to ear. The neckline of her dress plunged nearly to her navel, the fabric straining to contain her generous curves.

When he reached her, he managed, “Wow. You look amazing.”

Jess’s lips curved in a teasing smile. “You clean up pretty well yourself though I already knew that from our time together before you bought your armor.”

Will chuckled, his eyes still wide with wonder. “I used to imagine you without your armor, but seeing the real thing…” He shook his head. “It’s something else entirely.”

“You’ve been dreaming about me?” she asked with a smirk.

Will thought he imagined it until she turned and smiled.

A little embarrassed, he replied, “Well, you’re the only woman I’ve spent any time with since I got to Green Rock… and you are kind of attractive.”

“Only kind of?” She mock-glared at him.

“Um, really attractive.”

“That’s more like it. Now order a drink, and let’s find a table.”

Noticing Jess had a whiskey, he ordered one as well, then followed her to a table. When he pulled out a chair for her, Jess hesitated for a moment, as if unsure how to respond. Then, with an even bigger smile, she sat and let him push the chair in.

They chatted casually until the waiter arrived and listed the evening’s dishes. Most were the usual fare, though a couple of options stood out. Jess ordered a large sirloin with a baked potato and all the fixings. Will chose the seasoned trout with steamed vegetables.

Jess shot him a look. “Don’t make any comments about what I ordered. Carrying all that armor around takes a lot of energy.”

“I would never. Jess, you’re gorgeous. You know what you need to eat it isn’t my place to judge.”

“Good.” She leaned forward. “Now tell me about yourself. You never talk about your parents. Did you have a falling out?”

Will’s expression turned somber.

“No, they were killed when I was eight. I spent the next ten years with my Uncle Mike. He taught me alchemy and hoped I’d take over his business when he retires.”

Will brightened and went on, “But I decided early that I wanted to be an adventurer. One of the old men in town taught me archery, and over time I realized that mixing the two would be a powerful combination.”

Jess gave him an approving nod. “Well, they certainly are. I’ve never heard of anyone taking down a troll alone, and definitely not walking away unscathed. I’m proud of my apprentice.”

“I’m honored to be your apprentice. I hope I can be more.”

“I hope so too,” Jess said, licking her lip.

Will chuckled. “So, no girlfriend waiting for you back in… what was it? Cut Off?”

“Yeah, Cut Off. And no, no girlfriend to go back to. I knew I wasn’t staying, and there weren’t many unattached women anyway. Like I said before, I had plans. I didn’t want attachments that might get in the way.”

Jess tilted her head. “And how do you feel about those plans now?”

“I think I did the right thing. I’m an adventurer now, and I have a great partner.” Will smiled. “The Guild Master thinks I have a bright future ahead. I’m really happy with how things are going.”

Jess smiled back. “I think I have a great partner too.”

Their conversation paused when the food arrived. Jess ordered another whiskey, while Will asked for water, and they both dug in. Afterward, Will leaned back in his chair with a satisfied sigh.

“That was the best meal I’ve had in over a month. Thanks for inviting me.”

“Do you want dessert?”

“Oh, I don’t think I have room, but…” He hesitated, then shook his head. “Never mind.”

Jess’s eyes sparkled. “Hmm. Well, why don’t you walk me back to my room after I pay the waiter? You’ve been treating me like your date.”

Will smiled and nodded.

After the bill was paid, Will stood, helped Jess out of her chair, and pushed it back under the table to clear the aisle. He reached for her hand, letting her guide him toward the stairs. At her door, Jess pulled him into a heated kiss, but after only a moment, she gently pushed him back and shook her head.

“We’re off tomorrow. Practice your archery and replenish your poisons. I’ll see you the day after, bright and early.”

Turning away, Jess slipped into her room alone.

Inside, she sat on the edge of the bed, drawing a deep breath. Her thoughts circled what had almost happened. It would have been easy to take that boy to bed and so wrong. Shame pricked at her. Past mistakes still haunted her. Billy was intelligent, respectful, and undeniably handsome. He was everything she could want, yet too young, too untouched by life.

Meanwhile, Will returned to the guild hall, disappointment weighing on him. He had thought their connection had deepened, that it was finally time to take their bond further. Months had passed since he had last been with a woman, and desire tugged sharply at him. Still, it wasn’t just lust—he was drawn to Jess herself. Her age didn’t bother him; if anything, he considered it a plus since she had life experiences she could share with him. Her marvelous body didn’t hurt at all. He imagined his face stuffed in those large soft globes as his cock slipping in and out of her warm, wet vagina. The fantasy carried him away and he almost missed the guild hall. Shaking his head, he forced himself back to clarity, took a steadying breath, and stepped inside to turn in for the night.


Chapter 7

Will woke from a night of vivid dreams and, with some embarrassment, had to clean himself up and taking a shower. The thought of what he might have muttered in his sleep nagged at him, but since no one teased him, he assumed his nocturnal behavior had gone unnoticed. He stripped the soiled sheets, tossed them into the laundry hamper, and pulled a fresh set from the shelves.

After breakfast, Will reviewed his supplies and drafted a list of materials he needed to replenish. His gear check followed: the armor was pristine—he hadn’t taken a single blow during their recent monster-hunting endeavors, but his boots were worn thin. Onto the list they went. Remembering last night’s outing, he also noted the absence of suitable clothing for social occasions. A dress outfit joined the list as well. Judging by its length, he would be spending half the day shopping.

As he stepped out the door, a voice from the guild hall called out, “There he is.”

Will glanced up to find a group of five adventurers watching him. Their leader, a confident man, stepped forward.

“Hey, I’m Sam. You’re Will, right?”

“I am. What can I do for you, Sam?”

“We just accepted a job that’s been sitting on the board for a while. It’s risky, and we thought you might be able to help.”

“I can’t join you today,” Will replied. “I’ve got a lot of shopping to do to replenish my poisons and gear.”

Sam shook his head. “We weren’t asking you to come along. We were hoping to buy some of your poisons to give us an edge. These beasts are dangerous, and if we can bring them down faster especially from a distance—we’ll stand a much better chance of surviving.”

Will considered, then nodded. “I see. My stock is low, but I do have some left. What are you hunting?”

Half a dozen giant boars, the reports claimed they stood nearly as tall as a man and weighed upward of two thousand pounds. Our spears and halberds won’t be enough to bring them down quickly. Too slow, too risky. That’s why we came to you. You killed that troll alone. We’d like to buy some of your poison.

“I’ll provide the poisons, but I want two things. First, I want a full share of the bounty, as if I were one of your journeymen. Second, I want a report on which poisons worked best, with details on reaction time and effectiveness. If you come back without having killed them, you owe me nothing—except that report.”

Sam turned to his fellows, raising an eyebrow in silent question. One of his companions stared into the distance, then drew a deep breath. “Sure. If we bought the poison outright and it didn’t work, we’d lose both money and bounty. This way, there’s less risk. The share of the bounty probably won’t cost us much more than buying the poison anyway. Honestly, this is the best deal we could hope for.”

The rest of the team nodded. Will smiled. “I’ll be right back with the poisons.”

He returned with several vials, explained how to tell them apart, and made recommendations for applying them to their blades. He warned them not to get any on themselves, handed over an antidote for the paralytic, and described in detail what he expected in the report on effectiveness.

Sam and his team left in high spirits, practically charging out the door. Will smirked, pleased with the prospect of earning a full share of the bounty with little extra effort. After adjusting his shopping list to account for the poisons and antidote he’d just sold, he went to the market. Later, back in the craft room beside the vent hood, he spent the rest of the day brewing replacements.

The next morning, Will followed his usual routine: he checked the job board, marked a few postings to discuss with Jess, and when she didn’t show up headed to the cantina. Filling a plate from the breakfast buffet, he settled into their usual corner.

He was halfway through his meal when Jess finally arrived. After nodding to him, she collected her own breakfast sausages, hash browns, and a cup of coffee before joining him.

“I was beginning to wonder if I’d have to come beat on your door at the inn,” Will said.

“Eh, I didn’t sleep well. Didn’t have enough to drink.”

Will raised an eyebrow, but she offered no further explanation, so he let the matter drop.

“So, tell me about the jobs you picked out,” Jess said, gesturing toward the cards with her fork.

Will scanned the options with her and explained, “The nearby smaller jobs are getting scarce. It looks like we’ll either have to take on bigger, riskier ones or be ready to travel farther and spend nights on the road. That’ll cut into our earnings unless we can line up an extra job along the way.”

Jess grunted her agreement, then tapped the last nearby card. “Let’s clear this one today. We’ll talk about the future on the road. Put the other cards back on the board, grab your gear, and rent us two horses.”

Later, at the stables, Jess joined Will with her gear. Once they passed through the north gate, Will asked, “Aren’t you planning to build our team beyond just the two of us?”

“I am,” Jess replied. “I’ve got someone in mind, but they won’t be available for a few months. That’ll give you time to gain more experience, so you’ll be able to handle yourself once I’m focused on the new apprentice.”

“I assume there aren’t any other journeymen available to join us, then?”

“Well, not exactly. There are, but they wouldn’t be a good fit. Basically, they’re assholes—like the guys on my old team.”

Will and Jess finished their job, and on the way back she complained, “I’m always broke, so I’m kinda happy we’ll be taking better-paying jobs from now on.”

“You get twice what I do from each job. How can you be broke?”

“A room at the inn costs more than twice what a bunk at the guild does. Meals are more expensive, and booze isn’t cheap.”

“Well, since you won’t sleep in the bunk room, maybe you should consider getting a roommate to split the cost. Aren’t there some women in the guild you could share with?”

“Heh, most of them are bitches. Anyway, they all sleep with one of their teammates. All but Rhonda, anyway she sleeps with all of them. Got her own little harem, she does.”

That comment raised Will’s eyebrows.

“Oh, don’t look so surprised. It isn’t common, but in life-and-death struggles, emotions sometimes run high. Those guys all worship her and would die defending her. She controls that team like the fingers on her hand.”

“Huh. Is that something you aspire to? Is your mysterious new apprentice another guy to add to your harem?”

“Nah, it’s not like that.”

“Well, you could drink less or eat at the guild cantina more often to cut expenses.”

“I’ll think about more meals at the cantina. But if I cut back on drinking, I won’t be able to relax and sleep at night.”

“I could be your roommate.”

“Ha! You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You’re a little young for me. I couldn’t do that to you.”

“You wouldn’t be doing anything to me that I didn’t want,” Will said with a grin. “I’m a big boy. Besides, I never suggested we have sex—I only said I could be your roommate. Maybe I could help you relax. I can brew something to help you sleep, and according to my instructor, I’m a pretty decent masseuse.”

Jess laughed. “Oh, so you’ve been hiding some skills from me?”

“Of course. A guy’s got to have a few secrets.”

“Ha! I’ll think about it.”

Nearly a week later, after another successful job, Will and Jess returned to the guild hall late in the evening. Several teams were already seated for dinner when a voice called out:

“Hey, Will!”

Will looked around in surprise and spotted Sam standing near a table, surrounded by his teammates. They looked in good spirits despite the bandages scattered among them. Will waved back, then turned to Jess.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, before walking over.

“Will,” Sam greeted warmly, “I’ve got to tell you your poisons worked wonders. Those boars were even bigger and more numerous than the report suggested. Without your concoctions, we’d have either backed out or ended up in far worse shape—maybe even dead. You definitely earned your share.”

He dropped a small bag of silver coins into Will’s hand. “I’ll have the report ready for you in the morning. We’re all a bit beat tonight.”

“That’s fine,” Will replied. “I’m just glad the poisons worked well for you and that you’re all back safe.”

Sam grinned. “We’ll definitely want to set up similar arrangements in the future. This is going to be great.”

“I have to ask why haven’t you bought poisons from the local alchemists?”

“The locals won’t make poisons, except for rats. Apparently, people here believe they’d be used for murder, so none of the alchemists want to be associated with them.”

“Well, I’m not going to complain about having a monopoly on the business.” Will smiled, shook hands with Sam’s team members, and returned to Jess, who had already turned in the heads to collect their bounty. She held his share ready.

“What was that all about?” Jess asked.

“I made a deal with Sam and his team—I provided poisons for their last job in exchange for a full share of the bounty.”

“Oh, smart move. I take it they were successful, and you got your share?”

“I did. They’re so happy with the results that Sam said they’d want to do it again in the future.”

“Very nice. You earn a share and don’t even risk an injury. You could make a decent living just on poison-making, I’ll bet,” Jess said, a little concern in her voice.

“Nah, where’s the fun in that? Besides, I wouldn’t get to spend time with you,” Will replied with a grin.

“That’s all I wanted to hear,” Jess said, smiling back.

The next morning, Sam presented a page of notes detailing the use of Will’s poisons on the boars. Will thanked him and, after reviewing the report, jotted a few additional observations on his own page about boars. Then he carefully filed the report for future reference.


Chapter 8

Over the next couple of weeks, word spread quickly about the effectiveness of Will’s poisons. After Sam’s team recounted their story of using the concoctions to bring down the giant boars, demand for his work surged. On his days off, Will now spent as much as six hours brewing poisons for other teams. With the bounties he earned alongside Jess and the extra coin from poison sales, he finally felt he had turned a financial corner. For the first time, he began depositing money into his guild account.

With a steady income secured, Will decided it was time to address his clothing needs. One morning, before heading out to purchase alchemy supplies, he asked McCray for directions to a cobbler and whether there were any purveyors of finer clothing nearby.

Will stopped at the recommended cobbler first, certain of what he wanted and confident in where to find it. When he stepped into the store Will noticed the scent of tanned leather in the air. The cobbler was busy with a client, and Will thought he might have to wait. Instead, the man turned toward the back of the shop and shouted, “Lexi! Customer needs your help.”

A young woman, attractive and seemingly about Will’s age, emerged from the back room. She scanned the shop until her gaze landed on him, then crossed the floor with a bright, professional smile.

“Hi, I’m Lexi. How can I help you today?” she asked.

Will admired the tall brunette as he lifted a foot, showing her the worn sole of his boot.

“As you can see, these boots have seen better days. I figured I’d better replace them before they fall apart completely. I’m Will, by the way.”

Lexi smiled. “We can certainly help you with that, Will. Are you looking for the same style, or something a bit more fitting for a successful fellow like yourself?”

Will chuckled. “Ha! What makes you think I’m successful?”

“You’ve had a bath recently, and your clothes don’t have holes in them,” she said with a playful grin.

“Yeah, well, I can’t stand the smell of myself after a day of work. And these are the only clothes I own without stains and holes—so I’m not sure I qualify. Or maybe,” he added with a smile, “you’ve just set a low bar for success.”

Lexi laughed. “Well, you’re here, and our boots aren’t cheap, so there’s that.”

“To answer the real question: I spend a lot of time tromping through the forest and riding horses, so I want durability and comfort above all else. My uncle always said you get what you pay for.”

“Step over here,” Lexi said, gesturing toward a display, “and we’ll review a few sturdy boots that might suit your needs. What else did your uncle teach you?”

“Alchemy. I’m a journeyman alchemist now.”

“I knew you were successful. You carry yourself like it.”

“Looked at me that carefully, did you?” Will asked with a smirk.

“I had to approach you from halfway across the shop,” Lexi giggled. “So yeah, I got a good look.”

“I had a similar opportunity. Are you as competent as you are confident?”

“Well, I’m still an apprentice,” Lexi replied, “but the old man lets me measure and stitch most jobs. I cut the smaller or less expensive ones, but not the kind of boots you’re getting yet. He says once I can make a quality pair from start to finish, I’ll have earned journeyman status. Hopefully, just a few more months and I’ll have caught—caught up with you.”

“Well, good for you, Lexi. Then you’ll be a successful young woman,” Will said with a wink.

“Yes, I will. Now, before the old man starts complaining that I’m not doing anything useful, how about we decide exactly what you’re looking for and let me measure your feet?”

Will and Lexi continued their light flirting throughout the ordering process. He kept quiet about being an adventurer; his few encounters with locals suggested they weren’t fond of guild members especially the women.

As they worked out the details, Will took a better look at the young woman. The leather apron barely hid her trim waist and full figure. Her sleeveless dress showed off strong arms. Her sharp-featured face was framed by dark brown hair and contained deep brown eyes, full lips, and high cheekbones.

When Lexi quoted the price, Will gritted his teeth but reminded himself: you get what you pay for. He nodded and paid the required deposit.

So far, life as an adventurer hadn’t brought him riches. He seemed to spend everything he earned, but at least his coin went into upgrades like his armor which would last him years. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need another big purchase anytime soon.

Will visited several clothing stores and bought a few ready-made shirts that fit well and looked decent enough for a date. For pants, however, he had to visit a tailor. As with the boots, he was told to return in two weeks.

With his clothing needs settled, Will stopped by the guild hall for lunch before spending the afternoon chasing down ingredients for his poisons and antidotes. Most of the items were priced similarly to those in Cut Off, though a few cost half again as much. Back at the guild hall, he recorded the expenses in his ledger, tracking the cost of his products and calculating whether taking bounty shares left him with any profit.

The rest of his day passed in the crafting room beneath the vent hood, where the steady updraft carried away the poison fumes. Will only paused for dinner, then stayed up later than usual so he could prepare his full suite of concoctions for the next day’s job—whatever it might be.

Two weeks passed as Will and Jess took on small, though riskier, nearby jobs; steadily building both his experience and his savings. On his next day off when his new clothes and boots were scheduled to be ready Will first visited the tailor, leaving proudly in his fresh attire.

At the cobbler’s shop, the old man was once again busy with another customer. Without looking up, he called, “Lexi, you’ve got a customer.”

Lexi stepped through the doorway, scanning the counter before her face lit up at the sight of Will.

“Well, hello there. I suppose you’re here to pick up your boots.”

“Indeed I am.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Will nodded as she turned away. He admired her wide hips and firm round butt as she walked back into the workshop.

“You’re looking more successful than ever,” Lexi remarked with a smile as she returned.

“I thought if I was going to wear new boots, I should break them in with the rest of my new clothes. I’m glad you like the outfit.”

“Absolutely. Business must be treating you well, then.”

“You could say that. I’ve found a new group of customers, and we’re both profiting from the partnership.”

“That’s the best way. If things are too one-sided, either the loser leaves or goes out of business and then the winner loses too.”

“That sounds like something my Uncle Mike would say.”

“Then your uncle must be a wise man,” Lexi replied with a playful smirk.

“I’m sure he’d be pleased to hear that from you.” Will chuckled.

After a little more lighthearted banter, Will finally said, “I’d better let you get back to work before your master calls you out for wasting time. I hope to see you soon.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

The rest of the morning passed with Will purchasing ingredients for the batch of poisons he planned to make later. He had lunch at the guild cantina, his thoughts wandering to Lexi as he chewed. By the time his plate was empty, he had decided he’d ask her out on his next day off.

That afternoon, Will stopped by to see Guild Master McCray. “Does the guild library have any books on the history of the guild, or other documents related to the organization?” he asked.

“Well, we’ve got one on the founder and of course the bylaws; not that anybody ever looks at them.”

“I’ll take both, please.”

The rest of the afternoon and evening passed in the careful preparation of poisons. Will ensured he had enough to supply himself and several other teams should they request some in the morning. By now, every team knew poisons were available for a share of the bounty, and most had made use of them at least once. Sam’s team, in particular, relied on them nearly every trip. They continued to take on the larger, more dangerous jobs, and as a result, everyone was profiting nicely.

Around dinnertime, Rhonda one of the team leaders, stopped Will on his way to the cantina. She wore a dress cut low to reveal generous cleavage, with a slit up one side that flashed a length of leg each time she moved. She had curled her hair and applied makeup, and even adorned herself with delicate earrings. Altogether, she looked like the wife of a wealthy merchant. A warm perfume of sandalwood and spice lingered in the air around her.

“I came to invite you to dinner with my team,” she said. “We wanted to honor the poisons that have saved life and limb while helping us earn bigger bounties.”

“Thank you, Rhonda. That’s very kind of you.”

“Come along, then. We’re going to The Plough. The name doesn’t sound like much, but they serve excellent steaks.”

Rhonda slipped her hand through Will’s arm as though they were on a date. She was an attractive woman, close to Jess’s age, and Will saw no reason to refuse her company.

They exchanged light conversation on the walk to The Plough. Upon arrival, a host guided them straight to a table where four men, all in their late twenties or early thirties, were already seated. The men stood as Rhonda approached. Will pulled out a chair for her, earning a warm smile in return. One of the men grimaced until another discreetly jabbed him in the ribs.

“Boys,” Rhonda said, gesturing toward Will, “let me introduce you to our benefactor. Will, these are my team members and my lovers John, Brian, Doug, and Rudy. We’ve been together for more than five years. Your recent arrival, and the advantage you’ve given us, has piqued everyone’s curiosity.”

The men took turns sharing bits of their lives, some weaving humor into their stories. Yet it was clear Doug harbored a quiet dislike for Will.

After dinner, Rhonda leaned close. “I have a proposal to discuss with you. Let’s go up to my room for privacy.”

Though uncertain what to expect, Will sensed no danger and agreed.

Inside her room, Rhonda closed the door, slipped her arms around his neck, and kissed him squarely on the lips. “I’m feeling a little flushed,” she murmured. “Let’s enjoy ourselves before we talk business.”

“Umm much as I think I’d enjoy what you have in mind, it might be better to get business out of the way so there aren’t any hard feelings if it doesn’t work out.”

Rhonda pouted. “I’m just feeling horny being around a young stud. I’ll bet you can get it up over and over. Let’s have a little fuck first, then we’ll fuck more after we talk.”

“As attractive as your offer is, and as attractive as you are, I’m going to ask that we discuss business first.”

“Fine — have it your way.” She pouted some more, though it felt like an act. “I want you to join our team. We’re strong; we have the manpower to tackle most jobs—especially with your poisons. With you on our side we’d be the only ones using them, taking the big jobs and collecting the big bounties. In a couple of years we’d all be rich enough to retire.

As a bonus, you could spend one night a week in my bed. You have no idea what it’s like to fuck a mature woman who knows how to pleasure a man. I’ll make you forget any girl you’ve ever been with or hoped to be with.

Say yes right now and we can spend the rest of the night in bed together. I haven’t had a young stud like you in years. You might become my favorite guy if you can keep up with me.”

“I’m flattered by your interest in me. I have no doubt you and I could enjoy many pleasurable experiences in bed and elsewhere. But Doug didn’t seem too happy with me even sitting beside you, so I doubt we’d get along once I’ve been in your bed. One of us might not even live to retire.

I’m going to say no, because I have bigger plans than retiring in a few years. Part of what I want to accomplish requires that all teams, not just mine, have access to poisons.

Thank you for dinner and for the good company during the meal. It’s a shame you won’t get to experience the carnal delights I can provide a woman for hours every night.

Have a good evening.”

Rhonda looked at him as though she couldn’t believe he had refused her, but she said nothing as Will walked out and gently closed the door.

Down the hall, he stopped to take a deep breath, forcing his nerves back under control. He had the presence of mind to wipe his mouth, making sure no trace of lipstick remained. He wasn’t sure he could survive a fight with Doug if it came to that.

When he reached the stairs, he paused at the table where Rhonda’s men still sat drinking.

“It was a pleasure meeting you, gentlemen. As I told Rhonda, while I’m flattered by the offer to join such a strong team, my plans don’t align with your goals. I wish you good luck and safe returns from your adventures.”

Doug seemed surprised, but the others voiced their good wishes.


Chapter 9

Will reviewed the jobs as usual first thing after getting dressed and found a notice to exterminate a small group of ogres. Because of the distance, it would require at least a day of travel each way. With the time needed to track them and take down several, they’d probably be gone for three or four days. Will was fairly certain Jess would agree, so it was the only card he kept as he headed to the cantina. The scent of bacon frying set his stomach rumbling.

Jess walked up as he finished filling his plate. He waited for her, and they moved to their usual corner table together.

“So which jobs are you looking at today?”

“Just this one,” he replied, handing her the card. “I think the money is too good to pass up and we’re more than capable of handling it.”

“Ha. Well, at least you’ve got a helmet and armor this time so the rocks will have to hit you square in the face to hurt,” she giggled.

“Ah don’t remind me.”

“Yeah, I can see us doing this job. I hope we can find somewhere to spend the night, though. I’m not fond of sleeping on the ground. I’ll do it if I have to, but be prepared for me to be cranky if we do.”

“I’ll make note of that. I think the village listed on the card is close enough to where the ogres have been sighted that we can find a place to sleep though it might end up being someone’s hayloft if the place is really small.”

“Couldn’t be any worse than some dumps I’ve stayed in. At least it won’t have bedbugs.”

“Alright then. While you’re signing off with the guild master, I’ll circulate among the other teams, let them know we’ll be gone for a while, and make sure anyone who wants poisons gets them before we leave.”

Will struck deals with two teams, offering poisons in exchange for a share of their bounties. After collecting his gear, he met Jess at the stables.

Once they had passed through the north gate, Will tried to start a conversation with Jess about their relationship. She brushed him off, so he let it drop. Instead, he decided he’d pursue Lexi and see where that led.

When the discussion of the upcoming job petered out, Will considered whether to mention Rhonda’s offer. After some thought, he decided against it; there was no point in stirring discord over an offer he had already chosen not to accept.

Instead, his mind wandered to the date he hoped to have with Lexi. From what he could see beneath the heavy leather apron she wore, Lexi’s figure resembled Jess’s: strong and athletic, with wide hips, a rounded backside, and firm breasts. The image grew vivid in his imagination, and Will had to shift uncomfortably in the saddle when the daydream became a little too intense.

It was late summer, and the sun lingered high in the sky, so they reached the village nearest the ogre sighting with daylight to spare.

The only accommodations available were two rooms above the tavern, and one was already occupied.

“I can sleep on the floor like your faithful dog,” Will offered.

Jess rolled her eyes. “You’re not my dog. I’ll take pity on you and let you share the bed but I’m putting rolled blankets between us.”

After dinner, they went upstairs to the small room and stacked their gear in the corner. Jess sniffed the air with exaggerated disgust.

“Since you smell like a dog, if you don’t go take a bath, I’ll reconsider treating you like one.”

“I’m going, I’m going. Though we could share the bath since you don’t exactly smell like roses yourself.”

“That ain’t gonna happen. Now git.”

“Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

Will couldn’t resist teasing Jess. When she returned from her bath, just before she could extinguish the candle, he deliberately let his towel fall while facing her and slipped into bed nude.

Jess, wrapped in a robe, met his gaze as she leaned over to blow out the flame. In the dim glow, he heard the soft rustle of fabric as her robe slid onto the chair. A moment later, he sensed more than saw that she had joined him in bed, equally bare. His body, already stirred, now pressed insistently against the sheets, forming a visible tent.

Since Jess had made it clear there would be no fooling around insisting on a blanket barrier between them Will resisted the temptation to move closer. Instead, he imagined buckets of cold water being dumped over his head until he finally calmed enough to sleep.

After blowing out the candle, Jess licked her lips and slipped out of her clothes. For a moment, she considered removing the blankets between them so she could curl against Will’s warmth. But she shook her head, reminding herself she would never take advantage of someone the way she had been taken advantage of as a child. She had her flaws, but she wasn’t that kind of woman. Falling asleep was difficult, knowing his toned, naked body was only inches away. She couldn’t even relieve herself, as she had after their dinner together, for fear of waking him. The frustration was almost unbearable, but eventually sleep claimed her.

As usual, Will woke with the sunrise. For a moment, he couldn’t place his surroundings, then remembered: the inn. And Jess naked beside him. He kept his eyes closed, pretending to sleep, curious about what she might do. He could feel her turned toward him, one leg draped over the blanket dividing them, her bare arm resting outside the thin sheet. With the summer heat, only the single sheet covered her firm body.

It didn’t take long for Jess to stir and tell him, “Get dressed and head down for breakfast. I’ll catch up to you shortly.”

She hadn’t moved an inch, and Will suspected she had her eyes cracked open just enough to watch him. Determined not to give her the satisfaction, he faced her as he stretched, then dressed quickly.

Once he left, Jess groaned under her breath. “He’s going to keep tempting me.” There was no time to indulge herself, so she dressed in haste and went downstairs. Will already had a plate piled high for her — at least one kind of hunger could be satisfied.

After eating, Jess approached the tavern owner. “Have you heard anything about ogres nearby?”

The man shook his head. “Yes, but you should speak to the blacksmith. He’s the village leader. All reports go through him.”

Will and Jess gathered their gear from the room, saddled their horses, and led them toward the forge. The steady ring of hammer on iron made the place easy to find.

Jess waited until the blacksmith slid the glowing metal back into the coals, then stepped forward. “Good morning. We’re from the Adventurers’ Guild, here to deal with the ogre problem. The tavern owner said you’re the one to speak with. Could you tell us where they’ve been seen recently, and how many there are?”

“It’s good of you to come out. We were beginning to worry no one would before those ogres got it into their heads to raid the village. The last word we had was from a trapper a couple of days ago. He said he saw four ogres near a stream about ten miles northeast of here.”

The smith stepped into the road and scratched a crude map in the dirt, marking the village, the surrounding terrain, the stream, and roughly where the ogres had been spotted.

“Where were they seen before that?” Jess asked.

The blacksmith tilted his head back, eyes closing briefly as if to recall, then marked three more spots. He drew a winding line connecting them, showing a general southward path, though it veered east and west for several miles.

“Is there anything notable about those places other than the water at the stream?” Will asked.

“Not that I know of.”

“And the people who saw them what were they doing there?”

“All but one are trappers, out checking their lines. The other was the village herbalist. He was in a spot where rare medicinal plants grow wild.”

Jess grunted. Will, however, perked up at the mention. As an alchemist, such plants could be invaluable.

A short while after riding out of the village, Will asked, “If this job goes smoothly, could we visit the place where the herbalist saw them? If the ogres didn’t destroy it, I might find something useful for my alchemy.”

“Maybe,” Jess said. “Let’s see how this plays out. Once we’re finished, ask me again.”

“Fair enough.”

Will and Jess rode their horses as far as the stream the blacksmith had pointed out. From there, they dismounted and walked a mile east toward the spot where the ogres had last been seen. After tying the horses near the water, close enough for them to drink and graze, the adventurers followed the stream through the rugged country toward their first destination.

The terrain shifted between rocky hills twenty or thirty feet of sheer stone and dense forest, where thick undergrowth made passage difficult. About half an hour into the trek, they began noticing broken branches and trampled vegetation, clear signs of ogres moving through the area.

“Well, at least they won’t be hard to track,” Will muttered.

Another half hour brought them to a wide patch beside the stream, where it seemed the ogres had lingered. Nearby vegetation was crushed and broken, and the stench of ogre filth hung in the air, burning Will’s eyes and nostrils. After a quick scan of the clearing for anything the ogres might have found worth stopping for, he was more than ready to follow Jess onward.

Once they had put distance between themselves and the stench, Will suggested, “What do you say we break for lunch?”

“Probably a good idea we don’t want to be hungry when we catch up to them.”

After a short break to eat salted beef and share a loaf they'd bought from the tavern keeper, the pair resumed tracking the ogres. Shortly after their lunch, the forest thickened again; the soil grew less rocky. The day kept getting hotter, and even walking in the shade did little to help. Gnats and flies swarmed, making the march miserable.

Jess, being the more experienced tracker of the two, crouched to study the prints. She tried to estimate the number of ogres from the footprints in the soft soil, but leaf litter obscured too much.

“I hope you brought plenty of poison,” she said. “I can tell there are at least four. There could be six or more. I just can’t be sure.”

“I’ve got plenty. I replenished my supplies yesterday.”

Not long after their conversation, a roar rolled from the direction the ogres had been traveling. “Well, it seems we might be catching up. If you have anything to prepare, now’s the time.”

“Hold a moment.” The other shifted a few vials into a leg pouch. “Then we should coat your blade with poison.”

“This time we stick together. Try to poison each of them at least once before you fire at the same target again. Stay out of sight as much as possible. If we have to run, don’t run in a straight line, zigzag between the trees and disappear as quickly as you can so you can keep firing. Just don’t let them surround you. It’s better to lose them and pick up the trail later than to let them take a piece of us.”

“I’m all for that. I’m ready, let’s go.”

After another quarter hour, they heard brush being smashed and branches breaking, punctuated by occasional growls and roars. It took a few more minutes before they caught sight of the first ogre.

Will and Jess started jogging forward, moving quietly; the trail of devastated vegetation left behind the advancing ogres made the footing easier.

“Since they’re spread out but mostly single file, I’ve changed my mind about how I want you to approach this. Try to kill the rear ogre with arrows and poison alone but don’t waste everything on him. Give the concoction time to take effect and see whether the others notice and how they respond.”

“Sure. I can see the advantage of that.”

Because ogres are humanoid, Will guessed the heart and lungs would be roughly where his own were, so he aimed high at the ogre’s broad back, hoping to hit where the poison would spread fastest. He managed to get two arrows to stick; the third hit, then fell out almost instantly, it had struck bone just under the skin and there was too little flesh to hold even a light arrow.

The ogre reacted as if stung, but its very muscular arms couldn’t reach the wound. “I got two to stick, so I think the poison delivered deep enough to have an effect. We won’t know for a couple of minutes. If I could get them to eat the stuff, they’d be dead in under a minute.”

“Well, I’m not going to ask you to serve them dinner, so I’ll be patient.”

This time Will had used a potent neurotoxin inspired by water hemlock; he hadn’t experimented on anything so large before, so he didn’t know what dosage would be needed or how long it would require to take effect. The pair continued to trail their quarry.

“I think it’s starting to have trouble breathing. The continued walking is spreading the poison through its blood quickly, so hopefully it won’t be long now.”

After a few minutes the monster stumbled to its knees and could not stand again. It lifted its head as if to roar, but all that came out was a ragged sigh; then it fell flat on its face. Will and Jess waited a couple of minutes to see whether the other ogres would respond, but they gave no sign of noticing.

“We need to make sure it’s dead, then we’ll follow the group and repeat. Let’s see if we can take them all down without a fight.”

Jess moved quietly up behind the prone figure, reversed her grip on the sword, and drove the blade between ribs until the blade was at least a foot and a half in. The ogre didn’t even twitch. She felt confident it was truly dead; if it wasn’t, the wound she’d just inflicted was certainly fatal, even if it took a little while to finish the job. She waved Will forward and they jogged side by side to close the gap to the next in line.

In less than an hour since they had killed the first ogre, they’d taken down two more and possibly a third though they didn’t get the chance to confirm that one before another ogre finally noticed its comrade fall. The big thing roared three times; the sound scattered through the trees and immediately drew the others together.

It was only clear that two of the ogres were female because of their massive breasts and the absence of male genitalia; otherwise they were indistinguishable from the males. The larger female nudged the downed ogre repeatedly; when she got no response she roared louder than any of the others. Will thought his ears might bleed they certainly rang.

Will and Jess watched as the ogres threw up their hands and gesticulated, though they had no idea what message was being communicated. The male ogre started walking back down the trail, apparently looking for other missing members of the party. Jess decided they should follow the lone ogre and try to kill him while the two females hovered over the dead or dying male.

Will positioned himself beside a tree, ready to duck behind it if the male ogre turned his way. He loosed a poisoned arrow, which buried itself in the monster’s broad back. When the first shot drew no reaction, he fired again. The second arrow sank deep, but this time the ogre began to turn.

Will started to slip behind the tree only to be knocked flat as Jess tackled him. A heartbeat later, a massive club little more than a tree branch as thick as his thigh slammed into the trunk. Bark exploded from both tree and branch. If Will had still been standing there, the blow would have pulped him.

Jess rolled off and barked, “Run!” She yanked him up like a puppet and dragged him toward another tree, unfortunately on the side closer to the ogre. At least the brute hadn’t grabbed another weapon, which made being seen by him slightly less deadly.

They sprinted and dodged through the forest, weaving between trunks until the crashing of pursuit faded. At last, they stopped to catch their breath.

“What now?” Will asked.

“If he’s like the others you’ve hit, the fifth male will be down in another minute or two,” Jess replied. “Let’s wait, then confirm.”

From the shadows, they listened to the ogres smashing through the underbrush. The sound drifted farther away until, at last, there came a heavy crash, something huge hitting the ground. A moment later, a female voice, higher-pitched, roared three times.

Will took that as confirmation: the last male had fallen and wasn’t getting up.

Jess rose and began moving carefully toward the sound of the two remaining ogres, who seemed intent on waking the male. Will followed close behind. When the creatures came into view, the pair circled to approach from behind.

Will would have preferred to sink three arrows into a single ogre to be certain the poison took hold quickly, but Jess insisted he strike each one in turn. Reluctantly, he agreed. Her plan proved harder than expected. Though he loosed arrows swiftly, he managed only one shot at each ogre before they spun around, forcing him and Jess to duck and reposition. From then on, Will had time for only a single shot before both ogres turned again, searching for their unseen foe.

At one point, the creatures must have mistaken a squirrel or bird for their attacker, for they suddenly charged off at an angle. They soon stopped, scanning the forest from their new vantage point. As they turned away, Will rose from cover, released another arrow, and dropped back down. He could not tell whether it was the second or third strike—none of his shafts still protruded from their backs—but the blood streaming down one ogre suggested it had been the third. If so, that creature would soon die, while the other still needed one or two more hits.

The ogres began moving toward the adventurers’ position. Keeping low, Will and Jess slipped away, sometimes crawling, until they were safely out of the path. Minutes later, one ogre faltered. Its breathing grew ragged, its skin darkened, and it stumbled to its knees before collapsing face-first into the dirt.

The last ogre bellowed in fury, shaking branches and scattering birds before silence fell. Though not directly behind it, Will seized the moment. With one arrow nocked and another ready, he drew, aimed, and loosed. The shaft struck true. He nocked the second and fired again even as the monster turned toward him. The arrow sank just below its ribs.

“Run!” Jess cried.

Together they darted between the trees in a zigzag, denying the ogre a clear target. Behind them came a tremendous crash. They stopped, turned, and saw no sign of the creature.

Breathing hard, they retraced their steps until at last they found the final ogre lying motionless. Jess drew her sword, gripped it in both hands, and stepped onto the beast’s back. With a firm thrust, she drove the blade two feet deep to be certain it was dead.

Jess gave Will a satisfied smile as she struggled to free her sword from the ogre’s hide.

“While you’re playing with that blade, I’m going to cut out this thing’s liver. Olister’s compendium says it can be rendered into an excellent poison. Apparently, ogres eat a lot of plants that are poisonous to humans, and the toxins collect in their livers. Since this one’s fully grown, it should have accumulated some potent material I can recover with alchemy. If I can manage the process, I might even start putting a bounty on certain monster parts. I’ll have to train the others to recognize the right organs, but for some of them at least, it shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“Make it quick,” Will said. “We need to cut off the ears of all seven, then find the horses and get back to the village before dark.”

Jess retraced her steps through the battlefield, driving her sword into each fallen ogre and slicing off their ears. Meanwhile, Will harvested the livers from the two females. He would have preferred a third, but Jess had no intention of sleeping in the forest. She was tough as nails, but she enjoyed her creature comforts.

Will had prepared an oiled canvas bag a week ago for just this purpose, and now he finally had a chance to use it. Once he sealed the specimens inside, he realized a third liver would not have fit anyway, and he hadn’t made a second bag. He added make or purchase more specimen bags to his mental to-do list.

Retracing their path to the trailhead was easier than following it to the ogres. Finding their horses, however, took more effort. By the time they reached the village, the tavern keeper was about to stop serving dinner. Jess quickly ordered two meals.

“You ain’t eatin’ in here,” the tavern keeper said, wrinkling his nose. “None o’ my regulars want to smell you while they’re drinkin’.”

“Not even after we killed all the ogres you were so worried about?” Jess asked.

“Just the two o’ ya? In a single day?”

“I’ve got the ears in a bag in the stables if you want proof.”

“Nah. I’ll serve ya, but you ain’t eatin’ inside until you’ve had a bath.”

“Well, it’s late and we’re both hungry,” Jess countered. “How about we compromise? We’ll take our plates outside so your regulars aren’t offended. We’ll bathe after we eat. Will that work?”

“Fair ’nuf.”

They ate their dinner on the porch. Will lifted his mug in salute.

“You were very diplomatic in there. After that episode with Stan the farmer, I didn’t think you had it in you.”

Jess chuckled. “I’m in a better mood tonight. I’ve got a partner who does his job without mouthing off, and we’ve had another successful mission. I’m ready to count my coins as soon as we get back to Green Rock tomorrow.”

“I can see that. You’d had a rough morning our first day, so maybe I got the wrong impression about your negotiating skills.”

“Ha! Don’t count on it all the time. There’ve been plenty of days when I’d have grabbed him by the throat and threatened him until he agreed to feed us. But like I said, I’m in a good mood.” She gave him a wink.

“Any chance you’re in a good enough mood to let me check the other locations where ogres were spotted tomorrow?”

“Only if you make a convincing argument.”

“We know one site is where the village herbalist gathers medicinal herbs. There’s a good chance poisonous plants grow there too and some medicinal herbs are toxic depending on how they’re prepared. The other sites could be similar, only the trappers don’t recognize what they’re seeing.”

“I’ll think about it and let you know in the morning.”

That night, they took turns showering. The water was no longer hot, but after sitting in the cistern all day under the sun, it wasn’t freezing either. Jess went first, as the senior member of the team. Will would have let her anyway; it always took her longer to dry her hair before bed.

When Will returned to the room, Jess was brushing her hair with her back to him. She glanced over her shoulder, her expression firm and no-nonsense.

“We’ll hopefully be working together for a long time,” she said. “As we’ve already seen, this job won’t always allow the kind of privacy city folk take for granted. Last night, after the little performance you put on, you still kept your hands to yourself. I’m trusting you to do the same tonight.”

“You mean that was a performance?” Will asked with a smirk.

“You know what I mean,” Jess replied. “I’m not going to stumble around in the dark just to preserve an illusion of privacy. Our profession is dangerous—we need to trust each other completely. You’ve shown me you can be trusted, so I’m extending more of that trust.”

“I’m honored,” Will said. “I’ll never take it for granted or abuse it. You have my word.”

“You’re a good kid, Will.” Jess finally turned to face him, tossing her towel over the chair before slipping unhurriedly into bed.

Will’s eyes widened, and his body betrayed him, his towel tented as arousal surged. Realizing there was no concealing it, he flung his towel onto the chair and slid under the sheets. He blew out the candle Jess must have placed on his side in preparation for this talk.

The thin sheet did little to hide his excitement, and he couldn’t stop replaying the image of Jess’s body in his mind: moderate breasts tipped with small pink areolae, wide hips, and the soft curls of blonde hair at her mound. If not for the barrier of rolled blankets between them, he might have given in to temptation. Instead, he forced himself to think of the cool shower he’d just taken—and colder still—until sleep finally came.

Jess lay flushed, her mind whirling. Why had she tempted herself so recklessly? It had taken all her willpower not to toss the blankets out of the bed and straddle him. Will was everything she wanted in a man: respectful, patient, attentive, and intelligent. His good looks and toned body were an intoxicating bonus. If he were only a decade older, she’d already have spent many nights with him.

Trust, she reminded herself, was essential. Still, there were other ways to build it. She’d savored the way his eyes devoured her as she dropped her towel, and she hadn’t missed his arousal. No man had ever looked at her with such respect and desire. The attention thrilled her, she longed to feel more of it, physically. Heat flushed through her again. She forced herself to think of a cold shower instead, and finally drifted off.

At breakfast the next morning, Jess asked, “Didn’t you say those livers you were so eager to collect would spoil if they weren’t processed quickly?”

“You’re right,” Will admitted. “I let curiosity get the better of me. I’ll make notes about where we found the ogres and, hopefully, revisit those sites later.”


Chapter 10

The return to Green Rock was uneventful. After turning in the ears and collecting the bounty, Jess clapped Will on the shoulder.

“You did great work, kid. I owe you another dinner. How about seven tonight?”

Will shifted awkwardly. “I’d love to, but if I’m going to make poisons from the ogre livers, I need to start processing them right away. If I wait, they’ll rot and lose potency. Rain check?”

“Of course,” Jess said with a smile. “I’ll be interested in your results, too. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.”

Back at his workshop, Will stowed his gear and placed the ogre livers on the workbench beneath the vent hood. He grabbed a quick meal at the cantina, then returned to begin processing.

As the equipment hissed and simmered, Will’s thoughts drifted. He imagined what it might be like to share a bed with Jess. Widow Bentley wasn’t unattractive for a woman in her forties, but Jess was younger, stronger, and carried herself with a confidence Will admired. Still, it seemed unlikely anything would happen between them. Perhaps Lexi, the cobbler’s apprentice, would be more approachable. Tomorrow after breakfast, he decided, he’d stop by her shop and ask her to dinner.

By midnight, Will was exhausted. The ogre livers had been rendered, the first big step in transforming the slurry into a usable poison. He had enough for four attempts, plenty of chances to refine the unfamiliar process. For tonight, though, his work was done. After cleaning up and storing his tools, Will collapsed onto his bunk and fell asleep instantly.

Jess spent the hours after dinner drinking with the others in the tavern attached to the inn. She played cards for an hour and didn’t lose much. Over the evening she turned down a couple of invitations from men she would once have accepted; now she compared each to the young man she worked with and found them all wanting. The booze haze didn’t invite deep reflection.

The third man she refused decided to take matters into his own hands, thinking she was drunk enough to overpower. She disabused him of that notion with a palm strike to the nose; he hit the floor, bleeding and stunned. Jess decided it was time for bed before she got into a real bar fight not that it would have been the first time. She didn’t want Billy to see her in jail, if he was even willing to bail her out.

Will woke later than usual, roused by the other adventurers in the bunk room making noise. Since he and Jess weren’t taking a job that day, he took his time getting dressed and had breakfast. While he ate, a few customers stopped by to drop off his share of bounties they'd collected over the last several days. Only Sam came by to fetch a poison for the job his team had accepted, so Will finished his last two bites and then selected a vial he thought appropriate.

With breakfast and business out of the way, Will reviewed the recipe for converting ogre liver into a potent poison and compared the ingredients to his supplies. He had most of what he needed but was missing a couple items so, in addition to visiting Lexi, he planned to do some shopping while out.

Having decided to finish his shopping first, Will finally arrived at the cobbler’s a little before eleven. As he stepped inside, the bell over the door chimed. The old cobbler looked up, smirked, and called out, “Lexi, you’ve got a customer!”

A few moments later, the apprentice emerged from the workshop. The adorable brunette scanned the shop, and when her eyes landed on Will, she broke into a broad smile.

“Well, hello there, successful businessman.”

“It’s good to see you, Lexi,” Will replied warmly.

“What brings you here on this fine morning?”

“I need a pair of leather gloves and thought you might know where I could find such an esoteric product,” he said with a playful wink.

“Why certainly, good sir. This fine establishment produces more than boots—we craft premier leather goods of all sorts. What kind of gloves are you after?”

“I’ve been riding a lot lately, and I’d rather not have bare hands on the reins—or on the horse’s mouth.”

“Let me see your hands for sizing. Then I’ll check whether we have a pair on the shelf or if we’ll need to make them custom.”

Thinking that a custom order meant another excuse to see her, Will said, “Let’s go with a pair made just for me. I don’t mind waiting.” The grin on his face betrayed that seeing her again was his real reason.

Lexi blushed, then carefully measured his hands and laid out several leather samples. Will chose a durable but comfortable option, and together they reviewed possible styles.

“Given the type of leather you picked, you’re clearly not after a genteel pair,” she teased.

“I’m a working man. I don’t mind dirty hands—I just don’t want blisters.”

“Then I’d suggest one of these two styles. They’ll protect you in most situations.”

“The shorter style is best. Anything running up my forearm will just get in the way.” His vambraces would never sit right with longer gloves.

Lexi wrote up the order, confirmed the price, and accepted his deposit. Then she glanced up with a smile, as if waiting for more.

Will cleared his throat. “So… are you free for dinner this evening?”

“Oh my, my busy social calendar! Let me check.” She flipped open an imaginary planner, eyes twinkling. “Well, isn’t that lucky—I do appear to be available tonight, good sir.”

“What time works for you? And where should I meet you?”

“Seven. I’ll need to clean up after closing or the old man will scold me,” she said loudly with a wink. The cobbler snorted from across the room. “As for where just knock on the front door. I live upstairs.”

“Excellent. I’ll see you at seven.”

Will left with the stride of a man who felt he had won something far more important than gloves.

The first batch of poison from the rendered slurry of ogre liver failed miserably. Will’s second attempt wasn’t much better, but at least he realized his mistake this time. The third batch succeeded, though it produced less volume and potency than expected. Still, Will learned from the error, and the fourth attempt was far more in line with expectations. He only wished they’d had time to collect more livers.

Looking ahead, Will felt confident. Now that he had proven he could craft poisons from such materials, he believed he could convince Jess to help collect them especially if he offered his own bounty. The idea expanded into the possibility of offering bounties for monster parts to other teams. Of course, that would require teaching them how to identify the right organs, extract them properly, and store them correctly.

That thought carried him back to something he had considered after reading the book about the guild founder and its bylaws. Guild Master McCray had the authority to demand that apprentices attend classes on any subject he deemed necessary and even require them to pass tests. When Will first asked about books on monsters and beasts, McCray had pointed out that more apprentices might survive if they studied their foes before heading into dangerous missions. In fact, McCray could insist on weapons proficiency tests and bar recruits from joining teams until they proved minimum competence.

Since Will had only an hour before his date with Lexi, he didn’t have time to raise the matter today. Instead, he made a mental note to speak with McCray as soon as possible. With that thought, he showered to rid himself of alchemy’s stench, then dressed, groomed his hair, cleaned his nails, and otherwise presented himself as the genteel businessman Lexi believed him to be.

Lexi anxiously awaited the cobbler’s signal to close up shop. The moment the words left his mouth, she turned the key, hung the “Closed” sign, and set about cleaning. She cleared the sales counter and workshop in a whirlwind, while the old man snickered on his way out the back door. After a final scan to make sure every surface was spotless and the waste bins were emptied, Lexi dashed upstairs to prepare for her date.

After a quick shower she slipped into her best dress, pulled her hair into a high ponytail, and tied it with a bright white ribbon that complemented her outfit. As she finished securing the knot, the clock struck seven. An instant later, a knock echoed from the door downstairs. Lexi drew a deep breath to steady herself, determined not to rush down and risk breaking her neck. She descended at a measured pace, though her heart raced, and smiled when she glimpsed Will’s profile through the window.

When Lexi stepped outside, the better light allowed Will to take her in fully and he liked what he saw. She wore a rich blue dress that looked almost painted on. The plunging neckline featured draped, flowing fabric that created a soft, gathered effect, drawing his eyes irresistibly to her generous cleavage. It took him a moment to gather his wits before he finally looked her in the eye to greet her.

Lexi smirked rather than took offense; after all, the reaction was exactly what she’d hoped for when she bought the dress six months ago. Until Will, she hadn’t met a man she actually wanted to wear it for.

After locking the door, she accepted Will’s arm, and together they walked to one of the nicer taverns in town. It wasn’t the one where Jess stayed, the clientele there tended to be rougher: merchant guards, and of course, adventurers. This place was quieter, more refined, perfect for the evening Will had in mind.

They flirted over dinner, their playful banter gradually giving way to more personal exchanges where they had grown up, memories of family, and even a few hopes for the future.

“I think I mentioned my Uncle Mike,” Will said. “He took me in after my parents were killed. I was eight at the time, so he had a huge influence on me. He started teaching me alchemy almost right away. I think he wanted to give me something to focus on besides their deaths. It worked, I found it fascinating, and that passion is what brought me here. Cut Off was too small a town to really grow my craft. Green Rock is my chance to take it further.”

He didn’t mention his true motivation—to one day avenge his parents, slain by monsters. Adventurers weren’t respected in most towns; they drank too much, brawled in taverns, and earned the disdain of families they nevertheless protected. Will wanted Lexi to see him as a steady young man, not some rowdy fighter. If their relationship deepened, he would tell her the truth then.

“My life has been more… ordinary,” Lexi replied. “My grandmother raised me. My mother was only fourteen when I was born. An older man in the village preyed on her, and on other girls too. Some became pregnant, like my mother. She wasn’t ready to raise a child, so my grandmother stepped in. My mother left when I was five. We stayed in touch, but she was always more like a sister than a mother. After my grandmother passed, she helped me arrange my apprenticeship. I’m close to completing it now, and soon I’ll be looking for new opportunities.”

Lexi kept her deeper ambition to herself. Many of Green Rock’s genteel residents disliked adventurers, and she didn’t want Will to dismiss her for aspiring to follow her mother into the guild. He was so kind, and she hoped he would see her as more than a would-be ruffian.

Will had chosen the Sunset Inn for their dinner partly because of its rooftop bar, said to offer a romantic view of the river and the stars. After the meal, he led Lexi upstairs. They found a quiet corner overlooking the water and lingered over glasses of wine.

“I didn’t expect such a lovely evening,” Lexi admitted. “Dinner was wonderful, and this view… it’s breathtaking. Thank you.”

“I felt like celebrating,” Will said with a smile. “My business is growing. I’ve developed a more effective product, and I’ve found a source for cheaper raw materials. Things are looking up, and sharing my success with you felt right.”

Lexi blushed, fighting the urge to kiss him. She wasn’t as impulsive as her mother, but it took all her restraint not to lean closer.

“I’ve had such a good time,” she said softly, “but it’s getting late. I have an early appointment tomorrow, and you probably need your rest too.”

“I’ll walk you home,” Will offered.

On the way back to the cobbler’s shop, Lexi slipped her arm through his and leaned against him, reluctant for the night to end. It had been the most enjoyable evening she’d had in years, but her master would show no mercy if she wasn’t on time.

At the door, she pressed a quick kiss to his cheek before locking up. Will smiled, waved, and headed off toward the guild hall with a lighter step than usual.


Chapter 11

In the morning, Will was the first to reach the job board. He picked out a couple of postings that seemed appropriate, then grabbed a plate of breakfast from the guild cantina. Carrying his meal to the corner table where he and Jess usually discussed jobs, he sat down and waited.

When Jess finally arrived, she looked a little worse for wear.

“I’m broke again. Can you spot me for breakfast? I’ll pay you back out of the bounty, like before.”

Will flipped her a coin and kept eating, shaking his head. Jess ran through money like water. With what they earned from bounties, she should have been able to save a tidy sum. He planned to bring up her finances again during the ride out.

As usual, Will presented the job cards, explaining the pros and cons of the two he had selected and why he’d passed over others.

“Kid, you’re getting pretty good at this. Once you’ve gained enough experience, I’m confident you’ll be capable of leading your own team.”

Jess smirked. “Would you be willing to be on my team?”

“I don’t know depends on what kind of asshole you turn into,” she teased.

“How about if I stay just as respectful and honorable as I am now?” Will replied with a smile.

“I could work with that.”

“So, which job are we taking?”

“The goblins but we’ll need to make sure they don’t get buried in a cave-in. I have to get paid today, or I won’t have dinner or a room tonight let alone tomorrow.”

Several minutes after passing through the town gate, Will broached the subject of Jess’ finances.

“You seem to have a hard time holding onto your money. How do you manage repairs or replacement equipment?”

“Old man Wilson at the armory knows me. If I can’t cover a bill, he lets me pay it off over time. Costs me extra, but at least I can keep working.”

“Ouch. Paying more just makes it harder to hold onto what you earn.”

“No kidding.”

“My Uncle Mike taught me a lot about alchemy. But there’s more to it than just mixing potions, elixirs, poultices, and poisons. An alchemist runs a business, and that means managing money. One of his rules was to put away a little of every payment. That way, when something goes wrong like your sword breaking you’ve got the coin ready instead of paying extra in installments.

“The guild even has its own bank. You can set aside part of every bounty the moment you’re paid, before you get tempted to spend it on unnecessary things.”

“That’s good advice. I hope you’re following it.”

“Oh, indeed I am. I’ve still got enough on hand to take you to dinner tonight and buy the ingredients for another batch of poisons.”

Jess chuckled. “Are you trying to give me financial advice, or ask me out on a date?”

“Can’t it be both?” Will grinned. “Jess, you’re an interesting woman. Skilled, experienced, intelligent and, as a bonus, very attractive. Yes, I’m asking you out. But I also want to help with your finances. As smart as you are, you must realize one day you won’t be earning this kind of money. You’ll still need food, a place to live, and savings for when you can’t do this work anymore.”

“I’m a little old for you, kid by at least a decade.”

“Hmm. I’m an adult, or the guild wouldn’t have accepted me. Let’s just say I’ve had experience with older women and I quite liked it.”

Jess’ attraction to the young man warred with her knee-jerk concern about adults taking advantage of younger people. Her face flushed, and she looked away.

“Alright,” she said, “how much do you suggest I save out of each bounty?”

“Ha! Trying to change the subject again. Given how much we usually get, I think ten percent is reasonable.”

“I could live with that, I guess.”

“Then, when we collect this bounty, I’ll be at the counter with you to remind you to set up the account and start making deposits. Now, let’s talk about your expenses or rather, what you spend your money on. I’m pretty sure your room and meals aren’t the only things you’re paying for every week, but let’s start there. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think you pay the innkeeper one night at a time, and meals aren’t included. Is that right?”

“Yeah. What of it?”

“Have you ever asked the innkeeper for a better deal if you paid for a week in advance and included meals? I checked. The innkeeper where you stay will throw in dinner every night if you pay weekly. You’d save the cost of dinner every night. It might not sound like much, but when you add it up over a year, it’s a big number.”

“Yeah, well, we just spent two nights in an inn in that village. I’d be paying for both but only using one.”

“Sure, there are exceptions. And maybe we’ll start taking more out-of-town jobs since the nearby ones have all but dried up. But what I’m pointing out is that there are deals to be had that could really improve your finances.”

“Maybe. But it’s the booze and gambling that most of my money goes to.”

“I wasn’t going to bring that up it as seems more personal but since you did… can I ask why you feel the need to blow your hard-earned money that way?”

“I need something to do at night, and something to help me sleep.”

“Well, both of those sound like things dinner with me could help with,” Will said with a wink.

“Does your mother know what a dirty mind you have?”

“Sadly, she’s long gone. So, no. But how do you know I have a dirty mind?”

“Don’t tell me your head wasn’t full of thoughts in the inn those two nights. I saw that tent pole you had under the sheets.”

“I’ll have you know it’s nothing so base as a tent pole it’s a purple-helmeted love wand.”

Jess laughed so hard she nearly fell off her horse. “Where’d you get that?”

“It wasn’t my Uncle Mike, I’ll tellya.”

“I should hope not,” she chuckled.

“Seriously, if you need help relaxing so you can sleep, you should let me give you a massage. You’d be surprised at how easily you’ll drift off once you’re fully relaxed. I happen to be rather skilled in the art of massage.”

Jess looked at Will intently. “If I trust you to do that after dinner, will you promise to leave my room once I’m asleep and lock the door behind you?”

“You have my solemn oath.”

“I’ll think about it and let you know when we get back to town. For now, it’s time to focus on these goblins.”

The rest of the ride passed with Jess and Will discussing strategies for dealing with the goblins, adapting their plans depending on what they might encounter. Their teamwork and growing experience with infestations paid off: the job was finished quickly and without much drama. They left the camp with a grisly string of goblin ears.

Back at the guild, Will joined Jess at the counter as she presented the ears for the bounty. Once the guild master confirmed the kill, Jess counted out Will’s share of the reward. He reminded her, “Don’t forget—you’re opening an account with the guild and depositing ten percent of today’s earnings.”

Jess shot him an annoyed look, then sighed and nodded to the guild master. As she signed the document, McCray winked at Will with a grin as Jess handed him a few coins.

“So, my apprentice,” Jess asked with a sly smile, “where are you taking me to dinner tonight?”

“I have someplace special in mind, but it’s a surprise. I’ll meet you at your inn at seven.”

“Hmm. Special, huh? We’ll see about that.”

Will wasn’t about to admit the “special” place was the same tavern he had taken Lexi, the cobbler’s apprentice, to. He made a mental note to explore town more thoroughly in the future since reusing venues for different dates felt like poor form.

Later, he washed up, scrubbing his hands with the gritty soap his uncle had taught him to make. It was the only thing strong enough to cut through the ground-in dirt and stubborn alchemical residue. If his date went as planned, his hands would be on Jess’s bare skin before the night was over, and he knew presentation was everything.

Once dressed in his new clothes and boots, Will realized he still had nearly an hour before meeting Jess. He pulled out the guild bylaws he’d borrowed and made notes as he read. Time slipped by, and he might have lost track completely if the noise of another adventuring team hadn’t broken his concentration. With a start, he realized it was nearly seven and hurried out.

He arrived at the Gryphon Inn just as the town bell finished its seventh chime. A voice at his side made him jump.

“You’re on time as usual and you even dressed up for me.”

Will turned and saw Jess in the same slinky black dress she had worn the night she bought him dinner. The sight made him want to pull her close and kiss her right there, but knowing how skittish she could be, he restrained himself and instead offered her his arm.

On their walk, Jess drew more than a few stares. It was hardly surprising, given her striking figure and the revealing cut of her dress. From the faint curve of her smile, she was well aware of the attention—and enjoying it. Will enjoyed it too.

The pair spent so much time together that fresh topics of conversation could be scarce. Their fifteen-minute walk passed in companionable silence. Once they were seated at the Sunset Inn’s restaurant and had placed their order, Will broached the only subject on his mind other than Jess herself.

“I believe you were there when I asked McCray about books on monsters and beasts,” he began. “He said he wished more apprentices asked that question, since it would improve their survival rate. I’ve been reading through the guild bylaws, and they clearly state that the guild master can set standards for knowledge and proficiency in a wide range of areas—monster identification, emergency wound treatment, weapons proficiency, and more. You mentioned a new apprentice will be joining us in a few months. Would you support requiring that apprentice to study those topics, and perhaps others, to maintain status and eventually achieve journeyman rank?”

Since the apprentice in question was her own daughter, Will’s question struck close to home.

“Absolutely,” Jess said. “Requiring more knowledge and skills would definitely improve survival odds. The apprentice I have in mind can read and write, but not all of them can. In fact, half the journeymen can’t. McCray’s only requirement for leadership has been literacy, and that’s not nearly enough.”

“I’m guessing McCray was an adventurer before becoming guild master. If so, he could probably teach most if not all of that material. From what I’ve seen, his mornings are free after ten and he isn’t really busy again until late afternoon.”

Jess nodded. “Yes, he was an adventurer. From what I’ve heard, he lost his eye in battle, then became assistant guild master in Winchester, the biggest city in the north. A couple months later, he was reassigned to Green Rock under a guild master who managed to alienate all the experienced adventurers that had been recruited to settle here. I joined around that time, and even as an apprentice I could tell the man was insufferable. When he choked on a chicken bone or something like that McCray took over. He worked hard to mend the damage, and I think most of that’s in the past now, since those adventurers have mostly moved on. But I wonder if McCray realizes he doesn’t need to tread so carefully anymore.”

“Well, I’ll talk to him tomorrow if he’ll hear me out,” Will said. “If we build stronger guild members, we’ll have more survivors and a stronger guild. That benefits all of us.” “I’m proud of you, kid. That’s some fine thinking. Who knows maybe you’ll be a guild master someday.”

“I don’t know about that. I didn’t want to be an alchemist because I’d be stuck in a workshop all day. I don’t see being a guild master as much different. From what I’ve read, there are hundreds of miles north of here that haven’t been explored, let alone mapped. Supposedly, there are ancient ruins filled with valuable treasures and who knows what else. Someday, I’d like to take a team north and see what we can find.”

“You had me at treasures, I’m in. We just need the right team with the right skills, plus the funding to make it happen.”

Will smiled. “I guess it’s a good thing you’ve started saving some of your bounties.”

Jess glared at him for a moment, then laughed. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

Dinner arrived, and they set the conversation aside to enjoy the meal. Will was pleasantly surprised to notice Jess didn’t finish her drink until after eating and didn’t order another.

“I have a spot in mind where we can spend a little more time before I walk you back to the Gryphon,” Will stated.

After paying, Will helped Jess out of her chair, offered his arm, and escorted her upstairs to the rooftop bar.

Though the table where he had sat with Lexi was available, Will avoided it. Instead, he chose a corner with a similar view. After checking in with Jess, he went to the bar and ordered two ales.

This time, their talk drifted to childhood memories. Will embellished some of his sillier escapades, leaving Jess in stitches. He loved hearing her laugh.

“I’ve never been with anyone I’ve enjoyed spending time with as much as you. I think we’re at the beginning of a truly great team. I’m confident the next apprentice will be an excellent addition as well. We go way back.”

“You certainly like making this new apprentice sound mysterious.”

“Well, they’re still young and could change their mind. I don’t want any stigma attached if it doesn’t work out.”

“I understand that. But you should know I’d never treat them unfairly. I have plenty of reasons for joining the guild—seeking riches in the north is just one of them. Not everyone is willing to risk life and limb regularly, and I can’t fault anyone for that.

It takes strong motivation to risk your life protecting others. We don’t just protect people we protect their homes, farms, and livestock. Without that, towns like Green Rock would wither and die.”

I do get a little annoyed that many locals don’t like adventurers, though I suppose I understand given how rowdy some can be. Maybe if McCray improved the apprentices’ quality and expanded the guild, he could add a bar to the headquarters. Then rowdy adventurers could spend their time and money there, instead of disrupting the places locals frequent.”

Jess chuckled. “You really can’t stop thinking about this stuff, can you?”

Will smiled. “I really can’t. There’s just so much to do and so many ways to improve.”

They lingered over their mugs of ale, letting the conversation drift to lighter topics.

“Are you ready to experience the most relaxing massage you’ve ever had?” Will asked, grinning.

“Sure, why not?”

Will stood, helped Jess with her chair, and offered his arm. On the way back to the Gryphon Inn, Jess leaned into him and he savored it.

Once in the room, Jess asked, “So how do we do this?”

“I’d like you to lie a couple of inches from this side of the bed so I can reach both sides of you. I’ll start at your neck and work my way down to your feet. You can keep your dress on—or wear a robe if you prefer.”

“It sounds like it would be better if your hands were directly on me. You’ve already seen me nude; you were respectful, even if I did catch you looking.”

With that, Jess turned her back to him, reached down for the hem of her knee-length dress, and pulled it over her head. She tossed it onto the lone chair in the room before lying down as Will had suggested. In the process, he caught a brief glimpse of the curve of her breast as it shifted with her movement. Between that and the view of her firm figure from behind, Will’s pants tightened uncomfortably. He adjusted himself discreetly, cursing the awkward position his arousal had started from.

Rolling up his sleeves, he drew out a small vial of oil from the pouch on his belt. He let a drop fall into each hand, rubbing them together before pressing his palms gently into the muscles of Jess’s neck. He hadn’t given a massage in months, but his alchemy work and archery practice had kept his hands strong and nimble. Closing his eyes, he recalled the last time he’d massaged Lynn, Widow Bentley, remembering where to press harder or lighten his touch. Unfortunately, the memory also stirred images of what had followed that massage, leaving him still uncomfortably aroused.

Well before he reached Jess’s lower back, soft moans escaped her lips, proof of his success in relaxing her. He allowed himself the indulgence of lingering over her shapely hips before continuing down to her toned thighs. The thought of those thighs wrapped around him nearly undid his restraint. By the time he reached her calves, however, his focus steadied again. Her quiet groans had faded, replaced by the steady rhythm of her breathing. She had fallen asleep.

Will finished the massage methodically, kneading each muscle until she was fully relaxed, ending with the same careful work on her feet that Lynn had once found so intoxicating. By the time he was done, nearly an hour had passed. His arms ached pleasantly from the effort, and fatigue tugged at him.

As much as he longed to strip off his clothes and curl up beside the woman he was swiftly falling in love with, he had given her his word. He kept his promise, quietly locking the door behind him as he left.


Chapter 12

In the morning, after supplying a couple of teams with poisons, Will conducted an inventory of his stock and ingredients, then drafted a list of what he needed to purchase. By the time he finished, the other adventurers had already left for the day, leaving the guild master alone at his counter, buried in paperwork.

Will approached and waited patiently to be acknowledged. Before long, he heard a familiar voice: “What can I do for my favorite apprentice today?”

“I’m flattered, sir. Actually, I wanted to discuss something I read in the bylaws, along with a few thoughts on improving the quality of training for all apprentices if you have the time for such a discussion.”

“The paperwork will still be here fifteen minutes from now, or even tomorrow. Why don’t you grab one of those stools, take a load off, and let’s hear what’s on your mind?”

“Thank you, sir. Some months ago, when I asked about borrowing books on monsters and beasts, you mentioned in passing that you wished more apprentices did the same. You also said you believed they’d be more likely to survive if they did.”

“Yup. That sounds like something I’d say and I certainly still feel that way.”

“I noticed in the bylaws that, as guild master, you have the authority to require apprentices to pass tests not only on the use of arms, but also on anything else you deem necessary, such as identifying monsters and beasts. You’ve said you want apprentice survival rates to improve. As an apprentice, I certainly want to increase my chances of survival. Jess, as a team leader, agrees that survival is crucial—both personally and because she needs skilled, trained people working with her. My guess is that the others feel the same way.”

“I see where you’re going with this, Will. I actually tried to establish some standards when I first took over from the original guild master, but the team leaders who had followed him from Winchester revolted and simply ignored me. I even tried preventing them from taking bounties, but there were too many, and the situation was too dire to let missions pile up until they gave in.”

“I don’t see many team leaders much older than Jess. Are any of the ones from back then still around?”

“Now that you mention it, not really. There are a couple, but that’s all. And honestly, I’m not even sure if either of them were part of that revolt it’s been so long.”

“If that’s the case, would it be worth trying again? Maybe before announcing it, you could speak with a few of the leaders and pitch the advantages. If it’s done right, there’s no reason it has to interfere with apprentices going on missions.”

“You’ve given this a lot of thought, haven’t you?”

“Yeah. I just want the guild to grow and protect the people of the kingdom. The nobles seem too busy fighting among themselves and lining their pockets. That leaves the guild as the only thing standing in the way of another disaster like the one that killed my parents.”

“Alright,” McCray said with a smile. “Let’s say most of the team leaders support the idea. Since you’ve thought this through, I suspect you already have a plan. Let’s hear it.”

“I was thinking you could require new apprentices to either pass tests on monster and beast identification and demonstrate basic skill with arms or attend classes that teach those things before being allowed on missions. I’m told you were once an adventurer yourself and that you’re familiar with monsters and beasts. You also said a significant number of guild members can’t read, so for some the tests would need to be oral. That also means that, if they fail, someone has to teach them. So maybe you offer classes every day from ten to noon. Most teams seem to follow Jess’s schedule, where the day after a mission is a rest day. You could teach the same material on Mondays and Tuesdays, so those out on missions one day can catch the class the next. Then repeat the pattern on Wednesday and Thursday.”

“You’ll need visual aids to help the new people recognize the different monsters and beasts — drawings, carvings, or even taxidermy,” Will said. “Arms training could be in the afternoons. Maybe require the team leaders to teach the apprentices, or at least provide the trainers; there are so many different weapons that I’d imagine no one person can teach them all well.”

McCray leaned back in his chair, chin cupped in his fist, thinking. After a moment he decided. “You’re right. It’s past time to do what I tried to do back then. Some of the leaders will object, but you never get everyone to agree on anything. Do you have anything else you’d like to add?”

“Not on training apprentices.”

“Sounds like there’s more on your mind,” McCray said, “but before we go there, do you have any notes on what you think the training should cover?”

Will smiled and reached into his satchel, handing over several sheets outlining recommended classes on monsters and beasts.

McCray laughed. “I just knew you would.” He skimmed the notes. “This is a great start. Thank you, Will. I wasn’t kidding when I said you’re my favorite apprentice. I have no doubt you’ll soon be my favorite journeyman. Now what else did you want to talk about?”

“I’ve learned to make a potent poison from ogre livers,” Will said. “I need a regular supply. I’m confident I can do the same from other monsters or beasts, though the organs needed may differ by species. I want to put a bounty on certain organs so when a team kills an ogre they’ll spend the extra twenty or thirty minutes to extract the organ properly and bring it to me. I expect I’ll have to teach people how to identify and remove the organs safely.”

He added, “I was hoping you could help me figure out how to pitch the commissions. The bounties won’t be very high — there’s a fair amount of waste involved and a lot of work to render it into a usable poison. I might also want to offer bounties on certain plants. Again, I realize I’d have to teach people how to recognize what I want and how to collect it without ruining it.”

“I see where you’re going with this. Let me give it some thought. Why don’t you stop by on your next day off, and we can discuss it then?”

“That’s great. I appreciate you giving me your time today, sir.”

“You’re more than welcome, Will. You can come see me anytime you want to talk about something I’m always happy to listen.”

After his conversation with the guild master, Will went shopping for ingredients to brew fresh batches of poison. While he was out, he asked several clerks for suggestions on romantic places to take a date.

Jess woke feeling better than she had upon waking in months; no hangover, no heaviness—she stretched, relaxed and at ease. Then she remembered: Will had given her a massage last night. She glanced around, curious whether he had truly done as promised. There was no sign he had spent the night, and the door was still locked.

For a fleeting moment, she almost felt disappointed he hadn’t stayed. But he had kept his word, and that reassured her she had not misplaced her trust. Day by day, she found herself growing fonder of the boy.

Lying there, she considered the line she had always drawn between a boy and a man. Will might be younger than her, but he was legally an adult and in many ways, he behaved with more maturity than men her own age. Perhaps, she thought, there was a chance for a relationship after all.

Still, she had chores to take care of and there would be plenty of time to sort through her feelings later.

After lunch, Will visited the cobbler. Although the old man wasn’t with a customer, the moment he saw who had walked in, he smirked and called out, “Lexi, you have a visitor.”

They agreed to meet at the shop at seven, just as they had the last time. Returning to the guild, Will worked diligently on poisons. He had decided to make them in larger batches, allowing him to focus on one type per day while still keeping plenty of the others to sell or use himself.

Preparing the larger batch took more time than Will expected. If he stopped early, he would waste both the effort and the materials. Grumbling about being late for his date, he stayed the course and let the process run to completion. The only shortcut he allowed himself was skipping the step of dividing the poison into smaller field-ready containers. He resigned himself to waking up early the next morning to handle that task.

After showering and dressing in clean clothes, Will realized he would only be a few minutes late. That eased his mind but didn’t stop him from rushing through his preparations. He arrived nearly ten minutes behind schedule, knocked on the cobbler’s shop door, and smiled when he heard Lexi’s footsteps on the stairs.

“You look lovely as ever. How was your day?”

Lexi smiled. “My day was as dull as you might imagine, survivable only because we had plans this evening.”

Her smile erased Will’s concerns about being late. Offering her his arm, he asked, “Have you ever been to the White Swan?”

“No, but I’ve heard good things. Is that where you’re taking me?”

“Indeed it is.”

“Well, if I hadn’t been looking forward to this date already, I certainly would be now.”

As they walked, Will couldn’t stop his gaze from drifting to the curve of Lexi’s dress and the subtle sway of her chest with each step. The fabric clung tightly, and she wore no bra—her nipples pressed faintly against the material. Noticing his glance, Lexi straightened her shoulders, the outline becoming even more pronounced, and pulled his arm closer so it brushed against her side as they strolled.

Dinner was excellent, the conversation lively and engaging without feeling heavy. Will and Lexi lingered over their meal, enjoying each other’s company. On the walk back to her apartment above the cobbler’s shop, they paused several times to kiss. At one point, Will drew her into a shadowed corner, where their hands roamed restlessly as their mouths met in a breathless tangle. When they finally broke apart, both smiled with a hint of shyness.

“That’s something I’d enjoy more of in the future,” Will whispered.

Lexi bit her lower lip, murmuring, “Mmhmm,” before taking his hand and continuing at the same unhurried pace.

When they reached the cobbler’s shop, they lingered at the doorway, lips meeting again and again. Will kissed behind her ear, trailing down the curve of her neck. Lexi slid her hands behind his head, urging him lower until his face rested between her breasts. He cupped one gently, drawing a soft moan from her. Their breaths came quick and shallow, the moment brimming with heat until Lexi suddenly pressed a kiss to the crown of his head and stepped back.

“That’s enough for tonight,” she said softly.

Will drew a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll check with you next time I’m in town. I know another place I’d like to take you for dinner.”

“I’ll take you up on that.”

He waited until Lexi locked the shop door and disappeared safely upstairs before heading back to the bunkroom at the guild hall.


Chapter 13

A few mornings later, Will asked the guild master, “Have you had time to consider the best way for me to explain the bounty on ogre livers and such?”

“I have,” the guild master replied. “I also spoke with some of the team leaders about requiring apprentices to pass tests or attend training through the guild, as you suggested. The idea was surprisingly well received. I’m going to call a mandatory meeting something the bylaws empower me to do where I’ll present the new requirements and allow the leaders to offer suggestions.

“I’ll also leave time for other announcements. That’s when you should be prepared to share details about your bounties. Be clear that they’ll need a bit of training to ensure they remove the correct organ without damaging it.

“I recommend you prepare a list of creatures, the specific organs, and the prices you’re offering. Post it publicly and be ready with a two-minute pitch. I’ll give ten days’ notice so everyone has time to adjust their schedules.”

“Great. I’ll be ready,” Will said.

Afterward, he went to the board to review the available jobs. As he had noticed before, the smaller local jobs were already completed. Now the options were larger contracts, longer travel, or both. Keeping Jess’s preference for a comfortable bed and good pay in mind, Will selected two jobs nearby more demanding than their previous work, but still manageable.

As Will took his first bite of breakfast, Jess arrived and went straight to the cantina to collect her meal. She slid onto the bench across from him, and without a word, Will pushed two cards toward her, still chewing.

Jess speared a bite of food, picked up the first card, and scanned it. She tilted her head side to side in a maybe motion before setting it down. After another bite, she reached for the second card.

On her third mouthful, Jess closed her eyes, calculating silently, then jabbed her finger at the second card.

“We’ll do the manticores. They rely on their prey being helpless in the air, but you’re the perfect counter, an archer who uses poison. If we can take them down cleanly, their hides will bring in a nice bonus.”

Will nodded. “I’ve checked my notes and prepared as much as I can though I’ll need live testing to know how effective my poisons will be.”

“I’ll sign out the job with McCray,” Jess replied, standing. “Meet you at the stables.”

Will’s notes described manticores as powerful, resilient, and highly maneuverable. Though capable of long flights, they weren’t especially intelligent and rarely retreated once engaged. The creatures resembled oversized lions weighing upward of four hundred pounds, but with unsettlingly human-like faces. Large wings sprouted near their shoulders, carrying them across vast distances. Their tails, tipped with spiked maces, added to their arsenal of claws and fangs. Manticores hunted much like hawks, swooping down to snatch prey in razor-sharp talons before carrying it away.

On the ride out of town, Will and Jess discussed tactics. Since tracking a manticore to its lair was nearly impossible, Jess explained that the best strategy was to lure them with bait.

When they arrived at a farmhouse, Jess knocked on the front door. No answer. The pair circled to the barn, where they found a woman tending to an injured sheep.

“Hello there,” Jess called, keeping her distance so as not to appear threatening.

The woman’s eyes narrowed, and her hand slid to a pitchfork. “What brings you here, strangers?”

“We’re from the Adventurers’ Guild,” Jess said, voice steady. “We’re here to deal with your manticore problem.”

The woman’s gaze flicked between them. “Just the two of you?”

Jess smiled faintly. “That’s right. We’re a special team.”

“My husband’s with most of the sheep grazing in the meadow about an hour up the hill. If you follow the path you won’t miss them.”

“You don’t mind if we leave our horses tied next to the house, do you?”

“Not at all. I can’t imagine you’d want to take them up near the manticores’ hunting grounds.”

After making sure the horses had feed and water, Will and Jess followed the path up the hill.

“Hello, shepherd,” Jess called when she caught sight of the man. The sheep bleated in response until the shepherd’s calm whistle hushed them. He met them halfway; Jess explained their business again.

“Ain’t none o’ my business. If you two reckon you can do it, have at it.”

“We’re going to need bait. How about a couple of sheep you can spare? I doubt they’ll survive the encounter.”

“Can’t spare any, but seein’ as how I’ll keep losin’ ’em while you lot don’t kill them manticores, I’ll find you two.”

With a pair of bleating animals on leads, Jess led the way further uphill until she found a grassy clearing backed by tall rocks on one side.

“Stake the sheep in the center of the clearing,” she said. “We’ll stand with our backs to the rock. I’ll get in front when they attack so you can keep shooting arrows.”

Will did as she instructed, he tied the leads to stakes, took out an old canvas bag they used to carry heads or ears as bounty proof, filled it with rocks, and laid it over the stakes. If a manticore tried to fly off with a sheep, the extra weight would slow it and give him more time to aim poisoned arrows.

Back at the rock face, Will arranged his vials at his thigh and offered to coat Jess’s sword with paralytic. She accepted gratefully.

Jess pulled out a strip of jerky and passed a piece to Will. They sat in silence, waiting.

After a while Will told her about his conversation with McCray that morning.

“That’s great, Will. I’m proud of you.”

“He’s going to give me and anyone else with announcements two minutes after his presentation. I’m going to offer bounties for harvesting things like ogre livers that I can use to make poisons. I’ll have to explain that to be paid they must follow instructions: take the right organ, extract it properly, and bring it to me promptly. That could be a problem, though, since it looks like we’ll be traveling more often.”

“You could invest in one of those spatial bags some mages make. They’re real expensive, but they preserve things nearly forever. Leave it with McCray. When the team turns in proof for the bounty they can drop the organs in your spatial bag, then you can inspect them when you get back and pay what you owe.”

“I hadn’t even considered that. Any idea where to buy one and how much it costs?”

“I think I saw one in the shop with all the glitzy stuff in the window on Main Street.”

“Yeah. Figures they’d sell things like that. With a name like Richard Hammond  Purveyor of Fine Household Goods  it’s probably twice as expensive there as anywhere else. They sell status symbols. I should ask McCray too, in case he knows someplace cheaper.”

Will and Jess continued discussing how best to teach the other teams to recognize the correct organ and perform the proper extraction. They were mid-sentence when a distant roar cut through the air. Both looked up toward the right, where the sound had come from, and saw four winged creatures heading their way. It was too far to tell for certain, but the bait might have drawn the manticores as they’d hoped.

The winged beasts closed the distance quickly, and the adventurers soon confirmed what they were: manticores. Will stood and squared his shoulders into a fighting stance. Jess moved in front of him, planting herself between him and the attackers in case one dived toward them. Will used the moments before impact to judge their speed and flight pattern. He decided to wait until the first manticore tried to snatch a sheep — it would be close and on a predictable path.

Will’s first shot missed, his timing off, but fortunately the sheep jerked aside just in time to avoid the manticore. When the next flying beast swooped past, Will nailed it beneath the wing. The arrow sank deep, and the monster shrieked in pain. Each beat of its massive wings drove the shaft deeper, tearing flesh and amplifying the agony. Will couldn’t have asked for a better strike. The sudden pain forced the manticore to veer away, sparing the sheep.

The sheep bleated desperately, thrashing against the stakes that held them fast.

Will’s third shot struck another beast in the shoulder, but it barely sank in. Even so, the monster roared and missed its chance at a sheep. His fourth shot went wide, and this time a manticore successfully snatched a victim. The sheep screamed as wicked claws pierced its body. The creature tried to fly off with its prize but found itself hindered. Will loosed three more arrows into its body before it finally dropped the sheep and fled.

The first manticore circled back, but Will had its measure now. He drove two more arrows into its hide, sending it fleeing without a meal. With all four manticores injured, Will dared to hope they would soon succumb to the poison.

The second beast dove again, latching onto a dying sheep pinned to the ground. But the ropes and its wounds dragged it down, and it crashed hard before struggling to rise. Will wasted no time. Two poisoned arrows buried themselves in its flesh before the third manticore swept in.

He noticed that the earlier arrow in its shoulder had fallen out likely having struck bone without delivering poison. Will corrected that mistake with one shot to the ribs and another to the haunch, both sinking deep. The beast failed to seize its prey and wheeled away.

The fourth manticore swooped low, faltered, and crashed, never rising again. Only two remained—the first and the third. The first lined up for another attack, this time not at the sheep but at the adventurers.

Will saw it first. “Incoming!” he shouted.

Jess spun, shield raised, sword angled above it to catch the monster’s charge. Will released one last arrow straight into the beast’s face a heartbeat before it crashed into Jess’s shield and sword, knocking both her and Will to the ground.

The collision stunned them all, the adventurers and the manticore alike. The beast staggered upright, one massive paw pinning Jess by her shield. Her sword had slipped from her grip when they fell, though it had carved a deep gash across the monster’s shoulder. Will’s arrow jutted from the junction of its neck and chest, and though the creature wavered, it wasn’t finished yet.

Will pushed himself to his knees, seized the fallen sword, and drove it into the monster’s gaping maw. The blade clipped its spine, stalled for an instant, then burst out the back of its neck. The manticore reared, wrenching the weapon from Will’s hands, then staggered upright as though to pounce. Instead, it collapsed to the ground, wheezing, limbs twitching weakly.

Jess scrambled free, shield raised as she and Will scanned for the last beast.

The third manticore had landed, tearing into the wounded sheep. Will seized the opening and sent two more arrows into its body. Moments later, the final monster toppled, Jess visited each of the fallen beasts, slitting their throats to make certain they would not rise again.

The pair of adventurers paused to catch their breath, the rush of adrenaline fading as they shared dried meat and water. When they were ready, Jess began instructing Will in the finer points of skinning. All four pelts were in reasonably good condition, so they took their time to preserve them.

One sheep had survived unharmed. Jess led it back to the shepherd while Will carried the heavy hides.

The shepherd stared at them as they approached.

“H-h-how did just the two of you kill all four manticores? From what I can see, neither of you was even injured.”

“As I told your wife, we’re a special team,” Jess replied evenly. “You’ll want to set up a big fire to burn the corpses. I wouldn’t recommend manticore steaks—the flesh is poisoned. Better to deal with it sooner rather than later.”

“I-I-I’ll do that. Thank you.”

He continued staring even as they walked away down the hill.

At the farmhouse, Jess and Will knocked to let the woman know it was over, and that her husband would likely be occupied burning the remains. She looked every bit as shocked as her husband had.

On the road back to Green Rock, Will asked, “Where are we taking the pelts to sell?”

“Anson’s Leathers. He gives guild members discounts on supplies and pays fairly for what we bring in.”

“Do you think we’ll earn more from the pelts than the bounty?”

“More than the bounty itself,” Jess said with a grin.

Will grinned back.

By the time they reached town it was too late to visit Anson’s. Jess couldn’t take the pelts into the inn, so McCray locked them in the guild storeroom for the night, giving Jess a receipt along with the bounty. Will accepted his share and reminded her, “Don’t forget to put ten percent into your guild account.”

“Fine,” she sighed.

Will only grinned. “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow. I’ve poisons to brew and a presentation to prepare—sketches, too, showing how to locate and remove certain organs from monsters and beasts.”

As Jess walked toward the Gryphon Inn, she felt a pang of disappointment that they wouldn’t be having dinner together or enjoying the massage she’d been considering. Yet her thoughts lingered on something else: how far she was truly comfortable going with the young man.

Will was an exceptional partner, someone whose company she genuinely enjoyed. But should she take the step of bedding him? Her own experience—being taken advantage of by an older man at fourteen—had left her acutely aware of how easily power could be abused. She had promised herself she would never become that kind of person.

Did that promise even apply here? Will was clearly attracted to her, and he was the one pursuing. He was certainly an adult, and while he was technically her apprentice, half the time he was the one calling the shots. They were equals in the field. Perhaps they could be equals in life as well.

Meanwhile, Will cleaned himself up and ate dinner in the guild cantina. He would have enjoyed sharing a meal with Jess, but his work awaited him.


Chapter 14

On his day off, Will maintained his exercise routine, practiced archery including moving targets—and worked on refining his poisons. One method was to increase their concentration, reducing both the number of strikes and the delay before they took effect. Another was to use stronger ingredients from the outset, though these were harder to obtain and considerably more expensive.

Will had previously researched monsters and beasts with poisonous organs, such as ogre livers. He sketched anatomical diagrams, adding notes on where to cut and how to avoid injury when handling toxic tissue. Sometimes he drew on available references in the guild library, but when none existed, he relied on his own experience. He suspected there were many more potential sources of toxins, but his research was limited by the library’s modest collection.

When asked about other sources of reference material Guild Master McCray explained, “The information you’re looking for is likely in the guild hall library at Winchester, about a week south of here. If you’d like, I can put in a request for a few books, though they’ll take nearly three weeks to arrive.”

“Oh? If we can request books, what are the rules?” Will asked.

“Each guild member can request up to three. Since travel time is long, we can keep them for a month or so.”

“Is there a catalog I can browse, or do I just give a topic and hope Winchester sends their best guess?”

“I keep a list with summaries of the most popular books, but there are many more besides those.”

“I’d like to see that list. I’m sure Jess will want to borrow some as well,” Will said with a straight face.

McCray winked. “I’m sure she will.”

Changing the subject, Will added, “I also want to find a way to store organs collected by other teams and keep them reasonably fresh until I can use them. I was considering buying a spatial bag and leaving it with you, so returning teams could drop their finds inside when they claim their bounties. Do you have recommendations on where I might find one, and what a fair price would be?”

“It’s been years since I last saw one for sale,” McCray replied, “but I’d guess around three hundred silver for a bag with twenty-seven cubic feet of space. Smaller bags are cheaper since they’re easier to craft. I doubt you’ll find one here in Green Rock—there isn’t much demand.”

“Thanks. Jess mentioned that flashy Richard Hammond store might have one. Probably overpriced, but I’ll take a look. Do you know a reliable traveling merchant I could order from instead?”

“There’s a man I trust who usually stops by every few months. I expect he’ll be in town within the next month. He always checks in here to see what the members need. You’ve likely seen him once or twice.”

“Excellent. Thank you for your time.”

Later, Will put on his best clothes. While shopping for poison ingredients, he stopped by the Richard Hammond store. The spatial bag was still on display. Its overdone decorations nearly convinced him to walk past, but with a sigh he stepped inside. The shop was every bit as gaudy and overpriced as its window display suggested.

An unctuous older man stepped away from the counter at the back of the shop and greeted Will.

“Beautiful weather we’re having today, isn’t it?”

Will wasn’t one for idle chatter, but he knew this kind of pleasantry was typical for retailers of high-end goods.

“It is indeed. You have a lovely shop here.”

“Why, thank you. I try to stock only the finest wares for our more discerning clientele.”

“I noticed that spatial bag in the window. It’s been there for months, hasn’t it? My guess is there’s not much interest in such things in this town.”

“Oh, it’s quite the attention-getter. Are you in the market for a fine spatial bag?”

“I don’t actually need one, but after seeing it here for so long, I grew curious. How much space does it hold?”

“I was assured by the mage who crafted it that it can contain up to eight cubic feet.”

“Hmm. Seems a little on the small side—not terribly useful. I can see why it hasn’t sold. I won’t take up any more of your time.”

Will turned to leave, wondering if the man would try to pursue the sale. In truth, eight cubic feet was plenty for his needs; he only meant to store organs in it temporarily.

“Oh, good sir,” the merchant called quickly, “surely you realize bags of this size are intended for transporting personal valuables. Someone of your status must have possessions worth safeguarding. What could be more secure than keeping them with you at all times?”

Will turned back.

“Of course, but that’s exactly why it has limited value to me and to most others in Green Rock.”

The merchant’s smile strained. He was desperate to rid himself of the spatial bag; no one in this uncouth town had shown the slightest interest, and it had languished in his window for half a year. If he could just cover his cost, he’d call it a victory money freed to purchase stock that would actually turn a profit. Anything was better than letting the bag gather dust another six months.

“Limited value, to be sure,” he said, forcing cheer into his tone, “but still value. What would it be worth to you?” He loathed haggling like some bazaar peddler, but necessity left him little choice.

“I could probably do thirty silvers.”

“I can’t take less than fifty.”

“As I said limited value.” Will turned again toward the door.

“Forty silvers,” the merchant blurted.

“Thirty-five, and it’s a deal.”

The merchant nearly choked, then swallowed and forced a smile.

“Would you like it gift-wrapped?”

Will counted out the silvers.

“No, thanks. Pleasure doing business with you.”

The merchant smiled even as his gut twisted—he’d spent forty-five silvers for that blasted bag. Still, he reminded himself it was better to make use of the money he’d recovered and reinvest in goods that actually had demand in this little dump of a town.

Will continued shopping, practicing the bag’s functions as he went. He bought in bulk whenever possible, knowing he could store items safely and keep them fresh. Later, he dropped by the cobbler’s shop to invite Lexi to dinner. She noticed the gaudy bag hanging at his belt and raised a brow.

“What have you got there?” she asked, pointing.

Will smiled, summoning his latest purchase with a thought. “Just something useful for storing and carrying ingredients for my business.”

Lexi’s eyes widened. “A spatial bag? I’ve heard of them, but they’re so expensive I never thought I’d see someone I know with one.”

“I expect it will pay for itself in a few months,” Will said. “It keeps my ingredients from decaying, lets me buy in bulk, and even store rare items until I need them. It lowers my costs without sacrificing quality, so profits rise.”

“That’s clever.” She smirked. “But what brings you to this fine establishment today?”

“Your smile, my good woman and to see if you’re free for dinner.”

“Well, my social calendar is usually quite full,” she teased, “but tonight you’re in luck. I’m free.”

“Seven o’clock as usual?”

“That will be fine. Now I really must get back to work.”

When Will left, Lexi’s thoughts lingered. He must be doing well. I’m glad things are moving along between us. I just hope he won’t think less of me once he learns I’m joining the Adventurers’ Guild. Tonight, I’ll make it special.

Back at the guild hall, Will showed McCray the bag. Gaudy though it was, the guild master confirmed its quality and agreed Will had struck a bargain. McCray promised to keep it in the safe room when Will was away and to deposit any organs purchased from adventurers directly into it for storage.

Will spent the rest of the morning preparing handouts for his brief presentation at the guild masters’ meeting. After lunch, he brewed a large batch of paralytic poison, decanting it into vials. The new bag proved perfect not only for ingredients but also finished products and the adventurers’ spoils. It was, Will decided, an excellent investment. He even resolved to buy another for travel when his team began taking larger, more distant jobs.

That evening, after dinner and drinks at the Sunset Inn’s rooftop bar, Will walked Lexi home. As often happened, they paused more than once for passionate kisses, growing increasingly handsy. When they reached her shop, she unlocked the door but didn’t release his hand.

“I’m not supposed to have guests,” she whispered, “so you can’t stay the night. But we can spend some time in my room.”

Will had no reason to argue. He followed her upstairs, and at the landing Lexi flung her arms around his neck, kissing him softly. He deepened the kiss, slipping his tongue past her lips as his hands gripped her hips and pulled her closer. One hand cupped her firm backside; the other slid beneath her blouse to trace the curve of her bare back.

Lexi tugged his shirt over his head, and he quickly returned the favor, grinning when her breasts spilled free. Skin against skin, their embrace grew more urgent. Will found the buttons of her skirt and, with some fumbling, managed to undo enough to let it fall to the floor. Lexi stood before him now in only a thong and her boots.

“I feel a little silly standing here in nothing but my boots. Help me get them off.”

Lexi sat on the edge of the bed and lifted one toned leg. Will knelt before her, slipping the boot from her foot, then did the same with the other. Still crouched, he leaned forward to kiss her breasts, trailing his mouth down her stomach until he reached the last strip of fabric hiding her heat.

He eased her thighs apart, brushing teasing kisses along her skin as his fingers traced the damp outline beneath the fabric. Lexi’s breath quickened. With a gentle push on her shoulder, he urged her to recline, then hooked his fingers under the straps of her thong and slid it down her legs, baring her to his gaze.

His mouth replaced the fabric, coaxing gasps from her lips. As his rhythm deepened, her legs tightened around his shoulders. When she finally arched and cried out, her grip on the sheets turned white-knuckled.

“Oh heavens… that feels so good.”

“I’m just getting started,” he murmured.

Moments later, another wave broke over her. Lexi, flushed and trembling, whispered, “I want to feel you this time. I’m using a contraceptive.”

“So am I,” he replied with a grin.

Lexi tugged at his belt, unfastening it with haste. His trousers dropped, and she pushed aside his last barrier. She took him in hand, then in her mouth, her lips curling into a playful smile as she teased him.

Breathless, he urged, “Help me out of the rest before I lose balance.”

She laughed softly, helped him out of boots and trousers, then climbed back onto the bed. Will followed, pulling her close. Their bodies pressed together, warmth meeting warmth, until he shifted just enough to guide himself against her.

“Are you sure?” he asked gently. “It may hurt at first.”

Lexi met his gaze, steady and certain. “Yes. I’m aware. And yes I want this.”

She wrapped her legs around him, drawing him closer, her heels pressing into his back, urging him forward.

Will didn’t need any more encouragement. He thrust deeper than before, pausing when Lexi let out a sharp gasp.

“It’s okay it passed,” she assured, pushing at him with her heels.

He moved carefully, each stroke reaching deeper until he was fully inside her. His rhythm settled into a slow, deliberate motion as his mouth found her breast.

“Oh, heavens above—faster.”

Will remembered the lesson he’d once learned: listen to a woman’s words in bed. He adjusted immediately, his pace quickening.

“That’s it I’m almost there keep going!”

She tensed, then cried out as release washed over her. Will followed soon after, surrendering with a final series of deep thrusts.

“That was amazing,” Lexi panted. “No wonder people want to do this all the time.”

“We’ve only just begun,” Will replied. “There’s more waiting for you tonight and beyond.”

“Good. I want more.” She pressed his face into her chest, holding him close.

Despite usually needing time to recover, Will found himself ready again within minutes. Desire, paired with Lexi’s beauty, had reignited his hunger.

“This time,” he instructed, “put a pillow under your hips. One leg over my shoulder, the other flat on the bed.”

Once she was in place, Will slid inside her in a single, sure thrust. Lexi exhaled deeply as he began long, measured strokes, balancing control with touch. One hand steadied her leg, the other roamed—teasing, exploring, drawing shuddering cries from her lips.

Moments later, they climaxed again together. Their bodies relaxed into the sheets, flushed and trembling.

Will shifted beside her, urging softly, “Now it’s your turn to be in control.”

“Mmm, I like that idea,” Lexi murmured.

While he recovered, Will traced the lines of her back, savoring her warmth. Soon, he guided her to take him again—this time astride him. From his vantage point, he admired every movement, every sway of her magnificent breasts, his hands drawn instinctively to her curves.

It wasn’t long before control slipped. Their rhythm intensified, breath and sound mingling until they reached climax once more. Lexi collapsed onto him, her body pressing close, and they shared another lingering kiss.

“I’m so relaxed I could fall asleep right here,” she whispered.

“You know I can’t stay overnight,” he reminded gently.

“Yeah, I know… I just wish you could be here in the morning.”

“That only means we’ll look forward to our next time even more.”

They exchanged smiles, warmth lingering between them. Together they changed the sheets, then Will dressed while Lexi pulled on a robe. Hand in hand, they descended the stairs, sharing one last kiss before parting.

“I’ll check in within a few days,” he promised.

“I’ll count them,” she replied softly.

With that, Will stepped out into the night and made his way back to the guild hall. The building was quiet, most either asleep or still out carousing. His own rest claimed him quickly, sleep taking hold the moment his head touched the pillow.


Chapter 15

Will managed to rise on time, take a quick shower, and head to the job board. He was still scanning listings when Jess arrived. Without hesitation, she strode up, snatched a card before he could see it, and marched straight to the guild master’s desk.

“We’ll take this one,” she declared, slapping the card down.

The guild master frowned. “Jess, that’s at least a four-person job, and you know it. The last team to accept it never came back, it was your old team.”

Jess smirked. “I’ve got a secret weapon. My apprentice and I can handle it. And if we can’t, we’re smart enough to back off unlike some people.”

“Fine, fine,” the guild master grumbled. “Let me pull the details.”

Will moved closer but stayed out of Jess’s line of sight, listening quietly. When the guild master returned, he noticed Will lingering at a distance and gave him a brief nod before handing Jess a sheet of parchment.

“Jess,” McCray said aloud, “that’s a hobgoblin warlord, with two confirmed warriors and at least two more suspected. We have to assume they killed a four-man team several weeks ago, since none of them returned.”

Jess signed the paper without hesitation. Smiling at Will, she said, “Billy, after breakfast pack for five days and rent two horses. I’ll meet you at the stables.” With that, she strolled into the cantina and filled a plate with eggs, bacon, and biscuits.


Will stepped quickly to the counter before anyone else arrived. Lowering his voice, he asked the guild master, “Any advice to improve our chances of surviving this mission?”

“First, remember you don’t have to accept it. Just because your team leader signed off doesn’t mean you’re bound.”

“She believes we can do it. I’ve learned to trust her, so I’ll follow her lead. But if I see no chance of success, I’ll drag her back myself. Neither of us is dying for this job.”

McCray gave a short nod. “Then review your notes from Morgan’s Advanced Races. Hobgoblins are cousins of goblins, but larger—about human-sized—and far more intelligent. They fight with melee weapons and javelins. Warlords are tougher than their followers. They don’t back down, and even mortally wounded, they’ll keep attacking. Expect them to wear armor. You’ll definitely need poisons for this one. And don’t fight them in darkness they see well at night, and caves give them the advantage.”

“Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

After breakfast, Will skimmed his notes from Morgan’s book. Hobgoblins stood between five and six feet tall, as fast as humans, and difficult to strike thanks to their agility. They usually moved in small bands of two to ten, though rarely more than six. Fortunately, they weren’t resistant to poisons—a fact that played to his strengths.

He had prepared plenty of toxins over the past few weeks, so he packed extra vials to be safe. After tucking spare clothes and socks into his backpack, he double-checked his gear, then headed to the stables to rent two horses for five days.

Before leaving, he reminded Jess, “Don’t forget we need to be back for the guild master’s mandatory meeting. We’re cutting it close.”

“We’ll be fine,” Jess replied.

“I’m glad you’re confident,” Will said. “But do you have any ideas on how we’ll handle as many as six hobgoblins?”

“You’re going to poison their dinner.”

“Oh I hadn’t considered that. I guess that’s why you get the bigger share of the bounty,” Will smirked.

“You always knew I was the brains of this operation.”

Will nearly choked. “Yeah, if you say so.”

Jess glared at him for a beat, then laughed. “Last night I remembered a story about an adventurer who came upon three bandits. He couldn’t beat them in combat, so he tracked them to their camp. He’d seen thorn apple in the fields they crossed, gathered some, ground it, and after nightfall crept in and mixed it into the sack they kept their flour in. The next morning, the man cooking made flatbread. After eating it the three bandits were hallucinating and stumbling like drunks. The adventurer picked them off one by one.”

“While I take issue with some of the details,” Will said, “I’ll admit I can see how it inspired your plan.”

“Oh? And what might the great alchemist take issue with?”

“Ground thorn apple would be a mush without baking to remove the moisture, and the hero of your story wouldn’t have had a way to make a fire without alerting the bandits. Mixing that mush with the flour would also be obvious—someone opening the sack would notice the difference. Maybe the real circumstances were different from the story that got passed down, but the idea’s sound. We’ll have to see what we’re working with. Remember, my poisons are liquid—keep that in mind. It may take more than a day or two to make this work. And don’t forget: hobgoblins see very well in the dark, so don’t count on moving unseen.”

Now that it was early fall, the days were shortening, and the pair rode harder than usual to stay on schedule. When they reached the village that had posted the commission, Jess asked around for the leader and was directed to the tavern—the owner was the man to speak to.

“You ain’t the first to try handle them hobs. Last lot was four; all we found of ’em were skulls on posts. Them hobs are still raiding farms—killed two more families since then. We need a dozen men, not a woman and some stripling barely shaving.”

“Well, you ain’t paying enough to hire a dozen,” Jess shot back. “We’re what you’ve got. We’ve got a secret weapon, or we wouldn’t be here. So—are you gonna show us where the hobs are, or let them keep killing your people?”

“You adventurers think you’re hot shit. If you won’t bring enough men, I don’t care if you die tryin’. I’ll take you to the trapper who knows where they’re found.”

As the pair followed the village leader Jess asked, “Your tavern got any rooms to rent for the night?”

“Nope, seldom get overnight travelers. When we do they jus’ sleep on the floor of the dining room or on top a table.”

“Swell,” Jess muttered darkly.

They followed the tavern owner to where the trapper, Jimmy, drank behind a table. “Yo, Jimmy. These two adventurers came to take care of the hobs. I need you to take ’em to that spot on the creek where you said you can see their camp.”

Jimmy swore and took a long pull from his bottle. “I jus’ started drinkin’ from this after lunch. I’ll go when I’m done.”

“No!” the tavern owner roared. “You take ’em now, or I won’t sell you no more liquor.”

“Fuck, ya don’t gotta be so mean. Fine—I'll go now.”

Will and Jess un-saddled their horse and slung their gear, then trailed Jimmy. He wasn’t much for talk, but he knew the country. In less than an hour he led them to an upthrust slab of rock and scrambled up about a hundred feet to a sloped peak. He crawled on hands and knees to the far edge; Jess and Will followed. From the top the reason was obvious.

Their perch looked straight across at the hob camp—over a hundred and fifty yards away. The rock fell away in sheer cliffs on the camp side but was sloped on the trail side. Between them ran a creek several feet deep and maybe fifteen to twenty feet wide, with a sandy bank on the hob side. It was an excellent observation post but a poor firing position.

“I can’t shoot that far accurately,” Will said. “If they’re not down at the creek, I’ve got no chance from here. And even then, I’ll only get a shot or two—there’s no cover when I stand.”

“Y’all don’t need me no more. Me an’ my bottle’s gonna head back to the village,” Jimmy announced, slurring already.

“Wait. I’ll buy you a full bottle if you leave that one with me,” Will offered.

“Then I won’t have none to drink on my way back.”

“But you’ll have a full bottle when you get there.”

Jimmy gave a loud burp, making all three of them pull back from the edge of the hill.

“Gimme a half silver and ya can have it.”

“A quarter silver. That’s already twice the cost of a full bottle.”

“Fine.”

After Jimmy left, Jess asked, “I know you well enough to know you aren’t planning to drink that swill, so what are you up to?”

“I’m taking inspiration from your thorn-apple tale. Morgan’s Advanced Races says hobgoblins have a taste for human liquor. If I poison the bottle and they find it, at least one will die. But I’m hoping they’ll share it, so it kills several. Even if not, it reduces their numbers.”

Jess smirked. “Kid, you make me like you more every day.”

“Except when I remind you to put ten percent of your bounty in your guild account,” Will teased.

“Don’t ruin my mood, boy.”

“Now I just have to figure out how to let them find it.”

“What about letting it float downstream when they fetch water for cooking or drinking?” Jess suggested.

“I don’t know how we’d time it. We’d need the bottle to drift by just as they’re at the shore, without them spotting us. If they miss it, we lose the bottle and won’t get a second chance.”

“True—and nothing says we’d be able to catch it before it floats too far downstream.”

“Alright. On one hand, it’s getting late, so if we’re sleeping in the village, we should head back. On the other, their camp isn’t much farther, and if we stay near here, I can slip into the water upstream and float past. Since the slope hides the stream from their camp, I can set the bottle along the bank so it looks like it got stuck there. Afterward, I’ll keep floating until I reach that little beach, then circle back to camp.”

Jess sighed. “Yeah, alright. No bed’s gonna suck.”

“Not much worse than the tavern table top.”

“True.”

“Alright, smart boy, we’ll try your plan.”

As darkness fell, Will and Jess made camp. Luckily, the nearly full moon gave them plenty of light. Will cooked a simple soup from his meager provisions, and after they ate, he prepared the liquor bottle by mixing in a dose of his latest paralytic poison.


Leaving behind everything but pants, shirt, and boots, he slipped into the woods upstream. The trek through the dark felt endless, though it was only a few hundred yards. Twice he searched for a spot to enter the water, rejecting the first because the bank was too steep and noisy. At last he found a low bank where the water lapped just a foot below.

Sitting, he pulled off his boots, tucked his shirt and the bottle into one, then waded in. The stream caught him, cool and steady, and he leaned back to let the current carry him.

When he reached the landmark that marked the hobgoblin camp, he angled toward shore, moving as quietly as possible. Using driftwood and stones, he created a little trap to make it look like the bottle had snagged naturally. Once satisfied, he retrieved his boots and eased back into the current, floating downstream until the small beach came into view.

The water wasn’t spring-cold, but it wasn’t warm either, and Will shivered with relief when he dragged himself ashore. He used his shirt to dry his chest and back, then stripped off his sodden pants to finish drying.

Wearing only his boots, he strode back into camp, bracing for a sarcastic remark from Jess. Instead, she only snorted and turned away, ignoring him.

Will had fallen asleep, exhausted from preparing the poisoned bait. After midnight, Jess roused him so she could rest, but by morning neither of them felt refreshed. A quick breakfast of jerky and coffee was all they could manage before they gathered their gear and returned to the hilltop overlooking the hob camp.

They arrived just as one of the hobs came trudging back from the creek. From this distance, neither could tell if he carried the baited bottle. When the hob neared the camp, he raised his hand, gesturing wildly. Will squinted, hoping the glint was glass.

Whatever the case, four other hobs, still shaking off sleep, perked up with excitement. Jess and Will watched as the group passed something around, each throwing back their heads as though drinking. It seemed their ruse had worked.

But then a larger figure emerged from the shadows — a hobgoblin warlord. His roar froze the others in place. He snatched the bottle, lifted it toward his face, and sniffed. Will’s gut sank. Any human would notice the smell wasn’t right. A moment later, the warlord hurled the bottle into the fire. It shattered, igniting in a brief fireball before the flames returned to their steady crackle.

Almost immediately, the hob who had found the bottle collapsed. Another kicked him with no response. The warlord barked and kicked harder, still to no effect. Before he could lash out again, a second hob crumpled, then a third pitched forward, nearly into the fire. The warlord kicked each one furiously, but none stirred.

Raging, the warlord turned on the two survivors, screaming orders. They scrambled to strip the fallen of their gear and drag the bodies out of camp.

Jess exhaled. “Well kid, that certainly improves our odds. I don’t think we can take on a warlord and two hobs just yet, but we’ve bought ourselves some time.”

Will’s patience snapped. He was tired of her tone, of being spoken to like a child. He had turned twenty last month, and after six months at Jess’s side, he had killed more targets than she had.

“Would you stop calling me ‘kid’?” he demanded. “I’m your partner. Apprentice or not, I’ve earned a measure of respect. Speak to me as an adult.”

Jess was stunned. Will had never answered her like that. After the initial shock faded, she replayed their interactions and realized he was right: he had been more of a partner to her than almost anyone she’d ever worked with. He was respectful, and mature in ways many of the men she’d worked with were not — even when they were a decade older than she was. Will deserved her respect; even if he still had things to learn, she did too.

“You’re right, and I’m ashamed. I apologize for the disrespect I’ve shown you these last few months. Please forgive me.”

Will saw the sincerity in her eyes. “I appreciate that. Now we have three more hobs to kill. Let’s see how we can improve our odds.”

They watched the hobs for a long moment. The remaining two underlings clearly feared the warlord’s angry outbursts; they cowered whenever he was present. After breakfast the warlord chivvied the others into gathering their weapons, and then they set off upstream.

“We can’t track them from here,” Jess said. “By the time we pick up a trail, they could have set up an ambush. I think they’ll be back later today — they left all their camping gear.”

“I agree,” Will answered. “If I drop down the hill toward the creek, I’ll still have some cover, but I won’t be able to see beyond the far bank. From there, when one of them returns for water, I’ll be within range to put a poisoned arrow in him. That’ll count as one dead in minutes. After that there’s no doubt they’ll know they’re under attack, so we’ll still have two to fight — and they’ll be ready. In fact, they’ll probably come looking for us.”

“They won’t be sure how many of us there are — only that you’re a threat. We can set traps and have you lead them along a trail that runs through them. Even if the traps only injure one, it shifts the numerical odds in our favor.”

“I’m good with that plan.”

Will and Jess spent the day preparing. Will did the heavy work digging and spiking pits, camouflaging snares, and other traps meant to maim and apply poisons rather than instantly kill while Jess kept watch and offered practical suggestions.

At one point Will muttered to himself, “She’s been really helpful.”

Even though Will was fit the labor exhausted him. By the time he finished he was sweaty and spent; Jess at least had the decency to thank him. They made camp near Will’s hiding spot, the place he would slip into before ambushing the hob they expected to visit the creek at first light. Dinner was the same as lunch, dry beef jerky and water; they couldn’t risk a fire because they didn’t know where the hobs had gone.

Jess took the first watch and let Will sleep for six hours since he’d worked so hard. When it was time to wake him she nudged him and demanded, “Promise me you’ll wake me before the hob gets to the creek. I need to be in position before his pals come charging after you.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Will answered groggily.

After relieving himself and stretching, Will ate some jerky, drank water, and moved slowly and silently to patrol the area around the campsite. Mostly he worked at staying awake. As the sky lightened he nudged Jess; after a few grumbles she went to the end of the trap line so she’d be ready to ambush any hobs that chased him.

Not long after she left, Will spotted a lone hob approaching the stream carrying a pot and several water skins. The archer waited until the creature bent to fill a skin, then stepped into a narrow opening in the brush and loosed an arrow. The first shot sailed over the hob’s head; it didn’t seem to notice. His second arrow found the gap between neck and shoulder. The hob screamed, scrambled to run, and Will hammered its torso twice more before the humanoid hauled itself up the far bank and vanished from sight. Its cries echoed for a moment; then he heard two more voices—harsh, barking calls that sounded like commands.

Minutes later three hobs returned, armored and carrying shields. Will began firing again, not to so much to wound as to draw them across the stream. He knew chances were slim against their leather and padding; his aim was to bait them into the traps. The camp-side bank rose a couple of feet, while his side was only inches high. When he saw hob waists break the waterline, he started running for the trail, limping as though injured so they would believe they had a chance.

Once in the tree line he dropped the act and quickened his pace, slipping past traps while thrashing underbrush to mask his exact position. The lead hob triggered the first pitfall and howled in pain. The others, however, managed to avoid the next two traps: a springed branch bristling with stakes and another shallow pit. Will reached the final trap with a hob close at his heels, exactly where he wanted it. Feigning a stumble within reach of the manual trigger, he rolled to his back, located the monster, and yanked the release. An eight-foot log swung from behind the hob with a heavy crack, breaking its back and sending it skidding ten feet before it landed short of Will. Not wanting to risk survival on chance, Will drew his long knife and, using a reverse grip, drove the hilt into the creature’s upper back several times to be certain it was dead.

Sounds from the brush told him another hob might still be out there. He assumed the one he’d struck while watering was dying of the poison he’d applied earlier, but the last hob’s condition was unknown. Will wasn’t geared for a straight fight, so he hid and watched. There were repeated barks—calls made twice—followed by a prolonged, angry howl. Will coated his blade with paralytic poison, just in case.

The remaining hob found its companion and confirmed it was dead, then howled again. Jess appeared behind it and lunged, sword aimed for its back. The hob must have sensed her, because it twisted managing to avoid her strike and counterattacked. Jess held her own, but the creature showed no sign of injury from the traps, and Will worried it could overpower her.

With only five arrows left and leather armor blunting most strikes, Will aimed for an unarmored target: the hob’s calves. It took three attempts, but the third arrow sank into the meat of the leg and delivered the poison cleanly. Will shouted, “I hit him hold out! He’ll be dead in minutes.”

The hob surged forward as if enraged by the shout, battering at Jess’s shield. She was tiring; her arms shook and her shield began to buckle. Will readied himself to rush in when the poisoned leg gave way. The hob collapsed, gasping. Jess sagged against her shield, breathless but alive. Will breathed out, relief flooding him as the immediate danger passed. unable to move. Take some time to catch your breath while I keep an eye on him.”

The hob managed to rise onto one knee, bracing himself with his shield jammed into the earth. Will snatched up a sturdy branch, nearly six feet long, and charged from behind, slamming the brute face-first into the ground. With a guttural snarl, the hob rolled and sat upright, his shield raised to protect his chest. The movement left his back exposed—an opening Jess did not waste. With a cry, she drove her sword deep into his back, putting all her strength and weight behind the strike.

The warlord coughed once, blood bubbling from his mouth, before his head sagged forward. His body toppled sideways, lifeless.

Jess straightened, chest heaving. “Well, damn. That one was a tough brute.”

When both had caught their breath, she added, “Let’s head back to camp, pack our gear, then grab some sacks and the axe. We’ll take their heads for the bounty, loot the bodies, and check their camp for anything worth hauling back.”

“Fine by me,” Will agreed.

The corpses yielded little beyond their weapons, most of which appeared looted from the adventuring party they had slaughtered weeks before. The crude bronze blades of hob make paled in comparison to human-forged steel, but bronze still held value, so the pair set them aside. Crossing the stream, they collected the heads of the three poisoned hobs from the day before, then ransacked the enemy camp. Their search turned up a respectable pouch of silver and little else.

On the road back to the village, Will broke the silence. “If we don’t dawdle over lunch, we might make it back to Green Rock tonight.”

Jess’s eyes gleamed with determination. “Oh, we’re getting to Green Rock tonight—even if something else tries to stop us. I want a hot bath, a steak dinner…” Her lips curved into a wicked smile as she leaned closer. “…and dessert.”

Will blinked at her brazenness, then grinned. “I think I can manage dessert. More than once, if you’ll let me.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Jess replied with a laugh.

After showing the village leader the six hob heads and a quick lunch the two rode hard for Green Rock. Jess turned in the six hob heads to the astonishment of the adventurers present and the joy of the guild master beamed at their safe return.

Inside the guild’s common room, adventurers pressed him for the tale. Will made sure Jess received the lion’s share of credit, downplaying his own role. “At just the right moment,” he explained, “I distracted the warlord with a branch, shoving him hard enough to throw off his balance. That gave Jess the opening she needed to strike.”

After storing their plunder in the guild storeroom for the night Will returned the horses to the stables then hit the shower and prepared himself for his date with Jess. He took his time, knowing Jess would be preparing herself for the evening.

Later, when he guessed Jess might be ready, Will strolled down the street to the Gryphon Inn and claimed a seat at the bar. He ordered a single ale—his only drink of the night. He wanted his wits, and his strength, intact.

Just the thought of the evening ahead set his pulse racing.

After about ten minutes, Jess came down the stairs in her familiar black dress the one with bare shoulders and slit up the side nearly to her hip. It was the dress she always wore when they dined together, and Will suspected it might be the only one she owned. Not that he minded. The way the fabric clung to her curves left him with no complaints.

Her hair was still damp, loose waves falling over her shoulders. The sight sparked a thought in Will: perhaps he should track down an enchanted brush, something that dried hair as it smoothed it. He decided he’d find one for Lexi as well.

“What do you say we try The Plough tonight? I hear they serve excellent steaks.”

Jess’s lips curved into a slow smile, her eyes glinting with promise. “That’s fine, my apprentice—but my mind’s already on dessert.”

“Well, we’ll need plenty of energy for that kind of dessert,” Will teased. “A hearty meal will do us good.”

He offered his arm, and she took it without hesitation. They walked in comfortable silence, the closeness between them speaking louder than words.

Dinner was warm and unhurried. When they finished, Jess leaned back with a satisfied sigh. “That was wonderful. In all my years in Green Rock, I never thought to try this place.”

“I asked around,” Will admitted. “The Gryphon has its charms, but I thought we’d enjoy a change of pace.”

Jess chuckled. “Ha! And the atmosphere here is certainly calmer than that rowdy tavern.”

“Well, anywhere you are is interesting,” he replied, meeting her eyes.

She held his gaze a moment longer before whispering, “I think I’m ready for dessert now.”

Ever the gentleman, Will helped her up from her chair and offered his arm again. Jess kissed him lightly before they stepped out together. Their walk to the restaurant had been leisurely; the return carried a charge of anticipation neither of them bothered to hide.

When they reached Jess’s room, she unlocked the door, turned, and drew Will into a heated kiss. In moments, their hands roamed freely as he guided her backward through the doorway, closing the door with a push of his foot.

Jess tugged at his shirt, slipping her hands beneath the hem to trace the muscles of his back. He nuzzled her neck, lips trailing from her jaw down to her collarbone, then lower. Kneeling, he lifted the skirt of her dress and pressed soft kisses along her thighs. Her fingers threaded through his hair, her breath quickening.

In the dim light he could just make out that all she wore under the dress was a little triangle of fabric covering her most womanly spot. He caught her earthy scent and became even more aroused.

Rising, Will slid her dress up and over her head. As it fell away, her full breasts were revealed in full. Jess, in turn, unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it from his shoulders. She kissed her way down his chest, then knelt to free him of his boots, trousers, and the last barrier between them.

Looking up with a mischievous smile, she let her hand wander. “I think my apprentice might just satisfy a certain need tonight.”

“I have no doubt,” Will replied, grinning as his hands lingered over her curves.

“You’re young, though. Inexperienced. Perhaps your apprenticeship needs to be… extended.”

“You may be surprised,” he countered smoothly.

Jess’s eyes glimmered as she rose to meet him. “We’ll see about that. Let’s get into bed, my apprentice—and find out just how much you have to learn.”

Will reached out, loosening the delicate ribbons at Jess’s hips holding her thong in place, his touch slow and deliberate. A shiver ran through her as he drew her closer, his hand guiding her down onto the mattress. Jess let out a soft, involuntary sound as his lips trailed along her skin, his movements tender but filled with intent.

She shifted beneath him, knees parting instinctively, as his fingers slid down her pelvis. Jess’s breath quickened, her body trembling as waves of pleasure coursed through her. Her fingers tightened in his hair, pulling him closer.

Slipping a pair of fingers into her vagina Will twisted his wrist back and forth to gently stimulate her g spot. With his tongue dug into her labia and found her clitoris which he touched only occasionally as he slipped his tongue around it.

“Billy…I want you in me” she gasped, her voice half-plea, half-command. “You’re driving me mad.”

“Not until I’ve given you what you deserve,” he murmured, his tone low and teasing.

The pressure built until Jess could no longer hold back. She arched, gripping him tightly as the first release overtook her, a rush that left her flushed and panting. Her body melted against the cushions, though her eyes glittered with fresh desire.

Will rose, his expression both playful and determined. “That was only the beginning. We have hours yet.”

By the time she had climaxed to his tongue and fingers twice more, Jess was trembling with satisfaction and anticipation. When at last he moved to join with her fully, he guided her gently, his touch careful, his focus steady on her face. He wanted her to feel every moment, every breath they shared.

This time he stood between her legs with a hand under her knee holding her legs spread as he used his other hand to direct his cock, sliding it through her juices and his saliva to lubricate it. Then Will aimed the head at her swollen labia and gradually pushed in. With both hands under her knees Will pulled her taut thighs up to his chest and shrugged her calves over his shoulders giving him the perfect angle for maximum penetration. When her vaginal walls got tight he backed off a little then slowly stroked in and out moving a little deeper every few strokes. Once his hips smacked into her butt he started making long, slow strokes and Jess moaned in pleasure.

Their rhythm built together, slow at first, then more insistent, until the room echoed with their laughter, gasps, and whispered words. Jess clung to him as though the world might dissolve around them, and Will gave himself over completely, determined that she would remember not just his touch but the way he had made her feel—cherished, seen, alive.

At last they collapsed together, a tangle of warmth and contentment. Jess traced idle patterns along his shoulder, smiling lazily.

“Ohhh, that’s wonderful. Ohhh!”

Will had suffered a dry spell until his trysts with Lexi. Now he had to opportunity to avail himself of a mature woman, someone who acknowledged her needs and would appreciate his skills. Will planned to make sure she remembered this night and desired more in the future. He was reaching a peak so he slowed down until he got control of himself though it was a struggle.

“Nooo, don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping, just slowing down to prolong your torture,” he chuckled.

“I was so close to another orgasm; speed up I want to cum.”

“Your wish is my command.”

Will’s hips slapped her butt as he sped up and wet noises came from where they coupled. In another minute he reached his peak again but this time he kept going over the cliff. Will pumped in and out as he emptied himself deep into Jess. She moaned loudly, “Ahhhn!”

Spent, Will let her legs down gently and collapsed onto her bountiful chest. Jess wrapped her arms around him as they lay experiencing post-coital bliss.

After a few minutes Jess nudged Will, “Come on, let’s get all the way in the bed before we fall asleep like this and wake up with stiff backs.”

“Mmm, I’ll get all the way in the bed but we’re not going to sleep anytime soon. I’ve only just begun.”

“Oh my, I’d forgotten the stamina younger men have,” Jess murmured then licked her lips.

After repositioning fully on the bed Will lay next to Jess and played with a nipple while looking at her face.

“I’m really enjoying being with you tonight.”

Jess hugged him to her chest. “I’m having a wonderful time.”

“Are you ready for another round?”

“Yes—but I want to control the tempo. I’ll be on top this time.”

“As the lady wishes.”

“I get called many things, but rarely ‘lady.’”

“You deserve the title. I certainly wouldn’t be here like this with one of the guys at the guild hall,” Will said with a snicker.

“I imagine not.”

“I thought you said you didn’t have a girlfriend. You didn’t grow up in a brothel—so where’d you learn to treat a woman like that?”

“Widow Bentley says they call women like her ‘cougars.’ Supposedly that means older women who enjoy flings with younger men.”

“Oh, so you were her bed buddy?”

“Something like that. Lynn only takes the smarter, more ambitious young men in town to her bed. She says they learn how to please a woman, keep quiet about it, and move on before she tires of them.”

“I was friendly with the blacksmith’s apprentice—he was about two years older than me. When he finished his journeyman’s piece, he moved away to open his own shop. Before leaving, he told me Widow Bentley had some work at her farm. I went, did the chores, and after she paid me, we talked. One thing led to another, and I was in her bed. After that, I visited weekly for a year and a half—doing her chores by day, sharing her bed by night.

“When I completed my journeyman’s potions as an alchemist, I left to make my fortune. Before I did, I suggested the carpenter’s apprentice—good kid—to see her about some work. By now, I imagine he’s quite familiar with her tastes.”

“Well now,” Jess teased, “aren’t you the interesting fella?”

“I’ve found you to be an interesting woman, so the feeling’s mutual.”

One advantage of having Jess on top was the chance to watch her breasts bounce as she rode him—along with the pleasure of cupping them while she moved.

Their climax came together. Afterward, Jess lay on his chest, catching her breath and soaking in his warmth. Will kissed the top of her head, inhaling a honeysuckle scent. With his arms wrapped around her, he stroked her smooth back, savoring the feel of her body.

After a while, Will murmured, “I’m not done yet. Roll over on your elbows and knees I want you from behind.”

“Mmm, sounds good.”

The wet slap of his thrusts filled the room, each one drawing a groan from Jess.

“Unh… unh… unh…”

Then she cried out, “Ahhhhn!” as her body clenched around him, shuddering with release. Will pushed through three final strokes, spilling deep inside her.

Jess collapsed forward, Will still on her back. When he slipped free, their mingled juices spread across the sheets.

“Mmm, I think I’m done for the night,” Jess murmured before drifting into sleep.

Will cleaned himself, tossed a towel over the wet spot, and pulled the covers around them. Within moments, he too was asleep.


Chapter 16

Will woke with the sun and turned toward Jess. He admired the strength in her shoulders and the mischievous tilt of her messy hair. Sliding the covers down, he kissed a trail along her spine.

Already hardening, he mounted her and let himself rest between the curves of her taut hips before kneading her shoulders with careful hands.

“Mmm, this is a nice way to wake up,” Jess murmured. “We don’t have to be at the guild hall at any set time today. Show me what else you learned from Widow Bentley.”

Will obliged, pleasuring her until their rumbling stomachs broke the moment. They washed, dressed, and made their way to the dining room.

“I’ll admit breakfast here is better than at the guild hall,” Will said, “but it isn’t worth triple the price—not every day.”

“You’re right. That’s one reason I started eating there with you.”

“Oh? And what’s the other reason?”

“I prefer eating with you over eating alone,” Jess admitted.

“Jess, I like spending time with you more than with anyone I’ve ever met,” Will replied with a smile.

She flushed.

Will rose. “I’m going to the guild hall to wash up and change into work clothes. I need to inventory my poisons and see if I’m short on ingredients. After that, can we sell the loot together? I promise I won’t take long.”

“Of course. We’ll stop at Wilson’s Armory to sell the blades, then head to Anson’s for the hides,” Jess agreed.

“Perfect. I’ll meet you in the common room.”

By the time Will entered the guild hall’s common room, Jess was already speaking with the guild master.

“There he is,” she said proudly. “McCray, I was lucky the day I met Billy. He handled all five of those hob riffraff while I fought the warlord. Three of them he dropped before they could even raise a weapon.”

“I couldn’t have managed it without you keeping me safe,” Will replied. “I’m no close-combat fighter. I need your defense to do what I do.”

Jess’s tone softened. “I’ll always be there to defend you, Billy. Always.”

Will’s cheeks warmed. “Thank you, Jess. Umm, I’m ready,” he said, clearing his throat.

“I’ve got my ingredient list, and I see you’ve already brought out the loot. Shall we sell it off?”

Will hefted the bundle of bronze swords and knives while Jess gathered the animal skins. Together they set out, Jess nodding to McCray before leading the way.

After selling the last of the hides, they stopped at a café for lunch. Jess slid half the coin across the table.

“Starting with this job, I’m paying you like a journeyman,” she said. “Technically you won’t qualify for months yet, but you’ve more than carried your share. You’re not a burden to the team.” She placed half the bounty beside the loot money.

“Jess, I’m honored and grateful.”

“It’s only fair.”

She rose, brushing crumbs from her tunic. “I’ve got errands, and you’ve poisons to brew. I’ll see you at tomorrow’s guild meeting.”

Will caught her hand before she pulled away. “I’m already looking forward to our next date.”

Her smile lingered. “So am I, Billy. So am I.”


Chapter 17

In the morning, McCray chivvied all the guild members in the bunk room to help prepare the common room for the ten o’clock meeting. Tables were moved to the side and stacked, while extra chairs were brought in from storage and arranged in rows to accommodate the larger gathering.

Will chose a seat in the front row at one end, positioning himself so he could easily step up when it was his turn to speak. When Jess arrived, he waved and pointed to the seat he had saved for her.

At the toll of ten, McCray strode to the podium. He signaled for the front door to be closed and locked before beginning the meeting. After reviewing the losses of the past three years emphasizing that apprentices had borne the brunt, suffering both fatalities and permanent injuries the guild master declared: “As of today, all apprentices must pass tests on identifying monsters and beasts, including their characteristics, strengths, and weaknesses, before they are eligible to advance to journeymen. Those who cannot pass will remain apprentices until they do. I will provide classes for anyone who has not yet succeeded, and I will ensure that those who cannot read or write are given opportunities to learn through drawings, carvings, or other visual aids. Apprentices who have not passed must attend my classes at least once a week until they pass, or they are forbidden from taking on jobs.

In addition, apprentices must demonstrate proficiency in their chosen weapon. Some of you, with the appropriate skills, will be asked to assist with testing and training. You will be compensated fairly from guild funds. Attendance requirements for weapons training mirror those of the monster and beast identification classes.

To fund this program, there will be a small increase in the guild’s share of bounties. The floor is open for discussion.”

The debate lasted more than an hour. While a few objected strongly, most team leaders praised the initiative, and some remained indifferent. The dissenters, realizing they were in the minority, dropped their objections after being pressured by stronger voices including Rhonda’s.

One supporter spoke firmly: “If the guild provides training, it saves me and my experienced members from having to do it ourselves. Apprentice turnover costs us far more than a small increase in guild shares, because we waste time starting over with every new recruit. For every apprentice who survives to journeyman, we all benefit. I’m sorry for those who can’t see this, but I question your worth as team leaders if you lack such foresight.”

When the matter was settled, McCray resumed the podium.

“I want to remind you all that this guild hall has a library. It isn’t large, but it contains books on monsters, beasts, advanced races, and much more. Members are welcome to borrow them.

We have a couple of other brief announcements, and then you’ll be free to return to your business.”

“Will, the floor is yours.”

Will stood and walked to the center while the guild master took his seat.

“Thank you, Guild Master McCray, and thank you all for your attention. I promise to keep this brief.

Most of you have already accepted my offer to provide poisons for your jobs. For those who haven’t heard, I’ll supply poisons and, when appropriate, antidotes—for your targets. In return, I ask for a journeyman’s share of the bounty and a short report on the poison’s effectiveness.

Those of you who have used my poisons for some time may have noticed they act more quickly now. That improvement is thanks in part to your reports.”

Several members of the audience nodded; others leaned forward with interest.

“The main reason I’m here this morning, however, is to announce a new bounty. I will pay for the retrieval of certain organs from specific monsters and beasts, provided they are properly removed and brought to the guild hall before they deteriorate.

A list of eligible creatures, the organs I’m seeking, and the payment amounts will be posted beside the job board. This gives you the chance to increase the value of many of the jobs you already do. Think of it like recovering loot from bandits or hobgoblins.”

A few in the audience cheered and whistled.

“To ensure you know which organs to collect, how to remove them, and how to store them, I’ve prepared a booklet for each team leader. It took many hours to illustrate and annotate, so I ask that you take care of them. I will add updates from time to time as I discover more sources. On that note, our guild master has kindly arranged for me to borrow several books from the main guild library to aid in this work.

Since, like you, I’m not here every day, please turn the organs over to the guild master when your submit proof for your bounties. They will be stored in a spatial bag I purchased for this purpose. Once I’ve examined the organs, I’ll provide your payment.

Are there any questions?”

From the back, someone called out: “I heard you and Jess took out those six hobgoblins that killed Craddick’s entire team. Is that true? And how?”

“Yes, it’s true,” Will replied. “And with the guild master’s permission, I’ll yield the floor to my team leader to answer.”

McCray nodded.

Jess stood, facing the audience. “In the end, my apprentice killed five of the six hobs on his own. I handled the warlord.”

“No shit.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Then Sam rose to his feet.

“Will’s poisons are a powerful tool, a force multiplier. We’ve been using them on nearly every job since they became available. They’ve allowed us to take on better-paying contracts with fewer injuries. Between higher bounties, lower medical costs, and less downtime, my team has earned as much in the last four months as we did all last year. I’d wager Rhonda’s team has had similar results and maybe others too.”

Several heads nodded in agreement.

Before sitting down, Sam looked Will in the eye.

“Thank you, Will.”

Will gave a small nod, then added, “One last thing: I’d appreciate it if each team leader or the member most experienced in butchering animals would meet me after the gathering to receive their copy of the organ retrieval guide.”

The meeting broke up shortly afterward. Will was quickly surrounded by team leaders and their representatives, each receiving a copy of the organ retrieval guide. He walked them through best practices for organ removal and storage. A few teams carried spatial bags, which made storage and transport simple; the others would need to acquire one or rely on waxed canvas bags.

Jess, meanwhile, was cornered by several team leaders and a handful of seasoned members curious about her and Will’s success.

“I admit that with only the two of us, we’re limited in the kinds of jobs we can take,” Jess said, “but as you just heard, we’re not as restricted as you might expect. We’ve actually been making good money on smaller jobs most of you don’t bother with—since we only have to split the bounty two ways. Now that the backlog of small jobs is cleared, we’ve started tackling more dangerous work, but only when we can use our advantages. I’ll be expanding my team soon, which will give us the flexibility to take on larger contracts.”

On the other side of the room, a rough-looking team leader approached Will.

“Young fella,” he said, “you’re too valuable to stay on an apprentice share. Join my team, and I’ll pay you journeyman rates on every job.”

“I’m flattered you think so highly of me,” Will replied. “Jess does too she already pays me a journeyman share.”

“With my crew, you’d be on bigger jobs and earning even more.”

“Thank you for the offer. Jess and I will be expanding our team soon, and I really enjoy working with her. She’s treated me well.”

The man smirked. “Ah, so she’s lettin’ you fuck her. I can’t compete with that.”

Will bristled at the insult. Since he had only recently shared Jess’s bed, he couldn’t deny it outright. Instead, he chose to muddy the waters. “Think what you like. I’m satisfied with my teammate. Have a good day.”

Elsewhere, another team leader made his pitch to Jess.

“Jess, you’ve been at this long enough to know you ain’t gonna last with just the two of you. I’ve got room on my team for both of you. We could do great things together. I’ll even throw in an extra half-share for you if you bring him along.”

Jess recognized the ploy. Within a month, he’d concoct some excuse to let her go and keep Billy for himself. That wasn’t the future she wanted. She needed a team she could trust, and the only way to build that was alongside Billy.

“Harv, that’s generous of you,” she said, “but I already have plans to expand. I’ve got a new apprentice starting soon, so I’m happy with what I’ve got. Thanks for offering, though.”

When most of the guild members had cleared out, Jess found Will helping put away the extra chairs.

“I’m expected to help reset the common room,” he explained. “McCray told all the bunkroom users that setting up and putting things back is part of paying our way, so I’ll be here another half hour. After lunch, I need to craft poisons since I used so much on the hobs.”

“I’ve got errands anyway. There’s plenty of work on the job board, so I’ll see you in the morning as usual.” Jess winked as she headed out.

The wink made Will smile. To him, it felt like a promise that their night together hadn’t been a one-time thing.


Chapter 18

The next couple of weeks passed much as before, with Jess and Will taking on medium-sized jobs and the occasional smaller one when those came up. Will passed McCray’s monster and beast identification test as well as his weapons proficiency test, so he didn’t need to take extra classes or training, unlike more than half of the other apprentices.

A few apprentices approaching their one-year mark—when they would once have become journeymen—were unhappy about the delay in their promotions. Will felt little sympathy. The lessons in both the classroom and the training yard might one day save their lives. As he passed the classroom late one morning on his way to the crafting room, he noticed McCray in his element, teaching with energy and authority.

Will’s evenings were divided between Lexi and Jess, spending time with each of them in turn. One afternoon, while he was working on poisons, McCray stuck his head into the crafting room.

“Will, when you get a break, there’s someone in the common room I think you’d like to meet.”

“I need about ten minutes for this process to finish, otherwise I’ll waste both materials and a whole afternoon’s work.”

“No problem. He’ll be here for a while.”

When the process finished, Will spent another five minutes cleaning his workspace and putting away his alchemy tools before heading to the common room.

“There he is,” McCray said warmly. “Don, I’d like you to meet the most promising apprentice we’ve ever had here in Green Rock. Will, this is Don Newsom, a traveling merchant. He’s the one I told you about when you asked about spatial bags. Don travels the kingdom and knows all the best suppliers. If you want something and are willing to pay, he can get it for you. He also delivers mail from down south, and today he brought us the books you requested from the guild’s central library.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Don,” Will said. “I’m really excited about the books you brought. I also have a couple of things I was hoping you might sell me.”

Having made introductions, McCray shook Don’s hand. “Come see me after you’re done taking Will’s money, and I’ll buy you a beer.”

Don chuckled. “Always good to meet rising stars. You adventurers are my best customers—always needing expensive things, and fortunately, you can pay for them.”

“I’m looking for some gifts for… friends,” Will said, catching himself. “Do you have access to hairbrushes enchanted to dry hair as they’re used?”

“Do I have access?” Don laughed. “I can do better than that. I’ve got a dozen in my wagon for you to choose from. No two alike.”

“That’s perfect. Do you sell other enchanted items as well?”

“Certainly. About a third of my business is enchanted goods: lanterns that give light without oil, spatial bags, glasses that let you see in the dark—useful items for homes, businesses, and adventurers alike. After we talk, I’ll take you out to my wagon to show you what I have.

My friend McCray says you’re a promising apprentice. Tell me about yourself.”

“I apprenticed under my uncle as an alchemist, and once I passed my journeyman test, I moved to Green Rock to join the Adventurers’ Guild. I’m also a skilled archer, and I’ve found ways to combine both skills. Just a couple of weeks ago, my partner and I eliminated a hobgoblin warlord and five of his troops, the same ones who had killed an entire team from this guild. I also brew poisons for the other teams here and take a share of their bounties in payment.”

“Oh my,” Don said, eyebrows rising. “Sounds like you’ve got a good thing going here. No wonder you can afford to date two women and spoil them with nice gifts. You’re not just living on apprentice wages. Good for you.

I’ve been traveling up and down the kingdom for nearly thirty years. Some of my suppliers are people I met when they were just starting out. Our long partnerships have made us all wealthy: they create wonderful things, and I bring them to the customers who can afford them.

I started visiting Green Rock when the guild office opened. Guild members across the kingdom are some of my best clients—you folks are a driving force in the economy, even if the locals don’t always want to admit it.

So, if you need something and can’t find it locally—even if I don’t have it immediately—you just ask. I’ll track it down.”

“How often do you come to Green Rock?” Will asked.

“Three times a year. Once every season but winter—too harsh for my old bones.” Don laughed.

“Yeah, winter’s not my favorite either,” Will agreed. “But three visits a year… that feels like a long time to wait for an order.”

“Oh, that’s not a problem. For special orders, I can arrange delivery on one of the regular wagon trains that come through. And if you want to place an order when I’m not around, you can send a message and payment through the guild. McCray will issue a draft with your order, and when I pick it up, I can cash the draft against your account and send the item along on the next scheduled wagon train.”

“Wow, I didn’t realize that was possible.”

“Yeah, the guild makes it easy for members to buy from anywhere there’s an office. For example, if someone here in Green Rock makes goods that guild members in another town want, the buyer can send the order and a draft to McCray. The supplier here gets paid when they drop off the merchandise, and McCray ships it to the appropriate guild office so the buyer can pick it up there.

“That’s how I make my living—knowing who makes what and who wants it. Sometimes I stock items if there’s enough demand, like those hairbrushes you asked about. Other times, I just arrange to get you what you need. McCray always knows how to reach me, so if you write up what you want and send it to him, I’ll get you a price. Once you pay, I’ll make sure it gets on the next wagon train.

Come on outside I’ll show you what I’ve got in the wagon.”

Will found two hairbrushes he thought his ladies would like. The price wasn’t cheap, but as Uncle Mike always said, you get what you pay for. Don even gift-wrapped them for him. Will had already been looking forward to his date with Lexi that night, and now he was even more eager to see her.

“Don, it’s been great meeting you, and I can tell we’ll be doing more business in the future. How long will you be in town?”

“I always stay a few days in towns with guild halls. As I mentioned, you folks are some of my best customers, and I know not everyone is around every day. In Green Rock, I usually stay three days to make sure nearly everyone has time to see me.”

“Then I guess I was just unlucky, since I missed your spring and summer visits. Still, I’m sure I’ll see you again before you leave. I’ve got a date tonight, so I need to wash the alchemy stench off me—I don’t want to be late.”

“No, that wouldn’t do. Otherwise you’ll have to bring her a gift every time,” Don replied with a chuckle. “It was nice meeting you, Will.”

Once Will left to shower and change, Don returned to the guild hall, where McCray was waiting.

“Let’s go have that beer you promised. Will is certainly an interesting young fellow. I know some guild halls have poison users, and a few even let them sell to members. But his idea to take a share of the bounty instead of charging upfront—that’s inspired.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” McCray said. “The day I met the boy, just over eight months ago, he walked in with a bag of heads he’d taken from bandits, asking if there was a bounty. Then he asked to join the guild.

Turns out he was on his way to Green Rock to apply when he came across bandits attacking a family. He killed four of them on the spot and injured another; the father managed to kill one as well. Will interrogated the injured bandit, learned where the camp was, and looted it with the kids’ help. They split the spoils, and Will kept the bandit heads for the bounty.”

The boy’s been on a tear ever since. A few weeks later, he and the team leader who picked him up went out and killed an ogre in a single morning, suffering only a minor injury. A month after that, Will killed a troll on his own, without Jess’s help. A few months later, the two of them took down a group of seven ogres using nothing but poisons. Then, just a couple of weeks ago, he and Jess went after a hobgoblin warlord and his five followers.

Will killed three of the hobs by slipping poison into a bottle of whiskey and planting it on the riverbank, making it look as though it had floated downstream and gotten stuck. The next day, he cut down two more in combat. Jess handled the warlord, but only after Will struck him with a poisoned arrow that paralyzed his leg and would likely have killed him within minutes.

He’s a first-class archer, a skilled alchemist, and he’s only getting better with his poisons. More importantly, he thinks outside the box. Those books you brought from the guild are for him. He’s eager to learn more about poisons and about harvesting monster and beast organs as ingredients. That kid is going places—if he survives.”

“Tell me what’s going on with the guild here.”

“I’ve started requiring apprentices to pass a test on identifying monsters and beasts, including their strengths and weaknesses. They also have to pass a weapons proficiency test before advancing to journeyman. If they fail either, they’re required to attend classes and training, and they’re barred from missions until they pass.

The job board is no longer overflowing, and the only fatalities we’ve had in months were the fools who first went after the hobgoblins. They got in over their heads. The guild and the town are better off without them.

Our survival rate is up, the monster population is down, and a lot of that is thanks to Will.”

“The reason I ask is that rumor has it the backers of new towns are itching to push north and west again. Supposedly, there’s an old city from before the Calamity near the mountains, and the money men want to claim it. That means more territory for your people to cover, and more frequent monster attacks—around the new settlement, along the road, and even here, as beasts are driven from their habitats. Do you think your people can handle that?”

“I hadn’t heard that rumor, but I’m not surprised. Six months ago, I’d have said you were insane to even suggest it. But now, with Will and his poisons, we might just have a chance. I’ll need to do some recruiting. If you come across any adventurers looking to relocate, send them my way. Will and Jess need more people for their team, and we’ll need a few new teams if a settlement is going up. Do the rumors say when the drive might start?”

“Probably next spring, at least for the first phase. I heard about it because they’re already recruiting scouts and surveyors to find a location. Since the target’s so far north, they want an intermediate fortified town first. If the site looks good, they’ll start building in the summer. Within a year or two after that, I expect they’ll push for the old city to claim it.”

“I don’t understand why those people never bother to give me a heads-up. A year and a half isn’t much time to thin out monsters that far north.”

“Probably because they don’t want your people finding the city first and trying to claim it.”

“I doubt most of my people have any interest in ruling a place they’d then have to manage. The few who might simply don’t have the manpower for it. And none of them have the money or contacts to fund a project that big. Not even Will, sharp as he is in his own way, would want that burden. What my people would want is to find the old city, and then guide others to it for the right price, of course.”


Chapter 19

Will, punctual as ever, knocked on the door. Lexi came down quickly, her hair still damp. Before she could even lock the door, Will said, “I have something for you—something you might want to take upstairs and put to use right away.”

Lexi raised an eyebrow, but before she could speak, Will handed her a neatly wrapped package. Curious, she unwrapped it and smiled.

“I know my hair’s still damp,” she said with a playful grin, “but I did brush it.”

“Yes, and this brush will dry it for you. It’s enchanted—see, if you hold your thumb here, it causes the moisture to evaporate. I’m no mage, so I don’t know the mechanics, but I do know how to use it.”

He had barely finished when Lexi’s arms were around his neck and her lips pressed firmly against his.

When they finally broke apart, Will said, “I take it you like my gift.”

Lexi kissed him again before replying, “Oh yes. I’ll have to do something special for you in return.”

“That’s not necessary. I just thought you’d like it, and when the opportunity to buy it came along, I couldn’t pass it up.”

“You really are the sweetest man. Come upstairs with me I’ll put it to use right now.”

After dinner the young lovers returned to Lexi’s room and had a glorious time pleasuring one another.

“I’m sorry you have to go,” Lexi whispered later. “I’m nearly done with my apprenticeship. In a week or so, I’ll finally have a place of my own—my own rules.”

“It’s fine,” Will reassured her. “I’ve got too many roommates, but it keeps my expenses low. I can’t complain.”

The next morning, Will followed his usual routine, scanning the job board, when Jess walked in. Oddly, he wasn’t holding any request cards.

“What’s the matter?” Jess asked. “Did you sleep in?”

“No,” Will said. “It’s just that today’s jobs all feel like that hobgoblin one, and I doubt lightning will strike twice. Take a look and tell me what you think.”

Jess studied the postings. “Yeah, I see what you mean. The giant boars wouldn’t be bad—if there weren’t a dozen of them. They’re fast, and keeping track of that many while you do your thing? Too risky. One of the larger teams will have to take it.”

“Should we team up with another group?”

Jess shook her head. “Nah. Any group of four or more can handle it. Six months ago, when only you had those poisons, it’d be different. But now that everyone can buy them from you, things have changed.”

“Do you think the boars are smart enough to attack an archer in a tree? Will they even recognize me as a threat?”

“Boars aren’t clever. Just beasts. I can’t climb a tree in this armor, though.”

“We could buy a rope ladder—or rig a pulley with some rope so I can haul you up.”

“Very funny. A rope ladder might work, but you’ll have to secure it tight so it doesn’t swing. It won’t be quick for me to climb.”

“We just need you high enough that the boars can’t reach you. If they get that close, they’ll be dead in minutes anyway.”

“Yeah. We can make this work.”

“With that many targets, I’ll need more arrows. I’ll stop by the fletcher. You find a rope ladder, then meet me at the stable?”

“Deal. I’ll check the general store. As long as my feet are ten feet off the ground, I should be fine.”

The plan worked. When the job was done and they rode back into town, Jess sighed.

“We made so much money, and all I did was dangle from a tree until it was time to cut off ears. Embarrassing.”

“Think of it as if you were my escort from the farmhouse, where we left the horses, to the field and back. From the noises I heard, I’ll bet there was other wildlife around that I couldn’t have handled on my own.”

“Still, it feels wrong not to have had anything to kill.”

“It doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t have gone on the job alone I’m not stupid. In this line of work, you’re a fool to head out without at least one partner. I hope your new apprentice shows up soon, or we may have real problems taking jobs.”

“Agreed. It should be a week or so. I’ll invite you both to dinner so you can get to know each other before we start working together.”

“Sounds like a plan. Speaking of dinner, are you available this evening?”

“Oooh, where are you taking me tonight?”

Will chuckled. “That sounds like a yes. How about the Fox and Hounds? They’re supposed to have some good fish dishes I’d like to try.”

“Sure. I haven’t had fish in quite a while that’ll be a nice change.”

Being mid-autumn, the days grew shorter, and the pair arrived just in time to see the street lamps being lit along the main road through town.

“Guild Master, I present to you thirteen pairs of giant boars’ ears,” Will announced.

McCray shook his head. “You two are something else.”

“Don’t forget to deposit ten percent in your account. Of course, with the size of the bounties we’ve been getting lately, you could afford to increase the percentage,” Will said quietly.

Jess shot him a glare, then waited until the Guild Master had counted out their bounty. She quickly split the pile and asked to have twenty percent deposited into her account.

Will snickered, then handed the Guild Master most of his share and asked for the same.

After dinner, Will presented Jess with a gift-wrapped package. “I had an idea a while back for something I wanted to get you, and a few days ago I finally found it.”

“This looks enchanted. Is it one of those brushes that dries your hair?”

“It sure is. Just put your thumb on the silver circle and it’ll dry as you brush.”

“This is so thoughtful, thank you. You’re going to get extra attention tonight.” Jess had that lusty gleam in her eyes that Will always enjoyed.

Waking up next to Jess was always a pleasure. The morning light played across her nude form in a way that aroused him every time. His kisses—starting at the base of her spine and trailing up to her neck and the spot between her jaw and ear—roused her.

“Mmm, does my apprentice have time for me this morning?”

“I will always make time for you.”

Jess pushed up on her elbows and knees, murmuring, “I’m already wet. You know what to do.”

Will knew very well. He took his time, satisfying himself while thoroughly pleasuring her.

“It’s a good thing today is laundry day, given the mess we made of the sheets.”

“Satisfying my lady’s carnal needs was worth paying extra, if it came to that,” Will replied with a sly smile. “I’ve got a lot to do today. I used plenty of poison on the boars yesterday, and the books I requested from Guild headquarters finally arrived. I’ll be busy for weeks, studying how to make poisons from beast and monster organs, among other things.”

“Just be ready to head out again tomorrow.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”


Chapter 20

Once the duo collected the bounty from their latest long-distance job, Jess stretched and said, “After that ride, I’m looking forward to a long soak in a hot bath. Plan on dinner with our new team member tomorrow night at seven. I’ll let you know where sometime tomorrow.”

“That’s fine,” Will replied. “I have plenty to do between practice, shopping for ingredients, making poisons, and studying.”

Now that Lexi had finished her apprenticeship at the cobbler’s shop, she was eager to catch up with Will. At the same time, she was anxious about how he would react when he learned she had joined the Adventurer’s Guild. Tonight, she would meet her new teammate for the first time, and that only added to her nerves.

Jessica had assured her that Billy was a friendly, intelligent young man—and surprisingly polite, given the rough sorts the guild often attracted. Still, Lexi suspected her mother was sweet on him; the dreamy look in Jess’s eyes whenever she spoke of him was hard to miss. Fretting over what to wear, Lexi settled on something stylish and bold, a look that seemed to fit the adventurer’s spirit.

Jess, meanwhile, hoped the two young people would get along. New members could disrupt the balance of an established team. Alex was impulsive like her mother but carried an upbeat charm that made her well-liked. Billy, on the other hand, was level-headed and easy to get along with. Jess trusted they could work together. Wanting to project herself as a proper team leader, she had purchased a new dress—more conservative than her usual choices for a night out. Truth be told, her little black dress was worn and ready for retirement, but financial discipline meant waiting another week or two before replacing it.

Will also looked forward to meeting the new recruit. Jess had kept the details vague, not wanting to embarrass anyone if plans fell through. He guessed the newcomer had just reached the guild’s minimum age and hoped they were ready to work without much training. Safer jobs were hard to come by lately.

Jess’s note had mentioned she’d reserved a private dining room at The Plough, so they could talk without broadcasting guild business. With his recent uptick in both income and social outings, Will had acquired a few new outfits and chose one of his more stylish sets for the evening.

As usual, he arrived on time—early, in fact—and took a seat at the bar with an ale while he waited. Normally, he would have ordered Jess’s whiskey in advance, but since this was business rather than a date, he hesitated. He needn’t have worried; the moment she arrived, Jess ordered her own whiskey.

They were still at the bar when a pretty young brunette stepped through the door. Just as Will began to wonder what Lexi was doing there, Jess waved and said, “Alex is here.”

Will choked on his drink. Coughing, he managed, “I’ll meet you in the private room,” before hurrying toward the restroom.

Lexi saw her mother wave just as a man rushed toward the back. In the low light she couldn’t make out his features, and for all she knew, it wasn’t even Billy—so it hardly mattered.

“Order a drink,” Jess told her. “Then we’ll meet Billy in the private room I reserved. He must have swallowed his drink wrong.”

In the restroom, Will splashed his face with cold water, braced himself against the wall, and tried to calmly consider how to handle the situation he now found himself in.

“Sleeping with two women is bad enough if they discover each other, but working closely with both at the same time is downright terrifying. Worse, they already know each other. Now that I think about it, Lexi mentioned her mother was fourteen when she gave birth, and Lexi only turned eighteen a couple of months ago which would make her mother thirty-two, about Jess’s age. If Jess turns out to be Lexi’s mother, nothing good will come of it. The best way to handle this is to come right out and tell them, so the issue can be addressed immediately. Maybe reminding Jess of what she’d said about harems not being unusual in the adventurer community will help. I can’t stay here any longer they’re going to start wondering where I am.”

Will found their private room, took a calming breath, and opened the door.

“You alright, Billy?” Jess asked.

Almost at the same time, Lexi said, “Will, what are you doing here?”

“Lexi, I’m Jess’ adventuring partner. I’m an alchemist specializing in poisons, which I deliver using my archery skills. Jess… I’ve been dating Lexi for quite a while—since before you and I started dating, in fact.”

Both women stared at Will, as though they hadn’t fully processed what he’d said. Then Lexi asked, “So you’re dating my mother?”

“If Jess is your mother, then yes, I am.”

Jess remarked, “Well, I guess I don’t have to worry about the two of you getting along while working together. I’m not sure how I feel about that, though.”

“Jessica,” Lexi said, “you told me your apprentice was Billy. He told me his name is Will. I don’t know what to say.”

“My name is William Tell. My friends call me Will—except Jess. She started calling me Billy, or ‘kid,’ when she thought I was almost too young to work with. She only stopped calling me ‘kid’ a few weeks ago. I think I’m stuck with Billy,” he replied to Lexi.

Looking at Jess, he said, “We never agreed to be exclusive. Still, I haven’t seen anyone else since we started dating. I’m struggling to come to terms with all of this.”

Jess hesitated before replying.

“So… does that mean you’re sleeping with him?” Lexi pressed.

Jess nodded, then glanced at her daughter. “From the way you said that, I take it you are too.”

Lexi flushed and gave a small nod. No girl wanted to discuss her sex life with her mother.

Turning to Will, Lexi snapped, “You lied to me. You said you were an alchemist.”

“I am,” Will countered. “I told you just minutes ago. I specialize in poisons—and I use them when Jess and I hunt monsters. I also trade poisons to other teams for a share of their bounties. I didn’t lie. I simply never mentioned I’m also an adventurer.”

“Why not?” Lexi demanded.

A knock sounded at the door. Will cracked it open. “Could you give us a few minutes? We’re in the middle of an important discussion. I’ll open up when we’re ready.”

Closing the door again, he faced Lexi. “You know why I didn’t mention being an adventurer. Most locals don’t think highly of us. I didn’t want to scare off the cute cobbler.”

Lexi sighed, conceding in a low voice, “I didn’t tell you my plans for the same reason.”

“I’m not giving him up if he’ll have me. Men like Billy are rare, and the ones that exist are already spoken for. What you choose to do is up to you.” Jess fixed her gaze on her daughter.

“You can’t take him from me. He was mine first.”

Will raised his hands lightly. “I’m flattered you two are willing to fight over me, but maybe there’s a compromise.” Turning to Lexi, he added, “Jess mentioned that among adventurers, harems aren’t exactly frowned upon. She pointed out Rhonda—she has four men on her team and shares her bed with all of them, and they seem to work well together. Perhaps… you two could share me.”

Jess groaned and chuckled. “Ha. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

“I have to think about it,” Lexi muttered, pouting.

“Fair enough. For now, may I call the waitress in to take our order?”

Both women nodded.

Once their food was ordered, Jess turned back to Lexi. Her voice softened. “If you weren’t my daughter, I’d have thrown you out already. I meant it when I said I’m not giving Billy up. No one has ever made me feel the way he does—and I don’t just mean in bed. If you feel the same way, I’ll do my best to accept sharing him with you… because I love you.”

Lexi’s voice wavered. “I—I don’t want to lose him either. He’s been so sweet to me. He’s such a gentleman.”

Will leaned forward. “For what it’s worth, I care deeply for both of you. I never expected this. Honestly, Lexi, I thought you’d drop me the moment you found out I was an adventurer.” He glanced at Jess. “And I thought I was just a fling to you. I hoped I wasn’t, but I was ready to accept it—still work with you, because you’re my friend.”

Jess took a breath and shifted the conversation. “Fine. Let’s set the personal stuff aside for now and let it simmer. We need to talk team business. Tomorrow, Lexi, you’ll need to sign up with the guild. McCray will tell you when you can take the tests. You’ve been studying how’s that going?”

“I think I’ll pass the monster and beast identification test. Rod quizzes me every day, and I get almost all of them right.”

“Who’s Rod?” Will asked.

“My master at the cobbler shop,” Lexi explained.

Jess added, “He’s a retired adventurer. I was on a team with him early in my career. A good man. When my mother passed, I needed someone to watch over Lexi—she always wanted to follow me. I insisted she learn a trade in case this life didn’t suit her. Rod agreed to take her on.”

“In the mornings, before the shop opens, we train with a halberd,” Lexi said.

“Oh, nice. I was going to ask what weapon you use.”

“Rod thinks I’ll have no trouble passing the proficiency test after three years with him.”

Jess nodded. “Then all that’s left is McCray’s testing. After that, we can take you on jobs.”

Will leaned back. “You’ve got your own weapon and armor, I assume?”

“Of course. I’ve been training in full armor several days a week for the last two years.”

“Our team’s coming together, then,” Will mused. “From what I’ve seen, most teams need a strong defender and a scout. Does that sound right, Jess?”

“That’s what we usually had, yes. Though we’re a bit different, with your poison arrows and all.”

“Right. So maybe we shouldn’t just copy what other teams do. We should work out our own approach. That what you’re thinking?”

“Maybe. Truth is, I never thought much about leading a team until the day we met. I just wanted a place for Alex. Now… I’m not sure what direction we should take.”

Will turned to Lexi. “First things first: do you prefer Lexi or Alex?”

“Jessica always called me Alex, but when she made me Rod’s apprentice, I wanted to be my own person. So I told everyone my name was Lexi. And I still want to be Lexi.”

Will nodded. “Jess, can you try calling her Lexi? It’s what she wants, and it’ll cut down on confusion.”

Jess smirked. “Yes, Dad.”

Will shot her a glare. “Not funny, Mom.”

Jess’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t start that. I am definitely not old enough to be your mother.”

“No, you’re not,” Will said firmly. He turned back to Lexi. “So Lexi it is?”

“Lexi,” Jess agreed at last.

There was a knock on the door. Will opened it, and the server stepped inside to distribute the plates. While the group ate, Will tried to resolve points of contention, keeping the women distracted from the issue of having to share him.

“So, Lexi calls you Jessica, but everyone I’ve met in the guild calls you Jess and that’s what you told me to use. Is that what you’d like Lexi and me to call you?”

“Yes. I’ve gone by Jess for over a decade.” She looked at Lexi sternly, though it wasn’t quite a glare.

“Jess it is, then,” Lexi replied. “What do you prefer to be called Will or Billy?”

“Thank you for asking. I prefer Will, but I’ll answer to Billy,” he said with a small smile. “Now that the matter of names is settled, let’s get back to planning. In my alchemy training, I learned that the first step to creating any potion, pill, or poison is to have a plan. Without one, you can’t know if you have the right ingredients, the proper tools, or the necessary skills.

“From what I’ve seen over the past six months, monster-hunting works the same way. Just as alchemy requires different recipes for different concoctions, there are different approaches to fighting monsters and beasts. The variables are broader—the number of people in the group, the terrain, the environment. That’s planning on the project level.

But there’s also long-term planning, on the level of the entire business. In alchemy, that means deciding what skills—and to what degree—are required to operate successfully in a given town. What resources do you need? A workshop, tools, ingredients? Do you have the funds to buy a building, or will you have to rent? Can you purchase ingredients locally, order them from merchants, or gather them yourself—or will you need to train someone else to gather them for you?

Even before all that, an alchemist must decide what kind of practice they want to run. A small shop with just an apprentice? One of several shops in a large town—or the only shop in a small town? Do they want multiple shops in multiple towns, with staff managing them, while the master alchemist only handles the most complex, high-value jobs? In other words, what is the end goal? A young alchemist won’t suddenly own five shops across five cities, but they still need to know where they want to go so they can direct their efforts toward that goal.

Are you with me so far?”

“I suppose. I never thought beyond killing whatever the job called for. My only goal was to earn enough to pay the innkeeper and the bartender until the next contract came along,” Jess admitted.

“Sure,” Lexi added. “As you brought up each point, I could see how it applied to the cobbler’s shop, so I think I understand how it applies to adventurers. I wanted to do this because I always looked up to Jess. She’s so fierce and independent, so powerful. I want to be that woman. But now that you’ve explained it, I can see I haven’t thought far enough ahead. I’m nearly at my first goal, and I don’t know what comes next.”

Looking at Jess, he said, “There's nothing wrong with wanting a steady paycheck we all need that. I just happen to want more. If we're going to be a team, our long-term goals don't have to be identical; we only need to make sure they're not in conflict. If they don't align, we may need to go our separate ways someday, and that's fine professionally. Personally, I hope that doesn't happen, because you're both important to me. I’d like us to find compromises that satisfy everyone and allow us to keep working together.”

Jess tilted her head. “Since you’ve clearly thought this through, what are your long-term goals?”

“As I told my uncle when I announced I was leaving: I want to kill monsters, see great cities, travel to foreign lands, explore ancient ruins, meet some of the other advanced races and maybe get rich along the way.”

Jess laughed, and Lexi smiled.

“You’ll need more than monster hunting to get rich. Even Rod had to open a cobbler’s shop after thirty years as an adventurer,” Jess said.

Lexi nodded.

“True. But there’s more to adventuring than just fighting monsters. Jess, you and I have already proven that. We skinned the gryphons and sold their pelts; we looted the hobgoblin camp. Even before I joined the guild, I earned fifty times more looting a bandit camp than I ever did from bounties.”

“Wait you never told me about that,” Lexi said.

“I was trying not to bring up anything that might scare off a nice local girl. I’ll tell you the story later, though. For now, let’s stay focused.”

“Fine, but I want to hear it soon.”

Will nodded. “Recently I was studying the guild’s bylaws, the founder’s biography, and some other records. I realized there are many ways to earn money as adventurers besides just taking contracts to hunt monsters, beasts, or the occasional bandit.”

We could work with surveyors to map the land and locate valuable resources such as iron, silver, or coal deposits. If we discovered any of these ourselves—or stumbled across an ancient ruin—we could sell the location to buyers willing to pay handsomely for such information. Another option would be to learn surveying ourselves or recruit a team member with that expertise, allowing us to offer professional mapping services to expeditions aiming to establish new towns as we reclaim lands lost during the Calamity.

I also spoke with local alchemists about the ingredients they purchase. Many of them must import supplies from distant places, which often forces them to decline commissions when they cannot meet client deadlines. I asked for a list of ingredients they struggle to obtain, especially those that take a long time to arrive or are particularly rare. I believe that, during our regular jobs in the forest hunting beasts and monsters, we could take a little extra time to gather some of these rarities and sell them at a profit. Thanks to my apprenticeship, I already know how to identify and harvest many of these materials. I also have a reference book on botany and herbology, so I can research any I don’t recognize. Additionally, alchemists often require monster or beast organs the same as I do for some of my poisons. With my spatial bag, we could harvest and preserve such parts whenever we encounter them until there is a buyer in town.

The guild also pays bounties for hunting monsters and beasts even without a posted commission. Those jobs, however, usually pay less and can be harder to track down, since commissions often include details on where the creatures were last seen. Honestly, I don’t understand why most of the guild’s teams focus exclusively on hunting monsters and beasts from the job board.”

“I think I do,” came the reply. “It goes back about a decade, when the guild was first established here—shortly after the Monster Rush that killed a third of Green Rock’s people and many others farther south.

“It took years to clear out the monsters that slipped past Green Rock. Many of them stayed deep in the forest rather than attacking villages, so we had to hunt them down one by one. That kept us occupied for so long that we began to equate adventuring with nothing but monster hunting. New recruits joined veteran teams who knew no other approach, and the cycle continued. I never thought to question it myself. Those who did probably kept quiet about other money-making methods. That’s why your willingness to share your poisons with other teams came as such a surprise, they expected you to hoard them so your future team could claim the best jobs.”

“A couple of team leaders actually offered me something along those lines a few months ago.”

“Who?” Jess’s eyes narrowed.

“I don’t want to start a war with another team. I thanked them for their generous offer and turned them down flat. That’s all that matters, isn’t it?”

“Fine. Harv asked me to join his team and bring you along. I’m pretty sure he would have cut me loose after a few jobs but tried to keep you.”

“Well, that never would have happened. We’re partners—and more. If we joined another team, we’d join together and leave together, as far as I’m concerned. Regardless, I have no intention of joining anyone else’s team. We’re already a team. We just need to decide the direction we want to go, so we’ll know if we need more teammates—and if so, what skills they should have.”

“I need time to think about everything you’ve said. I wasn’t expecting this kind of discussion. I thought I was here to meet a guy named Billy and hopefully get along with him well enough to work together. Turns out I already know him—and he’s a lot more than I thought he was,” Lexi said with a smile.

“Agreed. We can think and talk about our goals while we’re traveling. We don’t need to have all the answers right now, do we?” Jess responded.

Will shook his head. “Of course not. We can take our time. We don’t want to drag it out, or we’ll never move toward a goal. But we obviously need time to consider and discuss. As you said, we spend a lot of time traveling, so we have plenty of time to work it out. Thanks for giving our mutual goals consideration.”

Will stood, stepped behind Jess’s chair, and helped her out of it. Then he immediately did the same for Lexi.

“Always a gentleman,” Jess muttered with a small smile.

Lexi winked at him.

“Lexi, where are you staying?”

“I got a room at the Gryphon, same as Jess.”

“Well then, I’ll walk you ladies back to the Gryphon, and I’ll see you in the morning.”

The trio returned to the Gryphon Inn with Lexi on Will’s left arm and Jess on his right. Several passersby turned their heads, their attention drawn to the two muscular, lovely women.


Chapter 21

Having managed to dodge further discussion about relationships by distracting the ladies with talk of the team’s future, Will felt he could finally sleep well. He would deal with the issue in the morning, once they set out on whatever job Jess chose.

As soon as Will left Jess and Lexi at the entrance to the Gryphon, Jess turned sharply to her daughter and ordered, “In my room. We need to talk.”

The moment the door closed, Jess demanded, “How long have you been sleeping with my boyfriend?”

“I suspect longer than you,” Lexi shot back.

Jess froze, stunned. Lexi pressed on. “When I first met Will, he was kind and seemed so lonely. He never spoke of being in a relationship, though I sensed he’d been hurt before. Honestly, I should be asking you the same thing, since I’m fairly certain I’ve been dating him—and sleeping with him longer than you. You had your chance, and if I’m not mistaken, you blew him off.

Face it, you’re broken. You drink and gamble away everything you earn just to feel alive. The men you’ve been with see you as disposable. When someone finally treated you with respect, you rejected him. Didn’t you?”

“You’re wrong,” Jess snapped. “I stopped most of the drinking and all of the gambling. I’ve got money in my guild account. Your so-called spies are feeding you old information.”

“I don’t need spies,” Lexi replied coolly. “You told me most of it yourself, wrapped in cautionary tales. At dinner, I saw how Will soothed your nerves and treated you with the same respect he gives me. But I don’t think you deserve him. He was mine first, and I intend to keep it that way.”

“I’m not letting Billy go,” Jess whined. “He’s too important to me. He makes me feel special. He’s helped me sleep… and so much more.”

“Look, you’re important to me. You’re my mother, even if you sometimes act like my wild sister. I love you, so I won’t demand you stop seeing him. I’ve heard from you and Rod about the bonds forged in life-and-death situations, and I understand how those emotions can lead to intimacy, even unconventional relationships. I’m an adult, and I’ll try to act like one. I’m willing to accept the compromise Will suggested. I’ll share him—if you will.”

Jess’s eyes filled with tears. Lexi wrapped her arms around her.

“I know life has been hard for you, especially after what that man did. But you still did your best for me. I know where the extra money came from to care for me, and how you sent more when Grandma fell ill. You arranged my apprenticeship with Rod. I love you because you’ve always loved me, even when you couldn’t be there. If Will is helping you heal, I won’t take him away. Like I said I’ll share. Will you?”

“Yes. I don’t have a choice. I loved you the moment I first held you, and I’ve never stopped. I won’t hurt you. But I do need him. At first, I resisted, because he’s younger, and it felt wrong like I’d be repeating what was done to me, something I swore I’d never do. But Billy never stopped trying to help. We flirted, yes, and I tested him, but he never tried to take advantage, even though I know he wanted me. I’ll share him with you, because I love you and because I need him.”

“Good. Now let’s get some sleep. We’ve got an early morning ahead. I’ll knock when I’m ready to go, alright?”

Jess nodded, and Lexi slipped out of the room.

The next morning, as they walked to the guild hall, Jess said, “I’ll introduce you as my younger sister. Since we’re sharing Will, neither of us needs to hear the trash others might say otherwise.”

“That’s fine. Honestly, I’ve always thought of you that way anyway. We just need to tell Will before he slips up.”

“He’ll probably be at the job board or having breakfast, with recommended jobs waiting for me. I’ll make sure to tell him right away.”

When Jess opened the door, the sudden change in light drew Will’s attention as he scanned the job board. Seeing the two women he cared for, he smiled.

Like Jess, Lexi wore a gambeson beneath chain mail, a steel breastplate, pauldrons on her shoulders, rerebraces and vambraces protecting her arms, steel open-back cuisses on her thighs, boiled-leather greaves on her shins, and sturdy leather boots to finish.

Jess walked up behind Will and whispered in his ear, “Lexi is my sister,” giving his arm a quick squeeze before heading to the guild master’s desk.

Lexi winked as she passed, giving his arm the same brief squeeze.

Will savored the contact.

“McCray, I’d like to introduce you to my little sister, Lexi. She wants to join the guild.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lexi.”

“Thank you, Guild Master.”

“I see you’re well-equipped with armor and a weapon. Has your sister explained the tests you must pass, and the classes required until you do?”

“She has. I believe I’m ready, so I’d like to schedule the tests at your earliest convenience.”

While Lexi and McCray worked out the details of testing and completed the paperwork to join the guild, Jess returned to Will to discuss the available jobs.

“What have you found?” she asked.

“Not much,” Will admitted, handing over two cards. “I’m not sure how a halberd user fits into our style, and since we haven’t worked with Lexi before, it seems risky to take on something the two of us couldn’t handle alone. That leaves just these.”

Jess glanced over the cards. “Sticking with what we can handle makes sense for now. We’ll learn how she fits into the team as we go. Once we’re confident, we can take on higher-risk jobs.” After a brief review, she added, “Let’s take the ogres near the logging camp.” A smirk tugged at her lips. “I’m sure you still have fond memories of that job.”

Will rubbed the spot on his head where an ogre’s rock had left a painful lump back before he’d bought a helmet and armor. When Lexi rejoined them, he suggested, “Let’s get breakfast and find a table.”

Once the trio rode past the north gate, Lexi took Will’s left side, Jess his right. The fall air was crisp. Tree leaves had already changed colors and most had fallen.

Jess broke the silence. “We need to talk about dating.”

Will stiffened. He had known this topic would come up eventually. “What do you have in mind?”

“I want the nights we return from a job,” Jess said firmly.

“That’s fine by me,” Lexi replied, a little smug. “I’ll take the next night.”

Will wisely stayed quiet.

“Any other personal matters before we move on to today’s plan?” he asked.

When neither woman spoke, he continued, “So, Lexi—what do you know about ogres?”

They shared knowledge as they rode: Will described his fights alongside Jess, while Jess added stories from her earlier days. Together they sketched out several strategies, adjusting depending on how many ogres they encountered and where.

At the camp, Will reminded Lexi, “Wear your helmet. Ogres throw rocks hard and accurately. I know from painful experience.”

Lexi nodded. Jess smirked.

After Jess interviewed the logging foreman about the ogres’ last known location, the adventurers set out on foot. The creatures had moved deeper into the forest, where the loggers harvested only select trees with the right size and straightness.

By midday, distant grunts and roars echoed through the mostly leafless trees. Jess suggested a short break for water and food before they committed to battle.

Ten minutes later, the sound came again—this time from the left, as if the ogres would be missed if the party stayed on the trail. Jess veered into the brown undergrowth, Lexi covering the rear. When she spotted the first ogre, she signaled for the others to catch up.

The trio circled quietly behind it, searching for the rest of the group. The nearest ogre hadn’t noticed them. Will nocked an arrow tipped with his newest paralytic mixture and loosed it before dropping into the brush. The shaft struck high in the monster’s back, just out of reach of its arms. With a grunt, it resumed gnawing on the bone in its hand.

Will rose again, loosed another arrow into the opposite side of its spine, and ducked down once more. The ogre reached futilely for the stings but could not touch them.

Will softly said, “Two arrows with the new poison should kill it soon, but three will make certain.” Rising once more, he loosed a third arrow into the monster’s lower back. The ogre roared, and birds burst from the trees in a flurry of wings. This time, the beast managed to grasp the shaft and yank it free, but Will wasn’t concerned—the concoction was already deep in its veins.

Jess and Lexi continued scanning the forest for the other two ogres that had been reported. Minutes later, the wounded creature’s skin darkened, and with a final groan it collapsed. Jess sent Lexi to confirm its death. She swung the axe-head of her halberd, severing its neck, then removed both ears for the bounty. The liver, as usual, would be Will’s task after they dealt with the other two.

When Lexi returned, she whispered, “That was too easy.”

“That’s the advantage of poison,” Jess replied with a grin, leading them back toward the logging trail at an angle that carried them deeper into the forest.

Nearly an hour later, the three were about to give up when distant roars echoed through the trees, ogres calling to one another. Their fatigue vanished, replaced with renewed excitement they were close.

Jess spotted them first and counted four instead of two. The hulking creatures had gathered around a pair of deer, their bodies mangled. Three ogres gnawed on haunches as if they were turkey legs, while the fourth had its face buried in a carcass’s belly, feasting on the organs. When it lifted its head, blood and entrails smeared across its face, Lexi gagged. Will, noting her armor-clad hand, gave it a reassuring pat. Jess only snickered.

With Jess’s signal, Will circled to flank a pair of ogres. Positioning himself so their bulk blocked the others’ line of sight, he stepped into the open and loosed two quick shots. Both arrows buried themselves in one ogre’s upper back. It grunted, pawed uselessly at the shafts, then returned to its meal as though the deer haunch mattered more than the pain.

Will struck the second with two more arrows before retreating behind cover and slipping back to his companions. After a brief pause to drink, he crept forward again, weaving through the undergrowth until he had a clean shot at the last ogre still standing. He fired twice one arrow high in the back, the other low. Both sank deep, the poison assured.

But the fourth ogre, the one gorging on entrails, had lifted its gore-smeared face just as Will loosed his second arrow. With a roar it rose, massive and furious, eyes locked on the archer. It lurched forward, and Will stood his ground, firing rapidly. Arrows struck its chest, thigh, and arm before he finally turned to run.

The adventurers had prepared for just such a scenario. As soon as Will felt he was hidden from the ogre trailing him, he shifted directions to rejoin Lexi and Jess, who were moving quietly toward him. The entire band of ogres had chased after Will, and one caught sight of him just as he drew near his companions. The creature roared and turned toward the humans.

As the ogres charged, the first two that Will had shot began to falter slowing, struggling to move, even to breathe. The other two, unaffected by the poison, thundered forward undeterred. Just as they had planned on the ride to the logging camp, Jess stepped into position in front of Lexi, while Will stayed further back and slightly to the side, lining up a clear shot.

The lead ogre swung a deer haunch like a club as it reached Jess. She sidestepped, angling her shield to deflect the blow. At the same moment, Lexi’s halberd swept diagonally across the ogre’s chest, snapping its clavicle and carving deep into flesh.

The second ogre barreled forward, intent on bowling Jess over. She slid aside again, slashing at the back of its knee as it passed. Her blade severed a tendon, and the beast toppled face-first into the dirt.

Lexi retreated a step from the ogre she had already wounded, then charged, driving her halberd’s spearpoint into its heart. The monster managed only a weak roar before collapsing, the poison in its system doing its work. Lexi yanked her weapon free as the ogre toppled backward.

Jess, standing near the downed ogre she had hamstrung, advanced and brought her sword down on its neck, ensuring it would not rise again. She then crossed to the other corpse and slit its throat, returning Lexi’s earlier favor.

Just as the three allowed themselves a breath, another roar shook the forest. Something massive crashed through the undergrowth toward them.

“Hide,” Jess ordered, leading them a short distance into the brush where they could observe. Moments later, an ogre nearly two feet taller than the others lumbered into view. It kicked the fallen bodies, as though trying to rouse them. When it turned far enough away not to notice him, Will rose, loosed two arrows, and dropped back into cover. One shaft struck its shoulder blade and bounced free; the other buried itself deep near the spine.

Sniffing the air, the ogre turned this way and that. Unfortunately, the adventurers were upwind. The beast caught their scent and began moving toward them.

“Formation,” Jess hissed. “Will—hit it as many times as you can. Lexi and I will hold it off.”

Will slipped back into place behind and to the left of Lexi. He loosed arrow after arrow, careful to arc them high enough to avoid hitting Jess. One missed, but soon four shafts jutted from the ogre’s chest. Jess danced side to side, deflecting blows with her shield whenever she failed to dodge. Lexi’s halberd found its mark again and again, puncturing hide and muscle.

At last, the monster’s eyes rolled back, and it crashed forward into the earth. Jess stepped onto its back. With her sword held in reverse grip, she plunged the blade into its chest and twisted as she withdrew, making sure the ogre would never rise again.


“Will,” she said, catching her breath, “I believe you’ll have more than enough livers even without going back for the first one.”

“Yeah, it’s getting late in the day, and it would be tough to find that one anyway. Lexi, if you’ll get the ears, I’ll grab the livers, and Jess can rest.”

“Sure.”

On the ride back to Green Rock, Lexi asked, “Is that how all jobs go?”

“Only with Billy or another archer who uses poisons on the team. Without him, I’d have backed off as soon as I saw more than two ogres together. In the past, I’ve worked with teams of five to seven adventurers, and some of them wouldn’t have taken on four ogres at once. Even those who did were guaranteed heavy injuries and hours of battle just to wear the ogres down.

Like I told you when we planned this job this morning, our role is to protect Billy and handle stragglers until one of us lands the kill just like today.”

“I was just expecting a lot more danger and work… maybe even taking a few hits.”

“I’ve got a few bruises and a sore shoulder from deflecting punches, but your halberd lets you keep your distance. It would’ve been nice to have you with us when we fought the hobgoblins a few weeks ago. That warlord nearly wore me out.”

Will dug in his bag and handed Jess a small paper packet. “Pour the powder into your mouth, then take a few swallows of water. You might want a little jerky so it doesn’t upset your stomach. The powder should ease the soreness and swelling.”

Jess chuckled. “That’s the nice thing about having Billy on the team not just his poisons. He can treat injuries too.”

“I don’t do stitching,” Billy said. “If you get cut, one of you will have to handle that.”

Lexi frowned. “What’s the matter do you think stitching is women’s work?”

“Not at all. I’m just too clumsy for fine work. If I try, you’ll end up with worse scars.”

Will quickly changed the subject. “Have you two thought about your goals? Are you ready to share them, or still working it out?”

“I’d never thought of anything beyond becoming a journeyman so I could earn my own way,” Lexi admitted. “I liked the idea of traveling and having real adventures. But I can see we’ll need more than just basic bounties if we want that. Better gear, more supplies it all costs.”

“Finding a ruined city or silver mine and landing a big payday interests me,” Jess said. “I can see how having extra skills either among us or from other teammates would help. We’d be able to earn our way toward that kind of discovery. And if we provide a detailed map with notes on resources and dangers along the way, the payout would be even bigger.”

By the time the trio returned to Green Rock, night had already fallen. Jess strode up to the guild master’s counter and dropped a bag of ogre ears on it.

“You’ll find six pairs there. We found one ogre alone, four in a group, then the sixth appeared out of nowhere before we’d even caught our breath.”

McCray shrugged, pulled out the paperwork, and after confirming the count, paid Jess the bounty.

Will smiled at her. “It’s another big payday. Don’t you think twenty percent is the right amount to save?”

“Fine,” Jess replied, though her tone said otherwise. Nevertheless, she handed twenty percent of her share back to McCray. “Please deposit that in my account.”

Lexi snickered.

“Don’t laugh. I expect you to do the same, little sister,” Jess retorted as she handed over Lexi’s share, then turned to Will to give him his.

Will immediately put half into his account.

Lexi sighed and handed over twenty percent, asking McCray to deposit it.

“We’re running a little late will 7:30 work for you?” Will asked Jess.

“Sure,” she said with a smile.

Will turned to Lexi. “Seven tomorrow evening good for you?”

“Of course.”

The women headed to their rooms at the Gryphon Inn, while Will went straight to the bunkroom showers.

As Jess and Lexi walked through the inn’s corridor, Lexi asked, “What’s with Will and that overly sweet smile when he reminded you to save twenty percent of the bounty?”

Jess chuckled. “Ha, you know I used to spend it all. He’s been pushing me to save at least ten percent, but since the bounties have been getting bigger, he upped it to twenty. He’s right I need to think about what I’ll live on when I retire, just like Rod.”

“So your much younger boyfriend is acting like your father,” Lexi teased with a giggle.

“He’s your boyfriend too, so don’t laugh. He just thinks ahead. He’s going to go far, and I want to go with him. So yes, I’ll play along.”

“Yeah, well, I figured that out before I even knew he was an adventurer. When he came to Rod’s shop after buying a spatial bag, he told me how he wanted to use it to improve the profitability of his alchemy business. That’s when I realized how smart and ambitious he is. I was already dating him, and he was such a gentleman, so I decided to hitch my wagon to his.”

Jess smirked. “You’d been dating him for three months. You’re every bit as impulsive as I was at your age. I realized he was right for me while we were out on a job. He told me to stop treating him like a kid, and when I thought about it, I recognized it wasn’t him who was immature it was me. I think this time you chose well.”

“Ah, yeah, well it seems we both chose well since we both chose Will. We’ll see how sharing him works out.”

Jess picked a tavern near the Gryphon, claiming she was hungry and wanted to eat quickly since they were later than usual. The lusty look in her eye said otherwise. She made her priorities clear after chewing her last bite of dinner, declaring, “I’m ready for dessert.”

Will enjoyed their lovemaking immensely, and the cuddling afterward was just as nice. Waking up beside a lovely woman put a smile on his face even before a new round of passion. After a final kiss, they dressed and went for breakfast at the guild hall cantina.

Later, Lexi met Will for lunch in the cantina before taking the monster and beast identification test, while Will worked in the craft room processing the ogre livers he had collected the day before. His experience allowed him to refine them efficiently, producing highly concentrated poison with no wasted materials. By the time he finished, he had to rush to the showers and still arrived late for his date with Lexi.

She met him at the Gryphon’s entrance, shaking her head. “I’m starting to believe I’m not only sharing you with Jess I should probably count alchemy as one of your lovers too.”

“I do apologize. I was processing the livers we collected yesterday and lost track of time. But you’ll be happy to know I didn’t waste any. And more importantly, the concentration of poison is quite high—using it should kill significantly faster.”

“I’m duly impressed. And hungry. Where are you taking me?”

“Uh, The Fox and Hounds. We haven’t been there yet, but I’ve heard the food is excellent.”

“Let me guess you didn’t have a plan until I asked. But you’ve got a list of places to try and picked one on the spot.”

“I uh, yes, you’re right.”

“Well done. You planned ahead and didn’t lie to me. I think I’ll keep you around another day.” Lexi giggled.

“I do have plans for dessert, though. I know you enjoy cream filling.”

“Just take me to dinner. I’m hungry,” Lexi replied with a lusty smile.

As they walked to the restaurant, Will asked, “How was the test today?”

“I passed, just like I knew I would. Jess borrowed Olister’s Monster Compendium and Horton’s Bestiary a couple of days before the test was announced, and I studied them for weeks. Seems like she had some advance knowledge.”

“Yeah, I told her it was coming after my discussion with the guild master.”

“I’ll have to thank you during dessert, then.” Lexi leaned in and kissed his cheek.

“After the test, I went to visit you in the craft room, but you were so focused on your project that I thought better of disturbing you.”

“Thanks for that. It’s a really intensive process, and it doesn’t take much to ruin a batch. Have you scheduled the weapon test yet, or is McCray still working on it?”

“To be determined. He assured me it wouldn’t be more than a week. We might have to skip a day of hunting, depending on when it falls.”

“That’s fine. We’re a team—we’ll make time.”

“I thought you’d feel that way, but it’s nice to have reassurance.”

Dinner was barbecued pork ribs, sweet potatoes, and squash. With a good meal in their stomachs, the two young people went back to her room at the Gryphon for dessert.

Will had been entertaining Lexi in her bed for nearly two hours when he asked, “You ready to go again?”

“Umm, no. I think we’ve done enough of that for the night. We have to be up early in the morning, don’t we?”

“Sure, but we’re young.”

“Yes, only I’m not sure I can take that thing in me again. What did you call it?”

“You mean my purple-helmeted love wand?” Will snickered.

“Yes,” Lexi laughed. “Do you wear Jess out like this? Never mind I don’t want to know. Let’s go to sleep.”

“If you say so.”

“Cuddle with me,” Lexi commanded.

Will spooned in next to her, wrapped an arm around her, and gave her breast a squeeze.

Lexi purred, placing her hand over his to keep it there.

In the morning, Will woke to the sky beginning to lighten. He pulled the covers down and gazed at the lovely woman he’d spent the night with. Tempted to wake her with another round of lovemaking, he remembered she’d been right the night before: they needed to get moving early, especially with the days growing shorter. Choosing responsibility, he woke her with kisses, starting at her hip and working his way up to her neck.

“Mmm, that’s a nice way to wake up.”

“One morning when we don’t have to rush, I’ll wake you in an even nicer way.”

“Promises, promises.”

While dressing, Will asked, “Do you want to enter the hall together or separately? I don’t know how you feel about others knowing we’re together.”

“Do you go in with Jess?”

“No. She takes longer, so I shower in the bunkroom and then meet her after.”

“Let’s do that for now.”

Lexi was in the common room of the guild hall, studying the job board, when Will returned from showering and dressing.

“Found anything interesting?” he asked.

“I just got here a moment ago.”

“Look them over and pick anything you think the three of us can manage. Then I’ll check for others I think we can do, and we’ll compare. When Jess arrives, we’ll present her with our suggestions, and she’ll decide—then explain why.”

“Oh, so we can learn how to choose. I like that. Was that her idea or yours?”

“We just fell into it.” Will avoided taking credit, wanting to preserve Jess’ authority. He knew their survival depended on working as a unit, and Jess led that unit.

Lexi and Will were still discussing their picks when Jess arrived. After reviewing them, she chose the one Will had selected, then smiled at him.

“Don’t go picking jobs just because Will picked them.”

“Oh, I’m not. He just read my mind. Our very first job was goblins for a farmer named Stan. This is him again, same problem. It’s close by and well within our comfort zone.”

Will added, “I’m also curious what’s drawing more goblins to the area. I suspect something growing there is attracting them. If it’s of interest to local alchemists, we can collect some and sell it just like we discussed at dinner a few nights ago. It could supplement the bounty, making the job more valuable, and maybe give us something to come back for repeatedly. If it is, we’ll need to make notes on the location and what’s there.”

“This is why we keep him around,” Jess teased, patting Lexi’s shoulder.

Lexi rolled her eyes.

Jess explained her reasons for rejecting the other two jobs for Lexi’s benefit, then spoke to the guild master to officially take the commission.

Will and Lexi went to the cantina and began filling plates for breakfast.

“I’ll make a plate for Jess if you’ll grab her a coffee,” Will suggested.

They had just sat down when Jess approached. Will called out, “Jess, we’ve got your breakfast ready!”

“Thanks.”

“I don’t know if Stan took your advice about faster service, but I noticed he offered a higher bounty this time,” Will remarked.

“Ah, yeah. Probably took the hint.”

“Sounds like there’s a tale to tell there,” Lexi said.

“I’ll tell you on the road.”

“Billy, do you have enough bags for whatever we might find, or should we stop and pick up a few?”

“Good thought. No, I don’t. We should stop at the general store and see what they’ve got in the way of cheap sacks.”

The adventurers found Stan sharpening his gear in a shed. Jess introduced them: “Hello, Stan. I’m not sure if you remember us—Billy and I handled your goblin problem last spring.”

“I do. It’s good to see you again. And I see you’ve added a third member to your team.”

“Yes, this is Lexi. She just joined us. Where are the goblins this time?”

“Same part of my fields as last time. The damned things stole over a dozen bushels of ripe corn.”

“In that case, we know the way. We’ll deal with them and stop by on our way out to let you know it’s done. You don’t mind if we leave the horses here, do you?”

“Not at all. Good luck.”

Just before entering the forest, Will pointed out: “The last time we were here, we saw goblins dragging baskets of something into the cave. If we see that again, we should find out what’s inside. It might be what drew them back—and maybe something we can sell.”

Both women nodded.

The trio quietly dispatched a handful of goblins while scouting. This time, there was no cave just lean-tos propped against trees on the edge of a meadow.

The plan was simple: Jess and Lexi would converge on the lean-tos from opposite ends of the treeline, driving any escapees into the open meadow. Before they set out, Will coated the women’s blades with poison, then hid across the meadow, ready to shoot down runners.

When all was ready, Jess bellowed, “Charge!” and kept screaming to terrify the goblins. Lexi followed suit, her halberd cutting down foes with brutal reach, while Jess’s sword struck closer in. As planned, Will picked off those who tried to flee before the women could close the gap.

When the fight was done, the trio counted thirty-one goblins, their ears collected as proof.

“Now let’s see what they’ve been gathering,” Will said, walking to one of the baskets the goblins had dragged into camp.

“Oh, very nice. They even harvested it cleanly.” He pulled out one of the new sacks and dumped the basket’s contents inside. “Ladies, they’ve found licorice root. If you spot more baskets, drag them out so I can check if it’s worth taking.”

“What’s so special about licorice root?” Jess asked.

“Alchemists use it for cough remedies, burn salves, wound dressings, lung and liver diseases—even skin conditions. Depending on how much we gather, we might want to store some until the market needs it. Even one sack might earn us more than the bounty.”

Jess raised a brow. “You’re joking, right?”

“No indeed. This stuff is valuable. I’d really like to see where they got it from.”

By the time they checked all the lean-tos, the trio had nearly filled a second sack with the root.

“I saw one of the goblins dragging a basket from over there, so I’m going to follow its trail back to see where it came from,” Will told his teammates.

Half an hour later, Will discovered the source of the licorice root. He determined there was still enough unharvested that the area would likely repopulate in time. On his way back, he marked trees along the route with his long knife, carving arrows into their trunks. After rejoining the women, he continued marking trees until they reached the forest’s edge near Stan’s fields.

“Jess, if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to Stan about where his farm ends. I want to make sure the licorice field isn’t on his land. We won’t say anything about what we’ve collected, but I don’t want to return for it again if it is.”

“Sure. Lexi and I will tie the sacks to the horses while you’re talking. That way he won’t pay us any attention.”

As the trio rode off, Will told the women, “We’re in the clear. He said his farm ends at the tree line. He already has as much as he can handle and has no intention of claiming more. We should be able to come back in the spring for another haul of about the same amount. I’ll make a note of it.”

After turning in the goblin ears and collecting the bounty, Will suggested, “Why don’t we get cleaned up and meet back here if you want to go with me to sell the loot? It’s probably best if we don’t all go dressed in armor to the alchemy shops.”

“Nah, you go ahead,” Jess replied with a smile. “I’d like to take my time getting ready for our date tonight.”

“Hmph. I’ll take a quick shower, then meet you here. I want to see how this works.”

Before cleaning up, Will carried the sacks of licorice root into the yard behind the guild hall. He sorted the material into five-pound bundles, bagging them neatly. The last bag held about half as much, but that was fine.

Later, Will met Lexi in the guild hall’s common room and led her to the first alchemist’s shop. “I’m giving the smallest shop first choice so they definitely get the opportunity to buy some of our loot. I’m not especially fond of the biggest outfit, and I don’t want them monopolizing the supply.”

At the counter, Will made his offer. The shopkeeper bought ten pounds of root at a price that more than satisfied him.

At the next shop, the young woman behind the counter asked them to wait while she fetched her father. The older man made a similar offer for ten pounds, which Will accepted.

Finally, they visited the largest alchemist. After dealing with the clerk and then his supervisor, they were brought to the owner. Will showed him the product and made his offer.

“I can use up to twenty pounds, but I’m not paying that price,” the man said.

“Thank you for your time. Have a good day,” Will replied.

He scooped up the bags and nodded to Lexi as they headed for the door. Just as she opened it, the owner called out: “How much do you have there?”

Will glanced over his shoulder. “About seventeen pounds, give or take.”

“Fine. I’ll pay your price.”

Outside, Lexi asked, “Why did you accept the other alchemists’ offers but push back on his?”

“I’ve found the smaller alchemists to be fair men who know the true value of materials. Sometimes I even buy ingredients from them that aren’t available in the market. The last alchemist, though, has many people working for him and thinks everyone else works for him too. To get a fair deal with him, you have to make it clear he doesn’t call the shots. Shall we stroll around town for a while?”

“I’d like that,” she said with a smile.

“When we get back to the guild hall, should I deposit your share of the root money into your account, or do you want it in silver?”

“I should put it in my account. I don’t have as much saved as you probably do, and with winter snow coming, I imagine we’ll have fewer opportunities to earn bounties.”

“Hmm, I’m not sure. I joined the guild in early spring, so I don’t have any experience with what happens during the winter. We should ask McCray or Jess so we can make plans.

We should also look into warmer clothes. I have a heavy cloak, but I could use some thick socks and maybe a wool underlayer for my armor. What about you?”

“I’m in much the same situation. We’ll need to spend a day off taking care of that soon.”

Over dinner with Jess, Will asked, “From what I’ve read, it seems that during the height of winter, beasts aren’t seen as often, and monster appearances drop off as well—though no one seems to know why. Does that mean we’ll have less work available?”

“Yes. That’s the problem with winter, and why I’m not upset about you depositing my share of the licorice root money into my guild account. I’ll need it to get through the cold months.

Some teams take vacation and head south since there isn’t much work here, and the weather’s better down there.”

“What will we do?”

“We should discuss it with Lexi, but my thought is to stick around here and earn what we can.”

“I agree. We don’t need the added expense of traveling back and forth. Do the inns reduce their rates since travel is down and demand is lower?”

“I never thought to ask.”

The next week, Lexi had her weapons test. Both Jess and Will watched as she was put through her paces. The instructor testing her was John, a member of Sam’s team who used a similar weapon.

When the test was complete, John said, “You certainly passed. I’m impressed with your performance—clearly you worked hard and had an excellent instructor.”

“Thank you for your time and encouragement. A retired guild member trained me for three years.”

“I’ll file the report with the guild master after I’m done teaching my class today. Stay safe.”

“You looked great. I take it from your smile that you passed,” Will remarked.

“John said I passed, had an excellent instructor, and worked hard.”

“You have a right to be proud. Well done,” Jess added, giving Lexi a hug.

“I need to get my practice in and make some poison. I’ll see you tonight, Lexi.”

The next few weeks passed in the blur that comes with routine. A few weeks before the winter solstice, the guild master called a meeting of the team leaders. Most attended; those who didn’t were away on long-distance jobs and would get the news later.

“I’ve learned from several sources, none official yet, that the kingdom’s financiers are preparing an expedition this spring to find a site for a new town north of here. They intend it to be a stepping stone toward locating and claiming an ancient ruin northwest of here, near the base of the mountains.

I’d contacted the guild headquarters about what we could expect. Historically, expedition investors raise bounties to make it worthwhile for guild members to venture deep into the forest hunting monsters and beasts. The goal is to make the zone between the jump-off spot and the target area safe for travel — and to prepare for building a new town. The last time this happened was over twenty years ago, but the pattern has repeated at least three times before, according to my source.

“There will be experienced adventurers coming from other guild halls, and more apprentices will sign up to take advantage of the higher bounties. Chances are the locals won’t bother offering bounty supplements — there will be so many guild members out there that small bonuses won’t matter. I suggest you prepare to do a lot of camping for the next few years.”

That drew a few groans, including from Jess.

“It’s likely a new guild hall will be built in the new town, since it will become the focal point of adventurer activity; our location will become secondary. Expect a fair bit of chaos for a few months before and after this becomes official. That also means prices for the things we need will rise, like everything else around here. You may want to consider buying necessary camping gear sooner rather than later — which may require placing orders for future delivery.

“Any questions?”

Sam stood and said, “First, I believe I speak for all the team leaders when I say thank you for chasing down the rumors and investigating what we can expect.” Most of the participants nodded.

Sam continued, “Will is our only source of poisons, and what you’ve presented suggests demand for those supplies will increase dramatically. Since he isn’t a team leader, I assume he’s here to address that topic?”

“I have not discussed any of this with Will because I wanted to have this meeting first,” the speaker replied. “I have some ideas to discuss with him after this meeting is over. My goal is to ensure there will be sufficient supply so all of you have what you need.”

Rhonda stood. “If we accept that some teams will get the same standard items six-person tents, for example, even though some teams only have five members we might pool our orders and get better prices. The sooner we do that, the better; longer lead times make suppliers more willing to discount.

With the guild master’s approval I’m willing to negotiate with the general store proprietor. I can get a list of camping-gear specifications to post; each team leader can write up their order and leave it with McCray. In two weeks I’ll collect and tally the orders, then go negotiate. If I don’t like the prices I’m getting, I’ll contact Don Newsom.”

“I like the general idea you’re proposing, Rhonda. The only suggestion I have is to skip the general store and go straight to Newsom. We’ll get better, more durable gear from him than what’s sold at the general store,” Sam remarked.

“I’ll second that,” another team leader called.

“I see your point,” Rhonda agreed. “Perhaps after McCray is done a few of you can stick around and help me put together a list of gear we should consider ordering.” Several participants nodded in assent, including Sam and Jess.

“If there’s nothing else, you’re all free to go. Will, if you have time I’d like to have that conversation now.”

Will nodded but held a finger up and went to speak to Jess. “Make sure you include spatial bags on the camping list. We should each carry one for our personal gear; we might want a couple more for big things like the tent, as well as for herbs, organs, and the ears we use to prove bounties are owed.”

Jess gave him a thoughtful look and nodded. “Yes, I see your point.”

Will made his way to McCray and asked, “So what do you have in mind?”

“If this were a short-term project I’d ask you to either stay in town more often or make a lot of poison in advance,” McCray replied, “but the establishment of a new town is going to take years. Unless bounties are high enough to bring in many teams from other areas, we’re going to need your poisons for at least that long.

I know you’ve said you don’t want to be stuck at a counter all day, so I’ll ask you to take an apprentice. Before you respond, remember they don’t need to be a fully trained alchemist that takes many years of study and a touch of magic. I’m thinking of someone who specializes in poisons and possibly antidotes, if you think that’s appropriate. I also know you make a range of acids, smoke bombs, and other things. All they really need to be able to do is make the items used regularly. If you think other things should be available, you can make plenty of those in advance and restock when you’re in town; if your apprentice learns quickly, you can hand over more later.

What are your thoughts?”

“You’ve clearly spent some time considering this—you’ve addressed most of my concerns. The only one I have left is finding someone to train who won’t just run off and leave us to start over again.”

“I may have a solution. A couple of years ago, we had a promising apprentice who was badly injured. He was laid up for months, and while he can still walk, he can’t run or carry armor and weapons. Because of those limitations, he’s had a hard time finding steady work. I help him when I can with odd jobs and let him use a spare bunk. I’m sure you’ve met him since you’ve been here a while. He can read and do sums, and I think he’d jump at the opportunity.”

“Alright, I’ll talk to him. When can you arrange it?”

“How about I have him meet you in the cantina for lunch? I’ll buy for both of you since this is guild business.”

“I can do that. I’m going to check in with Jess, then I’ll be in the craft room until lunch.”

As Will approached the small group of team leaders working on the camping gear list, he overheard Rhonda.

“I think this is a good start. I’ll make a neater copy and post it on the board, and I’ll leave a second page for team leaders to add suggestions. In a week, I’ll meet with this group again to finalize it, then have everyone indicate what they want from the list. I’ll tally it and send it to Newsom for pricing—with the understanding that we need everything on the first wagon train after the roads clear. Everybody good with that?”

A chorus of agreement followed, and the meeting broke up.

Will touched Jess’s arm to get her attention and quickly summarized McCray’s proposal. “Also, what do you think about a meeting this evening between you, me, and Lexi? We need to let her know what we just learned and discuss what that means for filling out our team.”

Jess smirked. “Ha, it’s her night for a date. How do you think she’ll feel about not having you to herself?”

“I’ll take the blame, it’s my idea, after all. Besides, I think she’ll be interested in the news, and she’ll forgive me once I offer carnal delights for dessert,” Will said with a grin.

Jess rolled her eyes.

Will spent the rest of the morning in the craft room, preparing to introduce the young man who might become his apprentice to the art of making poisons. He had decided that if the man didn’t show enough interest to follow a lecture and answer questions afterward, there was no point in continuing.

McCray stuck his head into the craft room. “Will, the prospect is waiting for you in the cantina. This is Kyle, the fellow I told you about who might make a good apprentice for your poison work. Kyle, this is Will. He’s been an apprentice here since spring and has introduced the use of poisons to the teams.

You two order whatever you want for lunch—the meal’s on me.”

Will extended his hand. “Kyle, it’s nice to meet you. Guild Master McCray had good things to say about you. Has he told you much about his proposal?”

“He said that activity this spring will be much higher than before, and that your poisons will be in such high demand you won’t be able to keep up. He thinks I can learn from you so the supply meets the need.”

“How do you feel about learning plants and beast organs, following recipes, and working around stinky stuff?”

After lunch and an hour-long lecture on plant-based poisons followed by questions to test his attention Will felt confident that Kyle had the focus and willingness for the work. “Alright, Kyle, I’m willing to take you on as my apprentice. That means I’ll provide housing and meals for the duration of your apprenticeship. Your bunk here and three meals a day in the cantina are covered, as long as you maintain the right attitude toward learning the craft and following my instructions. We’ll begin with identifying materials, then move on to preparing ingredients. Once you’ve mastered those steps, I’ll teach you to make poisons. When you can reliably produce the high-demand items at the proper concentration and quality, I’ll pay you a share of the earnings and continue training you in other products. Do you accept my offer?”

“I appreciate the opportunity. Yes, I accept. I won’t let McCray down he’s been good to me since my injury. I owe him.”

“There will be a great deal of study and practice. In the spring, you’ll have to manage much on your own, though you won’t yet be ready to brew poisons at the required concentrations. My plan is for you to purchase and prepare the ingredients, so that when I return to town I can complete the final processes. I’ll explain as I work, and in time, you’ll take over more of the craft.”

“That sounds great. Maybe I’ll get to live a real life after all.”

“If you learn diligently and apply yourself to the work, I’m confident you’ll prosper with me. I have a contract for you to review. If you’re satisfied, we’ll sign it, and I’ll give you material to study. I work with a team on jobs, so I’m only at the guild hall every other day. The next time we meet, we’ll start with identifying the plants I use for the poisons needed that day.”

Will hadn’t been wrong about Lexi forgiving him for having dinner with Jess. She was curious about the news and content to share her bed with him after their meal.

Over dinner, Jess explained what they had learned in the meeting.

“I think our most immediate need is a scout,” Will offered, “since we’ll have to find our own targets rather than having them pointed out to us.”

“I agree we need a scout or a tracker,” Jess replied, “but the deeper we go into the forest, the more likely we’ll encounter larger groups. We’ll also need another ranged fighter, probably an archer.”

“Should one of us look into mapmaking and surveying?” Lexi asked.

“I’m already swamped reviewing the guild library books I borrowed to improve and diversify my poisons—especially now that McCray wants me to train an apprentice,” Will said.

“Studying was never my strength. I’d rather be moving and hitting things,” Jess remarked.

Lexi sighed. “Then I suppose I should take it on. Knowing what winter is like, I’ll have plenty of time to at least learn the basics.”

Will steered the discussion forward. “Let’s talk about camping equipment.”

“The team leaders drew up what looks like a comprehensive list,” Jess said. “Some of the older hands added things we might have overlooked. Still, I’m not happy about sleeping on the ground. Every time I’ve done it, I wake up stiff and sore.”

“One advantage of having large enough spatial bags is that we can carry cots and proper mattresses,” Will suggested. “Once the tent is up, we set out the cots, drop the mattresses on them, and enjoy far better rest each night.”

“Oh, I hadn’t considered that. But those bags are expensive,” Jess pointed out.

“True,” Will admitted, “but think of it this way we won’t be paying for inns every night. The savings can go toward the bag, the cots, and the mattresses.”

“I don’t know what you two have saved up, but I don’t have much. I couldn’t set aside much as a cobbler’s apprentice, and what little I did manage went into my armor and weapon. I only started saving properly after I joined the guild,” Lexi admitted, her voice heavy with disappointment.

“The way I see it, the camping gear and the spatial bag we’ll use to carry it all belong to the team, so the team pays for it. Anything personal, like a spare weapon, that’s your own responsibility,” Will proposed.

Jess crossed her arms. “There is no team savings, and no one lends money to a team.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Will countered calmly. “I know someone willing to lend the team money—as long as they’re paid back over time. If we can manage repayment within a year, there won’t be any interest.”

“And who might this mysterious benefactor be?” Lexi asked, tilting her head.

Will smiled. “You’re looking at him.”

“What?” Jess exclaimed. “How do you have that much money?”

“Poisons are profitable—especially when multiple teams rely on them. I’ve been earning an average of two shares a day just from my mixtures, while expenses have been about half a share. Since I live frugally and eat most meals at the guild cantina, my costs are low. Plus, I had a good windfall when I looted those bandits on my trip from Cut Off to Green Rock last spring,” Will explained.

Lexi exchanged a glance with Jess and gave a small nod.

Jess sighed. “Thank you for your generosity, Billy. We’ll accept your offer. I’ll only take enough of my share of bounties for basic living expenses while we’re in town, and the rest will go toward paying you back.”

“Same here,” Lexi agreed enthusiastically.

“Remember,” Will continued, “as we add team members, they’ll need to buy into the team gear, which means they’ll also assume part of the debt. That reduces your shares of the cost.”

Both women looked relieved at that detail.

“Once we know the total cost of the gear, I’ll draft a contract. It’ll outline the debt, the share owed per person, and how adding members changes the split. We’ll also need to discuss what happens if someone leaves. The team will have to buy out their share of the remaining value. To do this fairly, I’ll estimate how long the gear is expected to last and calculate a per-month value. That way, if someone joins later or leaves early, we’ll know how to adjust. I’ll also make a chart.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Sounds like you’re trying to be fair, so I’ll trust you. Just don’t expect me to read the fine print. Tell me how much I owe, point me to where I sign, and leave me out of the rest.”

“I trust you too,” Lexi said, “but I’d like to see the chart and read the contract.” She sniffed delicately.

Will chuckled at their very different reactions. “All right. Are we ready to review the list of gear?”

They went over the items, eventually agreeing on the essentials, including one spatial bag per team member. Will added a couple of extra bags one for his alchemical needs and another as a spare in case they came across something valuable worth hauling back to town.

Lexi, growing restless from the prolonged discussion, grabbed Will’s hand the moment he handed the list back to Jess. With a mischievous grin, she tugged him toward her room.

That night, Will gave her his full attention. When she finally drifted off too tired even to kiss him goodnight he smirked, pulled her close, and let sleep claim him too.

In the morning, while Will and Lexi reviewed possible jobs, Jess turned in the list of gear her team needed. Rhonda checked in with the other team leaders, reminding them to submit their requests quickly so she could get quotes and place the order before snowfall made travel impossible. Meanwhile, Lexi stopped at the guild master’s desk to request a book on mapping and surveying.

Jobs on the board were growing sparse, which meant the trio would soon have to accept riskier, more distant assignments until winter snow halted demand for their services altogether. Once Jess finalized her choice and brought it to McCray for approval, the three gathered their things and set out.

On the way out the door Will dropped off a letter for Don Newsom requesting a price on a set of alchemy gear appropriate for a large shop. Since he and Kyle would need to produce large quantities it would be more efficient to use full size gear in place of his traveling set.

The next couple of weeks followed the same routine. Will spent every spare moment with Kyle, teaching him how to recognize ingredients and prepare them. Kyle was a quick study and rarely needed more than one correction.

Teams that arrived late at the guild hall often went without work. Though there was some grumbling, everyone knew it was inevitable—monster and beast sightings dropped off during the winter, and poisons made the adventurers’ efforts more efficient, further reducing the available jobs.

On a day off, Will visited the nicer inns in Green Rock, including the Gryphon, to see what kind of deal they would offer a guest willing to pay a month in advance during the slow winter season. Since most of their business came from caravans and caravans nearly stopped once the snows set in Will suspected the inns might be open to offering reduced long-term rates in exchange for guaranteed business.

By then, Will was spending every night with Jess or Lexi. He reasoned that since there would be stretches of heavy snow when they wouldn’t leave town, even if jobs were available, they might as well live comfortably together and share expenses. If they could secure a suite with a kitchen, he planned to cook meals himself to save even more money.

That evening, he arranged to meet Jess and Lexi for dinner to present his idea. Once they were seated, he began carefully, framing the proposal as a matter of practicality.

“This morning,” he explained, “I spoke with the managers of several inns in town. I asked if they’d offer a discount to someone willing to commit to staying until the spring thaw, when the wagon trains return. I requested quotes for two-bedroom suites some with meals included, others with kitchens so we could prepare our own food.”

Jess and Lexi exchanged puzzled looks.

“I’m actually a pretty good cook. You just haven’t seen my skills in action because we haven’t had a proper place for me to practice,” Will said smugly.

Lexi laughed. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

“Think about it alchemy and cooking have a lot in common. Both require carefully chosen ingredients, processed in precise ways, then cooked for specific times and temperatures to achieve the best results. Uncle Mike even began my alchemy training by teaching me to cook.”

“That’s kind of a frightening thought the man known for his poisons preparing my dinner,” Jess said with a smirk.

“Haha, very funny,” Will replied dryly. “Anyway, as much as you seem to like the Gryphon, they don’t have any rooms with kitchens. Only two inns in town do, and the Fox and Hounds offered the best deal. If we skip elaborate meals every night, we can stay in a nicer place with bigger beds and still save money. Since I’m sharing a room with one of you each night, we only need a two-room suite. And if I handle the cooking, I’d ask that my share of the rent be cut in half.”

“I’ll go along with it,” Lexi said. “But you’d better be a better cook than the guild cantina staff.”

“I’m confident you’ll love my cooking. Oh—and I almost forgot to mention—the Fox and Hounds uses steam heat, so we won’t need a fireplace to keep warm.”

“Hmm, a man who cooks,” Jess teased. “Now if only you did laundry, you’d make a proper house husband.”

Will rolled his eyes. “So… do we have an agreement?”

Lexi nodded enthusiastically.

Jess smiled. “Why not? I already spend most of my time with my two favorite people in the world. Nothing much will change except I’ll be sleeping in a better bed and saving money.”

The next day, Will made the final arrangements, and the trio moved into the Fox and Hounds.

Don Newsom returned a quote for the items the teams planned to order, noting that by purchasing together they would save an average of fifteen percent. Rhonda, looking quite pleased with herself, announced the tidbit to the team leaders after posting the price list. A brief discussion followed, and the leaders agreed that all orders must be paid by the end of the week. Since McCray was at the hall daily and would ultimately handle the money transfer, he volunteered to track the payments. Will immediately stepped up to the guild master’s desk and arranged his team’s payment out of his personal account. The consolidated order was sent to Newsom by fast courier, arriving a few days before snow began to fall in Green Rock.

Will made it a habit to arrive at the guild hall early on any morning his team planned to work, ensuring they had the best chance at securing a job. On some mornings he chose the assignment himself, since often there were none left by the time Jess arrived—even when only a few minutes later. Eventually, however, a day came when no jobs at all were posted on the board.

With no work available, Will split his time between training Kyle and processing his large stock of beast and monster organs into poisons. His goal was to use everything he had along with any ingredients he could buy in town to build a stockpile for spring.

Fortunately, he had ordered a large supply of vials in advance, giving him enough storage for his inventory. Kyle, while still more burden than help, was improving steadily. He required considerable supervision, but since Will could oversee him while his poisons cooked, it hardly disrupted the work. As usual, Will arrived before the others and grabbed the only job on the board, hoping Jess would show up soon. Two other team leaders poked their heads in, saw the board bare, and left. Jess appeared moments later and agreed to take the contract. While she made it official with the guild master, Will ordered breakfast for himself and his teammates.

Lexi sauntered in just as Will set their plates on the table. After everyone settled, she asked, “So looks like you took a job. What is it?”

“Fishermen upriver reported a giant armored bear. According to them it stands thirty feet tall on its hind legs.”

“Oh, I read about those,” Lexi said. “Instead of normal fur, they grow a plate of armor along the back and sides more like bone than hide. You have to stab them in the hip or shoulder joints, or get them to rear up so you can strike the chest and belly. If you’ve got a hammer, you can smash their head or joints to shatter the bone.”

“Yeah, they’re tough. The only way Will can help us properly is if we get it to rear up. Then we’ll have plenty to work with and might not need him for much beyond his poisons on our blades. That’ll be a first,” Jess replied.

“I don’t know about that. I plan to get behind it while you two work on forcing it to rear up. I’ll try to shoot it in the” Will motioned toward his rear with a smirk—“ass.”

“Ha. Just don’t ask me to retrieve that arrow,” Lexi said.

“Jess, is the pelt worth anything?” Will asked.

“Nah. The armor’s useless for rugs, and no one wants it,” Jess replied with a smirk.

After breakfast the three walked upriver — the location in the report was only a few miles north, not worth renting horses. Not long after they reached the fishermen’s landmark, Lexi froze and whispered that she’d heard growling inland. As they pushed into the trees, Jess and Will heard it too.

Near a fallen oak, they found the giant bear tearing into a boar it had recently downed. Interfering with its meal was certainly one way to enrage it. Will asked Jess if he could move behind the bear and try the shot he’d suggested at breakfast.

Before she could answer, the wind shifted and the trio found themselves upwind. The bear smelled them immediately and turned, a wild growl rising from its throat.

“Well shit! We’ll do it like that sixth ogre that came out of nowhere,” Jess called.

Fortunately, Will had coated their blades with poison before they entered the forest; they wouldn’t have time to prepare now.

Lexi planted the butt of her halberd into the soil and angled the spearhead toward the charging bear, pressing down with her foot so the blade sat high enough that Jess wouldn’t be impaled if forced back. Knowing Jess would use her shield to deflect strikes and that she typically shifted right with her sword arm, Will positioned himself to Jess’s left, just behind Lexi, giving him a clear line to fire without the women blocking his aim.

The bear closed the distance in seconds. Instead of bracing, Jess stepped back twice and ducked low, giving Lexi a clear shot. The spear tip struck true, piercing where throat met chest, and the shaft drove deeper until the halberd’s axe head ground against bone. The bear roared, rearing onto its hind legs.

Will needed no command. He released three arrows in quick succession, each burying itself in the beast’s chest before it crashed back to all fours. Jess was already moving.

While the bear wrestled with the spear, she darted to its flank and plunged her sword into the joint of its hind leg. She twisted the blade, then tore it free. The blow earned the beast’s fury. It spun far faster than its bulk suggested, and Jess barely raised her shield in time. Its snapping jaws slammed into steel, knocking her sprawling.

Flat on her back, vulnerable, Jess braced for the killing bite.

Lexi charged and drove her weapon into the bear’s unarmored rear. This time the axe blade cleaved clean through flesh and muscle. The beast lurched violently, hurling Lexi into a tree. She crumpled at its base, dazed and unable to rise.

Will’s stomach clenched. The bear was doomed—its wounds fatal—but the question was whether it would kill one or both women before it fell. He was the last one standing, and from this angle his bow was useless.

That left him only one choice: draw its attention.

He remembered once arguing with Uncle Mike that, if it came to it, he could always run. Today proved him right.

Will screamed at the top of his lungs, waving his bow to lure the beast. The bear turned instantly and thundered after him. Trees splintered as it barreled forward. Will leapt fallen logs the creature simply crushed beneath its weight. In moments, its hot breath seared the back of his neck.

But neither hunter nor hunted expected what came next. Entrails dangling from Lexi’s strike caught on branches, snagging and tearing free as the bear charged. The sudden agony made it stumble, giving Will precious seconds to regain some distance.

He didn’t realize the beast’s insides were unraveling behind it like a grisly trail of yarn. Instead, he focused on weaving between trees, forcing it to slow as blood poured out. Before long, its path was painted with a tangled skein of gore.

The paralytic poison in their weapons gnawed at its muscles, draining its strength. Still, the monster lumbered on relentless—closing on Will once more.

When Will reached the riverbank, he was ready to leap into the freezing water—armor and all if that’s what survival required. But before he set a foot in, he realized the crashing in the forest had gone silent. At first, dread struck him had the bear turned back to finish off Jess and Lexi? If it had, he would still hear the forest in chaos.

Cautiously, Will retraced his steps into the trees, searching for signs. Within a minute, the sound of ragged breathing reached his ears. He spotted the beast at last, and one glance told him its time was nearly up. Blood pooled beneath its rear flank, and a trail of entrails stretched behind it, snagged on a fallen tree.

Fifty yards further on, he found Jess tending to Lexi.

“Everyone alright?” he called.

Jess glanced up. “Oh my, we were worried about you. I’m fine. Lexi’s banged up—maybe a cracked rib but otherwise she’ll live.”

“You didn’t black out when you hit the tree, did you?” Will asked, worried about a concussion.

“No. I felt every bit of that impact.”

He handed her a weapon. “Here’s your halberd. I found it near the tree where the bear’s entrails spilled out. Pretty disgusting scene. I drew it toward the river, but blood loss and poison stopped it before it got that far. Last I saw, it was breathing its last.”

He pulled a vial from his belt. “I’ve got a healing potion that won’t be good in a few months. Drink it now, it’ll ease your ribs. You’ll still be sore for days, but that’s better than weeks. And we’ve got a long walk back to town.”

Lexi drank the potion, and together they returned to where the bear had fallen. By then, it had expired, flies already gathering on the corpse.

“I want that bastard’s head mounted on the guild hall wall,” Lexi muttered. “But I can’t swing my weapon right now.”

“I can’t help you there,” Will admitted. “No axe, and I doubt I could manage your halberd.”

Jess shook her head. “Don’t look at me. I swing swords, and I’d never hack through with one.”

“If you’ll settle for the skull, I’ll come back tomorrow,” Will offered. “I’ll bury it near an ant pile they’ll clean it up nicely.”

“That’ll do,” Lexi sighed. “Let’s head back. It’s getting colder, and those clouds promise more snow.”

But Will didn’t make  it back the next day—or the one after. A blizzard rolled in and raged for nearly four days. Snow whipped through the town so fiercely that Will didn’t even leave the inn to check on Kyle at the guild hall. The trio scarcely left their rooms.

Lexi slept most of the time, recovering with the help of Will’s pain relievers. Will divided his own days between reading, cooking, and jotting notes from the books he’d borrowed. And whenever Jess grew restless from the confinement, her boredom quickly turned to desire. Will was far from disappointed especially since Lexi wasn’t yet well enough to join them.

By the time the wind settled, snowdrifts had covered every doorway on the east side of the buildings. To leave the Fox and Hounds, Will had to pass through the kitchen and use the back door facing west, where the snow was only three feet deep. Realizing how difficult it would be to reach the guild hall six blocks away, he turned back and spent two more days in their suite.

On the second day, after the storm had died down, Lexi came upon Will and Jess. Jess was on her back, her legs bent, feet pressing against Will’s chest as he moved steadily within her. The sound of Jess’s grunts had woken Lexi. Standing in the doorway, she felt heat rise in her body. One hand slid between her legs, teasing herself, while the other slipped beneath her robe to cup her breast. Her nipple hardened instantly beneath her touch.

Jess cried out as her climax overtook her, and moments later Will groaned, giving a few more thrusts before easing to Jess’s side. Her legs fell back against the bed with a sigh.

When Will rolled onto his back, he spotted Lexi at the door. With a crooked grin, he curled a finger, beckoning her closer. Lexi smiled, crossed the room, and climbed onto the bed. She leaned down and kissed him deeply. His hands parted her robe, sliding along her bare skin as he pulled her down on top of him. Their kiss grew heated. Jess, having caught her breath, rolled onto her side and idly ran her fingers through Will’s hair.

When Lexi finally broke away to breathe, she whispered, “I feel so much better today. That potion really helped I was sure I’d be in pain for several weeks. I woke to the sound of you two having fun and that got me in the mood. I’m already on top why don’t you rest and let me get some exercise?”

Will smirked and responded, “We are in Jess’ bed. Perhaps we should return to your room.”

“Nah, I saw her watching us. Turnabout is fair play.” Jess then pulled the robe off Lexi and put it on, then scooted closer, clearly intending to watch this time.

Will didn’t mind. He glanced at Lexi, who only shrugged playfully before leaning back over him. She teased him with her mouth until he grew hard again. Propped against the pillows, he savored the sight of her, his grin widening.

Soon, Lexi climbed astride him, lowering herself on his now rock hard shaft with a groan of pleasure. Her movements were strong and unrestrained. Will grinned at the sight of her tits bouncing on each stroke. He reached out and started playing with a tit with one hand while fingering her clit with the other, heightening her pleasure with every touch.

Lexi’s moans grew louder, and when her velvet soft walls clamp down on his cock, Will couldn’t stand it anymore and began thrusting his hips up to meet her down stroke. After just a few thrusts he climaxed and shot a load into her on the next three strokes. Lexi bounced on him only twice more before collapsing on his chest. He stroked her back gently, pressing soft kisses to her neck.

Jess fanned herself. “My stars, that was hot. I’m already turned on again. Do you think you can go another round?”

Will smirked. “With the two of you? I could go all night.”

Jess snorted. “Ha! Even young men like you run out of steam.”

“Oh yeah? I guarantee I can wear both of you out.”

“Bet me.”

“Lexi, want in on this bet?”

“That depends, what are we betting?”

“How about this: the winner gets a day where the loser must follow their commands. Just for one day, and only in private.”

“You’re on.”

“Jess?”

“Definitely.”

Will won the bet. Neither woman seemed too upset, though both were walking a little funny the next day.

Later, Jess drifted off to sleep. Lexi, exhausted but still amused, shook her head. “I don’t know how you keep going. I’m pleasantly worn out, but still.”

Will chuckled. “Do you know the two most frequently purchased items at an alchemist’s shop?”

“I’d guess one is contraceptives.”

“Correct. Do you know the other?”

“No idea.”

“The little blue pill it lets a man keep going for hours.”

“That’s cheating.”

“No, that’s called using my resources. Same way a healing potion saves weeks of recovery. I am an alchemist, after all.”

Lexi pouted. “Well, it’s late. And since you’re the cook, why don’t you use all that extra energy to make us a nice meal? Jess has the right idea I’m taking a nap.”

“As my lady wishes,” Will said with a smirk.

He was pleased when Lexi chose to nap in the same bed. Maybe the afternoon was a sign of things to come the three of them sharing nights more often. The thought of warm bodies and soft hair entwined with his was enough to stir him again. Perhaps after dinner, Jess might be ready for another round. A man could hope.


Chapter 22

Overnight, the weather shifted. By early afternoon, enough snow had melted to leave the inn and run errands. Will’s first stop was the general store, where he purchased snowshoes for the team. His next destination was the guild hall to check in with his poison apprentice, Kyle.

The young man had made good use of the downtime, preparing plenty of material for Will to convert into poisons. Kyle was also glad to have new company; the few other men in the bunkroom had run out of conversation and were now gambling. Kyle had no desire to risk his meager savings on such foolishness, a sentiment Will respected.

Will reviewed Kyle’s work on ingredient preparation, explaining and demonstrating how to improve the results before letting him continue practicing. Meanwhile, Will refined the prepared materials, putting in extra effort to bring them up to standard when necessary. Limited by the size of his equipment, he brewed the largest batch of poison he could manage. The process took longer than expected, the higher volume required more time to reach the right temperature—so he was late returning to the Fox and Hounds to cook dinner. Jess greeted him with a glare, and Will hastily put away his winter clothes, tied on an apron, and set to work.

The following days were productive in terms of poison-making, though no new jobs appeared on the board until nearly a week after the blizzard. When one finally did, Will immediately recognized the name and location: his acquaintances from his first trip to Green Rock. Jeb, the father of the family Will had once rescued, reported sightings of a pack of stygian dire wolves near his farm.

Consulting his notes from Horton’s Bestiary, Will confirmed that such packs could range anywhere from a dozen to over forty members. The only silver lining was that their pelts fetched a hefty price. Nearly six feet tall and weighing around four hundred pounds, the muscular beasts could run down cattle with ease. A large pack could devastate an entire herd in a single night.

While waiting for Jess to arrive and formally accept the job, Will considered strategies for handling so many dangerous creatures. Much like the gryphons he and Jess had faced months ago, the wolves would need to be lured into a kill box. The adventurers would have to strike from a protected position or risk being overwhelmed. Matters were further complicated by the wolves’ nocturnal nature. According to Horton’s Bestiary, their keen night vision made daylight difficult for them to endure, as it was simply too bright.

Jess arrived before any of the other team leaders. Will presented her with the job ticket and said, “Please claim this one.”

“Why? Do you have a plan?”

“The wolves were reported by the family I rescued on my way here in the spring. I feel the need to protect them. I don’t have a plan yet, but I’m working on it and I could use your help.”

“Fine. It’s not like any other team would be foolish enough to take this job without your poison. If we can’t come up with a viable plan, I’ll take the hit and return it.”

Jess met with the guild master to sign off on the job, while Will informed Kyle that he’d be busy. Then Will and Jess returned to the inn, where he cooked breakfast for the trio as they discussed how to deal with a dozen or more dangerous beasts.

After an animated discussion, they agreed that they needed more information about the area and the resources available.

When the meal was finished, the adventurers set out along the north road, walking about a mile to the farm. Just as Will raised his hand to knock, the door creaked open. Jena peered out and demanded, “Who are you, and why are you here?”

“I’m Will the one who saved you on the road to Green Rock.”

Before Will could finish his introduction, Jena shrieked, leapt forward, and threw her arms around his neck. She planted a kiss on his lips. “I’ve missed you so much. You have no idea how boring life is on a farm.”

“Uh this is Jess, and that’s Lexi. We’re here about the report of stygian dire wolves.”

“Oh, wonderful. Come on in, I’ll fetch my dad.”

She didn’t need to. Her shriek had already summoned the rest of the family. They appeared from all corners of the house, each holding something that could serve as a weapon. The youngest brother, Ron, hefted a brass candlestick over his shoulder, ready to swing.

“Not exactly the warm welcome I was promised after saving your hides last spring,” Will said with a good-natured chuckle.

“Well, I’ll be. Will, I didn’t recognize you in your armor and winter gear. It never crossed my mind you’d be the one to take the job I left yesterday. My daughter’s reaction startled us, and we feared intruders. My apologies.”

“No need, it’s perfectly understandable.”

“First, let me introduce you to my team leader, Jess, and my teammate, Lexi.”

“Ladies, this is Jeb, his wife Wanda, and their sons Craig, Ron, and Dave. You’ve already met their daughter Jena.” He delivered the last part with an exaggerated wince, wiggling a finger in his ear to tease her about the earlier shriek.

“Why don’t you all come into the kitchen? I’ll put on a pot of coffee,” Wanda offered warmly.

The boys wandered off without instruction, but Jeb had to shoo Jena away.

“So, are you part of a larger team that’s planning to kill these wolves?” Wanda asked.

“Yes and no,” Will replied. “We accepted the job and the entire team.”

Both Jeb and Wanda looked taken aback.

Will continued, “We’ve developed methods for handling big monsters like trolls and ogres, as well as large numbers of beasts say, a dozen giant boars. Just over a week ago, we killed a thirty-foot-tall armored bear. We use poisons on our weapons, which gives us an advantage.”

Still doubtful that three adventurers could manage a large pack of vicious wolves, Jeb asked, “So what are your plans for dealing with them?”

“That’s why we came to talk to you today,” Will said. “We need more information about the area and how you know about the wolves. Maybe start with how you became aware of them and whether you’ve found tracks.”

“The night before the blizzard, we heard them howling north and west of here. After the storm ended, the howling started up again. At first, it sounded distant, but the night before last it seemed much closer. Yesterday morning, Craig and I found tracks near the northwest corner of the property. Too many to count—they overlapped everywhere. But we also found one set apart, and judging by the stride length, it was far too big for a normal wolf.

I heard tales of Stygian dire wolves back in my army days. My unit never encountered them, but I met survivors of one that did. They weren’t prepared, and nearly a third of their men didn’t live through the night.”

Lexi, frowning, asked anxiously, “What do you grow or raise on your farm?”

“With the stream feeding into the river, we have good irrigation,” Jeb explained. “We rotate corn, barley, and potatoes to keep the soil healthy. For ourselves, we keep goats, a dairy cow, and chickens.”

“So, not much to draw the wolves here,” Jess observed.

“No,” Jeb agreed, “but I don’t like having to make sure we’re in the house before dark. And I’m not convinced a big enough pack wouldn’t attack the house if they were hungry enough.”

“My research suggests it’s unusual for them to attack a house,” Will said, “but not unheard of. I understand your concern.”

Jess asked, “Would you mind if we looked around the farm, starting with where you saw the tracks?”

“Not at all. I’ll have Craig take you there. They should still be visible, temperatures dropped again, and there hasn’t been enough wind to cover them with snow.”

“We appreciate that,” Jess responded.

After viewing the tracks and scouting the area, Craig returned to the house while the adventurers stayed outside to discuss what they’d learned.

“If it weren’t for the cow and goats,” Will mused, “I’d suggest staking out a bait animal near the barn and picking the wolves off from the hayloft. But that won’t work with so many animals here.”

“Do you think they could find a neighbor to keep their animals for a couple of days?” Lexi asked.

“We won’t know unless we ask,” Jess replied. “But before we do that, let’s see if we can come up with some alternatives.”

“Optimally, we want something like a watchtower. The platform needs to be at least fifteen feet off the ground—twenty would be better. It has to be covered and walled to protect us from the cold and wind, because we’ll be there all night, even if it works on the first try. We also need a way to heat it so we don’t freeze. Torches for light, but not so bright that we ruin our night vision. And of course, bait.”

Jess frowned. “We shouldn’t try to lure the wolves to the city walls. Even if we could, they’d endanger all the farms between here and there.”

“Right,” Lexi agreed. “If we want a watchtower, we’ll have to build it. We might be able to buy a small tent at the general store, or at least enough canvas to do what we need. But I don’t have the skills or tools for a tower, and I don’t think Jess does either.”

Jess shook her head.

“Neither do I,” Will admitted. “But I’ll bet we can get Jeb and his boys to help us.”

Over the next two days, Jeb’s sons helped Will and his teammates construct a four-legged wooden tower near where the wolf tracks had first been found. The platform stood about twenty feet above the ground, with waist-high rails all around and a ladder for access. A crossbar supported a canvas roof in case of snow, while a brazier hauled up from the barn offered a safe way to heat the shelter. Four braced poles, each fifteen feet tall, were set up to hold oil lanterns borrowed from the family.

While Will worked alongside Dave, with the others occupied elsewhere, Dave leaned over.

“Lexi’s really a good-lookin’ woman. You datin’ her?”

Will snorted. “I’m dating both of them. Together.”

“No shit?” Dave’s eyebrows shot up. “Jena’s gonna be pissed. Mom’ll be happy, though. She’s been afraid Jena might run off to town and try to get you to knock her up.”

Will chuckled. “That’ll never happen. Not that Jena isn’t attractive, but I don’t see us being together considering what I do for a living. And she wouldn’t want to live with me and two other women.”

“Oh no, she’s a possessive one, she is,” Dave replied with a snicker.

“Do me a favor and keep that to yourself until this is all over, will you?”

“Sure, sure. No one needs that drama right now.”

“But I will tell Jena as soon as you leave for the last time, just to make sure she doesn’t try to follow you.”

“Fair enough. Thanks.”

Jeb arranged for Will to purchase an old cow from a neighbor to use as bait. Once the cow was staked out between the lamp posts, Will wrapped it in waxed canvas, then again in cheap blankets. He drenched the outer layer with his most potent poison.

That evening, the trio ate an early dinner with Jeb’s family before returning to the watchtower. There, they lit the oil lanterns and splashed chicken blood and guts around the area before climbing the ladder to their safe perch. Will had also bought out the fletcher’s stock—over 150 arrows now lay in the tent, ready to be dipped in poison. Two bedrolls were unrolled on the platform so they could rest while they waited.

Some time after midnight, the wolves began howling. For an hour, the sound did not draw closer. To provoke them, Will nocked a clean arrow and shot the cow in one of its hindquarters. The animal bellowed in pain and continued to moan pitifully. Minutes later, the howling grew nearer.

The trio stayed inside the tent, both to keep warm and to avoid frightening the wolves away.

Before long, the cow’s cries shifted from pain to fear. Jess stood and cracked the tent flap to peer outside. Stepping back, she whispered, “They’re wary. I think we should wait until we hear them attack before Will goes out there.”

The cow grew frantic, pulling this way and that in a desperate attempt to free itself, but Jeb’s boys had done good work. Tied to three different stakes, the animal had little chance of escape.

When the attack came, there was no mistaking it. The wolves charged with guttural growls, tearing into the sacrificial cow. The beast squealed in pain, thrashing against its bonds as blood spattered across the snow.

As the frenzy mounted, Will stepped out of the tent with more than a dozen poisoned arrows in his quiver. He ignored the wolves already feeding and instead targeted those circling on the edges. He didn’t waste time shooting twice if one didn’t fall, it could be dealt with later.

In less than two minutes his quiver was empty. Lexi, quick at hand, had another batch ready before he even drew the last arrow. Will was halfway through the second round when the first wolf feasting on the cow finally collapsed. By the time he had emptied his quiver a third time, only a handful of wolves remained standing.

One of the last had not yet been struck. Will drew on it, but the beast turned to leap away, the others breaking off with it. He loosed an arrow just before it vanished into the dark. A heartbeat later, a sharp yelp split the night. One of the fleeing wolves crumpled before it could take another step.

The trio returned to the tent and added more charcoal to the brazier. Will inspected the arrows still bundled together and those remaining in his quiver.

“Out of one hundred fifty arrows, about half remain,” he said. “I doubt I missed more than a dozen times. That means I hit around sixty wolves. Add the dozen or so feasting on the cow, and that makes seventy total. We should skin the ones I shot first, before they freeze solid. The poisoned ones will need gloves to handle, and their pelts must be washed before selling.”

He gave a tired smile. “If we can manage to skin them all, we’ll turn a hefty profit on this job.”

“No one will say we didn’t work for it,” Lexi commented.

Will stretched, rubbing his shoulders. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to lie down between you two and get some rest.”

“Works for me. I’m exhausted,” Jess replied.

Lexi snickered. “You say the same thing whenever Will keeps us up late.”

Jess snorted, then yawned.

.

By morning, all three adventurers were stiff and sore from sleeping on the hard platform. After relieving themselves, they climbed down the ladder to fully assess the carnage.

Will anxiously followed the trail of the last wolves that had tried to escape. He was relieved to discover that the largest of them, the one struck by his final arrows had succumbed to the poison, though it had managed to cover a surprising distance before collapsing. The final count stood at seventy-one of the great beasts.

As agreed, the trio walked to the farmhouse and shared breakfast with the family.

“As we mentioned when planning this out,” Will began, “today we’ll start skinning the wolves. We’ve got seventy-one animals, ranging from two-fifty to over four hundred pounds each. At best, it’ll take half an hour for two people to skin one. That’s about five days of work if we put in seven hours a day—and longer if the weather turns. We’ll need extra hands. Would your boys be interested in earning more coin by helping us?”

Jeb glanced at his sons, who nodded eagerly.

“The boys will take the work,” he said.

“Thank you, that’ll be a big help,” Jess replied. “At some point, I also recommend arranging to burn the bodies. Once the weather warms, the stench—and the flies and carrion eaters—will be unbearable.”

“We’ll see to it,” Jeb said, “though I don’t expect it to warm much for another six weeks or more.”

After a full day of skinning wolves, with little sleep the night before, the trio gratefully returned to the inn. Hot baths, a hearty meal, and soft beds restored them.

The next morning, before heading back to the farm, they stopped at the guild hall so Will could withdraw funds to pay the boys. They also visited the stables to rent a sled and horses.

With the adventurers and the boys working together, they managed to finish skinning the wolves and cleaning the pelts—some of which might have carried poison residue—early enough to stop at Anson’s Leathers and negotiate a deal.

Old man Anson was stunned when he stepped out of his shop at Will’s urging to see the haul.

“Oh my stars. How many?”

“Seventy-one of various sizes, from four to six feet at the shoulder.”

“Step back inside. It’s too cold for these old bones to be standing out here talking.”

Once back inside, Anson asked, “You want some coffee? I need something to warm me up.”

Will glanced at the ladies, who shook their heads. “We’re fine, thanks for asking.”

Anson poured himself a cup and took a slow sip before continuing.

“Alright, here’s the deal. I could buy them from you right now and give you cash or a promissory note. But if I do that, I’ll have to lowball the price. Why? Because it ties up my funds, and I still have to pay to process the pelts before they’re fit for sale. Then I’d have to wait until the thaw to ship them south where the best buyers are. Honestly, I’d rather not, because if I tie up that much money, I can’t buy from my regular suppliers, the local trappers. If I don’t buy from them, they’ll either find another buyer, go hungry, or leave the trade altogether. Plus, I’d have no product to sell locally, which means no steady cash flow.

“You’re the alchemist, right? I’m sure your master explained similar challenges about running a business.”

Will nodded. “He did. I understand. What do you suggest?”

“I’ll offer you a fifty-fifty split on whatever I can sell them for once the thaw comes. I’ll handle all the prep work between now and then, so the pelts will be ready the moment a buyer shows interest. I might even put them up for auction. That way, we both have skin in the game. Yes, you’ll need to wait a couple of months for your money, but it’s the best chance for both of us to see a strong profit.”

Will frowned. “We did all the hunting, paid for the setup and skinning, and risked our lives. You know it. We get sixty-five, you get thirty-five.”

The older man shook his head. “No can do. Each pelt takes hours of preparation and requires costly chemicals. Fifty-five percent is the best I can offer. Keep in mind, I’m expecting at least eight silvers apiece if the pelts are in the condition you claim. A single arrow hole actually makes them more valuable than usual. At that rate five hundred sixty-eight silvers gross you’ll clear three hundred twelve silvers.”

Will glanced at his partners. Lexi’s eyes went wide at the figure, while Jess gave only a small, thoughtful nod.

“You have yourself a deal,” Will said at last, extending his hand. “Where do you want them unloaded?”

“I’ll open the side gate. Bring the wagon around back.”

On the way to the stables, Lexi whispered, “We only paid those three boys a silver each for three days’ work, and the cow cost two silvers. That means we’ll each walk away with over a hundred silvers!”

Will chuckled. “Not exactly. We used a lot of expensive poison, and I bought all those extra arrows. Still, yeah we’re talking a lot of money.”


Chapter 23

The town was snowed in once again. After the trio finished the breakfast Will had prepared, he leaned back in his chair and declared: “Today, I’m claiming my winnings from our bet a few weeks ago. You’ll each do as you’re told—until I say it’s time for sleep.”

Lexi blew a raspberry but nodded in agreement.

“Just remember, if I don’t appreciate your demands, I have ways of getting my revenge,” Jess warned with a glare.

Will waved her off. “I’m going to wash the dishes. Each of you is to go to your room and stay there. I’ll visit you shortly with further instructions.”

Jess grumbled but complied. Lexi only furrowed her brow before slipping into her room.

After finishing the dishes, Will rummaged through a box of his belongings in the corner of the sitting room. He pulled out two small cases and a pair of vials, then paused. Which lover should he visit first? In the end, it didn’t matter. Since Lexi’s room was closer, he went there.

“Come here,” he said. “Bend over the bed as if I were taking you from behind.”

Lexi hesitated only briefly before obeying.

Will lifted the hem of her robe, unsurprised to find she wore nothing beneath. He set the items on the nightstand, opened one of the boxes, and carefully prepared what he had chosen. With a touch of oil, he pressed the cool object gently against her anus, circling to ease the sensation.

She squirmed. “What are you doing? That tickles.”

“I’m preparing you,” Will murmured. “The oil has a mild numbing effect that will fade soon.”

Lexi drew in a sharp breath as the object slid into place. After a moment, her body adjusted.

“It’s secure,” Will explained. “You’ll leave it in until I say otherwise. And you won’t mention this to Jess. Otherwise, you’re free to do whatever you like until I come with your next instructions.”

“Hmm, I thought for sure you were going to come in here and have me get down on my knees to suck you off.”

“Nah, we’ve done that already. This is something different.”

Will repeated the procedure with Jess, who grumbled instead of asking questions.

After an hour, they all ended up in the sitting room reading. Eventually, Will instructed Jess to return to her room. She pouted but complied, and he followed close behind.

“Don’t be like that. This is as much for you as it is for me. How can we know what we’ll enjoy unless we experiment? Sometimes just experimenting is fun in itself. You liked watching me with Lexi, didn’t you?”

Jess crossed her arms. “Look, I’ve tried it before, and I didn’t care for it. Since I agreed to the stupid bet, I’ll let you have your fun—just know I’d rather not.”

“That’s fair. But tell me were you prepared, or did he just shove it in?”

“We were drunk. I think I got him hard, and then… he just did it.”

“Well, this will be different. If you still don’t like it, I promise never to ask again. And I’ll make it up to you.”

Will touched her cheek gently. “If you don’t want this, I won’t push you. I only want you to enjoy our time together.”

Jess’s expression softened. “The only reason I’m going through with this is because I know you’re not the type to ignore how I feel.”

Will stepped closer and kissed her tenderly, wrapping an arm around her waist. She melted into the kiss, and as it deepened, he loosened the tie on his robe, then hers. Their skin pressed together, warmth meeting warmth, desire rising.

His lips traced the curve of her neck, down to her chest, where he lingered. She leaned back, giving herself over to him. The room filled with quiet sighs as his touch grew more intimate, and soon she was trembling beneath his attention.

Jess’s breathing quickened; her hands tangled in his hair, urging him closer. Moments later, her body arched and she cried out, shuddering with release.

“Hopefully, you’re more relaxed now.”

“I’m always relaxed when you make me cum,” Jess replied with a smile.

Will slipped out of his robe, stood, and extended a hand to help Jess rise. She let hers fall away, turned toward the bed, and bent forward.

He dripped a few drops from the second vial onto his cock, then removed the toy from her anus, leaving her partially relaxed. Slowly, he pressed himself in until he met resistance.

“I knew that was coming, but it’s still a surprise to feel you there.”

“Mhmm. Let’s see how you feel about it in a few minutes. Now finger your clit.”

Reaching around her chest, Will cupped her breast and began to fondle it. Carefully, he stroked in and out, never forcing against the tightness. Gradually, her body yielded, and he pushed deeper, repeating the motion. Soon his hips pressed against Jess’ firm backside, and he paused, savoring the new sensation different from the silky warmth of her sex or the wet suction of her mouth. Then he began to thrust rhythmically.

Jess’ breath grew sharp. Her muscles tightened around him so fiercely he couldn’t withdraw. When they finally released, he resumed stroking until the pressure built and he burst inside her. He continued moving until her own orgasm rippled through her, leaving her trembling. Jess collapsed onto the bed, his cock slipping free as their mingled fluids spilled onto the floor.

Spent but smiling, she turned toward him, semen trailing down her thigh, and kissed him deeply.

“Why didn’t we do this sooner?” she murmured between kisses. “That was amazing.”

“Preparation and technique make all the difference. As for why not sooner I only got the toys on the last wagon train before the snow.”

Hours later, the only thing that finally pulled them apart was the need to eat lunch.

Once they were fed, Will turned to Lexi and suggested they go to her room. He repeated everything he had done earlier that morning to make the experience enjoyable. While Lexi had been eager to begin, her response afterward was less enthusiastic.

“That was fun, but I like vaginal a lot better. I wouldn’t mind doing that again from time to time. It felt kind of dirty, and that made it thrilling in a way. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I know exactly what you mean. I get the same feeling with anal sex.”

“So you’ve done this before?”

“I had an interesting relationship with an older woman back in Cut Off. She liked young men and was both sensual and experimental. We tried all sorts of things on the nights I spent with her especially when we were snowed in. She taught me how to please a woman, and I’d like to think you’ve benefited from that,” Will replied with a smile, caught between the memory of those nights with the widow and his experiences with Lexi and Jess since then.

“Let’s clean up. I want you in me the normal way this time.”

“I’m far from done with you.”

A couple of hours later, Will left Lexi curled up under the covers, relaxed and dozing contentedly.

Few jobs of interest came in during the rest of the winter, so Will spent mornings—when the snow let up working with Kyle in the guild hall’s craft room producing poisons. They avoided running out of supplies only because the frequent blizzards slowed consumption. Lexi studied surveying and mapping materials, while Jess often took walks around town or along the river. After Will’s brewing sessions, the trio had lunch together, then trained to maintain their strength, stamina, and skills.

On blizzard days, Will and the women enjoyed the warmth of the Fox and Hounds’ well-heated rooms, along with the time they spent in bed together. The three of them slept in the same bed every night, finding comfort in their closeness. Will usually woke to a leg draped over his thighs and their heads resting on his chest. What more could a man ask for?


Epilogue




On a weekend halfway through winter at the Portsmouth estate of a mage family, in the capital, a maid peeked into the young woman’s sitting room and announced, “Elaine, your parents wish to see you in your father’s office immediately.”




“Thank you, Frances.”




Since the office door stood open, Elaine did not bother to knock and simply entered. Her mother looked up at once and said, “Please close the door and have a seat, Elaine.”




A moment later, her father raised his eyes from his papers.




“I had a productive conversation with the head of the Barwick family,” he began. “His son and heir lost his wife and child in childbirth a year ago. To fulfill the conditions of his grandfather’s will, he must remarry and father two legitimate children before his thirtieth birthday, which is just over two years away. I have arranged for you to marry him this spring.”




Shock spread across Elaine’s face. “Father, you told me I wouldn’t need to marry until I had completed my education to be a fully qualified mage. I’m only in my second year at Portsmouth Mage College.”




“That was before this opportunity came up. You won’t need to be a qualified mage once you marry into the Barwick family. You’ll be a mother and have a household to manage.”




“But I want to be a mage, someday maybe I’ll want to be a mother but not now.”




“Someday you might not have such an opportunity. The Barwicks are the third richest family in the kingdom and if they continue the pace they’re on they’ll be the second richest by the time you’ve had your second child. You’ll never need to be a mage, your bloodline alone makes you valuable to them for the children you’ll bear.”




Elaine’s eyes flashed and her expression showed determination, “Let me put it another way; I don’t want to marry right now, let alone a man I’ve never met. I want to continue my education and become a mage because I find magic fascinating.”




Her father’s voice rose and sharpened. “This isn’t about what you want, it’s about what is best for you and for this family.”




Realizing that her father wasn’t going change his position based on her desires Elaine grasped at the only idea she could think of to avoid being married off against her will. “It’s my understanding that kingdom law requires that both parties to a marriage be at least 18. You must have forgotten that I won’t even turn 17 until late summer.”




“You’re both right and wrong. I didn’t forget and while there is a prohibition on marriage until 18 that only holds if the young person hasn’t been emancipated. I’ve already started the process and it will be completed in a few days making you eligible to marry.”




Reeling from her father’s intransigence Elaine appealed to her mother, “I’ve never met this Barwick fellow, I don’t even know what he looks like.”




“He looks like a prosperous merchant.”




“So you mean fat and balding.”




Her mother thought for a moment and then nodded confirmation.




“Oh, my stars! Is there nothing I can say to dissuade you from forcing me to marry this man?”




The only response was blank stares from both her parents.




Elaine stormed out of the office and returned to her room then called her maid, Mitzi, to join her. They had plans to make.




Knowing that twenty year old Mitzi had no intention of working for her family for the rest of her life Elaine offered her a deal. “I am willing to pay you a severance of one hundred silvers on the condition that you give me back fifty and assist me in acquiring a disguise. I will provide you with a document showing that I paid you so that when my parents investigate the missing funds you will be able to prove it wasn’t stolen. Are you willing to help me?”




“Even fifty silvers is more than I’d make in five years. Of course, I’ll take your deal.”




“Good. Then let’s discuss a disguise.”




“You’ll never pass as a boy with your big tits.”




Elaine recognized that however crass dear Mitzi’s description of her chest was it was true and was in fact something of an identifiable feature on someone of her small stature.




“We can’t dye your hair since it’s black, and a blonde wig won’t work with your dark eyebrows. The best I can think of is to dress you like a woman from my neighborhood braid your hair like you’re married, pad your stomach so you look pregnant, and find shoes that make you look taller. You’re so small that even a couple of inches will change how people see you.”




Elaine used her rarely touched allowance to fund the disguise, while Mitzi stored all but one of recently purchased working class dresses at her mother’s house. The night after Elaine’s emancipation papers were finalized, she paid Mitzi, who quietly returned half the money as a gift. Together, the women slipped out of the house carrying two bags: one with Elaine’s emancipation documents, underclothes, and a few simple dresses, and another with her spell theory and magic notebooks.




They hurried to Mitzi’s mother’s house, where they shared a bed for the night. In the morning, Elaine put on her disguise: the padded belly that made her look five or six months pregnant, and the boots that added nearly three inches to her height. She hoped her uneven gait would be blamed on the supposed pregnancy rather than her struggle with the unfamiliar footwear. The other plain working-class clothes Mitzi had gathered for her were packed into a third bag.




After a hearty breakfast, Mitzi walked Elaine toward the town center, where various kinds of transport could be arranged. She left her there, so that if questioned, she could truthfully say she didn’t know where Elaine had gone or how she was traveling.




Once Mitzi was out of sight, Elaine turned toward the river and secured passage upstream on the next departing boat.




For weeks Elaine traveled north without a destination then she heard that settlers were being recruited for a new town beyond the current northern border. In addition rumors circulated that the end goal was to reach an ancient city at the foot of the mountains. Intrigued she decided to head to the town reputed to be the jump off point. She was confident that she could hide amongst the people there until pursuers had given up.




With a clear destination in mind Elaine was willing to accept lesser accommodations in her traveling arrangements to speed arrival. Her father would have certainly sent men after her and she had no intention of making it easy for them to find her. Regardless of speed though she still switched from boat to wagon caravan every week or so hoping to camouflage her trail. With each change of method of travel she also switched disguises alternating dress, hairstyle, and whether or not she wore the padding to appear pregnant and of course never giving the same name twice.




Once the river became too shallow for anything but fishing boats the snow was beginning to thaw and she learned that first wagon train to her destination, a town by the quaint name of Green Rock, was preparing to leave the next morning. Elaine made arrangements to have her bags loaded in a wagon but had to walk as all seating had already been purchased.




On arriving in Green Rock she was exhausted but still thrilled to have evaded pursuit. After spending a night at an inn and having a good breakfast Elaine recognized she needed to find a way to earn a living quickly as the funds she had left Portsmouth with were depleted. To complicate matters she’d had to find a job while remaining unremarkable to the locals. That thought gave her pause as she realized she really had no 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 walk through the town she noted a few posters advertising job openings, one in particular was oddly alluring. Finding the Adventurers’ Guild Hall wasn’t difficult as it was near the north end of the main road. Upon entering she found it was just as she’d hoped, full of the sort of ruffians that her parents would never think to search among.


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. 




I have a favor to ask. Please leave a review of each book you read even just clicking the 5 star icon is great. Even better if you can think of a few nice things to say and write them. Remember that more reviews means more readers and more readers means I can continue to write what you enjoyed.




You can look for the status of the latest project in my facebook group page.  www.facebook.com/groups/2702151579982703/




There are a couple of communities where you can find similar stories. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/permalink/2312587808824685/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/
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