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				Chapter One
			

			
				Five years into the apocalypse and I still couldn’t get over the changes to the weather, still two days before Halloween and already the mountain had been dusted with snow. Our boots crunched in it, grit and ice, birch and maple tree branches heavy with it beyond the bluff. It was just after noon, likely the warmest the day was going to get, and the chill already had fangs. 
			

			
				 Even so, I was drenched in sweat. Learning new magic was like starting a new workout routine. There were kinks in my muscles and a stitch in my gut but I pushed through it as best as I could. I had to, since Cecilia seemed to enjoy chucking fireballs at me. 
			

			
				 “The trick with speed-boosting spells is not falling victim to your own senses,” the High Elf said as she charged another volley on her enchanted staff, the fiery red gemstone glowing at the tip. 
			

			
				 “It makes me dizzy,” I groaned, rubbing my temples, trying to power through the nausea. “The way everything slows down keeps turning my stomach. I feel like I’m surfing on waves that are hardly moving.”
			

			
				 “The world isn’t slowing down,” Cecilia corrected me. “You’re just speeding up.”
			

			
				 “But it feels like I’m moving at the same speed,” I pressed. 
			

			
				 In the last two weeks, I’d gotten fairly proficient with portal magic. I was still a long way from mastering it, but I could reliably open portals at greater and greater distances – usually a mile or two – without breaking a sweat. With all my progression casting portal spells coming along smoothly, I decided to stretch my magic muscles with the alteration school. 
			

			
				 Cecilia was no master mage, but she’d been casting spells for her entire life, enough to serve as something of a teacher for me. My encyclopedic spell book was great – providing incantations and descriptions for magical effects – but having Cecilia coach me provided some extra context. 
			

			
				 “It’s all part of getting into a groove with alteration,” Cecilia pressed. “Mind over matter, Bobby. Have you ever been on a boat in choppy water?”
			

			
				 Another wave of nausea rolled through my gut. I bent over, hands on my knees, trying to settle my stomach. “When I was younger, out fishing with my dad, yeah.”
			

			
				 “You get seasick standing on the deck focusing on the waves tossing the boat,” Cecilia said. “But if you plant your feet and try to focus on a single point, eventually your body compensates and your senses even out.”
			

			
				 My stomach lurched. I held up one hand. “No more seasickness references,” I groaned. “It’s really not helping.”
			

			
				 Cecilia grinned, her platinum, almond-shaped eyes shimmering as she laughed. She popped and spun her staff, slashing and chopping and twirling in fluid motions before thrusting the fiery gemstone toward me. 
			

			
				 “Well this next fireball isn’t going to help either so you better get it together!” she said. 
			

			
				 “No fair!” I shouted, reflexively pivoting to the side as I repeated the spell’s incantation to myself. 
			

			
				 The dense, cryptic words danced off my lips swiftly. I felt that familiar buzzing – like there was a fly stuck in my skull – and the spell effects rippled through my body. Half a heartbeat passed and the world seemed to go still. The wind – blustery a moment ago – became a gentle, chilly stillness. 
			

			
				 My feet felt heavy in my boots. I looked to the right and saw a gnat, frozen in place mere inches from my face. Cecilia stood fifty feet away, her silver-shadow enchanted elven weave robe caught mid-dance around her body in a still-frame shot, and the fireball blazed from the staff’s gemstone. 
			

			
				 Though the world had all but gone still, the fireball most certainly hadn’t. There was a flash, a crackle, and the magic surged toward me. While it moved at only half the speed as it would have normally, the fireball still tested my reflexes. 
			

			
				 I dodged to the left, swinging my machete in a defensive arc. The molten bullet met gray carbon steel and ricocheted at a sharp angle, creating a black burn mark when it struck the rock wall thirty yards behind me. 
			

			
				 However, we’d been training for an hour and my endurance began to wane. A moment after I deflected the fireball, I lost my focus, weakening the spell. A shot of pure dizziness sank into my skull as the world returned to its normal pace. 
			

			
				 “Great!” Cecilia clapped. “You were moving like Keanu in The Matrix, I swear to God!”
			

			
				 I would have thanked her for the compliment, but our hour-long training session had wreaked havoc on my stomach. I could only describe the sensation as being fall-down drunk while riding a high-speed rollercoaster over and over again, ceaseless loop-de-loops and sharp vertical drops. I promptly turned, bent over, and lost my lunch. 
			

			
				 By then, Cecilia had worked up a sweat herself. Though she dialed back the damage on the fireballs from her staff, they were still plenty hot. She peeled off her elven weave robe and set it aside. Beneath, she wore a tight white undershirt stained with sweat and dirt and dark green camo pants, tight at her thighs, the gap between her shirt and her belt showing a golden sliver of her abdomen. 
			

			
				 She set her staff down into the grit and brushed her hands through her green-black hair and tied it into a messy ponytail, the sweat slick on her golden skin. As I wiped the spittle from my lips, she came up next to me, laying one comforting hand on my back. 
			

			
				 “I know it’s tough,” she said gently, “but Bobby, you’re doing incredibly well.”
			

			
				 “I don’t think a master mage would puke his guts up after casting a few speed-boost spells,” I laughed bitterly, still bent over, not quite sure if my stomach was done acting up. 
			

			
				 “Your magical endurance is off the charts,” she countered. “I’ve been casting spells my whole life and I get winded after just a few incantations. You’ve been casting spells for weeks and you can go hard for an hour, sometimes more.”
			

			
				 She inched closer to me. Through my sweat-soaked T-shirt, I felt her fingertips resting on my back, along my spine just beneath my shoulder blades. I caught her scent, a sweet smell mixed with sweat and the earthy musk of her boots and the old mud-splatter stains on her camo pants. 
			

			
				 I shifted my eyes toward her, glimpsing her pointed ears, her pouty golden lips, her platinum eyes with their bright blue irises. Not for the first time, I recalled our kiss, our intimacy, the heat of her body beneath mine. 
			

			
				 My stomach settled, I stood up straight. Silence fell over the bluff save for the wind whistling down the sheer rock wall. Ceclia’s fingertips remained on my back, pressing through my shirt, onto my sweaty skin. 
			

			
				 A bead of sweat formed at her brow then ran down her golden cheek, down her neck, and vanished beneath her shirt. I grit my teeth, wondering how she’d react if I slipped an arm around her, my fingers pressing against the bare golden sliver of her abdomen. 
			

			
				 But then Kiernan called out from the trees, fifty yards out from the clearing around the bluff. “Caught us some critters!” she hollered, her slight Texas twang echoing off the rock wall.  The dark-haired, bespectacled former ballerina held up the day’s catch, three plump rabbits she caught on the snare traps she set up around the woods. 
			

			
				 The moment Kiernan appeared in the distance, Cecilia promptly spun away from me, yanking her hand from my back like she’d been too close to an open flame. The smile dropped from her golden lips and she retrieved her elven weave robe, slipping it over her undershirt and pulling it closed. She cleared her throat, eyes averted to the ground. 
			

			
				 “Good training session,” she said quietly. “Before you know it, you’ll be coaching me, Rookie Mage.”
			

			
				 Kiernan tramped over to us, the rabbits bound together by their rear haunches, slung over her shoulder. Kiernan kept her rifle on her back, her silver longsword on her hip, and wore her mismatched light armor – boiled leather and light chain mail and copper plates – but kept her bug-like helmet under her arm. She grinned, the freckles dancing on her cheeks, her smoky chestnut eyes brimming with satisfaction. 
			

			
				 “It’s not that I don’t find these little bunnies cuter than all heck, but my gosh I love coming home with fresh meat,” Kiernan said proudly. “So, how’d the day’s training go? Is our Rookie Mage ready to become a master wizard yet, Cecilia?”
 Cecilia cleared her throat, eyes still on the dirt. She responded with a half-hearted smirk. “Someday soon,” she answered, her tone polite but terse. “I guess we should be heading back now, huh?”
			

			
				 Kiernan shot me a look, raising her eyebrow. 
			

			
				 I shrugged. 
			

			
				 Her eyes still averted, Cecilia didn’t catch the silent interaction. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, time for us to get back,” I said. “By now, Morgan’s probably got something delicious roasting over the cookfire.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 We hoofed it back to the house. I didn’t like opening portals unnecessarily in any area where we either hunted or set snare traps. Recently, I noticed that the portals gave off a very faint, somewhat ozone-type smell. Whenever I opened a portal around our farm animals, it would send them into a tizzy. Once, Inky – our big breeding bull – almost leapt over the fence when I opened a portal close to his grazing pen. The chickens didn’t like to smell the portals, either. It caused them to panic and thrash around the coop, once even trampling a smaller chicken to death. With four hungry mouths living in the house now, I didn’t want to risk driving off any game. 
			

			
				 We tramped up the hunting trails. It wasn’t a bad hike, but it was taxing. All the sharp hills were tough to climb in the best weather and the snow and ice didn’t make it any easier. 
			

			
				 The wind kicked up enough that Kiernan and I got the shivers, but Cecilia was fine in her elven weave robe. The enchanted garb kept her warm in any weather, along with boosting her magical abilities. 
			

			
				 She walked a few feet ahead of me and Kiernan, as usual. Cecilia had been doing that a lot since she moved in with us, keeping her distance, remaining somewhat apart. 
			

			
				 When Keirnan noticed Cecilia pulling further ahead, she called out to her. “Hey Elfy,” Keirnan said, using her playful nickname for Cecilia. “Are you enjoying this mountain weather or do you miss the temps down in the Bayou?”
			

			
				 Cecilia looked back, offering a smile. “It takes some getting used to,” she said. “No heat, no humidity, no big fat mosquitos sucking your blood.” She paused to sidestep a particularly icy patch. “Then again, the Bayou doesn’t try breaking your ankles with ice and snow.”
			

			
				 “When I first moved out to Chicago, I really missed the Texas heat,” Kiernan said. “But then October and November rolled in and I got my first real taste of autumn.”
			

			
				 This comment got Cecilia smiling again. “Ah, I love autumn,” she said. “Though to be fair, the weather down in Louisiana doesn’t change much from one season to the next. It’s always a little hot, a little sticky.”
			

			
				 “Why do you prefer autumn, then?” I asked. 
			

			
				 Her smile faded a little, turning a shade melancholy. “It’s the autumn holidays I like,” she said. She sighed and her smile faded a little more. “Or, I should say, I used to like the autumn holidays, back when holidays existed.”
			

			
				 Kiernan and I exchanged glances. 
			

			
				 “Thanksgiving was one of my favorite holidays,” Kiernan said. 
			

			
				 “Thanksgiving is nice,” Cecilia said. She threw her head back, stray locks of her green hair flying, and looked toward the sky with nostalgia in her platinum eyes. “But Halloween was always my favorite. It’s a big deal down in New Orleans, you know. The Krewe of Boo parade down in the Quarter. The Endless Night Vampire Ball at the House of Blues.” She took a deep breath through her nostrils, as if she expected to breathe in the thick, soupy New Orleans air. “All those old cemeteries with creepy mausoleums and tombstones…” She shrugged and her smile vanished. “Anyway, that’s all gone now.”
			

			
				 “It doesn’t have to be,” Kiernan said softly, but by then Cecilia had already yanked up the hood of her cloak. She picked up her pace, hurrying up the hill, putting that much more distance between us. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 We came out through the trees – birches and spruces, pines and maples, all the branches dusted white with snow or dripping with half-thawed ice – and saw gray wisps of smoke rising from the cookfire out back. 
			

			
				 I smelled the crackling, skillet-cooked beef from a hundred yards out. Morgan had really come into her own when it came to cooking. In the last week or so, her inner culinary instincts began to shine, whether she was cooking up cuts of beef or venison, rabbit or chicken or even squirrel, which turned out to be surprisingly palatable when treated with the right spices. 
			

			
				 She set aside vegetable portions daily. Her long-lost skills as a mixologist were coming back, as well, a callback to those long, lonely days she spent in that Nebraska mall, hunkered down and mixing herself fruity drinks each night. 
			

			
				 We found her hard at work, tossing soy and teriyaki sauce into the skillet – both sauces kept fresh down in the basement, along with the other non-perishables we kept down there – that was crackling with lean beef strips and chopped vegetables. 
			

			
				 Morgan was lost in her work, her golden hair tied into a tight bun, her sun-kissed tan deliciously bronzed thanks to her weekly sessions up in her private bedroom with her tanning lamps to keep that California beach bunny complexion she lost after the world ended. 
			

			
				 With the heat from the fire, she’d discarded her bulky coat, stripped down to a plaid flannel tied off at the waist, showing off her flat stomach and that eye-catching jade stone piercing in her belly button. 
			

			
				 With Cecilia trotting so much farther ahead, Morgan spotted her first. “Hey Elfy,” Morgan grinned, adopting Kiernan’s nickname for the High Elf. “I don’t know how they make stir-fry down in New Orleans but I’ve got something good cooking up right –”
			

			
				 “Smells great,” Cecilia said politely enough, then jerked her thumb toward the house. “Sorry, my dogs are barking. If I don’t ditch these boots soon my feet might fall off.”
			

			
				 “Oh, okay. Dinner should be ready soon,” Morgan said, though by then Cecilia was already heading inside. 
			

			
				 I slipped up behind Morgan, wrapping my arms around her waist and planting a kiss on her cheek. She giggled, looked back at me, and gave me a quick peck on the lips. 
			

			
				 “You ready for your big day tomorrow?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She winked and poked me in the chest. “More than ready,” she said. “Kiernan is as good a teacher with a hunting rifle as she is with a sword.”
			

			
				 I rolled my eyes jokingly. “Aw c’mon, I’m a better shot than her any day of the week,” I chuckled. 
			

			
				 “That’ll be the day, city boy,” Kiernan said as she strutted past, her prize catches still slung over her shoulder. “Morgan, check this out. Rabbit stew is on the menu again.”
			

			
				 Morgan clapped her hands, a gleeful smile on her lips. “Nice big fat ones, too!” she said, admiring the rabbits. “You keep catching game at this rate, Kiernan, and we’re going to run out of room down in the freezer.”
			

			
				 “Good thing we all have big appetites, then,” Kiernan grinned. “Anyway, I’m going to clean these critters and put them on ice for now.”
			

			
				 “Leave them on top of the other meats,” Morgan counseled. “The rabbit meat holds up better when it’s not getting squished by a goddamn metric ton of frozen beef and venison.”
			

			
				 While a ‘metric ton’ was a big exaggeration, Morgan had a point. Between our farm animals, my hunting, and Kiernan’s trapping, we were building up an impressive supply of good protein. 
			

			
				 Still, I wouldn’t be satisfied until I had our freezers close to bursting, which was why I was taking Morgan out on her first hunt tomorrow morning. 
			

			
				 I tightened my arms around her waist, leaned in, and gave her another kiss, this one on the neck. Morgan responded with a throaty purr and leaned back against me as the stir fry continued to crackle at a low simmer. 
			

			
				 I cupped her abdomen in my hands, brushing my fingers across the jade stone in her belly button, circling my forefinger around it, quietly excited as I probed the firmness of her abs. The heat of her body seemed to cancel out the cookfire, though we were standing just two or three feet away from the crackling flames.
			

			
				 “We’ll get an early start tomorrow morning,” I said. “Once Kiernan and Cecilia get settled in the farmhouse, me and you will cut through the fields then head into the woods.”
			

			
				 My long-term goal of utilizing the farmland down off Route 447 in Wooddale was getting realer by the day. With some hard work and planning, we’d for sure have some crops going in those old fields by springtime. 
			

			
				 The farmhouse itself would be important, too. Both roomy and cozy, rustic but resplendent, the farmhouse was going to serve as our backup base. With her carpentry and woodworking skills, Keirnan was eager to make some basic repairs for a start. By the time winter was in full swing, we planned to have the farmhouse fortified and secure. I was even scouting locations around the farm to put up my patented warning system against portal openings. 
			

			
				 It would be a lot of work, but it was going to be worth it. The farmland would bolster our food supply once we got the crops going. Having a fallback position in the off chance we had problems in the mountain house was critical. And beyond all that, it would simply be cool to have a second home, a scenic little getaway for whenever the mountain house got tiresome. 
			

			
				 Morgan giggled and began tugging at my waist, pulling at my belt. Her right hand slipped up my shirt, tickling her fingernails across my abdomen, her touch getting lower and lower by the second. 
			

			
				 “You just can’t wait to get me in that sleeping bag with you, that’s all,” Morgan purred as she lightly scraped her fingernails across my lower abdomen.
			

			
				 Kiernan poked her head out of the barn, smirking. She hadn’t quite gotten started with cleaning her catches yet, which I knew mostly because her hands weren’t covered in blood. 
			

			
				 She’d ditched her light armor, though. She wore a tight short-sleeve T-shirt, exposing almost right up to her shoulders. The shirt came down a hair above her belly button, revealing a glimpse of her lightly freckled, exquisitely toned belly. Despite the chill, she’d only been wearing a skimpy pair of cutoff denim shorts beneath her armor, giving me an eyeful of her athletic legs, her calf muscles accentuated by her heavy boots, by her thick, white tube socks scrunched above her ankles. 
			

			
				 Grinning, she popped off her reading glasses and hooked them onto her shirt. Just as she stepped out of the barn, the sun cracked through the clouds, giving her pale skin a golden tint as she joined us by the fire. 
			

			
				 “You two are the worst,” Kiernan said softly as she slid up next to us, one hand on Morgan’s shoulder, the other at the small of my back, lightly massaging me. 
			

			
				 “What the hell did we do?” Morgan countered with a grin. 
			

			
				 “I’m trying to get to work cleaning these effing rabbits but you guys are out here pawing at each other,” Kiernan said, leaning in closer, her lips brushing against Morgan’s cheek. “It’s incredibly distracting. And as if that all weren’t bad enough, now you poopheads are talking about sneaking into a sleeping bag together.”
			

			
				 Morgan giggled. “I thought I was whispering.”
			

			
				 “Anyway, you can’t expect me to work under these conditions,” Kiernan said quietly, the grin melting from her lips as she gently kissed Morgan on the throat. Morgan’s body tensed in my arms. Kiernan’s lips smacked against Morgan’s throat then Kiernan turned that smoky gaze toward me, her hand slipping further down my back, toward the base of my spine. “Bobby, do you think there’s room in that sleeping bag for the three of us?”
			

			
				 I gave a performative sigh then inched closer to Kiernan, though I still held Morgan in my arms. “It would be a tight squeeze but I think we could manage it,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 Kiernan giggled quietly then pressed her lips against mine. Her mouth, as always, was soft and pink and delicate, smooth and pleasant. I shifted my grip, sliding one arm around Kiernan, pulling her into our embrace. 
			

			
				 At the rate we were going, the stir fry would have ended up burning on the skillet…until Cecilia came walking around out back again. 
			

			
				 “Hey Bobby, for our next training session, what do you think if we focused less on alteration magic and tried –”
			

			
				 Cecilia saw the three of us together, wrapped up in one another, and the golden hue faded slightly from her face, as close as the gold-skinned High Elf could come to going ghostly white. 
			

			
				 “Sorry guys,” Cecilia muttered. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”
			

			
				 “Wait, Cecilia, it’s fine,” I started to say, but once again, Cecilia was gone before I could finish. 
			

			
				 I sighed as she rushed back into the house, quietly releasing my grip on Morgan and Kiernan.
			

			
				 “It’s just as well,” Morgan said, with a tone halfway between disappointment and sadness. “This stir fry is getting a little too well done, anyway.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 Morgan and I set out early the next morning, just after dawn, biking our way down from the mountain toward Wooddale. 
			

			
				 Traveling via portal was tempting, but I held off. Unlike the mountain house, situated on a rough, hilly landscape with natural barriers aplenty, the farmhouse lay on a fairly even expanse, fewer hills, more open fields. 
			

			
				 More room for monsters to come moseying by, basically. I couldn’t forget our first trip to the farmhouse, when a whole griffin flock took us off guard, springing into the air behind the cover of the overgrown fields. 
			

			
				 Still, we weren’t planning on biking the entire way. We only had to get close enough that I could get one of my drones within recon range. 
			

			
				 There was a sharp chill in the air, hardening the frost crusted across the hunting trails, then the blacktop beyond. Morgan and I rode carefully, no need to rush, keeping a keen eye on our surroundings the farther we got from the mountain. 
			

			
				 “Have you been intimate with Cecilia?” Morgan asked flatly. There was no judgmental tone in her voice, no anger or jealousy, just simple curiosity. 
			

			
				 For any other man, having your significant other ask such a question about another woman would have meant trouble. Not me, though. 
			

			
				 Pedaling along, I shook my head. “Not since that one time,” I said, referring to our single encounter, when Cecilia and I had to take certain drastic measures so that she could cast a spell on me that would camouflage my magical signature. 
			

			
				 “Really, just the once?” she asked. 
			

			
				 Yes, just the once. Don’t get me wrong, I would have loved to get up close and personal with Cecilia again, but it just hadn’t happened. Any time we got close – physically close, I mean – Cecilia found some reason to pull away from me, especially if Morgan or Kiernan were around.
			

			
				 “I don’t think she likes me in that way,” I finally answered. 
			

			
				 Morgan snorted with laughter. “Oh, that couldn’t be further from the truth,” Morgan said. “She’s smitten with you, Bobby.”
			

			
				 “You think?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “It’s obvious,” she answered. “I mean, you spent all those years pouring concrete. Maybe you got some concrete dust in your brain. You must, if you can’t see how much she’s into you.”
			

			
				 I had noticed certain looks Cecilia gave me, certain quiet moments when she’d find a reason to touch me, either putting a comforting hand on me, or strategically brushing herself up against me. But if she really wanted me, why hadn’t we gotten together again?
			

			
				 “I don’t know, Morgan,” I said.  “Sometimes I get the feeling that Cecilia’s thinking about leaving.”
			

			
				 It was just about two weeks ago when Cecilia first arrived. At the time, the tensions between her, Morgan, and Kiernan had been simmering. It had even come close to an outright fistfight. 
			

			
				 That was why I couldn’t help but smile when Morgan said, “We should figure out a way to make her more comfortable.” She looked off into the trees, the rising sun filtering through the snow-covered branches. “I like having her around.”
			

			
				 Eventually, we pedaled far enough that I could deploy the drone. We parked our bikes and I pulled out the drone case, unpacking the bug-like DJI Mini-3 along with the controller. It was a newer drone, the same model I liked, using it to replace the other Mini-3 drone that I’d lost during the griffin attack. I fired up the drone then tested the 4k camera attached to its belly.
			

			
				 The camera feed came up clear and crisp on the small monitor built into the controller. I hit the switch and the drone took flight, buzzing with a low hum, though even that quiet noise quickly faded as the drone shot up over the tree tops. 
			

			
				 I navigated the drone in tight circular patterns, scanning not just the road but the countryside and the trees until I was satisfied no enemies were in the area. I took it slow and easy, easing the drone toward the farmhouse. 
			

			
				 Once there, I let it hover over the property, looking closely for signs of hostiles. I’d attached a speaker to this new drone – just like the last one – and hit the speaker switch, letting a long, loud shrieking SQUEAL blare. 
			

			
				 Unlike last time, no griffin flocks emerged from the overgrowth. No sign of enemies at all, actually. 
			

			
				 “So far, so good,” I said to Morgan. “Let’s portal the rest of the way and get a closer look. Once we know we’re good to go, I’ll open another portal and bring Cecilia and Kiernan over.”
			

			
				 Morgan gave me a mock salute. “Copy that, Rookie Mage,” she giggled. “Now let’s hurry up, I’m eager to get my very first hunt underway.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 We got our gear together in the farmhouse then I opened a portal back to the mountain house. Cecilia and Kiernan were ready and waiting, lumber and tools at hand. Morgan and I helped them get their materials just outside the front porch. 
			

			
				 For now, Kiernan was focused on safety and security, rather than aesthetics. The first order of business was getting some plywood and planks up on the first-floor windows, plus a fresh dead bolt for the front door. 
			

			
				 “We’ll see how it goes, but I might want to add an extendable ladder from one of the upper floors,” Kiernan said. “You know, just to have an extra exit point in the off chance we get swarmed by some extra-dimensional buggers.”
			

			
				 Cecilia stood nearby, slightly off to the side. Already, she looked distant. Friendly, polite, sure, but distant. 
			

			
				 “I’m sure your telekinesis spells will come in handy during all this construction,” I said. 
			

			
				 She flashed me a smile…or, she did when Morgan and Kiernan weren’t paying attention. The moment they turned toward her, Cecilia’s smile dropped. 
			

			
				 “Whatever I can do to help,” Cecilia said. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 We were traveling light for Morgan’s first hunt. Two backpacks, enough food and water for the two of us, plus weapons and ammo. I kept my machete on my belt, plus a bottle of holy water. Both Morgan and I had a Browning X-Bolt Pro for the hunt – I got her the exact same model I preferred, since it worked so well for beginners – plus Morgan had her shotgun, just in case we had a close encounter with some critter. 
			

			
				 To save on packing space, I only brought one sleeping bag…large enough for the two of us if we really squeezed ourselves inside, but I couldn’t lie, that was my plan all along. 
			

			
				 A hunt in the cold could be rough going, but there was no reason that it had to be completely unpleasant, after all. 
			

			
				 Morgan and I each had a radio on the same frequency. Kiernan and Cecilia both had one, as well, just in case we needed to keep in touch in an emergency. 
			

			
				 Loaded and ready, we tramped through the eastern fields, toward the forest. Like the rest of the farmland, this was overgrown and wild after years of neglect, but when we were roughly two hundred yards from the farmhouse, we stumbled onto something I hadn’t noticed before. 
			

			
				 “Well look at that,” I laughed. “I guess this place used to do good business at Halloween, back before the world ended.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, no shit,” Morgan chuckled. 
			

			
				 Though overgrown with vines and weeds, there was no mistaking the old pumpkin patch at the far edge of the farmland. The pumpkins had grown out of control, of course, wild and rough and misshapen – no more cultivars to keep that supermarket-fresh look, I supposed – but there were a few that looked plump and ripe. 
			

			
				 “Hmm,” I said, scratching my chin. 
			

			
				 “What’s up?” Morgan asked. “You in the mood for apple pie or something, Bobby?”
			

			
				 “I was just remembering something,” I said, a nugget of an idea forming in the back of my mind. “Yesterday, Cecilia mentioned how much she missed celebrating Halloween.”
			

			
				 Morgan grinned. “Makes sense, I guess. Halloween’s a big deal down in New Orleans. Or it was, I should say.”
			

			
				 “I’ll tell you what, when this hunt’s over, we’re going to throw Cecilia a little party,” I said. 
			

			
				 “A Halloween party, you mean?” 
			

			
				 “We could head into town,” I said. “There’s a Halloween Adventure outlet. Lord knows the college crowd loved having costume parties at the frat houses.”
			

			
				 “Costumes, candy, and carving pumpkins,” Morgan laughed. “Cecilia will love it.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 We hiked about five miles through the woods, mostly birch and spruce trees, and though the forest was relatively flat – especially compared to the mountain – the melting ice and slush bogged us down. The mud was a greedy thing, sucking on our boots with every step, like it was trying to pull them off. 
			

			
				 Despite the slogging terrain, I knew the woods well so we made good time. There was a stream just over five miles in that I knew about. Back at the beginning of the end of the world – before I taught myself how to grow crops and tend animals – I did a lot of fishing out here. Once I set myself up in the mountains, I rarely fished, other than for relaxation or when I simply wanted some variety when it came to dinner. 
			

			
				 We made camp a half-mile from the stream, keeping low in a clearing between a spruce grove. Working swiftly, not wanting to lose much daylight, we unrolled the sleeping bag then secured our foodstuffs over a tree branch using some rope, a nifty safety measure to keep the raccoons from nosing through our meals.
			

			
				 I threw up our camping tent, which took me about an hour. This was no rinky dink tent. I found it in the hunting store in town, a big four-person canvas tent, the priciest one on the shelf. It was like a miniature cabin, with a large zippered door and a buckled weather flap, even a stove jack (though we hadn’t brought one, content to simply make a small fire). I framed it with stakes and ropes then pulled up the canvas and smoothed out the floor, a sturdy waterproof shelter-lite vinyl. It was hard to believe but when it was packed away, rolled up and secured, the whole thing only weighed about three pounds, easily stowed in a backpack.
			

			
				 I cracked my knuckles, smiling at a job well done. “There, it’s as close to a penthouse as we’re going to get out here.”
			

			
				 “As long as the sleeping bag fits in there, I’ll be happy,” Morgan snickered.
			

			
				 “Oh, it’ll fit,” I said with a wink. 
			

			
				 As I finished up, Morgan was relacing her boots. She shrugged off her green camo hunting parka while she stretched. My eyes were drawn to her jet-black Under Amour ColdGear leggings, warm and insulated, the polyester-nylon composite material so tight it was practically painted onto her. 
			

			
				 She bent forward, touching her toes. I licked my lips as I stole a peek, catching the faint outline of the thong she wore beneath it, the string tucked neatly in the ravine between her cheeks. 
			

			
				 Grimacing with the movement, breathing sharply, she dropped a little more, her fingertips grazing the toes of her boots. Her legs grew taut, her muscles tensing. The firm shape of her toned thighs flexed against the leggings, along with her calves, and the matching long-sleeve ColdGear top rode up past her hips, exposing her butterscotch back, the smooth expanse at the base of her spine.
			

			
				 Beneath the wordmark Under Armour logo on the waist of her leggings, the hints of her angelic white thong crept up, soft cotton lace drawing tight against her skin. 
			

			
				 She popped back up, standing with her back straight, then flipped her blonde hair forward, catching it in her hands then folding it back, deftly tying it into a tight, businesslike ponytail. 
			

			
				 As the hints of her thong slipped back down beneath her leggings and the top crept back down to conceal her bare waist, Morgan cast a smile back at me, catching me staring, red-handed. 
			

			
				 “Don’t get any naughty ideas just yet, Bobby,” she giggled. “Remember that we came out here to bag a buck or two, not knock boots.”
			

			
				 “Right, of course,” I smiled. I shouldered my Browning rifle and joined her, then gestured forward, through the spruce trees. From here, we could make out the silver-blue ribbon of the stream, a little less than half a mile ahead. “I’ll head west about a hundred yards then cut toward the stream. You do the same to the east. When I used to fish out here, I’d see deer drinking at the stream all the time. With a little luck and some nice vantage points in the trees, one of us is bound to get lucky.”
			

			
				 She grinned as she slung her rifle onto her back. She looked back over her shoulder, toward the sleeping bag. “And if we don’t get lucky today,” she said, rolling her tongue across her teeth, “then we can definitely get lucky tonight.”
			

			
				 “We could always test out that sleeping bag right now,” I smirked. “Make sure there’s room for both of us.”
			

			
				 Morgan stepped forward, right up in front of me. Her blue eyes shimmered as she grabbed at my waist, taking hold of my belt. My cock immediately stiffened. She inched a little closer, brushing her lips against mine, and for one glorious second, I thought we really were getting into that sleeping bag. 
			

			
				 Then she giggled, released my belt, and gave me a soft, playful clap on the cheek. “Ten dollars says I hit a deer before you do,” she said. 
			

			
				 I chuckled. “Are you just trying to make me so horny that I’m too distracted to shoot?”
			

			
				 She shrugged, patted me on the cheek again, then giggled as she headed east. 
			

			
				 “Have fun up in your tree, Rookie Mage,” she laughed. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 For the next nine hours I sat in the Y-shaped fork of two branches up in a birch tree. I nibbled on some dried venison jerky, took slugs from my water canteen, periodically scanning the stream from west to east, then east to west. 
			

			
				 The morning bled into the afternoon. Soon enough, afternoon faded into early dusk. A strange, unsettling feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. 
			

			
				 I didn’t catch sight of a single deer. Not a buck tramping past or a doe peering out from the trees or even a fawn, wobbling out on unsteady legs to slake its thirst at the stream. Somehow, the lack of even one deer left me feeling uneasy. 
			

			
				 Back during my fishing days, it was rare to sit by this stream for more than a few hours without seeing at least one deer. I’m not even saying that the deer in question would be close enough for a good rifle shot, but I’d at least see one or two trotting past, if not around the water, then definitely the treeline. 
			

			
				 Not today, though.
			

			
				 No deer. Come to think of it, I hadn’t spotted anything else, either. No squirrels, no field mice. Christ, though I couldn’t be sure, I didn’t recall spotting any birds, either. 
			

			
				 Strange, yes, but then again, I hadn’t come fishing down by this stream for years now. Maybe the vanishing caused some long-term disruption in the local ecosystem that I hadn’t noticed. I mean, it was only the end of October and there was already snow on the ground, maybe it messed with migration habits or something, too. 
			

			
				 Despite all the quiet stillness – no movement save for the gently rippling stream, no sound except for the water, lapping quietly – something continued to unnerve me. 
			

			
				 I stared out over the stream, the muddy banks. I looked out over the trees, into the trees, and suddenly a very specific, very sharp feeling struck me. 
			

			
				 I think something might be watching me.
			

			
				 Yeah, whatever. There could have been plenty of things keeping watch. 
			

			
				 Rodents. Birds. Bugs, even. 
			

			
				 Maybe a deer, well-concealed, cautiously – and silently – regarding me from the shadows, watching me through the gap between two wide bushes, the branches heavy with melting snow. 
			

			
				 Except that’s not what you mean at all. We’re not talking forest dwellers, bro. Or, at least, we’re not talking forest dwellers from this side of the portal.
			

			
				 A chill ran down my back. With an unfocused gaze, I stared out through the trees then absentmindedly reached for my Browning rifle, the unshakable feeling that I was being watched permeating through my every nerve. 
			

			
				 The Browning tight in my grip, I glared out into the trees – the once snow-covered branches weeping now, snow-sweat slopping down to the forest floor – my finger hovering cautiously just beyond the trigger guard as I watched…
			

			
				 “Psst,” came Morgan’s voice, twenty feet beneath the Y-shaped fork of the branches where I sat. 
			

			
				 Rocked out of my daze, I lowered my rifle then looked down at her. “Hey, not much luck today, huh?”
			

			
				 “Not so much for me, but for a second there it looked like you were getting ready to take a shot,” Morgan said. 
			

			
				 I laughed and slung the rifle over my shoulder. “Nah, it was just my mind playing tricks on me,” I said. “What do you say we head back for some dinner?”
			

			
				 Morgan grinned, tapping the wind-up watch on her wrist. “That’s why I’m here, Rookie Mage,” she laughed. “Sitting up in some wet tree branch for nine-plus hours really gives you an appetite.” She stopped, shrugged, and sighed. “Well, I didn’t shoot anything…but neither did you,” she said with a sharp grin. “The bet’s still on for tomorrow morning, Rookie Mage. First one to pop Bambi gets ten bucks!”
			

			
				 I looped over one branch, grabbed hold of one below, then swung myself down into the wet leaves, loose pine needles, and the grass poking out among the muck. Quickly, I thrust out one hand, poking Morgan in the belly with one extended forefinger. 
			

			
				 “Tomorrow morning, we’re on,” I said. “But yeah, dinner sounds excellent right about now.”
			

			
				 She grabbed my hand then turned on a dime, pulling me along as she made her way back to our campsite. “And maybe, after dinner, once the sun goes down…” she paused then smiled back at me. “Maybe then your luck might change, Rookie Mage.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Back at camp, while we still had plenty of daylight remaining, I cracked open the spell book – “A COMPLETE GUIDE TO SPELLCASTING FOR ALL MAGES, APPRENTICES TO MASTERS” – and quickly flipped to the bookmarked page, about midway through the tome, under the spell list for illusion magic.
			

			
				 Being out in the woods like this, we’d need a fire if we wanted to stay comfortable tonight. Yet, I wasn’t about to draw any attention to ourselves out here. You never knew what might have been lurking in the dark. 
			

			
				 Morgan shifted nervously from one foot to the other. “Maybe we should just camp in the dark,” she said. “Why risk it?”
			

			
				 “I’ve cast the spell plenty of times,” I assured her. “I wouldn’t trust it if I hadn’t.”
			

			
				 Despite all she survived – being holed up in that Nebraska mall for over a year with an undead horde at her doorstep – and being no slouch in combat, Morgan could still get nervous easily. I didn’t mind it at all. I found it cute, actually. 
			

			
				 Holding the book open with one hand, I pulled her close with the other, slipping my hand up beneath her parka, my fingers glancing a sliver of bare flesh at her hip. “Do you really think I’d take an unnecessary risk out here?” I asked, leaning closer. 
			

			
				 She sighed, laughing, her nervousness dissipating. “I guess not.”
			

			
				 “Alright, now watch this.”
			

			
				 I walked in a big square around our campsite, encompassing both our tent and the area where I was going to make our campfire. Reciting the cryptic incantations, I felt that familiar buzzing in my skull as I cast the spell, the words spilling quietly from my lips. 
			

			
				 I took one lap, then another, before reciting the last incantation. Then, a green shimmer appeared in a square-shaped flash – precisely where I walked as I recited the incantations – and just like that, our concealment spell was in place.
			

			
				 Morgan stood in front of the tent, fumbling her thumbs. “Did…did it work?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “Step right over here and I’ll show you,” I said, offering her my hand. 
			

			
				 She took it and I led her outside the square’s invisible perimeter. We stepped ten paces away from the campsite. 
			

			
				 “Alright, turn around,” I told her. 
			

			
				 Morgan did an about-face then yelped happily. “Oh shit, it did work!”
			

			
				 There was no sign of our camp, even right up close to it. From here – just beyond the rim of the concealment spell’s perimeter – you couldn’t see our tent or our supplies, only trees and bushes and melting snow. It was the perfect camouflage. 
			

			
				 Still, she was unsure. 
			

			
				 “What about when we light the fire, though?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “Stay right here while we test it out,” I told her, then headed back into the square. As the campsite reappeared before me, I turned back to Morgan’s direction. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, I can’t see you now,” she laughed. 
			

			
				 “Well, can you see this?” 
			

			
				 I pulled an old folded-up newspaper from my pack. I held it out, sparked a lighter, and set the tip ablaze. As the fire crackled on the rumpled old pages, I held the makeshift torch over my head. 
			

			
				 The fire cracked louder and smoke wafted into the air. I waited. 
			

			
				 “Can I see what?” Morgan asked after a moment.
			

			
				 “Come back toward the tent,” I said. 
			

			
				 She started forward a few feet then crossed the invisible perimeter. When she saw the fire burning in my fist, her eyes lit up. 
			

			
				 “Alright, I’m convinced,” Morgan laughed. “Your spell works perfectly, Rookie Mage.”
			

			
				 I shrugged, grinning, then doused the newspaper with my water bottle, snuffing out the fire. “We’ll be safe tonight, trust me,” I said. “We’ll almost be as comfortable as we are back home.”
			

			
				 Morgan regarded me with quiet admiration, her lips folding back into a sharper smile, hints of her teeth showing inside her grin.
			

			
				 Once, twice, her eyes shot toward our sleeping bag, waiting for us just inside the canvas tent. 
			

			
				 I cocked an eyebrow, dirty thoughts swirling in my head. “What, are you ready to get to bed already?” I asked. “Because I’m ready if you’re ready.”
			

			
				 “Dinner first,” she laughed. “That is, if you can manage to wait that long.”
			

			
				 I grumbled playfully. “Damn it, I wish there was a spell for that.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 Back at camp, I fixed us a small fire and opened a few MREs. As the sun slowly descended, the air only got colder, but we were snug and warm cozying up to one another by the crackling flames. 
			

			
				 The tent sat just behind us, a safe distance from the flames, even though the canvas material was specialized and fire-resistant. I kept glancing back at the tent, at the zippered door hanging open. The dancing flames and shifting shadows fell over that big sleeping bag, awaiting us inside the tent.
			

			
				 With Morgan leaning against me, the two of us chatting and laughing, with the fire’s glow warm in my face, that unnerving feeling I experienced back at the stream just seemed foolish. 
			

			
				 True, it was somewhat strange not seeing any deer – or any other animals, for that matter – for the entire time I sat in the birch tree, especially compared to the lush, populous animal life I was accustomed to seeing back during my old fishing trips. However, just because I hadn’t spotted any wildlife didn’t mean there was no wildlife. 
			

			
				 Strange as it seemed, it was possible that there’d been deer and squirrels and raccoons aplenty, but I just hadn’t seen them. Besides, this was big country up here, sprawling and wide open; would it really be so unlikely that hours could pass without an animal happening past?
			

			
				 I didn’t think it was, at least I didn’t now, in the comforting warmth of the fire. 
			

			
				 As for the sensation that something had been watching me? Just an overactive imagination on my part. You spend nine hours cramped up in the branches of a tree in the middle of nowhere, I supposed it was only natural for your mind to start wandering. 
			

			
				 Morgan nudged me in the ribs, setting the empty MRE tray aside. “You in the mood for a treat now?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I laughed then eyed up the sleeping bag. “Give me a half hour to digest dinner and we can hop right in,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Not that kind of treat,” she grinned, then reached into her pack. She pulled out a bag of marshmallows, a chocolate bar, and some graham crackers. “It’s all a little stale, but I think it’ll all hold up once we get it over the fire.”
			

			
				 “S’mores,” I laughed. “God, I haven’t had one of those in…” I paused, thinking it over. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever had a s’more at all.”
			

			
				 She shot me a playful, exaggerated frown. “What kind of awful childhood did you have, Bobby?” she giggled. 
			

			
				 “I had a great childhood, thank you very much,” I countered, nudging her back. “I was just a city kid, that’s all. The only s’mores I saw were the Pop-Tart variety.”
			

			
				 “You’re a goddamn philistine,” she said. She produced two long, sharp sticks, both thin enough to spear a s’more without damage. She thrust one into my lap then smushed together some chocolate, some marshmallows, and sandwiched them between two graham crackers. She handed the concoction to me. “Do you know what to do next, or do you need some help?”
			

			
				 I smiled. “I think I can figure it out,” I said. 
			

			
				 Carefully, I thrust the stick through the uncooked s’more and held it over the fire. Morgan did the same. The glow from the fire made the shadows dance and the warmth nipped at our faces as the s’mores melted in the flames. 
			

			
				 “Let it get a tiny char on it,” Morgan suggested. “Letting it burn a little makes it taste better, I think.”
			

			
				 Just looking at the gooey treat made me regret not having tried one earlier in life. When I finally took a bite, that regret doubled. “Good God, this is delicious,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Wipe your mouth off,” she giggled. “It’s covered in melted chocolate.”
			

			
				 “Is it that bad?” 
			

			
				 “You’re a literal mess,” she laughed. 
			

			
				 “C’mere and give me a kiss,” I said, then leaned in, smacking my lips sloppily. 
			

			
				 “Eww no way!” she cackled, pushing me backward, evading my chocolate-smeared kiss. She yanked a towel out of her pack and thrust it into my face, wiping the mess away. Once it was gone, she grabbed me by the collar. 
			

			
				 “Better,” she said, the fire dancing in her eyes. She yanked me close. “Now let’s see about that kiss.”
			

			
				 I pressed my mouth to hers for a long kiss, our lips parting, the subtle hints of chocolate and sugar passing back and forth. 
			

			
				 When we broke our kiss, Morgan rested against me once more, her legs splayed out before the flames, warming her feet by the fire. “That was a really good idea,” she said. “What you said earlier, about throwing a Halloween party for Cecilia.”
			

			
				 “Right?” I said. “I think she’ll enjoy it. She’s been having a little trouble adjusting to living with us, I think.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, I know,” she agreed. “It makes me worried sometimes. Like one morning we’re going to wake up and realize she snuck off in the night.”
			

			
				 I stared ahead, into the fire. I’d been fearing the exact same thing, though I hadn’t admitted it to myself yet. 
			

			
				 “I really like Elfy,” Morgan smiled. “I mean, I absolutely hated her guts when we first met, but that’s beside the point. I like her confidence. Shit, I even like that cocky attitude she gets sometimes, even though it made me hate her at first.” She shrugged. “I just like the way our little household is coming together. Thinking that it might change somehow just scares me, that’s all.”
			

			
				 I finished my s’more, wiped my lips, then held her tight. Hearing her talk about Cecilia this way just made me fall in love with Morgan that much harder. The compassion she had, the concern she felt…it all just reminded me why I fell in love with Morgan in the first place. 
			

			
				 “We’ll make her feel more at home,” I assured Morgan. “I’m sure she just needs some more time. Maybe throwing her a little party will help speed things along some.”
			

			
				 “It is very adorable that you came up with that idea,” Morgan said. “You’ve always got us in mind, Bobby.”
			

			
				 She grew quiet for a moment. I looked down at her, the golden flames reflected in her bright blue eyes. I knew what she was thinking about. 
			

			
				 She was thinking about all that time she wasted with her shithead ex-boyfriend, the asshole who left her stranded and alone in that goddamn shopping mall that very nearly became her tomb. 
			

			
				 Morgan rested her right hand on my leg. Within moments, it was moving to my inner thigh. 
			

			
				 “I’m so glad you opened that portal,” Morgan whispered. 
			

			
				 Her hand continued along my thigh. Soon, she felt the stiffness growing in my jeans. 
			

			
				 “You saved my life,” she added quietly. 
			

			
				 “No,” I corrected her. “You saved my life. I didn’t know it, but I was quietly going crazy, stuck up in these mountains all alone. That wasn’t a life.” I held her tighter, squeezing her. “This is life, right here.”
			

			
				 Morgan ran her fingers across the bulge in my pants. I winced quietly, my bones aching with lust. She brushed her thumb up along the length of my zipper teeth then toyed with the brass slider, giving it a tug or two. 
			

			
				 She looked up at me, tilting her face back, bathing it in shifting shades of light and darkness as the fire burned. 
			

			
				 “Can I ask you a favor?” she whispered. 
			

			
				 “Sure.”
			

			
				 She nodded toward the fire. “Is it okay if we keep the fire going, even while we’re in the tent?”
			

			
				 “Yeah, sure,” I said. “I was careful when I made it, I cleared away all the brush. That fire isn’t spreading anywhere.”
 “Good,” she said, resting against me, tugging a little more insistently at my zipper. “I don’t want to be in the dark. I want that fire to burn as long as possible.”
			

			
				 Smiling, I reached back, behind me, where I’d gathered some extra firewood. I tossed a few thick branches into the fire, enough fuel for at least another hour or two of firelight. 
			

			
				 “No darkness,” I whispered. I ran my hand up the back of her shirt. Morgan sighed pleasantly when she felt my touch upon her bare skin. 
			

			
				 “No darkness,” she echoed, then tugged at my zipper again. Giggling, she released the slider then gripped the bulge in my pants. “That sleeping bag sure looks inviting right about now.”
			

			
				 “It sure does,” I chuckled. 
			

			
				 “Well?” she asked, raising one golden eyebrow. “It’s probably a good time to see if we’re both going to fit in that thing.”
			

			
				 “You read my mind,” I grinned. 
			

			
				 We got up and headed into the tent as the fire crackled warm and secure behind us. 
			

			
				 And yeah, spoiler alert: We both managed to fit inside the sleeping bag. A little snug, yes…but that only made it that much better. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 With the tent flap open, we lay snugly in the sleeping bag, both of us naked. I held her from behind, her back against my chest, skin-on-skin, the night’s chill unable to touch the warmth of our bodies. 
			

			
				 Her hair fell down her bare shoulders, gold on butterscotch. I brushed it aside and kissed her throat gently, my hands exploring her. 
			

			
				 I had my right arm hooked around her, my palm against her breast, my forefinger and thumb teasingly pulling at her erect nipple, eliciting a quiet, trembling gasp from Morgan’s tender lips. 
			

			
				 I kissed sideways along her throat, to her shoulder, sucking gently on the bare flesh. She grew rigid against me when I slid my left hand down her bare waist, down to the meat of her hips. As I moved my hand over her thigh to the heat that lay between, she wiggled her ass back against me, her firm cheeks shifting against my erection, making it ache. 
			

			
				 I found her already wet, her furrow slick to the touch, the insides of her thighs already smeared and glistening. I ran my fingers down her freshly-shaved mound and delicately ran the tip of my middle finger around her sensitivity. 
			

			
				 Outside the tent, a fresh chill bit through the air. The heat of the fire gave chase. The sleeping bag left us exposed from our shoulders up, letting the frost nip at us, letting the fire’s heat bathe us intermittently. 
			

			
				 Still teasing her nub, I slipped another finger inside her and her body tensed in my grip, her ass cheeks moving rhythmically against my cock, eager and ready. 
			

			
				 I shifted my hips, getting a better angle, then I pressed myself against her entry. She clawed back at me, her fingernails digging into my bare hip, and whimpered softly as I teased my tip against her breach. 
			

			
				 “I want it,” she whispered. “Bobby, I want it…”
			

			
				 I pushed in, slow and steady, inch by inch. The petals of her sex spread for me, her wet walls parting just enough, tight around my girth, a sweet snug fit, as always. 
			

			
				 I gripped her waist tight, my fingers sinking into that butterscotch skin. My hips clapped against hers and I could feel her heartbeat reverberating through her shoulder blades. 
			

			
				 She panted as I rocked my hips back and forth. A fresh breeze chilled our shoulders and our faces but the heat trapped between us was inescapable. The sleeping bag was as snug around the two of us as her cunt was around my girth, and I couldn’t move an inch without pleasure, either hers or mine. 
			

			
				 We were willingly trapped together, close as close could be, our naked forms pressed tight against one another, our bodies wrapped in insulated, weatherproof layers of taffeta and ripstop, fleece and 800-fill down. The smooth inner lining of the bag swished and crinkled with every shifting, thrusting movement within.
			

			
				 Any way I shifted or turned, her body was there, the heat of it, the smoothness of it, and the hot aromatic bliss of her wetness just barely escaped the insulated bag, tickling my nostrils, heating my blood.
			

			
				 I worked myself in and out of her with renewed vigor, the wet claps of our rhythm muffled by the bag. I kept one gentle hand on her mound, teasing her constantly, circular movements around her clit that kept her breathing at a hitching respiration, the soothing, gasping chorus from her lips letting me know I was touching her just the way she wanted. 
			

			
				 Her body snapped taut, tight as a strained muscle, and an almost inaudible shriek escaped her as she came, the orgasm coming with a sudden explosiveness. Morgan’s toes twisted, her legs shook and kicked, straining against the bag’s inner lining. On the precipice of my own release, I pushed in harder, moaning as I kissed the base of her neck, the taste of lotion and faint sweat on her delicious skin.
			

			
				 Morgan knew I was about to cum, she seemed to sense it.
			

			
				Morgan cast a longing look over her shoulder, suddenly shaking her head. 
			

			
				 “No, not from behind,” she whispered. 
			

			
				 Yet when I tried to roll her onto her back, she stopped me, the firelight shining in her eyes overshadowed by the raw hunger in her ocean-blue gaze. 
			

			
				 “No, you lay back,” she told me pointedly, wiggling around, looking at me face-to-face, the sleeping bag snug around the sculpted shape of her tits. As she finished wiggling toward me, her torso shifted upward, just an inch or two. I glimpsed a pink nipple, a mouthwatering sight, but Morgan pushed me firmly onto my back before I could get my lips around it. 
			

			
				 “I’ve been dreaming of making you cum all day,” she whispered as she wiggled on top of me, causing her wet nook to brush against my cock, the sensation of her sweet slickness making me tingle down to my core. 
			

			
				 I reined myself back, tooth and claw, gritting my teeth and praying that I wouldn’t pop then and there, wasting my seed on the inside of her thigh. Every little motion was blissful, every inch of bare skin threatening to make me explode. 
			

			
				 I bit down hard on my bottom lip as she got me into her, her lips trembling silently as she settled herself, sliding down my girth until she had me down to my root. 
			

			
				 She held herself there, the alternating chill in the air and heat from the fire swirling around our faces and bare shoulders. I held her by the hips, then wrapped my arms around her tight, one hand on her ass and the other sliding up her spine. 
			

			
				 Morgan began grinding her hips, her wet breach rupturing once more, an aftershock orgasm following the first. Not content to merely let her ride me, I thrust up into her, meeting her rhythm, one two three FOUR pumps and the wet squelch of her sex rang in my ears, an exclamation point as I came. 
			

			
				 I caught her hair in my grip and pulled her face to mine, kissing her slavishly, tasting her mouth and the tremoring reverberation of her moans of pleasure as I thrust my hips up once more, emptying it all, driven by a singular need to fill her with every drop I could muster. 
			

			
				 Even after I finished, Morgan kept grinding against me, tightening her sex around me, her breath coming out irregular and panting, her tongue clicking quietly against the back of her teeth, the roof of her mouth, and I held onto to her hips, the gentle rhythm, as if Morgan’s every movement was like parasympathetic muscle memory.
			

			
				 We fell asleep together, her on top of me. Eventually the campfire died and the night grew colder and more bitter, yet with the heat between us, we didn’t notice, and neither of us stirred until dawn’s first light.
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Come morning we had breakfast with coffee warmed over the fire. The day wasn’t quite as cold, but still cold enough for our breath to frost. We finished the coffee and checked our gear then headed out, back toward the stream. 
			

			
				 No way we’d go two days straight without catching some poor critter looking to slake its thirst. Just like the day prior, Morgan cut east, I cut west. I even found the same birch tree. 
			

			
				 Up in my perch, I saw the elf almost immediately, though from my vantage point it looked more like a pulpy smear on the opposite side of the stream. I caught it through my scope, my stomach turning when I saw the remains. 
			

			
				 A Wood Elf, from the look of it. Its belly had been torn open, gutted. The blood was still fresh, oozing from the chasm. 
			

			
				 My adrenaline pumping, I reached for my radio and clicked the mic on. “Morgan, where are you?” 
			

			
				 During those few painful seconds it took Morgan to reply, I scoped the area, finger on the trigger, looking for whatever could have done that to the elf. 
			

			
				 “Just about to climb up into my tree, Bobby,” she answered, her voice crackling over the receiver. 
			

			
				 “Get up in the tree right now and stay there until I can reach you,” I said. “Morgan, do not get out of that tree until I’m there.”
			

			
				 I shimmied out of the birch tree and rushed east. I found Morgan’s tracks – the ground was soft with mud, so it was easy enough – and tracked her to a maple tree. She peered down from the branches, fear in her eyes, the color gone from her face. 
			

			
				 “Bobby, what is it?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I shook my head. “I have no idea,” I said, looking right to left, this way and that, my head on a swivel. “But there’s something out here, though. Something that’s really fucking mean.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 I approached the dead elf carefully, with Morgan watching my back, her shotgun locked and loaded. She grimaced when she saw the corpse, nearly puking in a bush a moment later. 
			

			
				 “God, what happened to it?” she asked.
			

			
				 I squatted next to the elf’s remains. A shiver went through me. “This thing died last night,” I said. 
			

			
				 “You’re sure?”
			

			
				 “I’d have seen the corpse yesterday if it’d been there,” I said. I couldn’t feel the chill in the air anymore. Sweat dotted my brow. “It had to have happened last night. The only thing is…”
			

			
				 We should have heard it. Though our campsite was a few hundred yards off, this country was quiet and empty enough that, if anything died such a violent end, we’d have heard it screaming. 
			

			
				 “Wolves, you think?” Morgan asked. 
			

			
				 I shook my head. “We would have heard them howling,” I said. “Hell, they know my scent too well by now. If any of the mountain wolves had been in the neighborhood, they’d have come sniffing around our camp for scraps. That would have been easier than a hunt.”
			

			
				 Yet right there, a few feet to the left, I finally noticed the most telling sign that the predator out in these woods was nothing close to a wolf. 
			

			
				 With all the blood, I hadn’t noticed the footprints. 
			

			
				 “Holy shit, that definitely wasn’t a wolf,” I said, gesturing to the prints, a wide four-toed divot in the muck nearly eight inches across. 
			

			
				 Morgan clutched her shotgun tight to her chest, her finger hovering near the trigger. She watched the trees with mounting fear in her eyes. 
			

			
				 Though now reduced to a meaty pulp, the Wood Elf had been armed and armored. It wore bone-mail, stitched together from God-knows-how-many creatures, though the bone armor had been cleaved into pieces. 
			

			
				 The elf died with a spear in its hand. Off to the side, I saw a broken longbow. I knelt down and pushed the elf’s corpse to the side by an inch or so. The arrow quiver was still on its back. 
			

			
				 “Something hunted the elf,” Morgan quipped fearfully. 
			

			
				 “Or maybe the elf was hunting something,” I said. “And maybe that something turned the tables on it. Not only did it turn the tables, but it killed the elf so fast the poor prick never even got a chance to scream.”
			

			
				 “I want to go home,” Morgan said. 
			

			
				 Yeah, me too. I just had to sit a moment and picture the farmhouse in my mind, then opening the portal would only – SHIT!
			

			
				 The farmhouse! Whatever had gotten the elf could have easily made it to the farmhouse overnight. Kiernan and Cecilia were both capable in a fight, but still…
			

			
				I yanked the radio off my belt and clicked the mic on. “Kiernan!” I shouted. “Cecilia! If one of you hear this, answer me!”
			

			
				 Cecilia’s voice came over the speaker a moment later, concerned but even-keeled. “Bobby, what’s up?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “There’s something in the woods,” I said. “Something big. Dunno what it is.”
			

			
				 “You guys okay?”
			

			
				 “Fine,” I said. “But listen, get inside the house and stay there. Check your weapons and keep an eye out.”
			

			
				 “Got it, see you soon.”
			

			
				 Morgan was fidgeting, nervous, terrified. “Our camp, our stuff…should we go back for it?”
			

			
				 “Forget the camp,” I said. “We’re getting out of here right now.”
			

			
				 I focused my willpower until it was as sharp as a razor’s edge, picturing the farmhouse in my mind’s eye. The incantations rolling quietly off my tongue, I thrust one hand out and opened the portal. 
			

			
				 “Through it, now!” I said, ushering Morgan across the threshold. 
			

			
				 I took one look behind me, making sure nothing was following us. And I didn’t see anything…at first.
			

			
				 There was a low-pitched grunt somewhere off to my left, through a maple tree patch. Branches cracked and there was a faint whistling amid leaves bursting off the trees and then I saw it, a long wooden shaft tipped with something gray and sharp, a sharpened stone almost like an arrowhead, but cruder, larger, and before I could react, the ragged spear plunged through the meat of my right thigh. 
			

			
				 There was a low crack, the spear punching through bone, and just like that, the bloody stone tip popped out the back of my thigh, ripping a hole through my pant leg, blood gushing soon thereafter. 
			

			
				 I fell forward, screaming as I swung my rifle in the Wood Elf’s direction, firing a single shot from the hip – which went wide – as I tumbled through the portal with a five-foot-long wooden spear lodged in my upper thigh. 
			

			
				 The pain was enormous. Blinding. Still, I had the sense to close the portal behind me. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 I was stuck between clarity and incoherence, pain-induced mania and lucidity. The world became a series of still-frame images, snapshots with bloody red edges. 
			

			
				 There I was, outside the farmhouse, that five-foot spear dripping and bloody in my thigh yet I moved like I wasn’t injured at all, driven by adrenaline and loving concern, a fierce need to protect. 
			

			
				 Cecilia and Kiernan, up on the porch, staring down in muted horror at my injury, trying to make sense of what they were seeing. 
			

			
				 At times, it seemed like Morgan was beside me, keeping me upright. Other times, it seemed like I was dragging her with me, like she was paralyzed with fear and wouldn’t have moved a muscle otherwise. 
			

			
				 Questions, what happened, who did this. 
			

			
				 No time for answers. 
			

			
				 Bobby, stop, we need to get that spear out, we need to get a tourniquet on your leg…
			

			
				 No time for that, either. There were elves, they were hunting, and something worse than elves, something big and carnivorous, silent and deadly. 
			

			
				 Shouting directions, trying to keep focused through the haze. Casting looks back toward the trees, expecting to see the predator, or at least a Wood Elf hunting party. 
			

			
				 Yes, there were five miles between the farmhouse and the campsite and that Wood Elf torn to ribbons but that predator moved silently, swiftly, and for all I knew more Wood Elves might have been about to spill out of the trees. 
			

			
				 Every time I put weight on my injured leg, the world turned red, like my eyes were filled with blood. 
			

			
				 Things got hazier and hazier then I went away for awhile. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Jump-cut, smash-cut, and the world returned, dimly lit but it was there, I was there, and I lay on the couch in our living room up in the mountain house. 
			

			
				 Blood everywhere. My jeans sheared off, revealing a puncture wound roughly the circumference of a golf ball in my upper right thigh. 
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan were tightening a belt around my leg, a few inches above the wound. The blood kept pumping out but not quite as fast, then I thought, with disturbing calm: How much blood have I lost?
			

			
				 I glanced at the floor, saw thick red puddles of oxygenated blood, fresh, warm. Mine.
			

			
				 Cecilia hung back, eyes closed, her lips moving silently, like she was in quiet meditation. Nodes of blue-white light danced at her fingertips.  
			

			
				 A healing spell, she’s about to cast a healing spell on me…
			

			
				 I took another look at my blood on the floor then began to have doubts about whether a healing spell would even do any good at this point. 
			

			
				 Then there were hands on my face, hands sticky with blood. 
			

			
				 Kiernan, tears streaming down her cheeks, her glasses askew. “Bobby, hey, just lay back, okay? You’re going to be fine, I promise…”
			

			
				 And though I was sure that Morgan, Kiernan, and Cecilia were doing everything in their power to help me, the naked fear in Kiernan’s voice was evidence enough that she was not, in fact, in any way confident that I would be fine. 
			

			
				 That was okay. 
			

			
				 I lay back as the world turned red again, my eyelids growing heavy.
			

			
				 Eventually, all that red turned to black. The pain grew more and more distant.
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I cracked my eyes open. It was dark. I was no longer on the couch, instead I was on a mattress on the living room floor. 
			

			
				 I waited for the pain. It was there, but not as intense. More of a persistent dull ache, with sharp flares when I tried to move my injured leg. 
			

			
				 Holding my breath, I felt my leg. It was bandaged. No blood.
			

			
				 How long have I been out? I wondered. 
			

			
				 I tried to prop myself up on my elbows, but even this slight motion proved to be too much for my raw injury. 
			

			
				 The pain came back in full force, driving me back down to the mattress. I might have screamed. Either way, Cecilia shot to my side, an electric lantern in her hand. 
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan were there, too. They’d been sleeping on the hardwood floor upon blankets and pillows, just now rousing from sleep. 
			

			
				 “You need to keep still, Bobby,” Cecilia whispered. “I cast a healing spell on your leg but you were very badly injured…” she went on, but I only caught bits and pieces. 
			

			
				 “…might have caught an artery…”
			

			
				 “…so much blood…”
			

			
				 “…probably a broken bone, too…”
			

			
				 I leaned back, my head on the pillow. Kiernan and Morgan joined Cecilia at my side. They were rubbing my brow, holding my hands. 
			

			
				 The world went dark again. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 After taking that spear through my thigh, I’d been in and out of consciousness for three days. Without an X-ray machine, Cecilia assumed the worst – figuring that, at least, I had a partially-severed artery, a fractured femur, significant blood loss (that part was obvious, I guess), and, as if all that weren’t enough, an infection. 
			

			
				 Right after the attack, when Morgan and I took my portal back to the farmhouse, we collected Cecilia and Kiernan then I immediately opened another portal back to the mountain house. 
			

			
				 This part, I didn’t remember at all. 
			

			
				 “We thought opening that second portal killed you,” Kiernan said. “You stepped through it, collapsed in the front yard, then closed the portal. After, you went limp. We couldn’t rouse you. Damn it, Bobby, we thought you were dead.”
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan consulted some wound care texts I’d liberated from the university library, doing some emergency interventions to keep me from bleeding out completely. 
			

			
				 Meanwhile, Cecilia sat in quiet meditation – as best as she could muster given the circumstances, anyway – and charged up the most powerful healing spells she knew. 
			

			
				 The thing was, healing spells – even the most powerful – weren’t an exact science. Healing magic also wasn’t a miracle cure, either. 
			

			
				 The spells definitely expedited the healing process, but for injuries as dire as mine, I still needed time to convalesce. 
			

			
				 They treated me with pain meds and antibiotics and anti-inflammatories. When they guessed I was healthy enough, they spoon-fed me some soup broth, just to get some nutrition in my belly. 
			

			
				 Apparently, I’d been somewhat communicative during this time, though I couldn’t recall it. 
			

			
				 I kept pressing them about the Wood Elves, about the predator in the woods by the farm. 
			

			
				 “We tried to calm you down,” Morgan said. “We tried to tell you that we had it under control, but it was like you couldn’t hear us.”
			

			
				 And indeed, they did have everything under control. 
			

			
				 Once the bleeding had stopped and my healing process was well underway, they worked in shifts. 
			

			
				 One of them was always at my side, just in case. 
			

			
				 Another would man the drones, making periodic sweeps through all four mountain quadrants, scanning for threats, Wood Elves or whatever else might have been out there prowling the woods. 
			

			
				 A third would do the cooking and cleaning. However, when it came to cooking, Cecilia would cast the same concealment spell I had on our campfire back in the woods. If there were Wood Elf hunting parties in the area – which they all agreed was most certainly the case – they didn’t want the fire, or even the smoke, drawing attention to the mountain. 
			

			
				 When it came time to tend to the animals, they went out two at a time, both fully armed, while a third remained by my side, keeping watch. 
			

			
				 At least twice a day – once in the morning and once in the evening – two of the ladies would arm themselves and do perimeter sweeps. Cecilia had the idea of going to the southernmost perimeter – the most likely area where a hostile creature might appear, given the terrain – and changing the frequency of the shotgun microphones in the area. 
			

			
				 Usually, I kept the microphones at a specific frequency to monitor for rogue portals opening, but given the circumstances, Cecilia felt it was more efficient to change the frequencies to normal levels. That way, they could keep an ear out for foot traffic. 
			

			
				 At night, they slept in shifts. At any given time, one of the ladies would be up, keeping one eye on me and continuing drone sweeps with night-vision filters. 
			

			
				 I had to say, the ladies moved like a well-oiled machine. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Six days post-injury and I was feeling a lot better, though still pretty damn sore. I was sitting on my mattress in the living room with my leg propped up on a pillow. The scar from the spear was gnarly, to say the least, and that ugly, raw pink flesh would remind me of the pain for the rest of my days. 
			

			
				 Cecilia, Morgan, and Kiernan had consulted the medical texts extensively. They concluded that I should probably keep off the leg for at least another few days. I had to agree. Now and then, my leg would feel numb. Often, the numbness would be interrupted by an intense itching feeling, likely my femur mending. 
			

			
				 Sometimes, though, the soreness would return, starting with a dull ache that would eventually turn sharp, a stabbing pain deep in my leg so intense that I actually agreed to swallow a few painkillers. 
			

			
				 I didn’t like the opiate glaze, though. It turned my thoughts to mush. The pain would relent, yeah, but the pills had this strange effect where I’d feel both drowsy but oddly restless. I hated it, basically, but it was the only way to manage the pain when it grew severe. 
			

			
				 This afternoon, the pain wasn’t too bad. I was reading the spell book and eating some cold beef jerky and sipping on a warm mug of coffee. I was hoping that the spell book would have some magic I could use to better monitor the area, maybe some sort of wide-range life-detection spell, but –
			

			
				 I felt eyes on me. I looked up, toward the kitchen doorway, and saw Kiernan, Cecilia, and Morgan watching me. 
			

			
				 “How are you feeling today, Rookie Mage?” Morgan asked with a sly smile on her lips. 
			

			
				 “Still sore, but not as bad as it’s been,” I answered as I bookmarked the page and set the book aside. 
			

			
				 I could tell that Cecilia, even with her golden High Elven features, was blushing quite intensely. She kept flashing her platinum eyes at me, then toward the floor, as if embarrassed. 
			

			
				 “What’s up with you, Elfy?” I smiled.
			

			
				 Her golden cheeks reddened further. Kiernan, standing to Cecilia’s left, poked her in the ribs. 
			

			
				 “Tell him, Elfy,” Kiernan said. 
			

			
				 “Shhh, shut it, Four-Eyes,” Cecilia giggled. 
			

			
				 “I really didn’t want her to hear about it,” Morgan insisted, though I still didn’t know what the hell they were going on about. 
			

			
				 However, I did recognize a shift in Cecilia’s posture, a certain softness in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. 
			

			
				 Simply put, she looked more comfortable. More at home. She didn’t have that distant air about her any longer, she didn’t give off that ‘get up and leave in the middle of the night’ kind of energy that had gotten me so worried before my injury. 
			

			
				 Cecilia stepped forward, almost bashfully, a sharp turn from her normal confident demeanor. “Do you remember what you said to me at the farmhouse?” she asked. “Right before you opened the portal to come back here?”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “I barely remember any of it,” I said. “Having a five-foot spear in your thigh tends to make you forgetful.”
			

			
				 “I didn’t think much of it at first,” Cecilia went on. “With you in such bad shape, I almost forgot you said it at all.”
			

			
				 I sat up a little straighter. “Well, what the hell did I say?” I laughed. 
			

			
				 Cecilia looked back at Morgan and Kiernan. Morgan urged her on. 
			

			
				 “C’mon, cat’s already out of the bag,” Morgan said. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, Elfy,” Kiernan added. 
			

			
				 “I hope I didn’t say anything too stupid,” I chimed in. 
			

			
				 Cecilia moved closer to the mattress, lingering just a few feet to the side. God, she looked so damn pretty when she was feeling bashful. The reddening hue in her gold cheeks, the deferential sheepishness in her platinum eyes, the way she nervously fiddled her hands at her chest…
			

			
				 Hard to believe she’s a battle-hardened mage, I thought with a smile. 
			

			
				 “Just before you opened the portal,” she went on, “you looked back at the other side of the farm, far off, something that I couldn’t see. Then you turned to me – your face was pale, covered in sweat, like you were about to pass out – and you said, ‘Cecilia, I’m so sorry that we can’t get your pumpkins.’”
			

			
				 Ah, damn! 
			

			
				 I’d forgotten all about the plan, snatching some choice pumpkins then heading to town for costumes so we could throw Cecilia a little Halloween party. 
			

			
				 Stuttering, I tried to think of a false explanation. Despite everything, maybe I could still swing a surprise party for Cecilia…
			

			
				 “I didn’t think anything of it,” Cecilia continued. “Then you were in a bad way. Between keeping an eye out for Wood Elves and tending to you, I forgot all about that pumpkin comment.” She looked back at Morgan, smirking. “Then this morning I remembered it at breakfast. I mentioned it to Morgan.”
			

			
				 I turned to Morgan. She thrust her hands in her pockets, shoulders shifting upward, a guilty look in her eye. 
			

			
				 “Damn it, you told her, didn’t you!” I laughed. 
			

			
				 “I just sort of blurted it out,” Morgan said, now blushing just as red as Cecilia. “What can I say? I’m bad at keeping secrets.”
			

			
				 Cecilia plopped down next to me on the mattress and threw her arms around me, grinning as she planted a kiss on my cheek. “You were going to throw me a Halloween party!” Cecilia squealed. “That’s, like, the cutest thing ever, Bobby.” 
			

			
				 Her sudden hug, that sudden kiss, it all made my thigh ache fiercely, but the truth was, I barely felt it. Her lips lingered on my cheek, her arms remained draped around my neck, and it occurred to me that this was the first time Cecilia had shown me any physical affection since we first made love. 
			

			
				 And it’s the first time she’s dared to get this close to me while Morgan and Kiernan were watching.
			

			
				 Then it hit me: Cecilia had been distant because she had felt out of place. She and I had sex, yes…but Morgan and Kiernan had been with me already, they obviously had feelings for me and I obviously reciprocated. 
			

			
				 No wonder Cecilia kept her distance. She was afraid of driving a wedge between us. 
			

			
				 I supposed it was only natural. Though it seemed like a lifetime ago, Kiernan had the same fear, when she first arrived, thinking that her presence would have driven me and Morgan apart. It took Kiernan some time to realize that wasn’t the case at all. 
			

			
				 Perhaps now, Cecilia was starting to come to the same understanding. 
			

			
				 “Well for the time being, I don’t think I’m healthy enough to open portals to go pumpkin picking,” I said with a laugh. “But yeah, otherwise I was planning on throwing you a party. It would have been fun to carve some pumpkins and grab some costumes from town.”
			

			
				 Cecilia, giggling happily, kissed me again, this time brushing her lips against my mouth. Not a long kiss by any means, but soft and sweet. She tightened her arms around me then looked me in the eyes. 
			

			
				 “The three of us decided that we don’t need pumpkins and proper costumes to have a Halloween party,” Cecilia said. 
			

			
				 I held her at the waist, each hand above her hip. I felt the warmth of her skin, the firm texture of her abdomen. With her arms wrapped tight around me, her firm breasts were pressed up against my shoulder, just the thinnest hints of cotton fabric separating her bare flesh from mine. 
			

			
				 “Wait a second, it sounds like you guys are planning something,” I said. 
			

			
				 Cecilia smirked and gave me one more kiss before pulling away, excitedly joining the others. “We might have something in mind,” she said. “We’ve got some work to do first. You just hang tight, Rookie Mage.”
			

			
				 Cecilia whispered something to Morgan. They giggled to one another as they slipped away together into the kitchen. 
			

			
				 Kiernan lingered a moment, then slid up to my side. “Me and Morgan have some ideas to help Cecilia feel more welcome in our little dynamic,” she whispered suggestively. 
			

			
				 The implication of her tone sent a sudden rush of blood to my cock…yet even that caused my thigh to ache anew. “I don’t know if I’m up to any…physical activity like that,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 Kiernan shot me a playful grin. “That’s fine, Bobby,” she said. “Me and Morgan figured as much.” She raised her dark eyebrows over the rims of her reading glasses, her pink lips in a sharp, sensual grin. “Tonight, we just want you to sit back and enjoy the show.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I was still sitting up on my mattress, a cup of steaming hot coffee in hand, smiling as I watched them get to work. 
			

			
				 Morgan whipped up a bootleg Halloween feast, shocking us all. Those long years she spent scrounging together meals from the mismatched scraps from the mall food court came in handy, to say the least. 
			

			
				 She rummaged through our piles of MREs, scanning the labels, until she found what she needed. 
			

			
				 “A neighbor of mine back in California served over in Iraq back in 2006 or so,” Morgan explained. “He said the most popular MREs came with little juice boxes of imitation apple cider…and it just so happens that you, Rookie Mage, scored the same brand!”
			

			
				 Using nothing more than choice selections from various MREs, Morgan came up with apple cider, imitation pumpkin pie, several handfuls of bite-sized candy bars which, critically, included more than a few pieces of caramel. 
			

			
				 “Now I gotta head outside real quick,” Morgan said, looking to Cecilia. “Elfy, grab a rifle and come watch my back.”
			

			
				 “We probably shouldn’t be going outside unless it’s completely necessary,” I grumbled. 
			

			
				 Morgan shot me a look, defiant and adorable. “It’ll become abundantly clear just how necessary this is, Rookie Mage, now shut your trap,” she giggled. She thrust one of the drone controllers into my lap. “Here, make a few laps around the southeastern quadrant to keep yourself busy.”
			

			
				 Laughing, I sat back, eyes on the camera monitor. As I navigated the drone over some spruce trees, Kiernan came stomping up from the basement. 
			

			
				 “Ah, dryer sheets!” she said, holding several handfuls of them, wispy and fresh-scented. 
			

			
				 “I didn’t even know we had those,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 “A whole box of them tumbled behind the dryer down in the basement,” she said. “Now I can decorate!”
			

			
				 “What are you using those for, anyway?” 
			

			
				 Kiernan winked at me and got to work. “You’ll see soon enough.”
			

			
				 While I scanned the rest of the southeastern quadrant for killer elves and massive predators, Kiernan sat cross-legged on the floor, whistling to herself as she gently pulled and tugged the old dyer sheets apart.
			

			
				 Ten minutes later, Morgan and Cecilia returned, giggling quietly to one another. I noticed Morgan had collected about a dozen apples in a big plastic bucket. She must have gotten them from that lone apple tree out past Inky’s corral. 
			

			
				 “Hey, what’re those for?” I called out after her. 
			

			
				 Morgan stuck her head into the living room, blew her tongue at me, then bounded off into the kitchen, laughing. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 In just under two hours, Kiernan covered half the living room in cobwebs. 
			

			
				 Or, I should say, imitation cobwebs she created by pensively pulling apart old dryer sheets then taping the wispy remnants to the walls. 
			

			
				 While I took over full surveillance duty from the comfort of my sick bed – with several drone controllers scattered on the mattress, the watchful eyes of their cameras perched mid-air over each quadrant – Kiernan then proceeded to make cutout pumpkins with orange construction paper, stacks upon stacks of them. 
			

			
				 She put a piece of tape on a larger one and smacked it against my forehead, making it stick to my brow. 
			

			
				 “You’ve got a real knack for arts and crafts,” I laughed. “I didn’t expect that from a deadly ninja-ballerina.”
			

			
				 She winked at me. “What can I say? I always got perfect grades in art class.”
			

			
				 Morgan and Cecilia were thumping around upstairs, shouting for lengths of fabric and sewing needles, scissors and stitches. 
			

			
				 I pulled the cardboard-cutout pumpkin off my brow and set it aside as Kiernan threw up the others, fastening them to the walls with tape. 
			

			
				 “Hey Four-Eyes!” Morgan said as she descended the stairs into the living room. Eagerly, I snapped my eyes in her direction, eager to see what the hell she’d been working on upstairs, but sadly, I didn’t get a peek at her DIY Halloween garb. She was obviously wearing something interesting, but she wrapped a bedsheet around her shoulders, draped down to her toes, completely covering herself. “Cecilia needs some arts-‘n-crafts help. Her getup is a little more involved than mine.”
 Kiernan popped up, grinning, those smoky chestnut eyes full of enthusiasm. “Great, I’m all done out here anyway,” she said. Kiernan shot me a smile as she started up the stairs. “The party’s about to kick off, Bobby. Try not to catch a spear in your other leg before we start.”
			

			
				 When Kiernan was gone, I caught the edge of Morgan’s bedsheet and gave it a tug. “Why don’t you give me a preview of what you’re wearing under this thing?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She tugged it back, yanking it from my hand, grinning. “Stay patient, Rookie Mage, we’re almost ready to rock your socks off.” 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 There were black sheets pulled over the windows, turning the living room dark. Morgan – still wrapped in that bedsheet – strategically placed flashlights and electric lanterns around the room, giving it a somewhat eerie glow. 
			

			
				 I sat on the mattress, periodically checking the drone monitors, as the party began. 
			

			
				 Cecilia and Kiernan came downstairs, both of them wrapped in bedsheets, just like Morgan. 
			

			
				 “Aw c’mon, let me see what you guys got under those sheets,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 Cecilia smirked and shook her head, then turned toward the kitchen. She closed her eyes for a moment, meditating quietly, whispering the incantations for a telekinesis spell. A moment later, our small feast came floating into the living room. 
			

			
				 A large platter hovered through the kitchen entryway, apple cider juice boxes perched on top, with little piles of bite-sized candy scattered throughout along with several servings of the MRE pumpkin pie. All we were missing was the whipped cream on top. 
			

			
				 Cecilia levitated the platter over to my bed, setting it down carefully on the mattress. Grinning, I tore open a bite-sized chocolate bar and popped it into my mouth, washing it down with a gulp of cider. 
			

			
				 But those weren’t the only snacks. Cecilia pressed on with her telekinesis, bringing a small fold-out table into the living room next, focusing more keenly, balancing the dozen freshly-made caramel candy-dipped apples Morgan had made in the kitchen. 
			

			
				 I laughed when I saw the treats, each candy-coated apple speared with a fork or butterknife. “Morgan, how long did it take you to melt all that caramel on the Bunson burner?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Long enough that you better enjoy each apple, Bobby,” she laughed from the kitchen. 
			

			
				 Once Cecilia had the snacks in place, she turned to Kiernan, both of them grinning. “Are we ready to do this?” Cecilia asked. 
			

			
				 “I just have to put my face on,” Kiernan giggled. “And my ears, I suppose…”
			

			
				 “Ears?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Shush,” Kiernan said, then ushered Cecilia into the kitchen. “Morgan, let’s get this party started!”
			

			
				 They joined Morgan in the kitchen then fell quiet. They whispered and giggled, shooting back and forth with hushed jokes and quiet laughter. I heard Kiernan say, “Where are the batteries for this effing radio?”
			

			
				 “Right here!” Morgan shot back. “Quiet down!”
			

			
				 “Are we ready?” Cecilia asked. 
			

			
				 “Ready!” Kiernan said. 
			

			
				 “Ready!” Morgan called back. 
			

			
				 Someone hit a button on our small portable stereo. A generic club beat crackled over the speakers. 
			

			
				 Morgan appeared in the doorway, still wearing her bedsheet, though now I noticed she had a bright red bandanna tied around her forehead. Her hair was messy, but fashionably so, every stray lock brushed into perfect disarray. Gorgeous, yes, but fixed in a way that made it look like she’d been hard at work. 
			

			
				 “In honor of the Rookie Mage,” Morgan announced, “I now present to our audience the first annual Post-Apocalypse Halloween Costume Runway Extravaganza!”
			

			
				 In a flash, she tossed her bedsheet aside, revealing the costume underneath. My jaw went slack and I almost choked on a mouthful of apple cider
			

			
				 Kiernan poked her head in from the kitchen, cupping her hands around her mouth, mimicking an announcer’s voice. 
			

			
				 “And up first we have Morgan dressed as a sexy farmer!” 
			

			
				 Morgan wore a black-and-red flannel shirt, unbuttoned but tied off midway down, just above her waist. Beneath, she wore neither an undershirt or a bra. The flannel was loose – though not so loose that I didn’t notice her hard nipples pressing against the plaid – and a strategic knot just tight enough to keep the open flaps of the flannel over her breasts. 
			

			
				 I imagined one strong gust of wind might blow that flannel right off her.
			

			
				 She stepped confidently into the living room, the butterscotch canyon of her breasts flanked by the red-black plaid checkerboard, the knot like a bow over her belly button and the jade stone piercing. 
			

			
				 Her ‘messy’ hair fell perfectly around her shoulders, falling into her face over the red bandanna. She strutted in front of my mattress, coming to a stop, slapping her hands to her bare hips. 
			

			
				 She wore low-rise cutoff denim shorts, painfully low on her hips. The denim pant legs had been freshly sheared away, the remnants folded back over Morgan’s thick, toned, buttery thighs. They reached up to the crests of her ass, showing off the vertical narrow inlet where her thighs met her ass cheeks. She did a one-eighty, spinning daintily despite the heavy scuffed workboots she wore. As she turned, I noticed the very purposeful slash across her backside, a rip in the denim let me glimpse a sinful sliver of her toned ass. 
			

			
				 The outfit was elegantly rustic, blue collar sexy, the denim shorts tight as sin, the flannel loose as a dream, the boots and her scrunched tube socks accentuating the gently toned muscles in her legs. 
			

			
				 I imagined that if I only tugged at that flannel knot – or slightly pulled on the top button of her denim shorts – the whole ensemble would come tumbling off her naked body.
			

			
				 Morgan grinned when she saw the look in my eyes. “And up next we have Kiernan, dressed as the sexiest little kitty cat in post-apocalyptic Northeastern Pennsylvania!”
			

			
				 Kiernan appeared in the entryway, the bedsheet still pulled tight up to her chin. She’d taken a black marker to her face, drawing a prominent dot on the tip of her nose then added three wiggly whiskers beyond her nostrils. She removed her glasses, revealing dark, prominent ‘cat eye’ angles around her eyes. She’d brushed her hair differently, I saw, brushing it perfectly straight but parted down the middle, so that her hair completely covered her ears. 
			

			
				 However, that only served to draw attention to the two perky cat ears fixed over her brow, sprouting from her dark hair. (The cat ears were just two triangular pieces of cardboard colored in with the same marker she used for her face, then glued to a black headband, but they did the trick all the same.)
			

			
				 “Meow,” Kiernan smirked as she tossed her bedsheet aside, revealing herself. 
			

			
				 She wore a black velvet cocktail dress, short-sleeves and low-cut at the chest. The velvet was skintight, not so much as a wrinkle or a rumple, abyssal black fabric contrasting against eggshell-white flesh.
			

			
				 The air-tight velvet accentuated Kiernan’s athletic dancer’s body, her tiny waist and toned ass, the tight angles of her washboard abdomen honed to perfection from years of intense dance and well-practiced choreography.
			

			
				 She wore dark thigh-high stockings, the top edges cupped and supple against her creamy white thighs with tiny straps holding the leggings in place. As she stepped toward me, her calves flexed sharply in her matching black high heels then she spun, her ass swaggering, revealing the homemade cat’s tail attached just over her backside. 
			

			
				 “Good God,” I laughed, impressed by her swagger. 
			

			
				 But Kiernan wasn’t done. 
			

			
				 With her back still facing me, she turned over her shoulder, a sensual grin on her lips right before she bent and snapped at the waist, folding herself at a ninety-degree angle. 
			

			
				 The cocktail velvet crept up her ass cheeks, flashing bright pink thong panties, the string caught tight down the center of her ass, the cleft of her labia showing against the tight pink cotton. 
			

			
				 Kiernan popped back upright and spun, one hand on her hip, then plucked a candy apple from the platter on my bed. 
			

			
				 Liquified caramel dripped from the fruit. She held it up and caught a dollop on her tongue then set the apple back down, leaned toward me, and kissed me on the mouth, sliding her tongue past my teeth, letting me taste the candy goodness. 
			

			
				 Her kiss was long and deep. When she finally pulled back, she sucked gently on my bottom lip, giving it a sensuous tug before breaking her seal. 
			

			
				 She giggled then strutted away toward Morgan. 
			

			
				 “And finally, here comes the true star of the evening,” Kiernan said in a low, throaty voice as she gestured toward the entryway. “Our sinfully sexy fallen angel, Cecilia from the Bayou.” 
			

			
				 I looked to the doorway, eager, curious.
			

			
				 There was a dim red flash. 
			

			
				 White smoke billowed out from the kitchen. 
			

			
				 I held my breath, sitting up straighter, convinced there was a fire in the kitchen, some kind of electrical problem with one of the solar cell batteries. 
			

			
				 “Hey, is everything –” but I never got to finish my question. 
			

			
				 There was movement just behind the veil of smoke, flashes of deep red followed by the pensive click-click-click of high heels striking the floor. 
			

			
				 The smoke began to clear. At first, my brain couldn’t quite register what my eyes were seeing. 
			

			
				 “Holy shit,” I grinned as Cecilia stepped out of the smoke. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eleven
			

			
				 To look at her now, it seemed impossible to think that, mere days ago, I had been concerned that she might run off. 
			

			
				 It seemed logically incongruous to think she was the same woman who had once seemed out of place, purposefully distant, like she could never truly become one of us, that she could never actually join this household. 
			

			
				 In a way, that Cecilia had more in common with the elf-in-disguise back in the Bayou. That Cecilia had covered her perfect natural features with illusion magic, shapeshifting into what was acceptable, what she thought folks would want from her. 
			

			
				 This Cecilia standing in front of me was nothing but comfortable in that gorgeous natural golden, radiant skin, with those platinum eyes, with that deep green hair with the dark black roots and the sharp, pointed ears jutting out of that dark-emerald mixture. 
			

			
				 Her green hair was flowing and luxurious, jade heaven falling over the bare golden skin of her shoulders. Whereas Kiernan had fixed homemade cat ears to her head, Cecilia made herself a bloody red halo – built with some creative use of a copper wire hanger and red caution tape, held in place by telekinesis – that oscillated gently over her brow. 
			

			
				 She wore red lingerie, strings and lace decorating her radiant, flawless skin, her breasts firm and taut beneath red bra cups with frilly edges, deep-set crimson on gold. The smoke swirled around her – more use of telekinetic magic, I thought, perhaps with some elemental magic thrown in to create the mist in the first place – and curled around her torso like an ethereal snake, drawing my eye further to her tits, her nipples visibly hard inside the bra. 
			

			
				 Cecilia ran her fingers slowly down her tight abdomen, down that smooth golden skin, then tugged at the red garter belt fastened above her waist, crisscrossing lace down the middle, revealing her belly button.
			

			
				 More creative use of wire hangers, I saw, as I noticed the black angel wings fitted to her shoulders. She’d taken feathers from a down pillow then fastened them to the hangers, coloring the feathers alternating shades of black and red, like a true fallen angel.
			

			
				 Her ruby-colored panties weren’t quite as skimpy as a thong but almost. The red satin stretched over her mound, riding low, making me remember the first – and only – time I’d looked upon her bare treasure. 
			

			
				 Like Kiernan, she wore matching thigh-high stockings, though these were the same sharp crimson as the rest of her attire, vaguely see-through, giving a red tint to the golden flesh of her thighs. 
			

			
				 Save for the stockings, she was barefoot, her toes snug and tight in the feet of the leggings. 
			

			
				 As she made her way into the room, the black-and-red feathers wiggled with each step, dancing over her shoulder blades. She walked, strutting, then stopped on a dime, moving with the same confident sensuality as Morgan and Kiernan, moving freely and more freely by the second, finally shedding her apprehensions, her distance. 
			

			
				 Cecilia turned, showing me her back, her ass, and the barely-there flap of red satin clinging to her cheeks, the red panty straps pressing softly against her hips. 
			

			
				 She completed her turn, facing me once again, her pouty lips curving into a gentle – but sensual – grin, all while the crimson halo continued to spin silently over her brow. 
			

			
				 Stepping closer, Cecilia gestured to one of the candies sitting on the platter, an unopened bite-sized chocolate peanut butter candy bar. I opened it for her. She bent slightly at the waist, leaning forward, her golden pouty lips parted just an inch. 
			

			
				 I held out the candy. Cecilia caught between her lips, which in turn brushed against my fingertips, and flipped the small candy bar back onto her tongue. She blew me a kiss then quietly chewed the candy as she backed away, her eyes trained squarely on mine as she took her place between Kiernan and Morgan. 
			

			
				 I chuckled, close to being overwhelmed by their cumulative beauty. “I really hope you guys aren’t going to force me to choose a favorite,” I laughed. “Because I honestly wouldn’t be able to decide.”
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan exchanged muted looks of quiet lust. Cecilia didn’t notice. Instead, she laughed. 
			

			
				 “No, it’s not a contest, Bobby,” she said. She started toward me, eyeing up another piece of candy on the platter. “We just wanted to have a little fun and see your face when –”
			

			
				 Morgan caught Cecilia by the left wrist, Kiernan caught her by the right. 
			

			
				 “Hold on a moment, Elfy,” Kiernan said quietly, tugging on Cecilia’s wrist. 
			

			
				 “Huh?” Cecilia said with a slightly nervous – yet slightly excited – laugh. 
			

			
				 Morgan crept up to Cecilia’s side. Cecilia jumped a little when Morgan touched the High Elf’s abdomen, gently tickling her fingertips just below Cecilia’s belly button. “Me and Kiernan have been planning a very special treat for your Halloween party, Elfy.”
			

			
				 Cecilia suddenly held her breath as Morgan and Kiernan converged on her. They closed in smooth and quiet, like shadows passing over a meadow, Morgan to the left, Keirnan to the right. 
			

			
				 The High Elf’s body went rigid, still, almost frozen, though her platinum eyes betrayed her excitement as their hands explored her. Morgan brushed her fingertips along Cecilia’s abdomen, just below her breasts. Kiernan rolled her thumb across Cecilia’s waistline, her thumbnail pressing gently below Cecilia’s panties. 
			

			
				 Their hands on her bare skin, the High Elf looked startled, taken aback…but not uninterested. Morgan and Kiernan’s eyes radiated obvious intent, while Cecilia’s shocked smile conveyed muted consent. 
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan were quiet as they explored Cecilia’s flesh, the contours of her golden body with curious touches, gentle caresses, a hand on a hip, a fingertip brushing against a breast, a palm clenching Cecilia’s ruby-clad ass with a quick, daring squeeze. 
			

			
				 The first kiss came when Kiernan shifted behind Cecilia, brushed her jade-black hair away from her tender golden neck, and pressed her lips against Cecilia’s throat. 
			

			
				 Cecilia closed her eyes and exhaled sharply when she felt Kiernan’s lips. Morgan’s mouth came next, a delicate series of kisses across Cecilia’s chest, along her sternum, as Morgan cupped Cecilia’s breasts through the red bra cups.
			

			
				 Now and then, Morgan and Kiernan would offer quiet assurances and check-ins. 
			

			
				 “You feel so natural, so beautiful…”
			

			
				 “Do you like it when I kiss you like this?”
			

			
				 “…just say the word and we’ll stop…”
			

			
				 “Faster? Like this? Mmm…”
			

			
				 Before long, they were peeling off Cecilia’s skimpy attire, the lingerie coming away bit by bit, strap by strap, each piece falling away like a whisper until Cecilia was utterly bare, all save for the twin thigh-high stockings, red nylon over exquisite golden flesh. 
			

			
				 I watched from the mattress, hypnotized by their hands exploring Cecilia’s bare textures, pink lips closing around a golden nipple, fingers drawing closer and closer to the pink cleft nestled between Cecilia’s golden thighs, not quite touching her there, but almost, with each pass hinting at an inevitable connection. 
			

			
				 Each time their hands brushed closer to Cecilia’s mound – painfully close, maddeningly close – her body tightened further, her muscles clenching, her lips quivering with nervous arousal. 
			

			
				 Kiernan, the most experienced when it came to pleasuring a woman, gave Morgan a quick look, communicating that they should slow down, at least for a moment. Morgan nodded, then backed off a touch. 
			

			
				 Kiernan ran her fingers comfortingly through Cecilia’s jade hair. “Cecilia?”
			

			
				 “Yes?”
			

			
				 “Have you ever been with another woman before?”
			

			
				 Cecilia’s platinum eyes wandered, slightly embarrassed, slightly intimidated, but fully absorbed with wanton lust. 
			

			
				 “Kind of,” Cecilia finally answered. The powerful, normally confident High Elven magic user was unaccustomed to feeling inexperienced and it showed plainly in her eyes, yet Kiernan eased her through it with a gentle smile, a reassuring squeeze of her hand. “One time, sort of, I guess.”
			

			
				 Kiernan caught a strand of Cecilia’s hair in her fingers and toyed with it, curling it, caressing it. “How far did you go?”
			

			
				 “We just kissed a little.”
 “Tongue or no tongue?”
			

			
				 Cecilia blushed, laughing nervously. “No tongue.”
			

			
				 “Would you like to try?”
			

			
				 Cecilia nodded. 
			

			
				 Kiernan brushed the pad of her thumb across Cecilia’s trembling lips. She shifted her hands, cupping Cecilia’s face, tilting it back, showing her experience, quietly coaching her. 
			

			
				 Though Cecilia was taller, Kiernan seemed to loom larger. Kiernan’s lips found Cecilia’s mouth, a closed-mouth kiss. Keirnan gradually guided Cecilia through the kiss, shifting her tongue, parting her lips, with Cecilia following her lead. 
			

			
				 The moment Cecilia tasted Kiernan’s tongue, she moaned quietly. Her rigid body loosened. She draped her arms around Kiernan’s neck, tilted her head to the side, and drew Kiernan’s tongue deeper. 
			

			
				 Kiernan’s hands slid down to Cecilia’s waist, curving around. Cecilia further melted into their embrace when Kiernan took a tight grip, one hand on each of Cecilia’s ass cheeks, squeezing and gently stretching, showing the forbidden canyon nestled between, the golden valley just a shade lighter than the rest of her skin. 
			

			
				 When Kiernan slipped one adventurous forefinger down lengthwise along Cecilia’s hidden valley, the High Elf cried out audibly, rocking up on her tiptoes, a reflexive show of delight. 
			

			
				 Satisfied with Cecilia’s reaction, Kiernan shot a look to Morgan, who smiled and slid up behind Cecilia. 
			

			
				 From behind, Morgan kissed Cecilia’s shoulders and moved her hands down Cecilia’s flat abdomen, Morgan’s fingers drawing closer and closer to that golden mound. Neither had directly touched Cecilia down there, yet even from my vantage point, I could see the honey glistening between her inner thighs, pink fruit, wet and ripe. 
			

			
				 Cecilia broke her kiss with Kiernan, turned her head, looking back at Morgan. While Kiernan’s lips shifted down to the High Elf’s perky breasts, Morgan leaned in with a more rapacious kiss, lust bordering on avarice. 
			

			
				 Cecilia was only further titillated by Morgan’s greed, her chest hitching with quick breaths as she gave herself over to Morgan’s desire, enjoying the taste of Morgan’s mouth, enjoying being tasted, the sensuous knowledge that she was wanted.
			

			
				 Kiernan closed her lips tight around Cecilia’s right nipple, sucking it, massaging the other, pinching the left nipple gently between forefinger and thumb. She released the seal of her lips then shifted to the left nipple, now massaging the right, all while Morgan reached down, her forefinger and middle finger extended, finally teasing Cecilia’s button with a glancing touch. 
			

			
				 “…mmm…” Cecilia moaned quietly, the sound muffled by Morgan’s kiss. 
			

			
				 Morgan swirled and tickled, teased and touched. Kiernan kissed the area between Cecilia’s breasts, then trailed her lips downward, gently easing herself down to one knee as she slathered her tongue down the length of Cecilia’s abdomen. 
			

			
				 Morgan shifted her grip, pulling away from the heat between Cecilia’s thighs, now holding her steadily by the hips. 
			

			
				 Kiernan gazed up at the High Elf, a sharp, yet subdued smirk before she pressed her mouth up against Cecilia’s sex. 
			

			
				 “…oh fuck…” Cecilia panted, breaking her kiss with Morgan so she could stare down at Kiernan, twisting her fingers in Kiernan’s dark hair. 
			

			
				 Almost on instinct, or possibly reflex, Cecilia hooked her right leg around Kiernan’s shoulder, drawing her closer. Kiernan’s white fingers contrasted with the ruby red stockings, gripping Cecilia tight by the thighs, Kiernan’s smoky gaze tilted upward, locking eyes with Cecilia, Kiernan’s slim pink lips working busily against Cecilia’s slit. 
			

			
				 “You’re doing so good,” Morgan whispered as she kissed Cecilia’s neck, her ear. “Just look at Kiernan, look at her eyes…she loves the way you taste…”
			

			
				 Before long, Cecilia was rocking her hips, grinding her sex, moving in unison with Kiernan’s mouth, the subtle wet smacks of a hungry mouth on moist lips. Kiernan worked her tongue around Cecilia’s button, faster, more directly with each pass, with Cecilia’s breaths growing sharper and more rapid by the moment. 
			

			
				 As Cecilia’s moans sharpened, as her voice began to tremble and shriek, Kiernan sensed the High Elf’s coming release and pursued it with an experienced touch, slipping two fingers inside Cecilia and tending to her inner sensitivity. 
			

			
				 Cecilia’s body wrenched as she came, her abdomen tightening, her toes curling, her leg snapping tightly around Kiernan’s shoulder. Cecilia twisted Kiernan’s dark hair in one fist, clawed back at Morgan with her free hand, her voice shrieking with tremulous release. 
			

			
				 “…fuck…” Cecilia whined, her body jerking in response to the sensation, her chest hitching sharply with each breath, her lips twisted and contorted in pleasure. 
			

			
				 Slowly, her body grew loose again. Though her gait was unsteady, she unhooked her leg from Kiernan’s shoulder and stood under her own power. Kiernan looked up at Cecilia, smiling and content, her pink lips glistening with moisture. 
			

			
				 Then, I noticed that Cecilia’s gaze had turned toward me. 
			

			
				 I saw what she wanted, it was written across her face, in those shimmering platinum eyes…but with my injury, I was unable to give her what she needed. 
			

			
				 “That was incredible,” I whispered, then flicked my eyes down to my bandaged thigh. “But I don’t think I’m up to joining in…”
			

			
				 Cecilia’s lips trembled as she moved toward me, her tongue darting out, wetting them. She curled up on the mattress next to me, ran her fingers through my hair. 
			

			
				 “You don’t have to do a thing, Bobby,” she whispered as her hand drifted to the tent in my shorts. I winced in sharp, sudden pleasure as she slid her fingers beneath my waistband, her fingers tightening around my cock, thrumming from the sensation, the tightness of her grip. 
			

			
				 “I know you’re hurt,” Cecilia continued. “But maybe you can just sit back and enjoy me for a moment…”
			

			
				 She peeled my shorts down. My cock thrust outward, sensitive and tingling. 
			

			
				 “Well maybe if you’re careful,” I whispered, grinning. 
			

			
				 She stroked me once, twice, then looked over her shoulder, at Morgan and Kiernan watching, silently urging her on. 
			

			
				 No jealousy, no favorites. No one apart, no one distant. 
			

			
				 Cecilia stroked me a third time, then a fourth. Having been bed-bound and convalescing for close to a week, I was backed up like I hadn’t been in a long time. I was almost embarrassed by my sudden excitement, my cock throbbing in her grip, close to erupting by nothing more than a few strokes. 
			

			
				 “They tasted me,” Cecilia whispered as she lowered her pouty golden lips toward my sex. “It’s only fair that I get to taste you.”
			

			
				 I ran my fingers through her jade hair and winced when she put her lips on me, tight and snug and wet, running them from my ridge to my root with an audible smack. 
			

			
				 She gripped my balls in her palm, squeezing, gently tugging, and the abruptness of my pleasure took me unaware, left me seeing stars, and I leaned back and groaned as I suddenly – almost violently – erupted in Cecilia’s mouth. 
			

			
				 She didn’t pull back, she didn’t release her seal. She only tightened her lips around me, moaning quietly, her throat shifting as she swallowed it. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Twelve
			

			
				 “Alright, now pinch his toes,” Morgan said, her nose buried in the wound care textbook. “If the color fades then returns within a few seconds, it means his circulation is good.”
			

			
				 “I healed his damn leg,” Cecilia grumbled. “Why should I take over foot duty?”
			

			
				 “Because you’re just so gentle,” Kiernan laughed as she guided a drone over the southwestern quadrant. 
			

			
				 “Shut it, Four-Eyes.”
			

			
				 Still grumbling, but with a playful tint in her eye, Cecilia pinched each toe, watching the color fade then return. 
			

			
				 Nine days removed from my injury and I was just about completely healed. My circulation seemed fine – judging by the ‘toe test’ – and there’d been no signs of infection. I was able to put my full weight on the leg and, aside from some stiffness, it felt as good as new. 
			

			
				 “So what’s your professional opinion, guys?” I asked. “Am I cleared to get back to full duty or what?”
			

			
				 “I’d say so,” Cecilia said. 
			

			
				 Good. I was itching to get back out into the woods. We hadn’t seen any signs of Wood Elves or that large predator, but that didn’t mean – 
			

			
				 “Holy effing moly!” Kiernan shouted, popping up off the couch, her eyes wide as she watched the camera monitor. “We’ve got movement in the southwestern quadrant, moving fast!”
			

			
				 “Which direction?” I asked as I thrust my boots back on and pushed up from the mattress. 
			

			
				 “Coming right this way,” she said. “Wood Elves, a hunting party, I think.”
			

			
				 “How many?”
			

			
				 “Six that I can see. Armed with spears and bows.”
			

			
				 “Alright, I guess they finally found us,” I grunted, snatching my rifle and checking the ammo. “Like we planned, ladies.”
			

			
				 Coming from the southwest, the hunting party would be arriving near the back porch. We set up there, with me and Morgan taking point with our Browning rifles. Kiernan had a rifle, as well, though for now she kept it to the side, continuing to monitor the Wood Elves with the drone. 
			

			
				 Cecilia stood ready with her staff. 
			

			
				 “Try to save one for me,” Cecilia grinned. 
			

			
				 “Saving one is the whole point,” I laughed. “Just don’t kill the ugly fucker once we get it hogtied.”
			

			
				 “This doesn’t make any sense,” Kiernan said, watching the screen. “I know Wood Elf hunting habits. They’re not taking proper positions, or even slowing down to scout the area ahead. They’re just sprinting recklessly.”
			

			
				 I cocked an eyebrow, then my rifle, watching the trees for movement. Indeed, I could hear the hunting party coming from a distance. They were grunting, shouting in their rough, primal tongue, crashing through bushes and branches. 
			

			
				 “They’re not on a hunt at all,” I said. “They’re retreating from something.”
			

			
				 Ice filled my bowels. These Wood Elves weren’t hunting. They were being hunted.
			

			
				 Kiernan set the drone controls aside – we could see it, the DJI drone, hovering just over the tree tops – and grabbed her rifle, taking aim. “They should be coming through the trees any second now.”
			

			
				 “Like we discussed,” I told them. “Call out your targets, shoot quickly, and leave one alive if possible.” I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly gone dry. “And keep an eye out for whatever might be chasing these assholes.”
			

			
				 The first Wood Elf burst from the treeline, roughly fifty yards away. The ugly, pale-skinned creature stumbled when he saw the house, then us on the back porch. I didn’t wait for it to react. 
			

			
				 I aimed for its right leg, I squeezed the trigger. Blood burst from the exit wound as the bullet tore through the creature’s right thigh. 
			

			
				 I grinned. “Payback’s a bitch,” I said, hoping that was the one that had gotten me with the spear. “Ladies, we’ve got one wounded. As for the rest, shoot to kill.”
			

			
				 Five more elves burst through the trees. Our rifles barked, shots echoing up and down the mountain, and the elves fell dead. 
			

			
				 We waited, holding our breath, watching the trees. 
			

			
				 “C’mon you bastard,” I whispered. “Show your ugly face so I can blow it off.”
			

			
				 A minute passed. Two. Five. 
			

			
				 No predator, just the wailing agony from the wounded elf clutching its bloody leg. 
			

			
				 “Alright, back away,” I said, focusing on the wounded elf, my free hand outstretched, repeating the portal incantation in my mind. 
			

			
				 The ladies backed up to a safe distance. My skull buzzed and sweat dripped down my face as I opened a portal directly underneath the Wood Elf. Seemingly tumbling through the earth, it fell face-first through the exit portal, right at my feet. 
			

			
				 It snarled, hitting the porch floorboards in a huff. The snarling elf turned its pale ugly face toward me and I promptly booted it in the teeth. Next, I grabbed the zip-ties from my back pocket, drove my knee between the elf’s shoulder blades and yanked its wrists behind its back before securing them. 
			

			
				 A moment later, I did the same to its ankles. The wounded elf snarled and raged, though now and again it turned a fearful eye toward the trees. 
			

			
				 “I don’t know if this is going to work,” Cecilia said. “The Wood Elf culture has been so twisted by the magic back in the old Elven Dominion. I’d be surprised if this thing was even capable of coherent speech.”
			

			
				 “Well, we’re about to find out,” I said. I turned the elf onto its back, knelt beside it, and whispered the incantation for the translation spell twice, once to myself, then a second time as I pressed my fingers to the Wood Elf’s forehead. 
			

			
				 The elf growled and tried twisting away, snapping at my fingers, but then I looked the creature squarely in the eye and said, “Can you understand what I’m saying?”
			

			
				 The elf’s eyes shot open wide. Shock, recognition, confusion. Its mouth began to move, its tongue shifting behind its teeth, and though the ladies only heard the creature’s twisted, gravelly alien speech, I heard something quite different. 
			

			
				 “I understand, human,” it answered. 
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