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Chapter One




 I’d been up in the tree stand since well before dawn, sitting fifteen feet up in the branches of a big maple tree overlooking Otter Pond. The wind whipped badly up in the branches and my face was numb from the cold, but I wore plenty of layers – some thermals beneath my Carhartt fleece – plus long johns under my jeans. I sipped hot coffee from a thermos as the sun began to rise, the black sky turning a bruised purple on the horizon.



 Lots of whitetail deer had been gathering by Otter Pond over the last few weeks. Studying their movements with the DJI Mini-3 drone, I figured the pond was the best place to bag a decent one. With winter coming earlier and earlier every year since the vanishing – and with two more mouths to feed – stocking up on food for the cold months was something I took quite seriously.



 True, we had plenty to eat at home. Beef in the freezers down in the basement, plenty of eggs from the chickens, not to mention the hogs. We had MREs and freeze-dried foodstuffs that would last a lifetime, but at the end of the day – or the end of the world – food was a finite resource. I never wanted to worry about running low.



 Between me, Morgan, and Kiernan, we found plenty of ways to improve our food supply. Morgan turned out to be a natural at making cheese. While down at the college library in East Stroudsburg, she found a how-to manual for homemade cheese and had been obsessed ever since. She could heat and acidify milk like a pro, knew when to add extra rennet pellets to the mixture, and could mill and salt curds like nobody’s business. Kiernan was a bit nervous the first time she tried Morgan’s homemade cheddar, but after one bite, she was hooked just like I was.



 Kiernan, though she’d grown up in Texas, had never learned to hunt. She did, however, learn some tricks about trapping. It was a habit she picked up from her father, who enjoyed setting traps for foxes, bobcats, and coyotes. “All the little buggers that tried to eat his cats,” Kiernan chuckled.



 Kiernan scored metal cage traps from the sporting goods store in town – good for slightly larger game – but made good with a few she created herself. She had a few spring snare traps set up in every quadrant around the property and they worked so well that me, Kiernan, and Morgan were all getting addicted to Kiernan’s rabbit stew.



 Being a born-and-bred city guy, I never hunted a day in my life…until the world ended, that is. Hunting orcs and goblins wasn’t quite the same as hunting deer, but it was a good start.



 Tracking the deer population was easy with my little drone fleet and I’d gotten good with my hunting rifle over the last few years. Once I got my hands on the tree stand from the hunting store in town, I felt pretty confident.



 This was my first hunt and I was eager to score a kill. I waited patiently as the sun crept up – bruised purple now turning brighter blue – and scoped the pond with my binoculars.



 “Oh baby, here we go,” I whispered.



 Six deer had just emerged from trees about forty yards off. Three scrawny fawns scampered toward the pond’s edge. One bright-eyed doe followed, then a second, slightly larger than the first. We could have feasted on the venison from that second doe for weeks, but then big daddy came out.



 He was a big ten-point buck, broad of chest with meaty haunches. He trotted out behind the rest casually, his dark eyes surveying the pond as the fawns and does slaked their thirst. The buck shifted to the side, showing me his ribs, almost like he
 wanted
 to end up in my fridge.



 “Thanks, big guy,” I whispered. “We’ll make every last bite count. We won’t waste so much as a scrap, I promise.”



 I picked up my rifle – the Browning X-Bolt Pro, a long-range bolt-action – and got the buck in my scope. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, catching him in the crosshairs, then pulled the trigger. The buck staggered to the side then bolted, blood trailing behind him. The does and fawns scattered.



 I set my rifle down and smiled. We’d be eating good this winter.



*****



 I shouldered my rifle then my backpack and climbed down from the tree stand, my breath frosting in the mid-October cold. Yeah, that’s right, it was only
 October
 and already the temps were plunging. Last year, the first snows came right as November started. This year, I expected snowfall before Halloween. It just came earlier and earlier every year since the vanishing.



 Hoofing it down to the pond, I found the buck’s blood trail and followed it back into the trees. The blood spots grew bigger and more pronounced with every step and, after a quarter-mile, I found the big guy. He’d bled out in a small ravine, the fallen leaves slick with blood. I knelt down and lay my hand on the buck’s head, right between his eyes, and whispered a silent prayer of thanks.



 I guessed the buck weighed about three hundred pounds. Good thing I was getting better with portal magic, otherwise I’d have to carry the carcass back home.



 First, though, I had to field dress it. That was the tricky part; I consulted some manuals from the library to learn how, but even so, I only knew the basics. I unzipped the deer and sawed through the chest then cut through the diaphragm. Within minutes, my hands were slick with blood as I began yanking out the organs. It was messy, bloody work – especially for a city boy like me – but it was necessary to keep the meat from spoiling.



 I was just about finished the field dressing when I heard paws crunching in the leaves behind me, up over the crest of the ravine. I smiled.



 Looking back, I saw the wolves watching. Four of them, their fur gray as smoke, their eyes a piercing yellow.



 “Looking for lunch, guys?” I chuckled, then grabbed a kidney and tossed it toward them. The wolves snapped at one another, fighting over the treat, as I wiped my hands clean then took a deep breath.



 Closing my eyes, I envisioned the house, the little mountainside getaway that I turned into my home. I saw it clearly in my mind’s eye, I even pictured Morgan and Kiernan awaiting my return on the front porch.



 Whispering the usual incantations, I opened my right palm and thrust it outward. There was a crack and a sizzle, then the diamond-shaped portal appeared, garish white and nearly blinding.



 Up on the top of the ravine, the wolves backed away fearfully. On the other side of the portal, I saw home, my front porch, the sharp tip of the mountain beyond. With months of practice, opening portals from longer distances had become easier, but it was still a strain. My muscles instantly began to ache and sweat slopped off my brow but, tough as it was, it still beat the hell out of carrying the dead buck all the way back home.



 I grabbed the buck by its hind legs and dragged it through the portal, leaving the guts for the wolves, and just like that, I was standing in front of my front porch again. Looking back through the portal, I saw the first wolf brave enough to creep down toward the bloody treats.



 The wolf looked cautiously into the portal, his quizzical yellow eyes watching me, before he lost interest and drove his snout into the buck’s discarded viscera.



 “Enjoy it, guys,” I laughed, then waved my hand and closed the portal.



 The morning sun was just now creeping into the sky, golden sunlight beaming down on the house, breaking through the dawn’s gloom. I paused to take a breath – between opening the semi long-range portal and dragging the buck, I’d gotten winded – then the front door opened.



 Morgan stepped out, barefoot, her long lustrous blonde hair brushed over her right shoulder. She wore a billowing white bathrobe like she was draped in a cloud, a piping hot mug of coffee in her hand. She yawned pleasantly and sipped the coffee, smiling at the dead buck by my feet.



 “Back already?” she asked.



 I shrugged, grinning. “This big guy basically walked right into my crosshairs,” I said.



 Morgan leaned on the porch railing. As she bent at the waist, the slip of her robe opened, and I saw that, beneath it, she was wearing her favorite red bikini.



 I cocked an eyebrow, gazing at her bronzed skin. She’d finally gotten back that California beach tan she had back before the end of the world. Her skin was golden, almost the color of honey, and the green jade gemstone piercing in her naval drew my eye.



 She smirked playfully, pulling her robe open just a little more. “I was going to do a little tanning this morning,” she purred. Though it wasn’t good weather for tanning, I’d installed some tanning lamps upstairs for her, to keep her skin nice and bronzed through the cold months. “Maybe you’d like to strip down and join me, rookie mage.”



 Her playful smirk shifted, dripping sensuality, and as she brushed back a stray lock of blonde hair I found myself lost in her gaze, those bright eyes, that skin…



 Then I heard footsteps on the other side of the porch, rapid footfalls coming my way, and I realized that I’d just walked into a trap, that Morgan showing off her supple honey skin had just been a distraction.



 
 I can’t believe it,
 I thought, bewildered.
 They’ve actually got me this time...










Chapter Two




 “OH GOSH LOOK AT ME, I’M A BIG SCARY DRAGON!” Kiernan shrieked as she popped out from around the corner, a large clump of wet mud in her hands.



 Morgan giggled as Kiernan hurled the muddy clump at me, a basketball-sized mess of wet soil and grass that Kiernan pulled up from the backyard.



 I didn’t dodge or pivot. That would have been cheating.



 For weeks now, at least once or twice a day, Kiernan and Morgan would put my portal abilities to the test. Early on, these tests usually ended up with me getting a clump of mud in my face.



 Now, not so much.



 Barely thinking, I raised my palms, incantations fluttering almost silently from my lips. An entrance portal opened in front of the mud ball, swallowing it, while an exit portal opened a heartbeat later, facing the first, a little more than ten feet away. The mud ball shot through the exit then looped back through the entrance, still maintaining its speed. Before it could lose its velocity, I brought my hands together, closing the distance between the portals, leaving less than a foot of empty space between them. The mud ball looped through again and again – the dragon killing loop, as Morgan liked to call it – and a moment later, I closed my fists, cutting off each portal.



 Entrance and exit, slammed shut simultaneously. It was the most surefire way to kill a dragon with portal magic. If I only opened a single portal – which would lead to that nebulous region ‘beyond’ – I’d have to be precise about when I slammed it shut. Given how fast a dragon moved, I simply didn’t trust myself to be that precise. I might cleave off the dragon’s head, yes, but if it was moving fast enough, I might end up just clipping off the end of its tail.



 If the dragon vanished entirely into the void, it could very well spill out of the next portal I opened. I couldn’t risk that.



 But with
 two
 portals, an entrance and an exit, brought so close together that it could trap the beast in a loop? I didn’t have to be nearly as precise, and it left far less to chance.



 The mud ball was cleaved in half. One messy half-sphere plopped wet and messy onto the grass while the other vanished, caught in the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it void that lay between open portals.



 Kiernan had her muddy hands on her hips, grinning sharply, one dark eyebrow cocked over the rim of her glasses. Her grin was both playful and intoxicating, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, a tight flannel shirt snug to her skin. She wore jeans so tight they might as well have been painted onto her toned thighs.



 “For a second there, I thought you two had me,” I laughed.



 “You’re getting faster with it,” Kiernan commented with an admiring look in her eye. She strutted up to me, that smirk growing sharper. “Good job, rookie mage, now how about you give me a nice morning smooch?”



 “How could I say no to that?” I smiled…and then, when I leaned down to kiss her, right as my lips pressed against hers, Kiernan giggled as she clapped her muddy palms over my cheeks.



 “Gotcha,” she laughed.



 I chuckled as I lifted her into my arms, her slight toned body pulled warmly against mine, then looked back to Morgan, smiling on the porch, watching us. “Was it your idea to distract me by letting that robe slip open?” I asked.



 Morgan responded with a playful shrug, then sipped her coffee again. “It always works, doesn’t it?” she giggled.



 Kiernan hopped out of my arms, clapping her hands together as she looked happily at the dead buck. “Man, I can’t wait to chop this bugger up,” she said. Though she hadn’t gone out on the hunt with me, she’d read up on how to prepare deer for slaughter. She looked up at Morgan with bright eyes brimming with excitement. “Whaddya say, Morgan? You want to help me cut up some venison or what?”



 Morgan’s face twisted with a playful grimace and she stuck out her tongue. “I think I’d rather keep throwing mudballs around,” she quipped. “But if you two do the dirty work, I’ll be happy to cook up some venison steaks for dinner tonight.”



 “Sounds like a deal to me,” Kiernan said as she squatted down by the buck, almost salivating at the idea of a fine venison dinner.



 “I’ll portal the buck over to the shed,” I told her. “Then we can get started.”



 Kiernan waved me off. “You already put in a good morning’s work, rookie mage,” she said. “Get this big guy to the shed then I’ll handle it from there.”



*****



 Morgan was out back, frying up the venison steaks over the cookfire. I was out front, on the porch, and the rich, earthy smell from the meat tickled my nostrils. I heard Kiernan out back with Morgan, the two of them laughing quietly over the fire.



 The day was winding down, the sun all but set. I was watching the sky again, as had been my habit for weeks now. Ever since I had that vision from Chicago, the Lord Dragon perched atop the city, I couldn’t stop staring at the sky.



 Bourbon in hand, the ice clinking softly in the tumbler, I took a sip, the elixir warm and calming, but my gaze remained glued to the sky, like I might see a pair of leathery wings cresting over the mountains at any moment.



 
 Maybe they’ll never find us here,
 I told myself.
 Maybe no dragon will ever fly over these mountains. Maybe we’ll just live our lives in peace out here.



 As pleasant as those thoughts were, they still rang hollow.



 “Dinner’s ready, Bobby!” Morgan shouted from inside the house.



  I finished my bourbon then stepped inside, out of the early autumn chill. Morgan and Kiernan had already fixed our plates, each with a thick cut of venison covered in herbs and spices, big dollops of creamy mashed potatoes and fire-kissed broccoli cooked in oil over a skillet.



 Morgan stood at the middle of the table, content with her feast. She wore a long-sleeved off-the-shoulder sweater mini-dress, the color of coffee, slim at her hips and tight at the thighs, the soft nylon tickling up along her bare shoulders. She smiled at me, getting up on her tiptoes in her knee-high leather boots.



 “Have I learned how to cook, or have I learned how to cook?” Morgan beamed.



 I leaned over the table, breathing in the aromas, then nodded. “Oh, you’ve learned how to cook,” I laughed.



 I still had my tumbler in hand. Kiernan slid up behind me, quiet as a cat, and dropped two fresh ice cubes into the glass then tilted the bourbon bottle – Four Roses Single Barrel, a nice find at the liquor store – and poured me a healthy shot.



 Keirnan wore a faded black-and-white checkered Patagonia flannel, tight and snug and tied off at the waist, showing off her pale flat stomach. She’d tousled her dark hair, semi-curled and bouncing around her shoulders. Her wool blend Burberry sweatpants were tight as sin, almost as white as her skin, the drawstring pulled firm around her hips, the hints of her thong panties just barely cresting over the waistline. After she poured my drink she ran her hand up my spine, tickling me pleasantly before taking a nip off the bottle herself.



 “Let’s eat,” Kiernan grinned.



 We dug into our meal. I sat at the head of the table with Kiernan to my right, Morgan to my left. The venison steak was lean and delicious, juicier than I anticipated, and I sipped my bourbon between bites. Kiernan had poured a little glass of bourbon for herself while Morgan enjoyed a glass of Pinot Noir, dark red and full-bodied.



 “What do you ladies think about taking a little field trip tomorrow?” I asked.



 Kiernan shrugged. “We’re all caught up on work around the house,” she said.



 “I was going to milk the cows but that can wait another day or so,” Morgan commented. “What sort of trip, Bobby?”



 I’d been thinking of our food situation. We were doing well enough, but we could always do better. And, well…me and the ladies had never used protection in the bedroom. If the day ever came when we had some smaller mouths to feed, I wanted to make sure we had a little more food security.



 “I think we could do with some more crops,” I said. “The little gardens we have here are doing fine, but they don’t yield much. I thought of expanding our gardens for next year, but we just don’t have the land.”



 Morgan sipped her wine. “Seems like plenty of land around here for us to grow whatever we want,” she observed. “It’s not like we’ll be stepping onto someone else’s private property.”



 “The mountain isn’t a great place for farming,” I said. “If we tried growing more crops up here, we’d have to do it in patches, rather than one larger garden. But farther down the mountain, close to town, there were a few small farms that operated before the vanishing. With a little work, we could use that land.”



 “And with your portal magic, we won’t have to haul produce back up here,” Kiernan nodded.



 “Sounds good to me,” Morgan said. “And I know the farms you’re talking about, we’ve been past them when biking into town. Outside of Wooddale, right off Route 447, right?”


“Exactly,” I said. “That’s still a long way off for me to make a blind portal, but we can bike down there tomorrow morning and take a look around. By the time next spring rolls around, I should be able to make long-distance portals down to the farms without a problem.”



 Kiernan sat there thoughtfully, chewing on a particularly juicy chunk of venison. She swallowed, chased it down with some bourbon, then looked at me, doubt in her eyes. “This does sound like a nice idea,” she said. “But you’re really showing your city boy naivety right now, Bobby. There are farms outside of Wooddale, yeah…but they’ve been abandoned for five years now. Overgrown. The soil will need tending.”



 I nodded, letting her go on, though in truth, I knew what her concerns would be, since I had the same reservations when I first had the idea.



 “First of all, we’ll have to clear the overgrowth,” she said. “The world’s gasoline has gone stale – plus the diesel – so we can forget about using any type of powered mower. Ideally, you’d need a big industrial mower for a job like that, but without fuel, we won’t even have the luxury of an everyday walk-behind rig.”



 I agreed. I already had an old-school push mower, however, and there were doubtless more lying around town. Plus, there were scythes.



 “You thought of this,” Kiernan smirked.



 “I have,” I said.



 “But did you consider how we’re going to till the field?” she went on. “Again, no fuel, so we can’t use a tractor plow. Even if we could rig a plow like they used back in the day, we don’t have an ox to pull it. In a pinch, you might be able to use Inky,” she said, referring to our big breeding bull, “but if Inky gets hurt, you’ll endanger our cattle supply.” She shrugged. “Or he might remember that he’s a bull, not a beast of burden, and just stick his horns in your leg before he runs off.”



 Again, I nodded. The thought of using Inky to pull a plow crossed my mind for about five seconds before I decided it was a no-go.



 She was about to go on, but then she saw me grinning, and stopped.



 I cleared my throat. “I suppose you’re going to talk about watering the crops next, or maybe getting our hands on seeds.”



 Her eyes softened behind her glasses. She took another sip of bourbon. Morgan watched, grinning all the while, enjoying our exchange as she sipped her Pinot Noir.



 “Watering won’t be any trouble at all,” I said. “I can open a portal inside Otter Pond with an exit far above the crops. It’ll come down like rain. As for seeds, yeah, that’ll be tough, but we’ve already got loads of potatoes from our existing garden. We can harvest seeds from those – plus whatever we can get from our other small-batch crops – store them properly over the winter and work from there. It’ll be tough yielding our own seeds, but it’s doable.”



 “And plowing the field?” she asked. “Cutting down the overgrown grass?”



 I sipped my bourbon, the ice cubes clinking like wind chimes, and stepped into the living room where I pulled my spell book from the book shelf,
 A Complete Guide to Spellcasting for All Mages, Apprentices to Masters.



 I set the book down in front of Kiernan, with Morgan leaning in to get a better look. I opened it to a page that I’d bookmarked hours ago, smack in the middle of the alteration magic spell list.



 “You’re right, mowing and tilling the field will be rough,” I said. “But we’re not talking about working the entire farm, just enough for what we need. As time goes on, we might expand the farmland we use, but to start, we’ll only need a few acres.”



 “It’s still backbreaking labor,” she said. “Time-consuming, too.” Her smile turned somewhat challenging, like she was enjoying prodding my plan for holes. “That is, unless you hire some orcs and goblins as farmhands.”



 I ran my finger down the bookmarked page to a fortify endurance spell, then tapped it. I cocked an eyebrow, smirking, then ran my finger down again, to a fortify speed spell. I tapped that, then shifted my finger down yet again, this time to a fortify strength spell.



 “I can fortify my endurance, speed, and strength,” I said. “It’ll still be hard work, but alteration magic can make it manageable. And no, I haven’t trained myself in alteration magic just yet, but I have all autumn and winter to do that. By the time spring comes around, I’ll be my own beast of burden.”



 “Don’t you just want to smack him sometimes?” Kiernan said, looking to Morgan, smiling.



 “Sometimes, yup,” Morgan giggled. “Our rookie mage never gets tired of being right.”



 I grinned wider yet, the very picture of a shit-eating grin, and shrugged my shoulders for dramatic effect. “What can I say? I’m pretty good at managing the apocalypse.”



 “Oh gosh,” Kiernan grumbled playfully. “Okay then, have it your way. Tomorrow we’ll head down to Wooddale and pick out our new farm.”










Chapter Three




 The farms were small, all locally owned (or had been, before), each roughly five hundred acres. Once they produced wheat and onions, turnips and cabbages, apples and pumpkins and God knows what else, along with modest varieties of livestock, horses and cows and pigs and chickens and the like.



 Now, on this rural stretch of Route 447, the farmland was overgrown with high grass that came up well past your waist, swaying in the wind. Here and there you saw some wild vegetation that sprung from the cultivated crops from before the vanishing. Though the farms had been owned separately, they all seemed to blend together now, acre upon acre of wild growth separated only by the occasional one-and-a-half lane road and invisible property lines from a different lifetime.



 You could only roughly mark the different farms by the buildings, little farmhouses and grain silos, greenhouses and barns and brooder houses, among others. We’d pedaled halfway down Route 447 and stopped roughly at the midpoint between three small farms to break for water. I broke out the DJI-Mini 3 drone and let the big gnat-like contraption fly over the overgrowth, scanning for movement.



 Recently, I’d attached a speaker to the drone. It came in handy when I wanted to roust some bad guys. The farmland sprawling out before us seemed peaceful enough, but with the grass so high, I couldn’t be sure.



 I guided the drone roughly a hundred yards across the farmland before letting it hover, then hit the switch for the speaker. A long, shrieking
 SQUEAL
 boomed from the speaker, radio feedback obliterating the otherwise silent morning.



 Then the griffin flock emerged from the grass.



 Lower bodies like lions, torsos and heads like eagles, slightly smaller than a full-grown lion at the back but twice as large as a bald eagle at the front, with white feathers at their heads and large pointed beaks and big round eyes, black with rage and hunger.



 “Griffins,” I grunted. “I wasn’t expecting griffins.”



 There was no use in trying to save the drone. The first griffin that took flight soared straight into it. It reached out with front legs tipped with talons and turned the DJI-Mini into scrap metal within seconds, smashing the speaker as well, cutting off the radio feedback screech.



 “Good gosh, they’re huge,” Kiernan said, bringing her hunting rifle to bear. “And so many…”



 “Ten of them, I think,” Morgan said as she pumped a round into her shotgun.



 The big hybrid cat-birds burst into the sky squealing as the torn metal fluttered back down to earth, but with their long-range eagle eyes, it only took them a second or two to spot us back on the road.



 I turned to Morgan at one side. I saw no fear in her eyes at all, just steely resolve as she held her shotgun at the ready, the bronze shortsword she’d claimed off a dead orc hanging from her belt.



 I glanced at Kiernan at my other side, already sighting a target with her rifle scope, her trusty silver longsword snug in its supple leather scabbard dangling from her hip.



 Those talons looked damn sharp. I suddenly wished we’d worn something a bit more protective than the thermal-lined camo we’d chosen for this little recon mission, but there was no use in Monday morning quarterbacking now.



 At this point, the three of us had been in enough scraps together that we were more than an efficient fighting unit. Morgan was best with her shotgun, so she’d remain slightly behind Kiernan and I, ready to pick off any bastard that got close.



 Me and Kiernan would sight targets at a longer distance. Since Kiernan was a better shot than me, I’d be the first to peel off for melee duty if the need arose, although the lessons Kiernan had given Morgan about swordplay had been paying off, and Morgan was nearly as deadly with her bronze shortsword as I was with my machete.



 “Open up on ‘em!” Kiernan shouted, then popped the first shot.



 Seventy yards down, a griffin fell dead from the sky. The others swirled about in a cloud of feathers and talons and flapping lion tails as they
 SHRIEKED
 and descended toward us.



 I sighted a second, pulled the trigger, and the Browning rifle roared. I tagged the griffin in the dome, blowing its beak off, and it fell dead into the grass.



 The griffins spread out halfway through their descent, drawing themselves out. I missed my next shot but Kiernan didn’t, and a third fell dead. Before I was even finished fixing my aim, she cracked off another shot, dropping griffin number four, then smirked.



 “Try to keep up, city boy,” she laughed.



 Two griffins broke off at the flanks, circling wide around us. I shouted, “Morgan, heads up,” but she was already on it.



 She pivoted to Kiernan’s side and waited calmly as the griffin closed in, so close you could reach out and touch the razor-sharp tip of its beak, then casually let a slug fly. Bloody eagle feathers and scraps of lion skin sprayed across the blacktop.



 With hardly a breath to spare, Morgan pivoted back to my side, her shotgun’s muzzle flashing as she shot from the hip, dropping the griffin that was just
 inches
 away from sinking its talons into my shoulder.



 Four left, and I didn’t like having the lowest score, so I sighted the seventh and blew its head off then clipped the eighth with a shot right through the chest. The two remaining split up, with one deciding it’d had enough fight for one day, flapping its huge wings and wheeling back the way it came. The other merely shrieked in rage and dive-bombed right toward us.



 “Gimme the angry one,” I said, then lowered my rifle.



 Kiernan cocked an eyebrow. “That bugger’s coming in quick, maybe not a good time to lower your gun, Bobby!”


But I just winked at her and threw out my palms, whispering the incantations. It was the first time I’d tried this with a flying opponent, the first time I tried this under any real pressure.



 Sweat immediately soaked my brow and ran into my eyes, making me wince and grimace at the salt-sting, but still, the entrance portal opened up just mere feet in front of the incoming griffin, wide enough that the cat-bird didn’t have the room to evade it.



 Just as the griffin breached the entrance portal, I opened the exit a few feet behind. The griffin shrieked in rage as it entered the ‘dragon death loop,’ the creature moving too fast and the portals simply too close to give the cat-bird a chance to escape.



 Then, calmly, I brought my hands together, leaving just under twelve inches between the portals, and promptly closed my fists.



 Cleaved in half, the griffin’s twitching back half vanished into the rear void, its torso vanishing in the front. A sliver of raw meat – all that was left exposed between the two portals – landed wet in the grass.



 “Show off,” Kiernan laughed, then pulled the trigger, tagging the last griffin as it tried in vain to escape.



 The land went quiet, save for the echo of the shot, the rumple of grass when the last griffin fell dead. We waited, guns raised, eye surveying the long acres of gently swaying high grass, ready for anything…yet no more enemies came.



 Certainly, if any creatures had been hiding in the grass, our gunshots would have drawn them out.



 I grinned at Morgan and Kiernan. “The three of us are pretty good at this, aren’t we?” I asked.



 Morgan had an excited look in her eye. The bronzed blonde giggled softly and chewed on her bottom lip, naughty thoughts brewing in her soft eyes.



 Kiernan’s look matched Morgan’s. The short Texas-born ballerina edged closer to me, her rifle slung over her shoulder, her hand gliding silently toward my belt.



 Morgan saw this and stepped closer, as well. She ran her fingers up the weatherproof fabric on the arm of my camo hoodie, then closed her fingers tight around my shoulder. She leaned in, tickling the side of my face with her breath.



 I smiled, slipping my hands around their waists. It happened every time we fought a battle together.



 In a fight, we complemented each other all too well. Despite her blonde elegance, Morgan was like our tank, the way she wielded that shotgun.



 Kiernan was our long-range fighter. In a game of D&D, she’d be our archer.



 Me? I was the battlemage. Quick with a blade or a bullet, quicker with a spell.



 As smoothly as we operated on the battlefield, we were that much smoother together in bed.



 The blood simmering inside me, I gave a curt nod toward the farmhouse, about a quarter-mile off, past the overgrown grass. It was far off enough, and the grass was high enough, that I could only make out the smallest hint of its roof.



 “That looks like a cozy little farmhouse,” I said. “I bet it has a comfortable bed.”










Chapter Four




 We headed down a tight blacktop road sandwiched between a gap in the overgrown grass, the three of us on bikes, pedaling lightly, coasting along. I rode at the front but kept looking back at Kiernan and Morgan, drinking in the way they looked back at me as they crisscrossed and swerved behind me, quiet desire simmering in their eyes as they giggled with one another.



 Sometimes, I was struck by how much had changed in these last few months. Before Kiernan and Morgan came into my life, I was beginning to wonder if I was the last man on Earth…or so far removed from another living human soul that I might as well have been.



 Then I opened a portal and found Morgan, hesitant at first, yet just as thirsty as I’d been for human contact. I still remember that first encounter in the kitchen, the way our initial mutual attraction boiled over into raw lust, the way Morgan took control and rode me like she was half-mad. The fire of our initial attraction quickly gave way to a quiet romance, a quiet love.



 And then Kiernan arrived, stumbling out of the trees in a life-or-death battle with a dark elven knight. She’d been slightly shy at first…and with good reason. Before that elven knight ambushed her, Kiernan meant to ambush
 us,
 after living through several hard months on the road from Chicago, where there were few friendly faces but enemies could lay anywhere.



 The moment Kiernan met us, she realized that she could have never robbed us. Wracked with guilt, it took Kiernan some time to get comfortable with me and Morgan. I smiled to myself, thinking of the first time Kiernan and I made love. How nervous she’d been, after only knowing a woman’s touch, never a man’s.



 Even now, months later, my cock still stirred whenever I thought of that first release I had with Kiernan, the look in her wide, intelligent chestnut eyes when I spent myself.



 I looked back again, over my shoulder. Kiernan swinging one way on her bike, Morgan swinging the other, two crisscrossing angels.



 There’d been some awkward moments between us, true. Hell, new romances were always awkward in the best of times, and the end of the world certainly didn’t help matters.



 “But look at us now,” I whispered.



 After being abandoned by her old boyfriend in that Nebraska shopping mall, Morgan obviously had some reservations about opening her heart again. Now, whenever I looked into her bright eyes, her love was obvious, opening up and blooming right in front of me like a flower come springtime.



 Kiernan, who’d been afraid of driving a wedge of jealousy between Morgan and I, had fallen just as in love with Morgan as she had with me. She might have approached us with ill intent at first, but now, I knew she’d give her life for me or Morgan at a moment’s notice, as we would for her.



 After a quarter-mile of blacktop, we came upon a winding gravel path, slightly overgrown, patches of yellow, brittle ankle-high grass sprouting through the tightly packed gravel. The path was tighter than even the road had been, just barely wide enough to allow one vehicle to pass. We rode in a single-file line, me at the fore, Morgan in the middle, Kiernan at the back, the high grass pressed in on both sides, living green walls that danced when the wind blew.



 The path went on for sixty or seventy curving yards before the farmhouse appeared. I gasped when I saw it. From a distance, my view blocked by the grass, I assumed it was going to be a smaller farmhouse, humble and homey.



 Instead, a sprawling three-story Victorian farmhouse sat before us, with gabled roofs and ornate asymmetrical turrets and big bay windows, lace curtains lying dormant behind the glass. It had a beautiful wraparound porch from front to back, overgrown flowers sprouting from the flower beds and brightly colored pots arranged just beneath the railing.



 Though their colors were slightly faded from the early-autumn chill, the flowers still spilled from the beds, from the dangling pots, lilacs and azaleas and primrose and more creating lush ribbons of growth along the faces of the house.



 We chuckled with awestruck laughter as we hopped off the bikes, weapons in hand – though we doubted we’d need them – and meandered around the house, admiring the flowers and the ornate woodwork, the pure craftsmanship that had gone into this towering home.



 The house was a little bit weatherbeaten, some scuffed paint and loose wood, but nothing unexpected at the end of the world, nothing that couldn’t be fixed. Hell, even without improvements, I could honestly say it was the most beautiful thing I’d seen in years.



 Excluding Morgan and Kiernan, of course.



 We made our way back around front, at the porch steps. I gazed up at the house as Morgan and Kiernan came to my sides, each slipping their arms around my waist. Kiernan got up on her tiptoes and kissed my neck lightly, her soft lips trailing slow and smooth up to my ear, where she flicked her tongue across my earlobe then wrapped her lips around it.



 Morgan’s right hand crept up my chest, tickling me beneath the camo hoodie, but when she saw the erection tenting in my matching camo pants, she exhaled with a tinge of excitement as she slipped her hand back down, her fingers brushing across my bulge.



 “I think you mentioned something about finding a comfy bed,” Kiernan whispered as her lips tickled my ear.










Chapter Five




 We did a quick sweep through the house, room by gorgeous room, as the lust grew palpable between us. I took the lead, as usual, my Browning bolt-action raised and ready, my cock still stiff in my pants.



 Aside from a thin layer of dust, the house was pristine, with intricate area rugs and antique lamps, an oak dinner table big enough to seat a dozen and huge kitchen, mostly modern, but with a throwback woodfire stove nestled in the corner.



 Up on the second floor, we found the master bedroom, the door still closed, a spotless gold doorknob, unlocked. I pushed the door open. As no windows had been opened and the previous owner had seemingly been a meticulous germophobe, the bedroom was perfectly clean, not even any dust. Save for some windblown grime on the windows, it looked as if housemaids had just been through, scrubbing it clean down to the last crevice between the floorboards.



 I sighed pleasantly as I pulled off my camo hoodie, eyeing a brass bed nearly big enough to swim in. A thick down comforter was half-folded over pale soft linens, pillows fluffed to perfection. The hair on my arms stood up when I heard the sounds of Kiernan and Morgan undressing behind me.



 I turn toward them, clenching my jaw to hold back my lust, and saw they’d both already ditched their camo thermal-lined outerwear.



 Morgan stood barely clothed, a skimpy angle-cut sleeveless undershirt white as fresh snow, her bronzed midriff soft and syrupy, the green jade gemstone like a prize over her belly button.



 Her camo pants were pooled at her ankles. Beneath them, she wore matching white panties, tight as sin against her sex, the cleft of her labia showing through the lace. She slowly ran her hands down those butterscotch hips and threaded her thumbs through the straps, eyes on mine as she pulled the straps back, showing the pale contours of her tan lines. Warm as the thermal lining was, her undershirt was damp with sweat…damp enough that I could see she wore no bra underneath it, the wet cotton semi-see-through, just enough that I could spot the pink points of her hard nipples.



 Kiernan slid next to her, her camo fully kicked aside. She wore a black undershirt, sleeveless as well, and it fit her torso tight down to her naval, a sliver of her bare stomach showing tight and firm.



The bare skin of her shoulders was pale and smooth, creamy and tight, her feminine athleticism from years of dance giving every muscle the gentlest definition. Her ballerina instincts made her every movement precise, so much so that every simple breath or shrug of her body seemed deliberate.



So, when she began to tug her black undershirt higher up her abdomen, the intent was obvious, and my cock stiffened further as Kiernan deftly slid her top off, her firm breasts bouncing slightly at the reveal.



She’d been wearing thin low-rise sweatpants beneath her camo pants, tight but low, revealing the sinfully red lace straps of her thong panties.



 Kiernan’s soft pink lips crinkled into a naughty smirk and she ran her hands through her dark hair, letting it tumble back on her bare alabaster shoulders.



 I walked toward them, my fists clenched with desire. I slid an arm around each, letting my fingers linger on their bare skin, dotted faintly with sweat, giving every soft curve a smooth, slick texture.



 Practically moving as one, both Morgan and Kiernan reached for the tent in my pants, their fingertips grazing my bulge, and though that instant sensation only further enflamed my lust, I caught each by the wrist.



 “Not yet,” I whispered, then pulled each’s hand to the other’s lap, right above their panty lines. “First, touch each other.”



 I looked to Morgan then Kiernan and then they turned to each other as I guided them by the wrists. Morgan pulled back the red lace of Kiernan’s thong, showing the tuft of matching dark hair nestled deeper down. Kiernan’s swift fingers crept smooth and certain down Morgan’s butterscotch lower belly, vanishing beneath Morgan’s heavenly white panties, a flash of trim golden pubic hair catching my eye.



 Kiernan had spent a few years experimenting with other young women while attending ballerina school in Chicago. Though she had far more experience with the female form than Morgan, Kiernan’s lessons with Morgan hadn’t stopped at swordplay.



 Her white teeth digging softly into her lower lip, Morgan slid her hand deeper, with growing confidence, and pressed two gentle fingertips lightly on Kiernan’s clitoris.



 Kiernan gasped, lips twisting in sudden ecstasy, before finally gasping when Morgan swirled those fingertips expertly around Kiernan’s rosebud.



 Kiernan shuddered, making the definition in her abs show that much more, her tits heaving with every hitching breath as Morgan slid her middle finger inside of Kiernan.



 Kiernan, however, wasn’t to be outdone. I steadied her with a hand on her hip as she stood there on wobbly knees, then she slipped her hand deeper down the crevasse between Morgan’s thighs. Positioning her fingers in a V-shape around Morgan’s labia, Kiernan spread her open by half an inch then slipped a finger in, slowly with insistent purpose, until she had her middle finger burrowed into Morgan up to the knuckle.



 Morgan exhaled with a clipped, uneven breath as Kiernan pulled her finger out slowly, only to shift her grip upward and tease that wet digit around Morgan’s nub.



 “Fuck!” Morgan wailed with a quiet, yet high-pitched shriek.



 I pulled them apart, scooped Kiernan into my arms, and deposited her softly on the bed. I grabbed Morgan by the hips, pulled her close, and kissed her deeply, my tongue pressed smoothly against every tastebud of her own.



 “Kiss her between the thighs,” I told Morgan, then hefted her onto the bed, and Morgan instantly crept up on Kiernan on her hands and knees, her sculpted ass swaggering slightly with every movement, making it impossible for me to look away.



 Kiernan spread her toned pale thighs. Morgan wrapped her arms around Kiernan’s alabaster legs then kissed the insides of her thighs, alternating one side to the other, always kissing a little deeper with every pass, honing in on the bright pink cleft that lay in the middle.



 Morgan ran her tongue up Kiernan’s bright pink labia, wet and shining, then closed her lips around Kiernan’s rosebud, suckling lightly. Kiernan arched her back, chest heaving, and wrapped her thighs around Morgan’s head, grinding her wet sex against the blonde’s mouth.



 I stalked across the bed on hands and knees, slowly coming up to Kiernan’s side. I grabbed her firmly by the chin and turned her face to mine then kissed her, long and deep. Her lips quivered against my kiss, trying to reciprocate but losing control from that
 other
 kiss, Morgan’s mouth soft and sweet between her legs.



 “You kiss me while she kisses you,” I growled.



 Kiernan purred quietly as I got up on my knees and slid out of my camo pants, my cock raging in boxers. Kiernan peeled my waistband down and her eyes shone bright when she saw my girth, rigid and erect. I ran my fingers through her flowing dark hair and winced as her lips closed around me.



 Kiernan kept one hand around the base of my cock, the other tangled in Morgan’s blonde hair, and she took me slowly, the underside of my cock pushing against her tongue, every tastebud making my nerve endings flare.



 Her lips tightened, her throat shifted, and she watched me keenly through her eyeglasses as she took me down to the root. She held me there, eyes not wavering from mine, the soft pink rosepetals of her lips quivering the longer she kept me in her throat, until finally her pale cheeks turned red and she had to pull me out, precum dangling from her lips as she gasped for air.



 All the while, Morgan watched us, her bright eyes drinking in the sight of our lust, looking up curiously from over Kiernan’s raven mound.



 Kiernan curled her toes, chest heaving, and she licked my precum from her lips. “I have an idea,” she panted, then grinned knowingly as she glanced down at Morgan, her mouth still busy between Kiernan’s legs. “Remember what we talked about, Morgan?”



 Morgan raised one golden eyebrow. Even with her mouth locked on Kiernan’s sex, I saw the edges of her lips curving into a grin. She pulled her lips from Kiernan’s sex, her mouth smeared with a honeyed sheen. “I remember,” Morgan answered, with just the slightest bit of trepidation in her tone, as a sly smile broke across her lips.










Chapter Six




 “What?” I asked, brusquely but not unkindly, merely lost in the growing heat raging inside me.



 Kiernan leaned forward slightly, propped up on her elbows, her sly pink smile both sensual and adorable. “It’s just…there’s something that you and I’ve done together,” she answered. “Something you haven’t done with Morgan yet.”



 My mind was clouded, in a fog of restless desire, and I just couldn’t see through it. Morgan and Kiernan exchanged lustful smiles then Kiernan smirked at me as she got up on her knees in front of Morgan.



 Morgan remained on the bed, bent forward, with one hand still toying with Kiernan’s wet sex. Kiernan, though, bent down, kissing her way down the length of Morgan’s spine as she pushed the blonde’s white panties to the side, revealing Morgan’s perfect ass, bronze with faint tan lines like a vanilla swirl in your coffee.



 Kiernan curled her finger, beckoning me to join her, then continued to kiss Morgan’s lower back, then her ass…and then I fully understood what Kiernan wanted me to do to her.



 My cock was aching by then, painful with pent-up longing, and I pivoted around behind Morgan just as Kiernan had begun clawing at the blonde’s butterscotch ass cheeks, pulling them apart, showing me that gorgeous, tight little knot hidden between.



 Kiernan winked at me then licked her lips and buried her face in Morgan’s ass, hungrily rolling her tongue in little circles around Morgan’s petals.



 My heart racing and the cum boiling in my balls, I looked back to Morgan to make sure she was up for this.



 “Are you sure?” I asked.



 She had her ass in the air, her head resting sideways on the mattress, smiling as she looked back at me, still with one hand working between Kiernan’s thighs, two fingers buried in the ballerina’s treasure.



 “I’m a little nervous,” she smiled, her words coming out slowly, like melted butter, “but yes. I’m sure.”



 The moment those words rang out, Kiernan grabbed hold of my cock. She broke her mouth away from Morgan’s tight little knot and slowly licked her hand, her palm up to her fingers, then stroked it up and down my grith. Her lips found me again, those bright dark eyes wide and naughty behind her glasses, and took me in from my tip down to my root and back again, leaving my cock slathered and glistening with her spit.



 Thus lubricated, Kiernan urged me on, guiding the tip of my cock through the gentle bronze canyon of Morgan’s ass, tickling my tip against her knot.



 Kiernan shuddered suddenly – Morgan still had two fingers buried in her slit – but even as she was overtaken by a small but sudden orgasm, she maintained eye contact with me as I pressed my tip harder against Morgan’s breach.



 Beneath us, Morgan’s free hand shot out, clenching the bed comforter, twisting the soft down in her fingers as she waited breathlessly for my entry. She was still looking back at me, her face a portrait of desire and muted nervousness, her lips moving as she repeated, almost silently, “Yes, put it in, yes…”



 I leaned forward, gripping Morgan by the back of her neck, my fingers sinking into the soft honey-colored skin of her shoulder, holding her firm as I pushed in, growling as her tight petals slowly yielded to my slick cock.



 Her mouth twisted as if to scream, but she only gasped, her bottom lip quivering as I pushed deeper.



 Kiernan continued to kiss the crest of Morgan’s ass, her curious, insatiable eyes watching closely as my cock vanished inside Morgan. Kiernan ran her hand down Morgan’s soft canyon, tickling the topside of my cock as it plunged deeper. After what seemed like an eternity, when I finally had my entirety buried inside Morgan, Kiernan moaned softly as she ran her finger over the rim of Morgan’s asshole, tickling her breach, tickling my cock.



 I pulled back then pumped in again, my hand still pinning Morgan down by the shoulder, with Kiernan draped nakedly over the slender landscape of Morgan’s bare back, watching with ravenous focus as my cock plunged back inside.



 “Turn me around,” Morgan purred, somewhat greedily, with a hint of petulance. “Turn me on my back, Bobby. I want Kiernan’s cunt smothering my face.”



 That greedy little request sent a sharp throb of desire through my cock, awakening my own inner greed. I grabbed Kiernan by the hair and briefly pulled her to the side, her pale naked body glistening with sweat, her inner thighs slick with her dew, her bright, weeping sex like a pink rose blooming in a white flowerbed.



 I plucked my cock from Morgan’s ass – eyeing her hole hungrily, slightly gaped, her rim red at the edges – and promptly rolled her onto her back. I grabbed each thigh and pulled them up to my hips, pressing my tip right back against her asshole. Her eyelids fluttered and her mouth wrenched open as I filled her again, my cock beginning to twitch and pulse, rapidly approaching my release.



 Grabbing Kiernan lightly by the hair, I guided her back on top of Morgan. She threw her leg around Morgan’s face and straddled her, grinding her soft, wet, pink gash against Morgan’s lips with a smooth, insistent rhythm of her hips.



 Kiernan let out a sharp moan and propped herself up on one palm, then reached down and stroked my cock as I pumped into Morgan. Kiernan leaned forward, kissing my stomach,



 “Cum all over her,” Kiernan whispered between kisses, her lips tickling my abdomen. “Shoot your cum right across her tight belly, Bobby, so you can watch me clean it up…”



 Morgan must have heard her. She moaned in a primal agreement and wrapped her bronzed thighs around my waist, making me plunge into her at a sharper angle, and that quickly, my pleasure was upon me.



 My body was wracked by a sudden convulsion and my cocked throbbed with a pleasure so potently intense that I almost forgot Kiernan’s request and Morgan’s primal consent. Moving quickly, I pulled myself out of Morgan and gently pushed Kiernan aside.



 Morgan looked up at me, pouting, Kiernan’s discharge still wet on her lips, the honey-colored portrait of her body ripe and nubile. Kiernan’s hand found me, fingers snapping around my shaft, stroking me suddenly, making my release that much more explosive.



 My release came upon me like a gunshot. My pearlescent seed shot in a long arc across Morgan’s abdomen, leaving a glistening trail from just above her left hipbone nearly up to her sternum.



 At that, Kiernan fell upon her, working from the bottom up, following the trail of pearls from Morgan’s waist up to her chest, running her tongue slowly but eagerly up along Morgan’s torso.



 Once every drop was licked away and Kiernan had a mouthful, she draped herself over Morgan. The two of them kissed, their pink tongues pushing back and forth slowly as they shared my load.



 I leaned back on my knees, one hand on Kiernan’s hip, the other on Morgan’s thigh, and watched with rapt satisfaction.



 Finally, with each of them enjoying a taste, Morgan and Kiernan swallowed in unison, breaking their kiss, before they each broke into a sweet bout of giggling that tickled my ears, making me smile.



 “So, I guess we have a farm now?” Morgan asked.



 “A farm and a vacation home,” Kiernan added, laughing louder. “This was fun, but honestly, I can’t wait to sleep in this effing bed, it’s amazing!”










Chapter Seven




 We took a longer walk around the farm to scope out the place, but we were just going through the motions; we all knew the farm was perfect, and besides, we were only planning to utilize a few acres, so the rest of the farmland was just a bonus.



Sadly, all the farm animals were long gone, either escaped or eaten by wolves.



 After getting the lay of the land for an hour or so, we headed back to the farmhouse for lunch. Between the bike ride down to Wooddale then our fun in the bedroom, my stomach was grumbling.



 We sat down at the dining room table in the farmhouse, the long oak tabletop almost big enough to seat an army. I broke out our little lunch, long strips of beef jerky with a chopped salad – lettuce, tomatoes, diced onions, and carrots with a raspberry dressing, every bit of it from our garden – along with a thermos of hot black coffee.



 Morgan and Kiernan were chit-chatting about what we could use to spruce up the upstairs bedrooms when, suddenly, my vision got hazy.



 I blinked, wiping at my eyes, at first taking it for fatigue. It had been a long morning, after all, and I hadn’t slept all that well the night before.



 I set my jerky aside and took a long pull from my coffee mug, hoping the caffeine would help, but soon I was feeling lightheaded, as well.



 “Bobby?” Morgan asked. “You okay?”



 I shrugged, wincing, rubbing my temples, blinking my eyes, trying to rid myself of the haze. With that, my ears began to ring, my heartbeat pounding like a drum, and Morgan and Kiernan’s voices faded along with the dining room.



 I blinked, and there I was, overlooking Chicago again, the red-and-black scaled form of the Lord Dragon curled tight around the Sears Tower. Its long neck coiled out, topped with massive horns, a mouth wide enough to swallow several men whole at once. The Lord Dragon’s dim gold eyes narrowed as it looked toward me, its scales like blood and black rock as smoke curled up from its nostrils.



 Then, its wings flapped out, a wingspan that felt wide enough to black out the sky, and as the Lord Dragon’s
 ROAR
 shook the city, I felt wet warm rivulets leaking from my ears, from my nose, and somewhere far off I heard Kiernan and Morgan shouting.



 And then I was back in the dining room again, slumped back in my chair, blood running from my ears, from my nostrils, my head aching like someone had just rammed an icicle through my temple.



 “Fucking hell,” I groaned, leaning forward and shutting my eyes tight, Morgan and Kiernan kneeling on either side.



 “Shit, look at this,” Morgan worried as she wiped away the blood with a paper towel. “Bobby, what happened?”



 As quickly as it had all happened, I was already recovering. The haze in my vision was gone. Even that stabbing headache had eased considerably in just a moment or so.



 “Bobby, please tell us that you’re okay,” Kiernan whispered with dread.



 I put one arm around Kiernan, another around Morgan, reassuring them both. “It was another vision,” I said. “Clearer than the last one.”



 Morgan and Kiernan exchanged looks of fear.



 “The Lord Dragon again?” Morgan asked quietly. Though my power with magic was growing, and though we had a plan to deal with a dragon attack, she still didn’t like the mention of the creatures.



 I nodded. “Yeah, the Lord Dragon again,” I answered. “But look, it’s okay. It’s not like this hasn’t happened before.”



 Morgan swallowed hard, shivering. “But it could be the Lord Dragon sending the visions,” she said fearfully. “Who else could it be?”



 I recalled that priest, the human figure in the dragon mask from one of my first dreams. Could it have been him? Or some other dragon worshipper groveling on their knees beneath the creature?



 “Let’s get home,” I said. “I want to look through the spell book. Maybe there’s some information regarding these kinds of visions. The more I know about them, the better.”



 “Are you okay to bike home?” Kiernan said. “You still look a little woozy.”



 “Forget biking,” I said. “I’ll open a portal.”



 Morgan frowned. “At this distance? Are you sure?”



 “Seriously, I can do it,” I said, smiling gently. “The worst is over. I’m feeling like myself again.”


 And I meant it. I knew portal magic – any kind of magic, really – could be dangerous if you weren’t casting it correctly. If I hadn’t thought I could safely open a portal back to the farmhouse, I wouldn’t have even attempted it.



 We cleared up the remnants of our lunch, gathered our gear, then went back outside to our bikes. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and envisioned the farmhouse, then held out my palms, whispering the words.



 With only a little more effort than usual, the diamond-shaped portal buzzed to life in front of us, with our home sitting just on the other side. One by one, we stepped through, with Kiernan up front and me coming up the rear.



 As I stepped through, I took one look back at the old Victorian farmhouse…and then I heard the metallic
 whistle
 of Kiernan’s silver longsword being drawn from its scabbard.



 “ELF!” she shouted.










Chapter Eight




 By the time I looked toward the commotion, chaos had broken out.



 Kiernan lunged toward the figure in the strange robe, her silver longsword flashing in the sunlight. Morgan, still processing the situation, was dodging to the right, unslinging her shotgun.



 The elf in question stood just a hair shorter than Morgan with a bewildering robe flapping about its body. The robe was streaked silver and black, like moonlight and shadow, yet it wasn’t merely set in any fabric. The colors came alive, swirling and shifting, dizzying to look at.



 With a hood pulled around its face, it was hard to get look at the creature, except that it’s skin appeared to be bright gold in color.
 A High Elf?
 I wondered, frowning, since that was a race well-versed in all sorts of magic.



 Tossing my bike aside, I rushed through the portal. Forget the hunting rifle – Kiernan was too close for me to get a good shot – I went right for my machete, pulling it off my hip as I charged into the fray.



 Kiernan feinted left then pivoted to the right, her silver blade singing. The elf’s robe flipped open and it drew an enchanted staff, a large red gemstone flaring at the top, magic crackling around it.



 There was a crackling sizzle as the elf checked Kiernan’s blade then spun deftly, shooting out one foot and taking out Kiernan’s legs from under her.



 Morgan, by then, had ditched her shotgun as well, bringing her bronze blade to bear, and rushed the elf at my side.



 Its face draped in darkness from the living silver-shadow hood, I only glimpsed the High Elf’s bright platinum eyes as it spun away from my machete, my blade missing wide, and it kicked up the bottom of its staff, cracking me in the chin, sending a bolt of lightning across my field of vision.



 Morgan had no better luck. She slashed with her blade but the elf evaded it just as easily then disarmed the blonde with a quick
 thwack
 , the staff cracking down on Morgan’s wrist. Morgan yelped in pain and staggered back, tumbling into the grass as she dropped her sword.



 The elf threw its hood back…at which point I realized the elf was female, with lush, elegant hair shaded green with black roots, with high pointed ears, those platinum eyes almond-shaped, with pouty golden lips.



 As I was regaining my footing, she pointed the gemstone at me, the magic crackling fiercely around the jewel. “I don’t want to –”



 I moved so fast that I hadn’t even stopped to consider that this creature had just spoken the English language. I opened the portal beneath her and the High Elf’s moonlight-and-shadow robe swirled as she plummeted into it, only to fall from an exit portal just off to the side, eight feet in the air.



 She slammed hard into the grass, dropping her staff. I kicked it aside and pointed my machete in her face. Her bright platinum eyes dimmed, tiny blue pupils coming into focus, staring at the tip of my blade just inches from her golden face.



 A pretty face, I noted. Deadly, but beautiful.



 “If you’ve come here looking for trouble, well, you fucking found it,” I growled.



 The pretty High Elf grunted, putting her hands up, her smooth palms the same golden shade as her face. “I’m not here for trouble,” she groaned, obviously in pain. “That little bitch in the glasses rushed me. I was only defending myself.”



 Morgan shot up, scowling. “What the fuck did you just call her!?”



 Keirnan glared. “Yeah, what the eff did you just call me!?”



 “Easy girls,” I said, my eyes still trained on the pretty elf. Perhaps Kiernan had made the first move, but this elf was dangerous, and not to mention a stranger. “You know English,” I observed.



 “Well yes of course I know fucking English,” she said. “I’ve been speaking it for twenty-seven years, so I’ve gotten pretty goddamn fucking good at speaking fucking English!”



 I paused, chuckling. This one didn’t sound anything like the other elves I’d met, all hostile, all speaking the same foreign tongue from beyond the portal. “Yeah, you speak English like a construction worker,” I smiled.



 “My dad was a construction worker, asshole,” the elf shot back.



 I laughed. “Well so was I, back before the end of the world.”



 I had decided quite suddenly that I liked this female elf, though by no means did I trust her just yet. I lowered my sword and backed away, then kicked her staff out of reach. Morgan stood over it, her blade at the ready.



 “So, what’s your story?” I asked.



 “You want to get that big knife out of my face, dude?” the elf shot back.



 “For that, you’ll have to start talking,” I answered.



 “A cautious human,” she commented, then her pouty golden lips curved into a sly grin. “And not too bad with magic, from the look of it. I had a feeling.”



 I cocked a quizzical eyebrow. “Something tells me you’re not here by chance,” I said.



 “Nope,” she responded, then her pouty grin got a little sharper, a certain playfulness in those bright platinum eyes. “You’ve been having some strange dreams lately,” she went on, a statement, not a question. “Dreams about dragons.”



 Kiernan started toward her, sword in hand. “If you’re some kind of dragon cultist, honey, then you better –”



 I held out my arm, blocking Kiernan from getting any closer. Morgan had a look in her face like she might jump on the elf any moment, as well.



 I chuckled. I liked it when the ladies got feisty.



 “Take it easy, both of you,” I told them. Then, to the elf: “I’ve been having dreams, yeah. About a big fucker called the Lord Dragon out in Chicago.” I lowered the machete and offered her my hand. She took it and I helped her to her feet. I noticed she wore big black combat boots, steel-toed and waterproof, sturdy but scuffed. Obviously, she’d put some long miles on them. “Been dreaming about a weirdo in a dragon mask, too.”



 She rolled her eyes. “That would be the Cult of Dragonfire,” she said. She huffed. “Stupid name. Stupid people.”



 “So you know them,” Morgan said accusingly.



 The elf paused, looking at Morgan. The elf’s grin took on a subtly challenging edge, perhaps a bit mocking, as well. “Oh yes,” she said. “I’ve gallivanted around Chicago with those moronic dipshits for a few weeks.” She shrugged. “I didn’t like it.”



 “You’re with the dragons, then,” Kiernan said, her voice sharp as a razor’s edge.



 The elf turned to Kiernan and smirked. “Yes, clearly,” she said with an obvious, mocking tone. “As you can see, I rode a dragon all the way here.” She rolled her eyes again. “Of course I’m not
 with
 the dragons, four-eyes.”



 “FOUR-EYES!?” Keirnan shouted.



 That was too much, even for me. I stepped in front of the elf, glaring. “Listen, you seemed alright at first,” I said. “But if you’ve come here to insult my ladies, then we’re going to have a problem.”



 She shifted her platinum eyes to mine again. “No, I didn’t come all this way just to bicker with your girlfriends, human,” she said. She edged a little closer to me. Good Christ, that golden skin was gorgeous...but I tried not to openly admire her. Kiernan and Morgan wouldn’t have appreciated that at all.



 The elf continued. “I came here to warn you that a dragon is on the way,” she said.



 Playful and mocking as she seemed, one quick look in her eyes let me know she was being genuine. How she knew this information and why she’d chosen to come to me with it? Good questions. But I had a better, more pressing query.



 “How long before it gets here?” I asked.



 “I’d say maybe a week, maybe a little longer,” she said. “Although dragons are famously ponderous. When I left Chicago, the lesser dragons were still debating on which one was going to come sniff you out.” She snorted. “Have you ever
 heard
 dragons argue? It can take forever. Don’t let the scales and fire-breath fool you, dragons behave like debate team nerds half the time.”



 Suddenly, the day didn’t feel quite as bright. I felt darkness pressing in all around me.



 “How do they even know we’re here?” I asked.



 “Same as I do,” the elf shrugged. “They sensed a human being using magic.”



 “Hey Bobby, look at that,” Morgan said, nodding toward the front porch.



 With all the chaos, I hadn’t noticed it. A big chopper motorcycle, a military-grade duffel bag slung across the seat with two cans of gasoline dangling from the side.



 The elf grinned. “She’s a nice ride.”



 “Gas?” I asked. “I thought it all went stale years ago.”



 “It did,” the elf shrugged. “But c’mon, you’re a magic user. A little creativity with alteration magic can make gasoline good as new, as long as you know what you’re doing. Plus, I’ve always wanted to do a cross-country motorcycle trip. Like Che Guevara did down in South America…except, you know, I’m not a communist.”



 I shook my head. “What kind of elf are you?”










Chapter Nine




 There was a foul-mouthed, slightly rude, definitely
 dangerous
 High Elf that had come to my home on a motorcycle to warn me about dragons.



 If that didn’t call for an early drink, I didn’t know what else did.



 I sat down at the head of the dining room table, a fresh bottle of bourbon in hand. I cracked it open, tossed the cap aside, and took a nice long pull, straight from the bottle.



 Morgan sat to my right, Kiernan to my left, both of them on edge as the High Elf sauntered in behind us, that moonlight-and-shadow robe swaying about her, the staff back in her hand, glowing faintly red.



 The elf’s platinum eyes lit up brighter when she saw the bourbon. “May I?” she asked.



 I thrust the bottle toward her. She took a long pull then swallowed, sighing in contentment.



 She gestured to her robe. “You mind if I hang this thing up somewhere? It’s a bitch to get wrinkles out of it.”



 I nodded to the closet nearby. “There’s a coat rack inside. Cool robe, by the way.”



 She nodded. “It’s made from a fabric called elven weave,” she said. “Heightens the magical ability of any elf that wears it. Not bad to keep you warm, either, especially speeding on a chopper halfway across the country in this damn early autumn chill.”



 I had a whole list of questions for her – like why the hell a High Elf from another dimension knew English, for one – but then the elf peeled off her robe and my voice got caught in my throat.



 She wore an open-back denim halter top, opened down the center of her abdomen, the flaps over her small, round breasts – small, yes, but also firm and perky – held in place by a single pin-buckle strap. The top looped around her neck, came down just below her ribcage, her slender golden body draped in something a country music starlet might wear on stage.



 Her bare shoulders were soft, her golden skin without a single blemish, her abdomen flat and tight. Her pants were matching denim, supple and tight at the waist, low-cut, showing off the sharp golden angles of her hips. Though the jeans were tight on her slim thighs, they flared slightly below the knees, an almost bell-bottom look. The denim was worn in some places, no fashionable cuts or holes, but all-natural wear-and-tear. Gorgeously rugged, a High Elf that looked more at home on a dusty country road than some dewy Tolkien-inspired elven getaway.



 She took another pull from the bourbon then plopped it back down in front of me. She took the seat next to Kiernan, kicked her boots up onto the table, and rocked back on the chair’s back legs as she folded her golden hands across her flawless abdomen, her green hair tumbling down over her bare shoulders.



 I tried not to stare but found it difficult. The texture and color of her skin made it look like she was perpetually bathed in sunlight. Her body was slender, yet fit and tight, athletic not from days spent at the gym but, I thought, from long hours working tossing hay bales or wrangling horses.



 Kiernan was glaring at the elf, but thankfully, she hadn’t brought her blade into the dining room, and the elf had left her staff leaning up against the wall when she’d hung up her robe. The elf shot Kiernan a playful side-eye.



 “Is it just me or did I detect a little Texas twang in your tone, honey?” the elf asked.



 Kiernan’s eyes were still sharp enough to cut metal. “Yeah you did,” she said. “What’s it to you?”


The elf shrugged. “I always enjoy meeting another girl from down South,” she smirked.



 “You’re from…?”



 “I’m a bayou gal,” she said breezily. “I was raised around Cajuns but never picked up the accent myself.”



 “A High Elf from Louisiana?” I asked, taking another small pull from the bottle.



 “Oh geez,” Kiernan said, then grabbed the bottle and took a long pull herself. However, I noted she was no longer glaring at the elf. Neither was Morgan, for that matter. “I’m confused,” Kiernan added.



 “Me too,” I laughed. “I’m sure you stood out quite a bit down south.”



 She smirked. “Me and my family had ways of blending in.”



 Morgan still looked suspicious, but allowed herself a cautious smile. “This is getting interesting,” Morgan commented. “Tell us more about yourself…whatever your name is.”



 “The name’s Cecilia,” the elf answered. “But before I get to my story, I’d like to find out how a human construction worker figured out how to use magic.”



 “Here, I’ll show you,” I said. I ducked into the living room and pulled the spell book off the bookshelf. I dropped the book in front of Cecilia then fell back into my chair. “I got that off a lich I killed. I opened it up and discovered that I could read it.”



 “Hmm,” Cecilia remarked, tracing her fingertip over the cover. “
 ‘A Complete Guide to Spellcasting for All Mages, Apprentices to Masters.’
 Interesting. You were really able to read it?”



 “Don’t ask me how,” I said. “I’ve seen other books from the beyond the portal, but never any I could read. For whatever reason, this spell book translates to the English language for me.”



 “And you two?” Cecilia asked, turning to Morgan and Kiernan.



 They shook their heads.



 “Nope,” Kiernan said.



 “It just looks like angry geometry to us,” Morgan added.



She flipped the book open, skimming the table of contents, then flipped a few pages deeper. “My mom and dad had a spell book like this,” she commented, lightly tapping the pages. “There are some pretty advanced spells in here. Spend enough time practicing and you just might be able to cast one, Bobby.”



“That’s the idea,” I said. “I’m hoping that I can figure out how to do some good with these spells. I dunno, help people, maybe.”



She shot me a slightly surprised smile, as if she were pleased to hear that. “As far as I know, no other humans have figured out magic yet,” she said. “I guess we’re lucky you’re the first. It’s a rough world out there and I don’t think the average survivor would have such a charitable outlook if they learned how to cast spells.”



“I guess I’m not the average survivor, then,” I said. “But what about you? What’s your background? Because honestly I think a motorcycle-riding High Elf with a construction worker father is a lot more interesting than some random dude who learned how to cast a few spells.”



She laughed. “If you want it, I can give you the quick version, but it’s probably not as exciting as you’re expecting.”



 “Try us,” I said.



 She swung her boots to the floor, leaned forward, and rested her elbows on the table. She took the bottle and ran her finger over the mouth contemplatively. “Short version, my parents came from the Elven Dominion.”



 “I thought you said your dad was a construction worker,” I said.



 “He was, afterward,” she answered. “Back in the Dominion, both my mother and father were battlemages. On Earth, my dad found he liked working with his hands more than magic. As for my mother, she ended up becoming a teacher.”



 “So this Elven Dominion is beyond the portals?” I asked.



 “It used to be, yeah,” she said. “Not anymore though. Now, from what my parents told me, the Dominion is just a wasteland now. Like, total apocalypse, even worse than here.”



 “What happened?” Keirnan pressed.



 “Nuclear war, to start,” Cecilia said.



 I raised an eyebrow. “Nuclear war? Seems strange, you know. Elves with nukes.”



 Cecilia shot me a playful glare. “Oh, so because elves use magic, that means we were stuck in some stupid medieval fantasy realm without any technology?”



 “No offense,” I chuckled.



 “The Dominion fell apart, like,
 a thousand
 years ago. Back then, the elves had reached a level of technology that surpassed what humans have now. Of course, they were just as sloppy. Pollution, global warming, all that fun stuff…but, you know, with magic, too.”



 “Sounds nice,” Morgan said. “I guess…”



 Cecilia shrugged. “I wouldn’t know, I’ve never been there. Anyway, wars broke out. Elves fighting elves, other races drawn in, dwarves and wizards and whatever.” She took a small pop from the bottle, exhaling sharply after she swallowed. “Soon, the nukes starting flying. Nuclear winter, all that jazz, and before long the entire Dominion – and everything else – really
 had been
 bombed back to medieval times. My parents left just before the fall and settled here on Earth. They even took on human forms, just to blend in, guessing that Earth was a safer place to start a family.”



 “Whoa,” I said, leaning across the table, fascinated. “You and your family have been here for all that time? Christ, High Elves are immortal. You must be older than –”



 “I’m twenty-seven,” she laughed. “My parents have been hanging around North America for a thousand years, but it takes elves a long time to reproduce. And yeah, I’m immortal in the sense that I’ll never die of old age, but please, don’t shoot me or anything like that. Elves can die with the best of them.”



 Suddenly, I felt a guilty stab in my chest. I glanced at Morgan and Kiernan. They felt it, too.



 “Listen,” I said, cautiously, remembering how dangerous Cecilia could be. “Before we get all chummy with each other, you should probably know that between the three of us, we’ve killed –”



 “Lots of elves, yeah, I bet you have,” Cecilia said, somewhat casually. “I don’t take it personally. If my parents were still around, they wouldn’t, either. Elves like me and my parents? They don’t really exist anymore, at least that’s what my parents claimed. After the Dominion fell, evil magic spread across the realms, twisting everything that lived there. Wood Elves, in particular, got shafted, I think.”



 Kiernan frowned. “Nasty little buggers.”



 “Yeah, I agree,” Cecilia said regretfully. “My mom and dad told me the Wood Elves used to have beautiful cities up in the trees…but that was before the Dominion fell, before the evil magic.” She sighed. “Anyway, I’ve lived on Earth my entire life. Louisianna, specifically. Outside of my parents, I don’t have any ties to the old realm.” Her platinum eyes faded a bit. She looked away from us, sniffing, almost like she were about to cry. “Well, no ties at all now.”



 Shockingly, Kiernan put her hand on Cecilia’s, soothingly. “Your parents are dead, aren’t they?”



 Cecilia nodded, turned back to us, smiling despite the glassy tears in her eyes. “Yup.”



 “In the vanishing?” I asked.



 She shook her head. “Only humans disappeared when the world ended,” Cecilia said. “My parents weren’t affected.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her fist then took another long sip from the bottle. “My parents were killed by goblins.”



 “But your people are used to monsters like goblins, aren’t they?” Morgan asked. “And you guys know magic naturally too, right?”



 “Naturally, yeah…but you still need to practice,” Cecilia said. “By the time the portals opened and the monsters spilled out, my parents had been so accustomed to life on Earth that they’d all but lost their connections to magic. They were easy targets, once the goblins found them.”



 “You never fell out of practice, though, did you?” I asked.



 Cecilia smiled sadly, then shook her head. “I kept on the family tradition. By the time I was born, my mother and father had stopped casting spells. Aside from using shapeshifting spells to keep up their human forms, my mother and father always said magic had no place on Earth. They didn’t like it much, but as long as I was careful and only cast my spells in private, they let me practice all I wanted.”



 My stomach sank. Perhaps Cecilia’s parents weren’t able to defend themselves from monsters from beyond the portal, but Cecilia was more than capable.



 “You don’t have to keep talking about it if you don’t want,” I said, as I sensed what was coming next.



 “Hey, most people died during the vanishing,” she said. “Most survivors were cut down by monsters, just like my parents.” She swirled the bourbon bottle, watching the liquor slosh inside, then took one more sip before pushing the bottle back to me. “I’m not any different, except in the sense that if I’d have been just a
 little
 better with magic, I might have been able to save them.”



 
 She was there, damn it. She was right there with her parents when the goblins attacked. She tried to defend them but she couldn’t.



 She laughed and wiped away fresh tears, then gave a ‘what can you do’ shrug of her shoulders. “Anyway, that’s my story. These days, everybody’s got one, and it’s usually sad. Now I think we should get onto more important things, like the dragon that’s coming your way.”



 I cleared my throat, studying her. After what she’d just finished telling us, I felt guilty still harboring my suspicions about her, but it couldn’t be helped.



 “Cecilia,” I said, rather softly. “Did you know the dragons were in Chicago before you went there?”



 “Of course I did,” she said. “Don’t get me wrong, guys. I’m no dragon worshiper. But after my parents died…” she trailed off for a moment, then refocused. “I was eager to find more elves. High Elves, like me. I know my parents said all the folks from the old Dominion realm were twisted by magic now, but still. How could they know that
 everyone
 beyond the portals were evil, right?”



 “You were looking for your people,” I said.



 She nodded. “See, I spent most of my life hiding,” she said. “I spent most of my life like
 this.”



 She snapped her fingers and her body, momentarily, turned into a blur. Like she was moving at a thousand miles per hour, though she hadn’t shifted an inch. The blur only lasted a moment, though, and when it cleared, there was a brown-haired human woman sitting where a High Elf had been a moment prior.



 Shapeshifting magic. I bet it came in handy back when Cecilia and her family were trying to live incognito among us humans. Her human façade was convincing, and pretty, I guess…



 
 Pretty, yeah…but not as pretty as she looks in her true skin.



 Cecilia gestured to herself, to her disguise. “I like humans. I was raised with ‘em. I enjoy living among them. Earth is my home. I particularly enjoy their cuisine – gumbo, specifically – but I’m
 not
 human.” She snapped her fingers again. The blur returned. When it faded, Cecilia was in her elven skin once more. “It sucks that the world ended, but it feels good for me to be myself for once.”



 Back in her true form, I couldn’t help but stare. The golden shade of her skin, her slender body…I couldn’t stop thinking about what that skin might feel like against my fingers. What that slim golden body would feel like if she pressed it against me.



 
 Take it easy there, man. You’ve got two women who love you. Probably best if you didn’t start fantasizing about a stranger. A beautiful stranger, yes, but still…



 “That’s the weird thing about the dragons and their cultists, though. When I arrived there, they welcomed me with open arms. Me and every other ‘creature’ from beyond the portal. Human, elf, dwarf, orc…it makes no difference to the dragons. It’s the weirdest thing, all those races living side-by-side, even the ‘feral’ ones twisted by magic.”



“I can’t wrap my head around that,” I said. “I just can’t imagine humans living next to orcs and goblins peacefully.”



“As long as you bend the knee and worship the dragons, you’re part of the tribe.” She eyed up the bourbon again, but didn’t reach for it. “I was hoping I’d find some elves like me there.” She shook her head. “There weren’t any, though. Just the crazy ones, like everywhere else.”



 God, she was so desperate to find her own people that she even risked living under the dragons’ rule.



 “What’s it like, living among the dragons?” I asked. “In the visions you sent me, I’d only seen the Lord Dragon and the lesser creatures, plus a cultist or two.”



 “It’s like living under any other iron-fisted dictator,” she said with a shrug. “It’s disquietingly orderly, in the sense that there’s no infighting among the cultists, no matter their race. But other than that, it can be damn brutal when the dragons get bored. I knew what I was walking into. My parents brought history books from the old Dominion with them, so I knew plenty about the dragons before I got there. They demand acquiescence, obedience…and the odd sacrifice-by-fire.”



 Morgan grimaced. “Like, human sacrifice?”



 “Human, dwarf, goblin, elf…they’re all the same to dragons,” Cecilia explained. “As long as they burn in a fire, the dragons are happy with the sacrifice.”



 She shrugged like it was no big deal, her bare, golden shoulders shifting up and down, skin as smooth as butter. I couldn’t get over Cecilia’s quiet, subdued, almost rugged elegance. The way she could shift between a mouthy country girl and a wounded young woman was mystifying.



“The dragons have drawn hundreds of worshipers,” she continued. “These jackasses look at the Lord Dragon like it’s a new god, so there’s never a shortage of bug-eyed fanatics willing to jump at the head of the line when it comes to sacrificial burnings.”



“What happens if the dragons decide to spread out?” I asked. “What happens when they run out of people to sacrifice? Or if they decide they want to burn a new city?”



“Honestly, I wouldn’t worry about that too much,” Cecilia said, running a hand through her deep green hair, making it dance around her shoulders, the dark roots drawing my eye. “For all their fire-breathing, death, and destruction, dragons are fairly lazy beings. Content to be worshipped, even if it means sitting on a pile of burned rubble.”



“I don’t understand why we’d have to worry about them, then,” Kiernan said. “If they’re content to stay where they are…”



“They’ll see me as a challenge,” I said. “A minor one. Little more than a curiosity. But they’ll see me as a challenge.”



Cecilia pointed at me, her golden smile both sly and radiant, her eyes literally shining. “You got it,” she said. “Although I wouldn’t say they see you as a challenge, specifically. I don’t know who much you’ve learned about magic, Bobby, but there are precious few spells that can harm a dragon. I know of some, but even I’m not powerful enough to cast them.”



Morgan and Kiernan looked at me, grinning.



Cecilia raised her eyebrows, pretty and curious. “Something you three want to tell me?”



“I figured out an attack,” I said.



She looked at me, doubtful. “The Dominion history books are full of stories of magic users trying to take down dragons, but their immunity to most elemental damage means that even the most powerful destruction spells won’t –”



“I’m not using destruction magic,” I said. “I’m using portal magic.”



“Portal magic?” she asked, one green eyebrow cocked sharply. She chuckled, like I was joking. “How would that even…?”



Then, as if on cue, a blood-curdling shriek rang out, so loud the windows rattled, so loud the house began to shake.



Jumping up from my seat, I turned toward the kitchen windows…just in time to see a massive winged shadow dash across the mountain.



“Heh,” I laughed darkly, turning back to Cecilia. “I guess the bastard came a little earlier than you predicted.”



Outside, the dragon crested overhead – I could still only see its shadow – and the trees rattled and shook when the beast flapped its massive wings. Deer sprinted out of the trees then darted down the mountain, the wolves coming quickly behind them, howling in fear.



“What…what…what do we do!?” Morgan yelped.



“You guys aren’t doing anything,” I said. “Take cover in here.”



Kiernan grabbed my wrist tight, pulling herself to me. “Bobby, you can’t!”



“Stay here, hide with us!” Morgan added, throwing herself around me.



For just a moment, I held them both tight. I kissed Morgan on the forehead, then planted one on Kiernan’s temple.



“You two know you can’t help me with this,” I said. “But this is what I’ve been waiting for. I got this, girls. You’ve got to trust me.”



Instinctively, I began to reach for my gear, my hunting rifle, my machete, my holy water…but those would be useless against a dragon. Emptyhanded, I turned toward the back door, rattling on its hinges as the dragon coasted by again.



“You’re really going out there to face it,” Cecilia said, standing a few feet away from us, her almond-shaped eyes wide with fear.



“I can’t kill the fucker from inside here, now can I?” I said, then sprinted toward the back door, come what may.










Chapter Ten




 Flying out to the backyard, I was struck by how bright the morning had become, how eerily silent. My head moved on a swivel, eyes trained on the sky, looking north to south, east to west…with no sign of any dragons.



 My hands were trembling, adrenaline and fear, but for just a second, I foolishly let myself hope the dragon had simply left.



 And then the shriek rang out again, loud enough to sting my ears, backed by a deafening
 WOOSH
 and a fierce gust of air as the dragon whipped past flapping its wings.



 The gust from its wings knocked me back a step
 .
 My stomach shrank when I saw the beast, its hide armored in dark blue scales thick as metal sheets, a wingspan wide enough to engulf the house in shadow, and bright red eyes brimming with both keen intelligence and rage.



 The dragon caught sight of me, black smoke curling from its nostrils as it snapped its jaws threateningly as it made its pass.



 I ducked, though in truth the dragon wasn’t in biting distance, and my bowels turned to ice as I took in the sight of its gaping maw, easily large enough to swallow me in one bite.



 The dragon cut upward, then slightly to the southeast, beating its huge wings over the trees as it began to curve around. It was going to make another pass, and this time, it wasn’t
 just
 going to threaten me with a snap of its jaws.



 As if to announce its intentions, the dragon belched fire into the sky, a red-orange flower blooming in the air. Even down in the grass, well over a hundred yards away, I felt the heat of the flames. It was a pulsing,
 angry
 heat, like the god of fire had sprung to life.



 I heard the back door fly open behind me. I looked back and saw Cecilia there, back in her shimmering moonlight-shadow robe, her magical staff in hand, the red gemstone flaring and crackling.



 I would have shouted for her to go back inside, to some semblance of safety, but the dragon wheeled around, fire blazing, before I could.



 A plume of angry fire shot toward me. I thrust my right palm out, incantations spilling over my lips, and I opened a wide entrance portal right in front of me, swallowing the fire.



 Thrusting out my left palm, I opened an exit portal in mid-air, right in the dragon’s flight path, and the blue-scaled creature shrieked in confusion when it caught a wave of its own fiery breath in its face.



 Still, the dragon wasn’t hurt, merely dazed, and not for long. The dragon hovered a moment, beating its wings and shaking its head on its long snake-like neck. The thick dark blue scales around its face were glowing a faint orange from the heat of its own fire.



 I let the first portals close then stood my ground, waiting for the dragon to recover. Its bright red eyes shone angrily, scornfully. I stared down the creature, knowing this time, when it swooped down, it was going for the kill.



 The dragon
 ROARED
 then beat its wings. The ensuing wind gust was violent – it even knocked me back a step – and the beast gnashed its teeth as it dive-bombed right at my position.



 
 Easy now,
 I told myself, as calmly as I could even as my stomach twisted into knots.
 Just like you practiced…



 With the dragon forty feet out and closing in fast, I opened the first portal right in front of it, giving it no room to dodge. The dragon’s red eyes shot open wide in shock and I thrust out my other hand, opening an exit portal right behind it.



 As the dragon vanished into the entrance portal, I brought my hands together, making the portals kiss.



 There was a bellowing, echoing roar as the dragon flung itself through the loop, ‘round and ‘round and I thought,
 Buddy you better hope a portal can chop a dragon in half, or else you’re going to be in a whole world of trouble,
 and then finally clapped my hands together, slamming the portals shut.



 The roar promptly cut off. The portals scissored down right through the dragon’s midsection, almost perfect equal halves. The dragon’s front half vanished into the portal’s void. The back half vanished as well. Only the slimmest bloody sliver remained, like a giant cut of salted meat flopping down bloody and steaming into the grass before me.



 “Heh,” I laughed as easy relief flooded through my limbs. I looked back at Cecilia – and Morgan and Kiernan, who were lingering by the back door – and shrugged. “To be honest, right at the end there, I started to get nervous.”



 Cecilia, with her robe peeled open, crossed her arms – making her small firm breasts squeeze together slightly beneath the flaps of her denim halter – and chuckled. “You could have fooled me,” she said.



Morgan and Kiernan dashed out, cheering and hooting.



“You’re not the rookie mage anymore,” Morgan laughed as she planted a kiss on my cheek. “Now, you’re the dragon killer!”



Kiernan giggled and hopped onto my back, her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms draped across my chest, peppering the side of my face with kisses. “That was the sexiest effing thing I’ve ever seen!” she laughed.



I pulled Morgan close, Kiernan still on my back, and kissed the blonde on the lips. She cupped my face in her hands, her fingernails tickling my cheeks, our kiss made awkward by her laughter, by her wide smile.



“Good lordy I love watching you two make out,” Kiernan said, her chin resting on my shoulder, a sexy little smile on her lips as she watched us.



“Almost as much as I love watching you two,” Morgan said, giggling with a purr as she turned my head to the side and Kiernan locked her lips on mine, kissing me just as deeply.



Off by the back porch, Cecilia lingered, alone. She watched us quietly, with a somewhat sad glint in her eye. When Morgan and Kiernan finally peeled themselves off me, Cecilia approached, the flap of her robe open, showing off that exquisite golden skin.



“I hate to be the party pooper, folks,” she said as she prodded the dragon’s skimpy remains with the butt of her staff. “But this won’t be the last dragon coming to bother you.”



My smile faded, that old feeling of doom creeping into my heart again.



I might have made short work of the dragon, but that battle could have gone quite differently. It wouldn’t have taken much. Let’s say I slipped on a wet patch of grass as I was opening that first portal, I’d have been toast, quite literally.



Or what if the dragon had come in the midst of another attack on our property, some goblins or even a necromancer, maybe another squabble with some elemental demons?



Hell, what if the next dragon came in the middle of the night? Even if I could fire off portals as swiftly as an old west gunslinger, you couldn’t cast spells when you were sound asleep.



Suddenly, Morgan and Kiernan didn’t look quite so joyful. Morgan, especially, melted into a look of visceral terror.



“More are going to come?” Morgan asked, her voice dripping with dread. “I thought you said dragons were lazy, that they weren’t interested in expanding their influence as long as they had worshippers and sacrifices?”



Kiernan nodded. “Yeah, what happened to dragons being content to sit around watching idiots worship them?”



Cecilia shrugged regretfully. Clearly, she took no joy in dampening our moods. “Dragons are lazy and, yes, they’re content to sit in their little ash-pile kingdom in Chicago,” she explained. “But they’re not going to sit idle once they realize that Bobby killed one of their own. If anything, the lesser dragons will just be eager to prove themselves by avenging their fallen brother.”



“How will they even know that this one’s dead?” Morgan asked, panic creeping into her tone. “I mean, they’re hundreds of miles away.”



Cecilia kicked at the hunk of raw, bloody dragon meat in the grass. “They’ll assume as much when this one doesn’t return,” she said. Then she turned to me. “And they’ll know you killed it because they’ll still be able to sense your magic, Bobby.”



“Then I won’t use any,” I said, throwing up my hands. “I’ll never cast another spell again. You said yourself that your parents practically lost their connection with magic, and they were High Elves. I’m just a human and I haven’t even been practicing magic for all that long, just a few months.”



Cecilia laughed lightly, smiled sadly. “It won’t matter,” she said. “You’ve already got the stink of magic on you. If you forgot every spell incantation you’ve ever learned right now and never cast another spell, it won’t make any difference. You’ve marked yourself with magic, Bobby. Forget the fact that they’re hundreds of miles away. They’d be able to smell the magic on you from the other side of the planet.”



My jaw dropped, my heart sank. If I’d have known any of this, I never would have opened up that spell book. But no. I fooled around with magic and condemned myself to a lifetime of being hounded by dragons.



But there was no use in denying the situation, no use in fighting it. I nodded grimly.



“Well okay then,” I said, my voice hoarse. “I’ve got no choice.”


Morgan grabbed my arm. “No choice but to do what?”



“Yeah, Bobby, what do you mean?” Kiernan added.



I tried to give them a reassuring smile. I couldn’t.



“We’ll never be able to live in peace like this,” I said, my head hanging low, my eyes downcast. I couldn’t bring myself to look at them. “As long as the dragons can sense me, well…”



“No!” Morgan said, realizing what I was getting at. “Bobby, don’t say what I think you’re about to say.”



Kiernan just stared at me, her mouth agape, tears brimming in her eyes.



I turned to Morgan, trying to fight my tears. It didn’t work. A lone tear ran down my cheek and vanished into my beard as I slipped one arm around Morgan, the other around Kiernan.



“You two stay here,” I said. “You both know how to fight. You know how to work the farm, how to work the security system…”



Morgan shook her head, tears streaming down her face. She grabbed me tight, her fingers locked around the scruff of my shirt, shaking her head back and forth. “Absolutely not,” she wept. “This is your home, Bobby.”



“It’s your home, too,” I corrected her. “And as long as I’m here, this place won’t be safe.”



Kiernan found her voice, a fraction of it. Her eyes were wide and wet behind her glasses. “But you don’t have anywhere to go,” she said quietly, below a whisper. “And you’ll be alone.”



“There’s no other way,” I said.



Kiernan slung her arms around my waist, burying her tear-stained face into my chest. She couldn’t manage a word, only sobs, and I held her tighter – I held both of them tighter – and just let them cry.



There was nothing else I could have said, anyway.



“Hold on,” Cecilia said.



We looked at her.



She sighed, tapping the butt of her staff against the grass. “There
 is
 something we can do,” Cecilia said, then she turned to Morgan, then to Kiernan. “But I don’t think you two ladies are going to like it very much.”



Morgan and Kiernan glanced at each other, hopeful but uncertain.



“What is it?” I asked. “Do you know a way to, I dunno, hide this magic or something?”



“There is a spell,” she said. “A rather complicated one. I know
 of
 the spell, but I’ve never cast it before.”


“Will it work?” Morgan asked, nervously.



“I think it might,” Cecilia said, then jerked her thumb toward the house. “Let’s go inside. I need to have a look at that spell book of yours, Bobby.”










Chapter Eleven




 We were on the sofa, me, Kiernan, and Morgan. Cecilia sat on the lounge chair across from us, the coffee table standing between.



 Curiously, Cecilia hadn’t removed her enchanted robe. Rather than hanging it up again, she had it pulled tight around her, not so much as a sliver of her body visible through the moonlight-and-shadow weave.



 Her playful smiles had stopped along with her jokes and jibes. She even pulled her green hair into a ponytail, tucked into the back of her robe, giving her an androgynous, almost sexless look.



 She held the spell book in her lap, skimming the illusion magic chapter, tracing her finger along the headings as she searched for the spell in question.



 I sat between Morgan and Kiernan, their hands intertwined with mine, both of them sitting quietly with cautious optimism.



 
 I don’t know about this,
 I thought to myself.
 What the hell had Cecilia meant when she said Kiernan and Morgan wouldn’t like the spell?



 Cecilia furrowed her brow, narrowing her almond-shaped platinum eyes. She glanced at me and I knew she’d found what she was looking for.



 She cleared her throat and placed the open book on the coffee table before us. “Here it is,” she said quietly. “The spell that, possibly, can help you.”



 She tapped the heading that read,
 THE ANONYMOUS WIZARD.



 “What is it?” Kiernan asked, unable to read the text.



 “Any magic user emanates a sort of magical signature. The same way you can’t chop wood without breaking a sweat, you can’t cast spells without giving yourself that signature.  There are, however, some advanced spells that can conceal a spellcaster's signature,” Cecilia said. “Back during the Elven Dominion days, wizards who wanted to blend into a crowd would use it, a kind of muffling magic. No one would sense their magic, even if they were draped with enchanted items.”



 The ladies sat up straight, their hearts racing, their hope swelling.



 “Then learn the darn spell right now, Bobby!” Kiernan said.



 Morgan tapped the open page excitedly. “Yeah, c’mon, cast it right now!”



 Cecilia sighed. “It’s not quite that easy,” she said. “The trouble is, a magic user can’t cast this spell on himself. It just doesn’t work that way. The fact that you’re casting the spell in the first place cancels out the muffling effects.” She shifted in her seat, somewhat uncomfortably. “The spell has to be cast
 on the mage who wants the muffling effect,
 ” she said with added emphasis.



 A heavy feeling took root in my stomach as I finished reading over the spell for the third time. No wonder Cecilia had said that Morgan and Kiernan weren’t going to like it.



 I read over the spell description for the fourth time, hoping that, somehow, the words would have changed.



 They didn’t.



 
 For a mage to permanently muffle his magical aura, he must first find a second spellcaster willing to cast this spell upon him. The second spellcaster must invoke the proper incantations (described below) while the mage in question pleasures the spellcaster with pure, blissful, loving intimacy. Due to the powerful nature of this desired spell effect, both the mage and the second spellcaster must come to a moment of intense release. The mage’s heart cannot falter at any point during said intimacy. The mage may use any number of (non-magical) aids as he seeks to pleasure the second spellcaster. While both must come to their moment of release, it need not be simultaneous.



 The desired spell effect will only take hold after both have experienced release.



 I sighed, my shoulders tense, jaw clenched. When I looked up, I saw Cecilia was already studying me, her face almost neutral, with just a hint of regret in her eyes.



 “I can’t do this,” I said, my throat dry.



 “Yes you can,” Kiernan said, gripping my hand tighter in her lap. “Bobby, whatever it is, you need to do it.”



 Morgan nodded, clutching my hand just as tightly as Kiernan. “She’s right,” Morgan said. “No matter what it is, you need to do it. We can’t lose you now, Bobby.”



 “You brought us together,” Kiernan agreed. “You made this place into our home. Without you, it won’t be home.”



 “And fuck that,” Morgan said sharply. “Bobby, if you’re going to leave, I’m coming with you. If dragons are going to hunt you, I’ll be there by your side to help you.”



 Kiernan took off her glasses and leaned in close. “Yeah, like Morgan said,” she agreed. She paused, taking a deep breath. “Fuck that!”



 Cecilia just watched, waiting for the hammer to drop.



 “You two don’t understand,” I said. “It’s not as easy as Cecilia just casting a spell on me. It’s…it’s a little more involved than that.”



 Morgan had a look of confusion in her eyes, but Kiernan’s gaze gradually narrowed. She was beginning to realize.



 She fixed her glasses. There was a passing wave of anger in her eyes, but it was gone almost as quickly as it appeared. She took a deep breath then turned to Morgan.



 “They need to do something together, Morgan,” Kiernan said at a low pitch. “Cecilia and Bobby, I mean.”



 Morgan swallowed hard, understanding. “And this ‘something’ isn’t reciting spells together, I imagine,” she said.



 Morgan turned to Cecilia first, then Kiernan. Neither looked angry, precisely.



 “As long as it doesn’t mean anything,” Kiernan said quietly. “As long as it’s just sex and nothing more.”



 Cecilia averted her eyes. She wasn’t enjoying this…even if part of her was most definitely interested in getting underneath me.



 Because she did, I could tell. Though she kept her robe tight around her slender body and ditched all pretense of flirtation, I could see it in her eyes. In her body language. In the subtle tightening of her shoulders, the way she kept her hands folded tight. But mostly I saw it in her eyes, a subtle glimmer in that platinum gaze.



 “It can’t just be sex,” Cecilia said. “Not just ‘fucking.’ I wish that were the case, but it’s not.” Slowly, Cecilia looked up at me, even as she addressed Morgan and Kiernan. “He has to make love to me. There has to be passion. It can’t be faked. If there’s not something real between us, the spell won’t work.”



 “And that’s the problem,” I said, my voice coming out like sandpaper. “You’re very attractive, Cecilia. And more importantly, you seem pretty damn cool.” I paused, my pulse hammering in my veins. “But I won’t be able to fake it. I won’t even be able to enjoy it.”



 Morgan, wincing, said, “She’s beautiful, Bobby. You’ll be able to enjoy it.”



 “I’d never be able to enjoy betraying you two,” I said. “Even if there’s a good reason behind it.” I shook my head and crossed my arms. “I’d be shocked if I could even perform, let alone…I dunno…find any passion in it.”



 “You won’t be betraying us,” Morgan insisted, her fingertips sinking into my shoulder.



 Kiernan threw her arms around me, nuzzling close, her forehead pressed against my temple, her eyes wide and worrisome. “You have to at least try, Bobby,” she said. “We can’t lose you, not now. We
 won’t.”



 And when I looked into their eyes, first Kiernan then Morgan, and I knew Kiernan meant it. They both did.



 If I tried to leave, they’d just follow me.



 If I stole away in the dead of night, they’d come looking.



 I looked across the table at Cecilia, quiet and sexless. She might have seemed disinterested, even dispassionate, but I knew better.



 “You’re sure you can do this?” I asked.



 She nodded curtly. “I’m sure,” she said.



 “It’s an advanced spell,” I warned her.



 She gestured to her robe, all that flowing black and silver. “The elven weave boosts my magical abilities,” she said. “As long as I maintain some sort of physical contact with the fabric, yes, I’m sure I’ll be able to cast the spell.”



 With Morgan and Kiernan clinging to me, I came to a sudden realization.



 I’d faced down liches and necromancers, orcs and goblins and elemental demons, even a dragon. Through it all, I found ways to keep my cool, to keep my nerves from getting the better of me, even when the specter of death loomed right over my shoulder, so close I could feel the Grim Reaper’s scythe tickling the back of my neck.



 But now, faced with the prospect of bedding a beautiful High Elf, I was so nervous that I could scarcely move.



 “Alright,” I said after a moment. “Let’s do it.”










Chapter Twelve




 I stood out in the hallway, just outside my bedroom door – closed, with Cecilia waiting beyond it – shirtless, barefoot, wearing only my sweatpants. The house felt uncharacteristically drafty just then, invisible fingers of chilled air stealing in from every nook and cranny.



 In my right hand, I held a tumbler with a double shot of Johnnie Walker Black on ice. Morgan fixed it for me, telling me it might ease my nerves, yet I hadn’t managed a sip.



 The ladies were outside, well out of earshot. They wouldn’t hear the bedsprings shrieking, or the floorboards groaning, or anything else.



 
 I’m doing it for them,
 I reminded myself, then pushed open my bedroom door and set my whiskey down on the dresser, untouched and unwanted.



 Cecilia stood there, naked save for her robe. The slip was open, the weave draped upon bare golden shoulders. I clenched my jaw as I took in the sight of her, her flat abdomen gold as melted butter, the inside curves of her small breasts and her nipples – a slightly darker shade of gold – eager and erect, poking out from the slips.



 Her long emerald hair was brushed over her right shoulder, cascading down close to her elbow, the dark roots showing, contrasting with the jade. The robe remained open even down to her hips, slender and taut, a tuft of emerald pubic hair and the clefts of her sex, her labia the color of ripe peaches.



 At the sight of her, my cock stirred at once. How could it not?



 Cecilia was aroused as well, I saw, the insides of her golden thighs already slightly slick, the ripe peaches between her thighs wet and dewy.



 I stepped forward, my cock pointing the way.



 “If the circumstances were different,” she said quietly, “would you still want me?”



 I gave her a brusque nod. “You’re exquisite, Cecilia,” I said. “Yes, of course I’d want you. That’s not the problem, though…”



 She stepped toward me, slashing the distance between us. Her fingertips were soft and smooth as she brushed them across my chest, down between my pecs, and my cock throbbed eagerly despite the hesitation in my heart.



 “Do you actually want me?” I asked, my voice like gravel in my throat. Though I’d sensed some attraction on her part, I couldn’t be sure…



 She pressed herself against me, her fingertips tickling down by my waist, just above my hips. Through my sweatpants, my cock brushed against her thigh, mere inches from her ripe fruit.



 “I thought you were cute enough, yes,” she whispered. “But once I saw the way you threw yourself into that dragon’s path, I wanted you so badly I could have screamed.” She nuzzled against me, her lips brushing against mine. I didn’t kiss her back, not yet, but I didn’t refuse her kiss, either. “The way you defended the women you love stole my breath away, Bobby.”



 I grunted as she brushed her fingers across the tent in my sweats, as she wiggled her fingers down my waistband. She kissed me again, slipping her tongue into my mouth, and this time, I pressed back, my tongue on hers, her lips tasting like strawberries.



 I touched her cheek, rolled my thumb across her jaw, then shifted my hand up into that tumbling green hair. She moaned quietly. I pressed my tongue deeper into her mouth and she reciprocated.



 Suddenly, she tugged at the drawstring at my waist, loosening my sweats. Just like that, my bare cock was in her hands. She cupped my balls, squeezing gently, and tightened her fingers around my shaft, a smooth downstroke to my root, then up again. She ran the pad of her thumb across my tip, exhaling sharply when she felt my precum beading.



 I slipped my hands under her robe, around her hips, pushing back the slips a little farther. I leaned toward her neck, my lips against her throat – I could feel her pulse racing there – and lifted my right palm up to her breast.



 She ran her fingers through my hair and grunted when I gently teased her dark golden nipple, as I palmed her small breast, cupping it in my hand. She took a fistful of my hair and pulled my face down to her chest. I took her right nipple into my mouth, feeling her body shiver as I sucked on it.



 She gave my cock another stroke, my balls another squeeze…but I thought of Morgan and Kiernan out back, out of earshot,
 away from me…



 “What’s wrong?” she whispered as my cock began to grow soft despite her gentle touch.



 I pulled my lips away from her gorgeous small breast and shook my head in frustration. “It’s tough…”



 “Hold on,” she whispered, then put her mouth on my chest, kissing and sucking, rolling her tender mouth down my sternum then my abdomen as she got down on her knees, the moonlight-shadow weave draped over her shoulders still.



 She kissed me along my waist, trailing her fingers down my thighs. She caught my cock in one hand then pressed her lips against it, her pretty golden lips being smeared with my precum, and I stared down into those alluring platinum eyes as she took me into her mouth.



 Cecilia started slowly, bringing my hood into her mouth up to my ridge, her lips tight around me. She stroked me patiently with one hand, squeezed my balls with the other. I rolled my head back, breathing sharply, trying to enjoy it, giving myself to the sweetness of her mouth.



 She took me deeper, stroking along the way, and within seconds I was hard again.



 I tried to lose myself in her lips, in the wet suckling sounds she made as she took me deeper, as her tongue shifted and swirled. I even ran my fingers back through that green hair, gripping it down to the dark roots, and for a moment, I felt my blood getting hotter, felt my lust rising…but it was
 only
 lust.



 The guilt remained, a hollow, gnawing emptiness where there may have been passion…where there
 could
 have been passion, save for the fact that I couldn’t get over the sense that I was doing something wrong…for the fact that, as gorgeous and sweet as Cecilia was, she simply wasn’t Morgan or Kiernan.



 Perhaps if I’d known her better, or longer. The fact remained that despite hearing her tell her story, I simply didn’t
 know
 Cecilia.



 “I want you inside of me,” she whispered as she kissed the side of my cock, working her way back up to my tip, still stroking, still massaging my balls. “I want you to give me just a taste of what you give to Kiernan and Morgan…”



 I
 tried
 to feel something, something more than mere lust…but I couldn’t. It just wasn’t there.



 While my cock didn’t go soft this time – that was impossible, given the sweet wetness of Cecilia’s lips – she could tell I wasn’t quite into it.



 A look of defeat in her eyes, she pulled away from my cock.



 
 No, that’s not defeat,
 I thought suddenly.
 It’s embarrassment. Maybe even shame. But why?



 “I know what can help,” Cecilia said, unable to look me in the eye, a sad, almost mournful smile creeping across her lips. “This has happened to be me before, you know.”



 “What has?” I asked.



 “My parents would have killed me if they’d known,” she said, her eyes still downcast, embarrassed. “But during my third year in college, when I was twenty or so, I decided that I was tired of hiding my true form. I had a boyfriend, about a year older than me. He was like you,” she grinned. “Sweet, loyal. And I thought he’d like me…you know, as I truly looked.”



 Her shoulders slumped, her head hung. She shrugged.



 “But he didn’t,” she said. “When I told him about my true nature – that I was a High Elf – he told me he was into it, that he wanted to see what I truly looked like. But when I showed him, well…”



 I stood there, aghast, not knowing what to say.



 “Anyway, I learned my lesson,” Cecilia said as she sat down on the bed, then quickly clapped her hands, shifting into her false human form.



 Brunette, pale skin, and very pretty…but not
 Cecilia.



 And then something shifted inside me. When I looked at her, I didn’t see her human form, or even her elven form.



 Now when I looked at her, I saw a wounded young woman who’d been so accustomed to hiding her true self from the world that she wasn’t comfortable in her own skin. That she doubted her beauty…and even, perhaps, her worth.



 And yet despite living a life in hiding, of trying to blend in with the crowd, when she sensed my presence – and realized that I was in danger, hunted by dragons – she’d come to help me, a person that she never met, that she didn’t know.



 For all her smartass jokes and her confident swagger, now I saw the real Cecilia: A wounded young woman with a big heart, just looking for her place in the world.



 That was when I felt the shift inside me, clockwork gears in my heart lurching into motion.



 Yes, now I felt it.










Chapter Thirteen




I walked up to the edge of the bed, where she sat, and offered her my hand. “I prefer you as you really are,” I said quietly.



 She took my hand, her face upturned, platinum eyes shimmering. “Really?”


I nodded, slowly helping her to her feet. Magic swirled at her fingertips. Starting from her toes, her true pigment began to reappear, like golden water in a glass, the soft hue dancing up her skin, up to her thighs then her hips then her torso as I slid my arms beneath her robe.



 When I finally leaned down to kiss her again, her skin shone like a living treasure. I tilted her head back and kissed her on the mouth, felt her shiver slightly as I pushed my tongue past her lips. She gripped my bare arms, fingertips burying in my skin, and I pulled her body against mine, snug and tight, feeling her perky nipples brushing soft against my chest.



 I shifted my right hand between her legs, brought my forefinger slow and steady to her sex then trailed it upward, from her labia up to her clit where I made little circles with my fingertip, not quite touching her nub, but almost.



 Her fingernails sank deeper into my arms. Cecilia shuddered hard, her pouty golden lips quivering, her jade hair dancing like vines in a hanging garden. As I slid a finger inside her, I looked deep into those bright eyes.



 “Has anyone ever touched you while you were in your true form?” I asked, my voice at a low pitch.



 Her breath hitching as I slid my finger deeper, Cecilia could only manage the briefest shake of her head.



 Her sex was soft, wet, and smooth, like slipping my finger into a jar of honey. I worked it deeper, curling it, felt the tight slickness of her hidden pleasure and, when I teased it, her walls grew snug and tight from my fingertip to just below my knuckle.



 Still gripping my arms desperately, she pulled herself closer until my cock throbbed against her hip, smearing precum across that sunshine skin, a crystal smear on gold.



 Gently, I pushed her onto the bed. She sat down, her toes curling, the wetness of her sex already marked on the bedsheets. I pushed her back a little farther, onto her elbows, with Cecilia almost flat on her back. I watched her body tremble, watched her small tits bounce and her slim belly tremor with each breath as I got down on one knee before her and pushed her thighs apart.



 I slid my hands up the undersides of her thighs, feeling the smooth elven weave beneath her, then kissed her between the legs, the gentlest touch of my lips against her labia, smearing her nectar against my mouth.



 As I kissed her, I brushed my nose gently against her nub, the briefest glance, and Cecilia’s thighs bucked at even that. She gasped, heaving, and swung her thighs onto my shoulders, digging her naked heels into the bare skin of my back.



 Tangling her fingers tighter in my hair – strands sticking out crudely between her knuckles – Cecilia stared down into my eyes, her golden torso cresting, rising and falling as she began to grind herself against my mouth.



 Sweaty locks of green hair fell in her face and her pouty golden lips opened slack, her tongue rolling against the roof of her mouth.



“…God…” she panted, wiggling higher up on her elbow, my hair still gripped tight in her fist.



 I shifted my mouth up to her nub, brushed my lips against it, and
 that
 sent her over the edge.



 She sandwiched my head between her thighs, grinding and writhing, a brief, sharp shriek escaping her lips as she came. The ripe fruit between her thighs seemed to burst, the juices from her peach gushing wet and sloppy down my chin.



 She lay there twitching, the moonlight-shadow weave pooling beneath her like she were lying in an enchanted pond. I rocked back on my knee, grunting as I wiped her dew from my lips, and she closed her thighs tight, her hands hovering over her sex protectively, as if it might explode.



 Slowly, her tremors began to recede. Her eyes had been shut in an orgasmic wince but now they cracked open, platinum slivers, and she swallowed hard as she gazed at my cock.



 “You’re sure you want this?” I whispered, my cock throbbing like it had a mind of its own.



 She nodded, still breathing heavily. “I want it,” she panted. “But under just one condition.”



 I raised an eyebrow. “That being?”



 “When you finish,” she whispered, “don’t pull out. I want to feel it, Bobby. The way that Kiernan and Morgan have both felt it.”



 Nodding, I climbed onto the bed, my cock brushing against her thigh as I mounted her. She spread her legs for me, her thighs soft and smooth – the insides still wet from her juices as well – and I grabbed her wrists and pinned them down at her sides as I tickled her opening with my tip.



 Grinding, teasing, but not yet entering, I learned to the right, where I still had her wrist pinned down. As I teased her opening, I placed my lips at the bottom of her hand, kissing her pulse, then kissed my way inward, from the inside of her arm to her shoulder then across her chest. Between my lips and my cock grinding against her opening, by the time I put my mouth on her eager nipple, she was moaning.



 She writhed beneath me, simmering and desperate. With each teasing poke of my cock against her lips, she felt wetter, hotter, until everything that lay between her thighs was one wet, quivering mess.



 Her moan reached an uneven shrieking apex when I sucked hard on that nipple, when I gave her my hood, inching my way inside.



 When I finally gave her my first full thrust, I thought she would burst. I plunged deep into her, her soaking wetness enveloping my tip and my shaft, then down to my base. Once inside her completely, I looked into her golden face, her shining eyes, and studied the pleasure written across her features, my stomach clenching as I felt her juices trickling down my balls.



 I pumped again. She inhaled with a hiss, through clenched teeth, but wet and sweet as I found her sex, I
 had
 to see more of that perfect golden body.



 I eased back, my slick cock tumbling from her slit. She whined with a greedy tone as I rolled her onto her belly, her ass slightly upraised. I cast back her robe, leaving it upon her otherwise bare shoulders but draping it to the side.



 The arch of her back was exquisite, smooth and golden and flawless. I slid my tip back into her breach then lay my palms across her bare back. I shifted my left hand up to her shoulder blades, pinning her down. I shifted my right hand down the length of her back, to the base of her spine, the arch of her upraised ass a delicious golden crest.



 Before I pumped deeper, I slid my right hand around her hip, then between her thighs, and teased her rosebud with one curious finger. She shuddered under me and I slipped in deeper, the walls of her sex clamping down snug around my cock.



 She reached back with both hands and dug her fingers into my forearm as I pinned her there, grinding her back against me, keeping pace with my thrusts. Through the heavy sound of her breaths and my thunderous heartbeat and shrieking bedsprings, I could
 just
 make out the whispers coming from her lips as she feverishly repeated the spell’s incantations.



 Growling, I draped myself against her, penetrating her from an angle so sharp that she whimpered when I hit her back walls. There was almost no space between us, my torso on her bare back, my lips kissing the back of her neck, her tight ass clenched as I clapped my hips against it.



 “Inside me,” I heard her whisper once she finished the incantations, her cunt greedy and tight and dripping. “Inside me,” she repeated, “inside me inside me inside me…”



 She came one last time, a shuddering reverberation that I felt in my bones and by then I was just about there, her own pleasure pushing me to mine, and I grabbed a fistful of her jade hair and wrenched her mouth to the side, kissing her deeply as I burst, a shuddering release deep inside her sex.










Chapter Fourteen




 We sat on the living room floor, Cecilia on one side, me on the other, roughly fifteen feet of empty space between us.



 She sat cross-legged, draped in her robe, her palms resting on her knees and her eyes closed in soft meditation.



 Sitting opposite, with Kiernan and Morgan on their knees behind me – cautiously hopeful, their fingers literally crossed – I waited for Cecilia’s answer.



 Her eyes still closed, Cecilia tilted her head to the right, her eyelids flickering. She smirked softly, but kept quiet as she tilted her head to the left, holding still.



 And then she opened her eyes.



 “I can’t sense a thing,” she said. “Even just a few feet away from you, I can’t get so much as a whiff of your magic signature.”



 I looked over my shoulder, to Kiernan and Morgan, expecting them to cheer. Instead, they simply clung to me, laughing with quiet relief.



 The spell worked. From here on out, my magic signature would be permanently hidden, almost as if I’d never opened the spell book in the first place. The dragons wouldn’t be able to sense me. If anything, they’d assume their fallen brother killed me, then died afterward.



 Cecilia watched us quietly, a small smile on her lips, her palms still resting on her knees. Since we finished, she’d kept her distance from Morgan and Kiernan, expecting them to be angry or jealous. In fact, she’d barely even spoke to me, or acknowledged me at all, save for a quick smile here and there.



 I looked at her now, with Morgan and Kiernan clutching me. Cecilia looked away, her eyes glossed with sadness.



 Quietly, Cecilia pushed up from the floor. She slipped back into her boots in almost absolute silence, not so much as glancing at us.



 I was about to ask her where she was going, but Kiernan beat me to it.



 “Cecilia, what are you doing?” Kiernan asked.



 She smiled deferentially, but wouldn’t meet Kiernan’s eye. “You three have your own lives,” she said. “I came here to help, that’s all. Now I should get back on the road.”



 Morgan looked up from my side, one arm clinging to me, the other clutched to her chest. “Why go back on the road, though?”



 Cecilia shrugged as she pulled the laces tight, securing her boots. Her enchanted staff rested against the wall. She took it, blowing some dust off the gemstone, making it sparkle. “Same thing I was doing before, I guess,” she said, the bright red gemstone reflecting in her eyes. “I’m going to look for my people. I dunno what kind of shot I have, but I might as well take it.”



 Kiernan and Morgan looked at each other, then to me. Morgan smirked first. Kiernan giggled. They both nodded to me.



 Cecilia started toward the door.



 “Hey, hold up,” I said.



 She stopped, looking back at us. “What is it?”



 “I think that maybe you already found your people,” I said.



 Cecilia had been reaching for the door. Her hand lingered, inches from the knob. She laughed quietly. “Yeah? You think?”



 I nodded. “I think so,” I said. “You might as well stay a while and make sure.”
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One quiet everyman. Three gorgeous college roommates who love to share. They're about to make a home together.



After inheriting a scenic farmhouse and leaving the corporate world behind, 29-year-old Billy Watson enjoys a quiet life. He works a stress-free job on a delivery truck and spends his evenings by the pond with his dog, Bandit. For Billy, life couldn’t get any better…until a chance encounter with Evelyn, a gorgeous co-ed with an eccentric sense of humor and some very adventurous roommates.



What begins as a whirlwind flirtation with a woman he thought was out of his league quickly becomes a passionate affair…and then Billy realizes that Evelyn and her roommates aren’t just close friends, but
 they love to share.



 
 College Harem
 is a
 relaxing and realistic slice-of-life
 depiction of
 MFFF contemporary harem relationships
 that includes
 group menage
 scenes with
 multiple partners
 , all from the
 straight male main character’s POV
 . The women in this novella are exploring both their
 emerging bisexuality
 and their
 shared desire
 to build an
 unconventional life
 with the main character.
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