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Chapter One

I fought dark knights before, more than once. They weren’t pushovers. Elegant yet savage, the tall gray-skinned, androgynous elven warrior-mages tended to wear heavy black armor that looked to be forged in hellfire. They preferred claymores and battle axes that smaller races might wield with two hands, yet a dark knight would swing that fearsome blade with one hand while unleashing a magical fire blast with the other. Last time I took one on, it had been a real slugfest – emptied a clip from my rifle into it and still had to hack it down with my machete afterward –  and yet this raven-haired, bookish young lady in the reading glasses had slaughtered one with relative ease.

Not only that, but the powerful warrior-mage had actually been running for its life before she put it down.

She was clearly in her mid-twenties, but she was short, five-foot-three at the tallest, and that was with her boots on. Her light armor wasn’t just mismatched, but seemingly pulled together from scraps, boiled leather and light chain mail and thin copper plates duct-taped and tightened with little ratchet straps, like an old car cobbled from spare parts in a chop shop. It was dented and battle-worn, the kind of armor that had survived its fair share of tussles.

She plucked an oil rag from behind her chest plate and wiped the elven blood from her silver longsword. Her fair skin – peppered with freckles – gave her face a youthful look, though her smoky, chestnut eyes held a calculating intelligence, the way a master chess player regarded pieces on a board before making a move. Her smirk was awkward yet oddly giddy, her brown eyes darting back and forth between me and Morgan.

“Sorry about the dead elf,” she said as she slid the longsword smoothly into the scabbard on her left hip, with her pistol resting next to it, nestled in its holster. Her voice was soft, even-toned, yet I noted a slight, almost imperceptible twang to it, a vague hint of a southern heritage. “I heard your voices while I was scavenging nearby, figured I’d come and say hello. Then that ugly bugger got the drop on me…until I turned the tables on him, anyway. Still, I never meant to leave any corpses in your backyard.”

I slung my rifle over my shoulder, chuckling. Morgan lowered her shotgun. She turned to me with a disbelieving smile. I just shrugged.

“Don’t sweat the dead elf,” I laughed. “I’ve hosted makeshift funerals for dozens of monsters around here over the years, one more won’t make much difference.”

The young woman held herself with a subdued precision, a kind of quiet control over every movement that made me think of acrobats walking across a tightrope. Even in her scattershot chop shop armor, I noticed that she hardly made a sound when she moved, no telltale scraping of metal-against-metal. Her mutedly giddy smirk tightened at the edges, then faltered a bit…almost like she was trying not to get ahead of herself.

Almost like she was still trying to judge whether or not she could trust us.

Sensing the young woman’s hesitancy, Morgan took a step forward, her hands down by her waist, but with her palms turned outward, a subtle, welcoming gesture. “I’m Morgan,” she said, then nodded to me. “And this is Bobby.”

She kept that strange boiled leather mask under her arm, with the bulging glass lenses over the eyes making it look somewhat insectoid, like a fly. She shifted it under her other arm before taking it in both hands, rolling it back and forth, like she was considering whether or not to slip it back over her face.

“I’m Kiernan,” she said after another moment’s hesitation. “Sorry if I seem a little nervous. The last few folks I met turned out to be not so friendly.”

“We’re friendlier than most,” Morgan said reassuringly. “Kiernan,” she repeated. “That’s a pretty name. Where are you from, Kiernan?”

“Chicago,” she said quickly.

Looking at her more closely, I saw that she wasn’t carrying any supplies with her other than her weapons. No backpack or duffel bag. That made me think she was staying somewhere close. I took great care when monitoring the area around my home, not just the surrounding hills and woods but the towns out beyond, plus the small city of East Stroudsburg to the south, but Kiernan had escaped my attention. I guess I should have felt a little apprehensive about that, but I didn’t.

Kiernan pointedly told us where she was from, but not where she was staying. I didn’t blame her; she was still trying to feel us out.

Out in the hills, the wolves howled, likely catching the dead elf’s scent. Kiernan jumped at the sound, her hand shooting to the pistol on her hip.

“They usually leave you alone,” I told her. “I’ve been living up here about five years now and they’ve never sniffed at me twice. Mostly, they come padding around when they smell dead monster meat.”

Kiernan relaxed a little, but still kept her right hand hovering over the holster. “It’s crazy what you see on the road these days,” she said. “About a week or two ago, back west, I swear I saw a grizzly bear. Imagine that, a grizzly in Ohio. I guess with no people to hunt them…” she trailed off a moment before finally moving her hand away from the pistol. “Anyway, sorry to bother you folks. I’ll be on my way.”

I felt a sudden urge to tell her to stay, to tell her not to go. After spending so long wondering if I was the last man on Earth, I was eager for more company, and Morgan saw that right away. Before I could say anything, Morgan stepped forward, slightly in front of me.

For a second, it looked like Morgan might take a step back – even like she might run off – but instead, she stayed put.

“Well hold on,” Morgan said. “If you’re going back on the road, you might as well take some supplies. We’ve got plenty here.”

“I couldn’t trouble you guys, seriously,” Kiernan said.

“At least take some breakfast,” Morgan pressed. “Bobby here is a good cook.”

“Yeah?” Kiernan asked.

I nodded. “I was about to make steak and eggs, if you’re interested.”

Kiernan went still. “Did you just say steak?”

On cue, out from the corral, one of the cows mooed. Kiernan’s jaw dropped.

“That’s how I reacted,” Morgan smiled.

Another cow echoed the first, then another. Kiernan laughed. “I wasn’t expecting to find cows up here,” she said. “Since coming east from Chicago, I’ve seen lots of surprises. Most weren’t so good.” There was another loud “MOOOO!” from across the property. Kiernan smiled. “This is the kind of surprise I can get behind, however.”

Morgan and I laughed along with her, but when I thought about a young woman like Kiernan trekking across half the country – and what kind of ‘surprises’ might befall her along the way – something rather worrisome occurred to me.

I’d already seen Kiernan in a fight, the way – and the ease of which – she cut down that dark knight. True, the fight hadn’t lasted long; she cut down that warrior-mage nearly as quickly as it appeared. Yet her smooth, pinpoint body language underscored her swordplay – precise, efficient, swift, deadly – which painted one vivid picture, that being, this young woman was downright deadly in melee combat.

And that wasn’t even counting her skill with that pistol on her hip. Though the dark knight’s heavy armor had deflected the bullets, she hadn’t missed a single shot, all while shooting while on the move, while under pressure.

Don’t get me wrong. I was no slouch in one-on-one combat and I was a pretty good shot myself, but Kiernan had supposedly hoofed it all the way here from Chicago, possibly on her own. She’d been in her fair share of scraps. Probably even more than I had.

The fact was, Kiernan – bookish and cute as she might have been – was dangerous. When someone dangerous told you they didn’t like surprises, you’d be wise to listen.

“Hey Kiernan,” I said. “Speaking of surprises, I’ve got one more for you.”

Her laughter faded. She looked me up and down. Her hand shifted down, just an inch or two, toward the hilt of her sword. “What kind of surprise?” she asked.

“You know those portals the monsters come out of?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Yeah, obviously.”

“Well, I just recently learned how to open and close them,” I said.

Kiernan chuckled, like she didn’t believe me, or didn’t want to believe me. “Oh, yeah right,” she said, chuckling again, albeit a bit more nervously this time. “What, you’re telling me you’re some kind of mage?”

“I called him a mage a few times but he didn’t like it,” Morgan said. “So we settled on calling him a rookie mage.”

Kiernan’s chuckle faded. Her hand inched a little closer to her sword. Her body tensed, almost absentmindedly, like the young woman was so attuned to battle that she shifted into a deadlier mindset without even being aware of it. “You’re joking,” she said.

I shook my head. I thought about giving her the rundown, telling her about that lich, how it dropped that spellcasting book – “A COMPLETE GUIDE TO SPELLCASTING FOR ALL MAGES, APPRENTICES TO MASTERS” – but erred on the side of brevity.

I thrust my hand out, finger pointed out toward the trees, then closed my eyes, easing my mind into a meditative state. I repeated the incantations I’d memorized quietly, under my breath, then got the feeling in my head again, like a fly was buzzing around my brain.

There was a quiet crackle-sizzle as I opened my eyes. About fifteen feet away, a circular light burned above the grass, the edges growing outward into that familiar diamond shape.

“What…?” Kiernan gasped, her fingers now wrapped around the hilt of her sword, though she hadn’t unsheathed it yet. “Where’s that portal lead?”
I raised my other hand and pointed it in the opposite direction. There was another crackle, another sizzle, and the corresponding exit portal flashed into existence. When both portals were stable, I lowered my arms, knelt down, and picked up a stone. I held it up, showing it to Kiernan, then tossed the stone through the entrance portal.

It vanished into the garish white diamond then popped out through the exit, where it skipped across the ground and landed near my feet.

“Surprise,” I said.

She blinked slowly then kicked the stone with her boot. “How?” she asked.

“I found a book,” I said. “A spell book. Specifically, ‘A Complete Guide to Spellcasting for All Mages, Apprentices to Masters.’”

I breathed a small, quiet sigh of relief when Kiernan finally pulled her hand away from her sword. She laughed again, the meekest kind of giggle, then reached down to her waist, to her duty belt. She unclasped it and it fell into the grass, her sword and pistol along with it, then giggled a little louder as she began pulling off her armor, peeling off the duct tape and loosening the straps.

“I hope you two don’t mind if I strip down,” she said as she pulled off her mismatched gauntlets. “My armor’s gotten sweaty these last few days.”

“You sure you’re comfortable taking your weapons off?” I asked.

“I am now,” Kiernan said. “If you two were trouble, you’d have sprung that magic on me already. Plus – magic or no magic – you already have me outgunned two-to-one. So it seems you two are pretty alright, that or you’re just no good at being bad guys.”

There was more to that quip than she let on. I could hear it in her matter-of-fact tone: She made that comment with the clear knowledge that if we were ‘bad guys’ but were truly that inept at it, she’d have no problem fighting us off. And she was ready to do it at a moment’s notice.

What kind of messed up stuff have you dealt with during your walk from Chicago? I wondered.

She kicked off her left boot, then the right, revealing her bright red sweat socks. She wiggled her toes and sighed pleasantly. “Anyway, if steak’s still on the menu, I’ll take mine medium-well, the fattier the better.”

I chuckled. “Let me check the fridge and see what’s thawed out.”

Kiernan froze, her eyes bulging with disbelief. “Did you just say you have a fridge?”


Chapter Two

Kiernan was less concerned with my ability to cast spells than she was with our little creature comforts, the fresh meat and veggies and working fridges and coolers, the solar panels and my security system. When she saw my coffee maker, her eyes nearly popped out of her head.

“Holy f-bombin’ moly!” she shouted the moment she saw it. “Good coffee! Like, REAL coffee!”

“It’s not even stale,” I explained. “The hunting store down in town has freeze-dried stuff. I grab it by the tub. I think the sun will burn out before I ever start to run low on it.”

She clutched her hands together as if in prayer, bent forward – eyes trained intensely on the glass jar full of freeze-dried coffee flakes – and held them against her chest. “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe it,” she said. “I was this close to losing my marbles if I had to choke down crappy instant coffee one more time.”

And she went on like that, oohing and ahhing at the various amenities around my kitchen without once mentioning my knack for magic. Once I gathered up the cookware to start breakfast, Morgan and Kiernan went off together for a more involved tour around the property.

Despite her bookish appearance, Kiernan was incredibly fit. Her pale arms were trim and toned, with gentle definition in her triceps, in her shoulders. Her legs were tight, her toned quads flexing softly with every step, her calves smooth and well-defined, her scrunched red sweat socks crumpled accordion-like above her ankles, contrasting sharp against her milk-white skin.

Kiernan’s trim but delicate body drew my gaze in her barely-there outfit, a skin-tight gray halter top that left her shoulders bare save for straps as thin as fishing line, her toned pale midriff exposed, her belly solid-soft, her toned abs further hinting at an elite athleticism.

Her top left much of her back exposed, flawless and without blemish but for the odd freckle here and there, her dark raven hair billowing over the creamy porcelain expanse like cloud shadows passing over a snow-covered landscape.

Kiernan wore a slightly oversized pair of workout mini-shorts, perhaps a size too big. They clung loosely at her hips where she had rolled up the waistband trying for a tighter fit. Though I tried not to stare, that proved difficult when her shorts shimmied down an inch or so as she walked, revealing an eye-catching taste of her underwear, bright pink thong straps riding up her hips like ribbons of licorice.

While Kiernan and Morgan were off together, I fixed breakfast, steak and eggs and potatoes seasoned with oregano – both from my garden – cooking on skillets over the firepit out back. I watched them walk out along the tree line, chatting like old friends, the loud sizzle of the hot skillets periodically broken by their girlish laughter, giddy snicker-giggles like the two were already sharing inside jokes.

The eggs and potatoes were done but the steaks weren’t quite there yet. I flipped the eggs and the potatoes onto some plates then let the steaks sizzle. I stepped into the kitchen and threw a pot of coffee on. I fetched a pitcher of milk – raw and fresh, squeezed from the udder just yesterday – and by the time I got the coffee pot ready, the steaks were finished.

I took the pitcher, the coffee pot, the mugs and glasses back outside and set them down in the grass. I knelt by the cookfire and laid out a small feast, plates full to the brim, set with spotless silverware. Morgan and Kiernan were still out by the tree line, talking excitedly. Though they were too far off for me to hear them, they were going back and forth, their lips moving almost too quickly, unable to keep up with their rapid-fire girltalk, this easy, instant rapport between them like lifelong friends, long lost, picking up where they left off with nary a hiccup, as easy and effortless as slipping into your favorite hoodie.

And no wonder.

How long had it been since either of them enjoyed a friendly conversation with another woman? Morgan had been holed up in that rustbelt mall outside Lincoln, Nebraska for four years, mostly alone except for her shit-for-brains ex-boyfriend who abandoned her.

Kiernan had been on the road, God only knows how long, fighting, on the move, never able to trust anyone or take her safety for granted.

Hell, I’d been starved for companionship but at least I’d been living in relative comfort up here in the mountains. No, it hadn’t always been easy. There had been rough patches, setbacks, dangers, and plenty of close calls. In the end, though, I’d set myself pretty nicely for the end of the world. I never had to scrape out a life on the road, never found myself pinned down in the musty bowels of an old shopping mall, beset by an undead hoard, the days ticking away, my food supply dwindling. I just had to endure being alone.

Then one of the cows burst out with an obnoxiously loud, “MOOOOO!”

A second later, one of the chickens clucked, then a pig oinked. Then finally, not to be outdone, one of the wolves began to howl up in the hills, beyond the northeastern quadrant.

I chuckled. Okay, maybe I wasn’t all that alone, either.

“My apologies, furballs,” I whispered, then put two fingers up to my lips and whistled, loud and loud, getting Morgan and Kiernan’s attention. “Breakfast is served, ladies!”

They lingered by the trees for a moment, looking back at me, smiling, laughing about something at my expense, I assumed. Morgan pulled Kiernan close, cupped her mouth over her ear, and whispered something to her. Whatever it was – at my expense again, I assumed with a smile – it got Keirnan red in the cheeks and she spun toward Morgan, laughing uncontrollably.

“Morgan, oh my GOSH, stop it!” Kiernan cackled.

By the time they joined me by the cookfire, they’d been laughing so hard that they could barely speak.

*****

We sat in the grass, the embers crackling faintly in the firepit, smoke rising in wisps, the scent of charred wood thick in the air.

Morgan and I were still picking at our breakfasts but Kiernan had scraped her plate clean, down to the last sprig of oregano. She sat with her legs splayed out, leaning back on one hand, the other patting her belly contentedly. Despite her ravenous appetite, Kiernan looked healthy, well fed, with no signs of malnourishment.

“I usually don’t eat like a heifer,” she grinned, like she could read my mind. “I just haven’t had a hot meal like this in…well, I don’t think most folks get hot meals like this much anymore.” She took off her glasses and rested them on her head. “I’ve been through town after town with hardly a can of beans that hasn’t gone rotten.”

“What have you been eating, then?” I asked.

“Protein powder,” she said, groaning, rolling her eyes like the mere mention of the stuff turned her stomach. “Protein bars. Protein everything.” She stuck out her tongue and pretended to gag. “I’ve been practically overdosing on protein since these darn portals opened.”

“Smart,” I said. “Stuff that doesn’t really go bad without refrigeration. What did you do, raid a GNC or something?”

She smirked. “I have, yeah, but that wasn’t how I got started on my little stockpile,” she said. “Back in Chi-Town, I bunked with some chicks and we were all super health conscious, you know, whole foods and whatnot – stuff that went bad almost immediately once the power went out – but between the four of us, we had lots of healthy snacks and supplements. It gave me a lot of food security as time went on, when more and more perishable stuff started to rot.”

“Why so health-conscious?” I asked. “Were you gym buddies or something?”

She looked away, blushing a little. “Actually, we had all went to school together,” she said. “Joffrey Ballet, Chicago’s finest ballerina school and dance company.”

Ah, so that explained her physique, her well-controlled physicality.

“Oh goddamn!” Morgan said, excited, sitting up straighter with her plate balanced on her thighs. “You’re seriously a pro dancer?”

“I mean, I was, before all the business with monsters and portals and most of the human race evaporating,” she smiled. “When I turned eighteen, I scrounged up every dollar to my name then moved out to Chicago, where I lucked out and got into Joffrey Ballet.” She grinned proudly then added, with mock modesty, “Joffrey was just one of the most elite dancing schools in the country back before the end of the world, not to toot my own horn or anything.”

“They teach sword fighting there, too?” I asked, nodding over to her discarded sword lying in the grass, still secure in its scabbard.

“No,” she grinned, her cheeks bright as ripe red apples. “About a year after I finished training at Joffrey and graduated to the actual dance company, we did a show with this wacky English director. This guy had thought up this whole routine where we’d incorporate old English-style weapons into our dance.”

“Props?” Morgan asked.

“Nope, not really,” Kiernan answered. “I mean, the blades were dulled so we wouldn’t cut ourselves, but they were intricate recreations, even down to the steel. The director drilled us on dancing around with these things for ten hours a day, not to mention the actual weapons training we did on the side so the ‘fight scenes’ looked natural.”

Suddenly, Kiernan’s expert swordplay and her effortless, quiet movements in her light armor made much more sense.

“You trained to be a ballerina,” I said, “and you ended up becoming a ninja.”

Kiernan smirked at that, then ran her finger across her plate, where she caught a dab of steak juice on her finger and slipped it between her lips, relishing the taste, before her smirk faded. “I just wish I could have danced a little while longer before everything changed. I loved dancing in Chicago, but it was my dream to dance on Broadway, just once.” She looked off, toward the mountain at our backs, and slid her glasses back on. “Anyway, that’s where I’m headed.”

“New York City?” Morgan asked.

I caught something in Morgan’s voice, just a hint of disappointment. Though they’d only just met, it was clear that Morgan didn’t want Kiernan to leave.

“If I can make it, yeah,” Kiernan said. “Like I said, it’s always been my dream, and it’s not like there’s no stuffy, artsy-fartsy stage director who can turn me down. Once I decided to leave Chi-Town, it just seemed natural to head east.”

I chewed on a potato for a moment, thinking about what life must have been like in the big cities. I knew the portals tended to open in larger population centers with more frequency than they did out here, even with most humans gone. I figured that was due to the law of averages; a city with millions was more likely to have the most survivors after the vanishing.

I’d spoken to a few refugees coming northwest from Philly and Jersey. While they hadn’t all been very pleasant people, they were decent enough to warn me to stay away from the cities.

“Probably lots of monsters in Chicago,” I said, figuring that was why she left.

“A good bit, yeah,” she said, rather nonchalantly. “But they were easy enough to avoid if I just kept my head down. It was the people you had to watch out for.”

“Survivors?” I asked.

She nodded. “There weren’t many of them – how could there be – but these little groups banded together and, of course, ended up fighting one another once the food started to go bad.” She sighed, not quite in sadness, more in weariness, then added: “It’s a shame, because if they would have just banded together instead of squabbling…well…doesn’t matter. Before long, the dragons showed up and things got really bad.”

“Whoa,” I said, sitting up straighter and setting my plate aside. “Did you just say dragons?”

“Yeah,” she stated matter-of-factly, then chuckled. “Dragons. Big ol’ fire-breathing dragons just like out of the story books and legends and role-playing games. So far, I haven’t seen them anywhere else, just Chi-Town. They came pouring out of some big portal that opened up over the Chrysler Building one morning. Who knows? Maybe it was because of all the in-fighting between the survivors. Maybe it drew their attention somehow. Anyway, it wasn’t long before it seemed like the whole city was burning.”

Morgan and I exchanged worried looks. I certainly had never seen a dragon and, by the look on her face, neither had Morgan.

“Did the survivors try to fight them off?” I asked. 

“I don’t know, but if they did, it didn’t work,” Kiernan went on. “And I didn’t have much interest in waiting around to find out more, anyway.”

Well damn, dragons. Big and bad enough – and with the numbers – to burn a major city to cinders. That sent a chill through my veins. There’d been plenty of creatures roaming the planet to worry about without adding huge airborne flamethrowers into the mix. True, Kiernan said she’d only seen the beasts in Chicago…but what was that worth? It was a big world out there and it wasn’t like we could type “Dragon sightings near me” into Google these days.

Dragons, Jesus. One more thing I’d have to plan for. If these dragons were anything like those of myth and legend – and, given state of the world, I had no reason to think otherwise – I doubted I even had any weapons that could leave a scratch on a monster like that, much less kill it. Forget shotguns and hunting rifles, I’d need to find a goddamn rocket launcher.

Kiernan went on. “I packed my protein goodies – as much as I could carry – and got out of there.” She nodded over to her armor and weapons. “I scored some decent equipment on the way out, but that was troublesome. I stuck to the subway lines to get through the city, figuring that at least the dragons wouldn’t spot me down there…” she sighed tiredly. “Turned out a bunch of wood elves had been living down there, though.”

I frowned. I’d taken on a few wood elves. If you’re picturing the kind from LOTR, forget it; the wood elves that came through the portals were diminutive, twisted things, feral and bug-eyed with a taste for fresh blood.

Her smile returned, almost wistful, almost nostalgic. “Those were my first real fights, down in that subway against those ugly elves,” she said, laughing softly. “Didn’t know what I was capable of before that. Lucky for me, the ugly buggers were about my size, so I was able to scrounge together some armor that fit decently once I got creative.”

I poured myself a fresh mug of coffee from the pot, which I kept warm by setting it over the cookfire. I took a sip as we sat in silence, Morgan poking at her plate, Kiernan looking off at the mountains again.

Finally, Kiernan turned back to me. “Magic, huh?” she asked. “From a book?”

I nodded. “You bet.”

She cocked an eyebrow, slightly doubtful. “I’ve seen books from the beyond the portals,” she said. “Never anything you could read, though. It all just looked like angry geometry.”

In my mind’s eye, I could see the pages laid out before me. Those sharp-angled runes and repeating patterns which moved like liquid, turning into plain English before my eyes.

“I can show it to you if you don’t believe me,” I said.

“I believe you plenty,” she said. “If anyone else came to me with the same tale, though…” she shook her head briskly, then eyed me up again. “I wouldn’t have believed it. You guys, though,” she paused for a moment’s contemplation, turning back to the mountains again. “You two seem honest, that’s all.”

“Honest people must be in short supply out on the road,” Morgan said softly.

“People in general are in short supply,” Kiernan said wearily. “And circumstances don’t make life easy for the decent ones. That’s why I rarely take off that mask, you know, that weird boiled leather with the eye lenses that make me look like a bug. A wood elf was wearing it – I took it for some ceremonial enclosed helm, or maybe an assassin’s mask – and I thought it looked pretty intimidating. When I’m all done up in my armor, with that mask on, most folks on the road keep their distance, assuming I’m some kind of monster.”

She took it right off for us, though, I thought pointedly. She must have liked us from the start.

Or maybe she was just a great judge of character.

“Anyway, this multi-language grimoire of yours,” she went on, a sly smile creeping across her lips. “It doesn’t by any chance list spells that could take down a dragon, does it?”

“Well shit, I didn’t even think of that,” I said. There I was, worrying about where I could score a rocket launcher to down a dragon when, all along, I had one major magical bazooka sitting on my bookshelf.

Morgan, however, shivered despite the morning warmth. She tugged her knees against her chest and held her arms across her shins. “I don’t like talking about this,” she said quietly, her voice brittle at the edges. “Talking about dragons, or whatever.”

I leaned closer and put a hand on her shoulder, cupping it reassuringly. “Hey, c’mon,” I said. “We’ve both gone this long without seeing some glorified flying dinosaur, chances are we won’t at all.”

Morgan nodded unconvincingly then scooted next to me and lay her head on my arm. “I hope you’re right.”

“Me too,” I said, pulling her under my arm. “But if I’m wrong, well…maybe that weird book might be the key to keeping us safe.”

Kiernan stood up, stretching her arms over her head, causing her halter top to drift farther up her toned abdomen, giving me an eyeful. I was careful to look away before I could get caught, either by Morgan or Kiernan, and tried not to blush.

“Anyway,” Kiernan said. “Maybe we should take a look at the rookie mage’s grimoire after all.”


Chapter Three

Kiernan sat across from me at the kitchen table while Morgan was up in the bedroom. I slid the book over to her, black, leather-bound, thicker than an encyclopedia. She watched it closely, cautiously. She’d left her armor discarded in the grass but elected to take her silver longsword and pistol into the house with her, the scabbard and holster hanging from the duty belt strapped around her bare waist.

She sat with her left leg tucked beneath her, the right one bent at the knee, up against her shoulder. The sword and pistol swayed just below her left hip – below her pale skin, below the pink thong strap riding up over her hip – and she snatched the gun from the holster. She held it upright in her right hand, safety off, finger hovering over the trigger guard, pistol aimed at the ceiling.

“Just a precaution,” she smirked. “I’ve never been this close to a magic textbook before.”

“No harm, no foul,” I smiled. “But don’t worry. It’s not going to jump up and bite you.”

“Let’s just see about that,” Kiernan said, then used the pistol to flip the book open, holding her breath as she did, like she expected something awful to pop up from the page. She’d opened it up to the table of contents. Angry shapes to her, plain English to me. “You can really read this?”

“Every word,” I said.

She tapped the pistol against the page once more. Convinced it wasn’t going to snap at her, Kiernan slid her pistol back into the holster and ran her fingers across the book, the left page slowly over to the edge of the right, then held up her hand, inspecting her fingertips. “It doesn’t look very magical to me,” she quipped, then pushed the book back across the table to me.

I scanned the table of contents, looking for any chapter headings or subsections related to dragons. At first glance I didn’t see squat, but I figured that: The chapters were separated by schools of magic, not specific spells.

I sighed. “I’m going to have to go through each chapter separately,” I said, then rapped my knuckles against the pages. “It might take me awhile before I find anything dragon-related.”

“Trust me, it’ll be worth the effort,” Kiernan said, leaning forward, folding her hands across her upraised knee then resting her chin on her knuckles. She had a faraway look in her eyes, almost detached. “God willing, you’ll never see a dragon. The way they move…that roar…”

She trailed off, lost in some memory, but her expression didn’t change. Still distant, still detached, her big brown eyes somewhat flat behind her glasses, lacking the quizzical perkiness I’d grown accustomed to seeing.

“You’re expecting to see dragons in New York City,” I said.

She remained quiet for a moment before shrugging her shoulders softly. “Dunno, maybe,” she said. “I guess it depends on whether or not the survivors in New York ended up going to war against one another.” She paused, then shrugged again. “Then again, who knows if that was even the case in Chicago. Maybe the fighting among survivors had nothing to do with it.”

She was right, it was all just conjecture, just a theory with flimsy evidence.

“The portals tended to open more regularly in the old population centers,” I said. “Maybe the dragons were drawn to the largest. There aren’t many population centers bigger than Chicago.”

She sighed then raised her eyebrows, making her big brown eyes seem that much bigger. “New York City would be one of them, though.”

If my theory held water, New York might be crawling with dragons, perhaps even more so than Chicago. Kiernan would be walking right into a dragon infestation. Hell, for all we knew, NYC might have burned to the ground years ago. Could even be burning as we spoke.

“You ever think that maybe going to New York City isn’t the best idea?” I asked quietly.

Kiernan’s distant eyes snapped back into focus. She sat back in her chair and stretched out her right leg, the skin of her thigh snowy and smooth. Her shorts rode higher up her thigh, just slightly, but gave me the briefest glimpse of her panties, bright pink against porcelain.

I tried to look away before she caught me, but failed miserably.

Kiernan was looking right at me, then her eyes shot to the floor, her lips curved into a flattered grin.

I cleared my throat and tried not to blush.

Footsteps, Morgan returning. I sat up straight, feeling guilty. Kiernan stiffened a little. Morgan had gotten changed, not that she had many options; we were supposed to head into East Stroudsburg to find her some new clothes, though that plan had been derailed when Kiernan arrived. Morgan was sporting a pair of my boxers – a few sizes too big, pulled up high along her waist so they didn’t dangle too much – along with a pair of my socks and her gray Chanel boots zippered up over her ankles.

She’d stolen another flannel shirt from my closet, tied off at the waist, her bright blonde hair brushed back into a hasty ponytail. She hadn’t been here long but her time up here in the mountains had given her just enough sun that some color was starting to return to her pale skin, hinting at the beach bunny she’d been back before the vanishing.

“Coffee anyone?” she asked. “I know we just killed a pot out back but I could go for another mug.”

“Sure,” I smiled.

“After the last five years, I’d probably choose to overdose on caffeine before I ever turned down another cup of good, hot coffee,” Kiernan grinned.

The battery on the coffee pot was dead. Morgan popped it off then ducked into the mud room for a replacement. In those spare seconds she was gone, I looked over at Kiernan. She looked back at me. “You’re a very lucky man,” Kiernan said quietly, admiringly.

“I count my blessings, that’s for sure,” I answered.

Morgan returned and slapped the battery on the coffee maker then rinsed out the pot and filled it with purified water. She grabbed a spoon to scoop some coffee out of the jar but fumbled it, dropping it to the floor.

“Damn,” she grumbled, then bent over to pick it up.

She bent at the waist, her backside facing us. Reflexively, my eyes shot to her ass, fit and firm, the back of her legs smooth and pale, the clefts of her ass cheeks just barely visible beneath the flaps of my boxer shorts. My tied-off flannel rode up her back a bit, showing off the skin at the base of her spine, tantalizingly bare.

Yes, Kiernan was right. I was very much indeed a lucky man.

Then, when I looked back to Kiernan, I caught her red-handed: Her big brown eyes trained squarely on Morgan’s ass, her mouth slightly agape, tongue rolling across her bottom teeth with anticipatory hunger, barely aware that her glasses were sliding down her nose.

Not wanting to embarrass her, I looked away before Kiernan could catch me catching her.

“Any luck finding a way to kill dragon yet?” Morgan asked as she snatched the spoon from the floor, wiped it off on the flannel, and began scooping coffee.

Kiernan was quickly snapped out of her trance, looking away quickly, her face red as scarlet.

“Not yet,” I said. “I’m going to have to spend some time thumbing through the different chapters. But if a spell like that exists, I’ve got a feeling it’ll be in here,” I added, tapping the book. “It seems like every other goddamn spell is in here.”

Morgan set the pot then joined us at the table, sitting between us, yet just a few inches closer to Kiernan than to me. Kiernan blushed brighter. Morgan didn’t seem to notice.

Well this is…a little interesting.

“This place is really secure,” Kiernan commented. “Between the location on the mountain – talk about easily defensible, oh my gosh – and your security system and your overall self-sufficiency, you’re already set up better than most.” She nodded toward the book again. “But if you can find a spell to ward off a dragon, I don’t think you’d ever have to fret about your safety again.”

“I just hope dragon spells don’t have too steep a learning curve,” I said.

“You’re a promising mage, for a rookie,” Morgan grinned and squeezed my shoulder. Across the kitchen, the coffee maker BEEPED. Morgan’s eyes lit up. “Coffee’s done. Kiernan, you want cream and sugar in yours?”

“Sure, but I’ll take mine to-go if you don’t mind,” she said.

Morgan’s smile dropped, morning-bright one moment, dark as pitch the next. “You’re heading out already? All the way to New York City?”

Kiernan paused, then shook her head. “No,” she said. “I wasn’t planning on leaving for the Big Apple just yet, no. I just have some work to do, that’s all. I’ve got to clean my Glock – waisted a good bit of ammo on the ugly bugger of an elf – and tighten up my armor.” She nodded to the sword on her hip. “Maybe spruce up my girlfriend on the grindstone, get her nice and sharp again. Plus I need to get my supplies in order, so New York will have to wait.”

Morgan sat there, looking sheepish for having sounded so desperate to keep Kiernan around. “I mean, you shouldn’t be in a rush or anything. You’ve only just gotten here, haven’t you? Around the mountain, I mean?”

“It’s been about a day-and-a-half,” she said. She began to speak a bit more openly now, no longer worried about letting it slip about where she’d been staying. “I’m not sure if you’re familiar with it, but there’s a cabin down in the woods about a mile east from here, as the crow flies. It’s a nice little place, though the roof’s a little drafty.

I knew exactly the cabin she was talking about. In fact, I’d scored a nice solar panel from the roof, a 100-cell, 500-watt rig. I tore the roof up jimmying that panel off and nearly broke my neck when one of the slate tiles came loose, but I kept that part to myself.

But it wasn’t the only thing I kept to myself.

Kiernan was a survivor. A tough cookie. I found it hard to believe that she just so happened to take residence in that nearby cabin, located just a mile away from what was probably the best-defended, best-supplied home you could hope to find.

I was almost certain that Kiernan had come here because she was scouting the place. I doubted that she’d just ‘heard our voices’ while scavenging in the area, as she claimed. She could have easily scoped out the property without us knowing; up here the trees were thick and the mountainside had plenty of nooks and crannies where a person could do a little stealthy reconnaissance. Which made me wonder: Would we have met under decidedly less-friendly circumstances if she hadn’t gotten into that tussle with the dark knight as she was making her way toward the house?

If not for that elf, she might have greeted us with the barrel of her Glock then robbed us blind.

I frowned. I truly didn’t want any of this to be true. Kiernan just seemed so genuine, so sweet, so friendly…

“Bobby, did you hear me?” Morgan asked.

She was over by the coffee maker, holding a mug.

“No, sorry,” I said, feigning nonchalance. “What was that again?”

“Cream and sugar?” she asked.

“I’ll take this one black, thank you,” I answered, trying not to sound worried…or guilty.

Kiernan’s sudden appearance was a bit suspicious, yeah, but I just didn’t get a bad vibe from her. And no, that wasn’t just wishful thinking, giving the benefit of the doubt to a young lady just because she was pretty. Even if she had some shady intentions at the start, Kiernan seemed alright.

Still…we should keep an eye on it. Remember: You never did tell her about your drones.

Ah, that’s right, I hadn’t. She knew about the shotgun microphone alert system and the radio room, but I never mentioned the drones. Maybe Morgan mentioned it. I’d have to wait to ask. If Morgan hadn’t mentioned the drones, I could use one to surveil Kiernan’s cabin, make sure nothing funny was going on.

Morgan finished pouring the coffees and brought them to the table, two mugs for us and a thermos for Kiernan.

I sipped my coffee – bitter and hot and black – hoping to drown my suspicions. I didn’t want to harbor doubts about Kiernan.

“You should come back for dinner tonight,” I said, trying to purge my concerns through willpower alone.

Kiernan’s expression shifted into one of constrained giddiness. You might have thought I just asked her to the prom. Morgan grinned expectantly, anticipating her answer, gripping the end of the kitchen table, absentmindedly digging her fingernails into the lacquer.

However, Kiernan got a better grip on herself and tampered down that giddy look on her face. “That would be great – like, really great – but tonight’s no good. I really should spend the night getting my gear in order. But I could swing back tomorrow if that’s okay. Brunch, or something? This time without any ugly elves coming along with me?”

“Brunch it is,” I smiled.

Kiernan paused, like she wanted to say more, but managed little more than a smirk. “Sounds great,” she said.

She got up to go. As she pushed up from her chair, the weight of her sword and Glock on her belt caused it to shift down suddenly against her shorts. This caused her shorts to shift, as well, peeling down the oversized, rolled-up waistline, tugging it an inch lower than usual.

I reflexively grit my teeth, my eyes shooting instinctually toward those pink licorice ribbons, her thong straps clinging tight to her smooth white skin. Within the span of a heartbeat or two, I realized I was quite obviously ogling her. Kiernan caught me almost immediately – after catching me checking her out before, she must have seen it coming – but worse than that was Morgan. We’d only just entered a relationship and now, here I was, openly gazing at another woman right in front of her. If she caught me staring, she’d be rightfully pissed.

Yet, Morgan was staring, too, bright blue eyes drawn to the pink-on-white canvas, lace thong straps ribbed at the edges, before suddenly catching herself and forcing her gaze back down into her coffee mug.

“I’ll just head out back and grab my armor then I’ll be out of your hair,” Kiernan said, blushing.

“Come back soon,” Morgan quipped, her eyes still locked on her coffee.

Yeah, this is all getting really, really interesting.

*****

Ten minutes later and I was up on third floor deck, unpacking my drone. The DJI Mini-3 model – gnat-like, an oversized bug – had a white paint job, making it tough to spot against the morning sky. Though it emitted that typical drone ‘buzz’ while flying, I could get it to a high enough altitude to cancel out the noise, plus the 4k camera attached to it could get a good resolution even several hundred feet above a target.

“What are you doing?” Morgan asked, slipping out through the sliding glass door. “I thought we were going to head into the city so I could find some clothes.”

“We will, I promise,” I said, hurrying to set up the drone; I wanted to get the drone over the cabin out east before Kiernan returned. “I just need to check on something, first.”

“I didn’t hear the radios going off,” Morgan said. “Did you see something out in the hills?”

I paused, kneeling over the drone kit, my thumb hovering over the POWER button on the controller. “Don’t you think it’s just a little bit odd that Kiernan stumbled onto the property today? Maybe just a little odd that while traveling on foot from Chicago to New York she just so happened to find shelter a mile away from us?”

Morgan frowned. After a moment, she knelt down next to me by the drone kit. “You don’t trust her,” Morgan said.

“I want to trust her,” I said. “Really, I do. But I just want to be sure. I’ll watch her with the drone for awhile. Make sure there’s nothing shady going on over at her cabin.”

Morgan nodded, a nod of understanding, if not a nod of agreement. “Okay, I hear you,” she said. “But what do you think will happen if Morgan spots the drone? If she hears it?”

“Unlikely,” I said.

“But not impossible,” she countered. “It would scare her off, Bobby. She’d hightail it out of here and we’d never see her again.”

I remembered the last time I wanted to trust someone. How that ended. His wrinkled face, graying stubble, my hand around his throat, reaching for my machete…

But that was different. That bastard had given me plenty of red flags, plenty of reasons to suspect him of some bullshit. Kiernan’s different. I don’t know how I know – or how Morgan knows – but Kiernan is different.

I looked out, to the east, in the general direction of Kiernan’s cabin. Damn it, Morgan was right.

“I just want to be careful, that’s all,” I said, then slid my hand onto her knee, her smooth bare skin. “Especially now that I’ve got you here with me, I don’t like taking any chances.”

“It’s a chance worth taking,” she said. “C’mon Bobby, I haven’t known you long, but I think I’ve gotten to know you pretty well. You’ve got to understand what I’m saying.”

I sighed, then slid the controller back into the drone kit. I closed the lid and snapped the clasps back into place. “Yeah, I get what you’re saying,” I said.

She leaned against me, resting her chin on my shoulder, her blue eyes bright and hopeful. “Now are you going to take me out shopping or what?”

*****

We rode down toward town together, both of us on mountain bikes, heavy-duty with sturdy wheels and freshly-oiled chains. Even alone, I kept two bikes handy – one ready-to-use and another for backup – and did regular maintenance on both. I ended up using the drone after all, but not to surveil Kiernan; instead I used it to scout ahead of us, making sure the roads were clear, that there were no nasties coming out of portals down closer to the city. It looked clear, but we still brought our gear with us. I fashioned a shoulder sling for Morgan’s shotgun then brought along my rifle, pistol, machete, and holy water, just to be safe.

The morning was humid, but we rode briskly, cool air blowing against our faces as we took the winding route down Marshalls Creek Road then cut southwest through Wooddale before linking up to Route 447, which was a straight shot down into the small college city.

Morgan enjoyed the scenery, drinking in the sight of the chestnut and pine trees, birches and spruces, and yelped happily when she spotted an eagle’s nest in some branches, a mother osprey balanced expertly on the edge, her sharp golden gaze watching us closely as we pedaled past.

Yet it wasn’t all scenic. As we came cresting down one of the last hills toward town, Morgan looked darkly to the southeast and saw the carnage about a half-mile downwind. She stood on her pedals and slowed down, braking gently, before coming to a stop.

“Is that…was that an airplane?” she asked quietly, gazing down at the years’ old wreckage.

I remembered when the plane came down, how the ground shook when it hit. My first real taste of the end of the world, of what happened when most folks simply vanished. I pulled my bike next to Morgan’s and came to a stop, reliving the memory, racing down toward smoke and the raging fuel fire, trees clipped in half, branches smoldering, the wrecked jetliner’s white fuselage split into pieces like an eggshell splattered on your kitchen floor.

I remembered frantically trying to call 9-1-1, wondering why I couldn’t get an answer. I remembered getting as close as I dared toward the wreckage, calling out for survivors, afraid of what I’d find…then the strange sense of dizzying confusion that overtook me when I realized that not only were there no survivors on the plane, but there didn’t seem to be any victims around, either.

I shrugged. “At least everyone on board seemed to have vanished before the jet went down,” I said. I sighed. “Hopefully they vanished, anyway.”

Morgan stared down at the old wreckage another moment before looking away, blinking rapidly, trying to blink away the tears.

I slid my hand down her back, over the borrowed flannel, down her spine, rubbing her bare skin, whatever I could do to comfort her. “C’mon,” I said quietly, offering a comforting smile. “The morning’s getting away from us and we need to find you a whole new wardrobe.”

She smiled, wiped a single stray tear from her cheek, and then we got back on the road again.


Chapter Four

We were going down the main drag in East Stroudsburg, the shopping district, and Morgan pedaled slowly in front of me. Hands on the handlebars, she raised up from her seat slightly, the soft muscles in her thighs and calves flexing gently as she pedaled, her ass scrumptiously tight in those borrowed boxer shorts, beads of sweat running down the bare avenue of her spine, trickling down toward her waist.

No, it wasn’t a bad view, but as always, the little city drew my attention with its solemn, almost mournful beauty.

I always found downtown East Stroudsburg to be eerily fascinating and peaceful after the vanishing, a lost city, a diorama of a ghost town, a frozen snapshot right after the world ended. Outside coffee shops, old mugs rested on saucers next to the dusty, faded remnants of leftover pastries, devoured by time and wind and hungry wildlife. Each intersection clogged with traffic that’d never get anywhere, cars that had rolled into gentle fender-benders when their riders vanished then idled, engines chugging, until the gas tanks ran dry, like a child’s toy cars left and forgotten. Storefront windows had been left cracked open – the weather had been nice the day of the vanishing, early spring, warmth with cool breezes – and some doors hung ajar, creaking quietly on rusted hinges when the wind kicked up, no one left coming or going, except for us.

There was a fashion boutique down a small, handsome side street running between South Courtland Street and Dansbury Terrace, a tiny high-end shop that I’d spotted before, an outlet that used to sell clothes nearly as expensive as the house I grew up in, duds with Italian and Spanish and French names that I could barely pronounce.

As we rolled up, Morgan stared into the boutique window, faceless mannequins striking silent poses in dresses of silk and satin, Michael Kors tote bags or Coach purses or Dooney and Burke’s satchels resting on their unmoving shoulders, diamonds sparkling like starlight banded around their wrists.

“Damn,” she chuckled. “I dunno, Bobby. I feel a bit like a criminal breaking into this place.”

“Breaking into what?” I laughed then pulled the door open, unlocked. “It was midday when the world ended. You’d be hard-pressed to find a locked storefront downtown.”

She paused at the steps, almost looking guilty. “Are these clothes really apocalypse-appropriate though?”

“There’s a TJ Maxx and a sporting goods store down the block,” I said. “You can grab your essentials there, but I thought you’d like to treat yourself first. I mean, nobody else is going to wear ‘em.”

I held the door open, then offered her my hand. She giggled as she put her fingers in mine, stepping up toward the door, entering the boutique, holding her breath as she went. Though it had been years since anyone stepped foot inside, the boutique was no worse for wear, just some dust on the floor so that we made tracks as we walked, and some water damage along the rear ceiling. The stock was untouched, save for some cobwebs here and there.

I stood back as Morgan walked into the center of the store and spun slowly, surrounded by silk and lace, the boutique still smelling faintly of old high-end perfumes sitting stately on shelves behind the counter, pink and gold and amber liquids in little stoppered bottles with names like Guerlain and Roja Parfums etched elegantly on the labels.

“I don’t even know where to start,” Morgan said.

“Well, what’s your favorite color?” I asked.

She put her hands on her hips, grinning like I should have already known. “C’mon Bobby. I used to be a beach bunny. Take a guess.”

“Ocean blue,” I smiled.

“Bingo,” she grinned.

Behind her, there were rows of dresses on hangers, with one a particularly deep shade of blue. I strode over to it, plucked it from the rack, and held it up for her. It was soft as sin, woven from virgin wool and nylon, flowing but sleeveless, ruffled at the bottom. There was no price on the dress – not that it mattered, since we were getting it for free – but I noted a brand name stitched onto a tag embroidered on the inside collar strap.

“Oscar de la Renta,” I said, then grinned at Morgan. “Is that supposed to mean that it’s fancy or something?”

“Yeah, something like that,” she smirked, then took the dress from me, draping it carefully over her forearm. She nodded toward the dressing rooms at the rear. “Give me a moment to see how it fits.”

I stepped closer, my blood pumping hotter when I imagined how her slender body would fit in the dress. “You should probably just get dressed right here, where I can see you,” I said with mock seriousness. “There could be a goblin hiding in those dressing room stalls, you never know!”

She giggled and kissed me on the lips, a quick peck. “You need build-up for a good payoff, rookie mage,” she smirked, then darted off toward the dressing rooms.

My heart was racing, rapid-fire beats as I paced the boutique floor impatiently. A minute passed, then a few more, each second filtering by with all the ease of pulling out floorboard nails with my teeth until, finally, the dressing room door swung open and Morgan stepped back out.

I tried to speak, but my jaw simply hung open, limp, awestruck.

The blue wool-nylon fit her slender, lightly athletic body perfectly, the fabric pulled snug over every inch. The sleeveless, tiered-ruffle drop-waist, knee-high halter dress moved silky smooth over her frame as she stepped out, barefoot, her Chanel boots forgotten. She put her hands on her hips and spun, one-hundred and eighty degrees then stood in profile, her chin tucked into her shoulder. The dress had a scoop halter neckline, twin blue threads that slipped around her throat, tied into a tidy bow at the base of her neck.

“Keep turning,” I said, my jaw clenched, my fists clenched, blood rushing between my legs.

She batted her eyelashes and showed me her back, where the dress was extremely low cut, just an inch or so above the small of her back. The ruffles danced at her knees as she spun and she cast a sensuous look back at me, from over her bare shoulder.

“By the look on your face I’ll assume it fits well,” she purred.

I reached back, locked the front door, then shrugged my rifle off my shoulder, unhooked the machete from my belt, dropped my holy water supply and set down my sidearm. I started toward her, a lustful ferocity simmering in my bloodstream, yet as I reached out to touch her, she stopped me, one upraised finger against my lips.

I cocked an eyebrow and pressed my lips against her finger, kissing it gently. “Something wrong?” I smirked.

“The outfit isn’t complete without a new pair of shoes,” she smiled.

She stepped past me, slowly rolling her fingertip over my lips and – nearly drunk on her beauty – I turned along with her, watching her go, the tight pendulous swagger of her ass in that fine blue wool-nylon fabric. She stepped daintily toward the counter, looked back at me, smirking, then swept one open palm elegantly across the countertop – pushing the dust away – before sliding back into it, sitting gingerly, her right leg folded over the left.

She kicked her right foot up and wiggled her toes, the sole of her foot soft and clean, rolling her foot clockwise at her ankle. She rested her palms at her sides then nodded past me.

“The shoe section’s right over there,” she quipped softly. “Try to find something that matches the dress, will ya?”

I grinned, heart clenching in my chest, pulsing with naked want, and every nerve ending in my body screamed for me to rush over to that counter and take her right now. Somehow, though, I nodded.

“Let’s see what I can find,” I smiled. “I’ll find you the pair with the most expensive price tag in the bunch.”

She giggled. “The most expensive shoes in places like this never have price tags on them, Bobby,” she noted. “Is this the first time you’ve ever taken a girlfriend to a high-end boutique?”

“Guilty as charged,” I said, shrugging.

“Nice,” she said. “It makes you that much cuter.”


Chapter Five

I stepped rapidly over to the shoe displays, myriad selections with non-existent price tags and more brands with foreign names I didn’t recognize and could only barely pronounce. Now, I didn’t know fashion from a hole in the ground, but when I saw the royal blue satin four-inch heels sitting high and proud on the display wall, I knew Morgan had to have them.

I pulled the sleek pump heels reverently from the display shelf, the blue satin heaven to touch, lined and soled in pale supple leather. The crest on the inner lining read MANOLO BLAHNIK and the toes were topped with a glistening buckle, four vaguely floral patterns with interlined diamonds.

I returned to the counter, holding out the heels, one in each hand, eyebrow raised quizzically, smiling. “I think these are pretty nice,” I said. “What about you?”

Her soft pink lips slid smoothly into a flirtatious smirk. “I think they’re gorgeous,” she said. “I guess rookie mages have an inherent fashion sense.” She kicked up her right foot again and wiggled her toes some more. “Now let’s see how they fit.”

“This is the only pair I saw on the display shelves,” I said. “If they don’t fit, I’ll check the stockroom for more.”

She winked at me. “If you get it right on the first try, I’ll let you give me a kiss,” she purred.

“Fingers crossed,” I smirked, then knelt down in front of the counter, set the left shoe down, then gripped her right foot, making her giggle when I ran the pad of my thumb along her sole.

“You bastard,” she laughed, trying to wiggle away, which made the ruffled hem of her skirt ride up her thighs, exposing her soft pale legs by another inch or so, making my mouth water.

I caressed her foot, running my fingertips across her toes, then grabbed her firmly by the ankle with one hand and slid the heel pump onto her foot, toes-first, snug and smooth as I pressed up and popped her sole into the rear end.

Her bright blue eyes flashed in the dim gloom of the boutique – like magic stones with an inner glow, jewels emanating mystic blue light – and she flicked her tongue across her bottom lip, smirking wider.

“Got it right on the first try,” she whispered. She shifted her legs, crossing the left one over the right, and kicked up her left foot.

I took it in my hand, squeezing my fingers around her ankle, and slid the other heel on her left foot, like Cinderella receiving a glass slipper, and by God, if she didn’t look like a storybook princess sitting there, gorgeous and dainty and elegant.

I remained on one knee in front of her, admiring her from below, my hand still on her left ankle, gliding slow but insistent up her calf, my blood churning when I felt the little goosebump pinpricks on the back of her leg, then curved my hand around when I reached her knee, up along the outer side of her thigh.

Her smile melted into a hungry half-pout. She ran her hand down her cheek, a hitching breath caught in her throat when I tickled my fingertips higher along her thigh. Her fingertips glided down her throat, over her exposed chest, coming to a rest between her breasts, over her heart.

I squeezed her thigh, sinking my fingertips into her soft flesh, practically feeling the heat burning between her legs, the warmth of her lust like standing close to open flames. Suddenly, Morgan uncrossed her legs, folding the left away from the right, and forcefully gripped my wrist and jerked my hand between her thighs.

Almost too swift for me to register, Morgan pulled my fingers up toward her heat, at which point it became very, very obvious that she wasn’t wearing panties.

Her lips quivered when I brushed my fingertips against her petals, damp with her honey, already smeared across her inner thighs, like she’d been aching for my touch all morning long. I opened my fingers, shifting my hand, my forefinger and middle finger extending toward her opening, my thumb inverted, moving toward her cherry.

When I ran the tip of my thumb in tight concentric circles around her sensitivity, she gasped, her spine snapping straight. She thrust her chin out, lips quivering, her voice coming like a muted windchime.

“…oh…!”

I rolled my two fingertips around her opening, spreading her lips, then worked them into her. Inside, she felt soft as velvet, wet and tight. Teasing her, I slid them deeper by half-an-inch, then another, before tickling my way back out then sinking inside again.

She swallowed hard, clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth, then slowly lowered her gaze to mine.

Her grin returned, tentative and quivering, and she licked her lips. “Well…I told you that if you got it right on the first try, I’d let you give me a kiss.”

Grinning, I tried to pop up onto my feet, eager to put my mouth on hers, but Morgan stopped me, her palm against my chest.

“I never said I wanted a kiss on the mouth,” she smiled sharply.

“Heh,” I laughed, but before I could make another move, Morgan gripped my hair with both hands, panting with lust as she feverishly – greedily – pulled my face down between her legs.

I pushed the ruffled hem of her dress up around her waist, grunting hungrily as she pulled my mouth down toward her thighs. On one knee once more, I ran my hands up along her bare hips then kissed the inside of her right thigh, shocking her with my sudden, abrupt patience, pursing my lips and trailing them across her smooth skin, leaving her trembling above me.

She kept one hand gripped on my hair, fingers tangled, then leaned back on the other, her palm against the countertop to steady her. Her chest heaved as she looked down at me, her bright blue eyes cut down to slivers between her wincing eyelids

I shifted my mouth to her left thigh, but kissed her inner thigh an inch higher than the right, closer to her burning mound, her boiling sex, her soft pink pussy lips visibly wet already.

She spoke in a scattershot stutter, overwhelmed by my lips, by my tongue. “K-K-Kiss it now,” she panted, almost desperately.

Moving higher between her thighs, I slowly moved my tongue across her petals, smearing her nectar across my tastebuds. She gasped again, but when I flicked my tongue briskly across her nub, she squeeled, shuddering, and suddenly hooked her right thigh around my shoulder, a little ball of pain burning between my shoulder blades when the tip of her heel dragged almost directly down my spine.

Yeah, whatever. No pain could hope to overshadow my hunger.

She tightened her smooth, creamy white thigh around me as I closed my lips around her rosebud, teasing it with my bottom lip, glancing against it, alternating, sucking it lightly then teasing it with my lip again.

I heard her draw breath sharply, but instead of exhaling, she wrapped her left thigh around me, as well, squeezing her legs, half-suffocating me like a fly lured into a trap. I shifted my hands from her hips to her ass cheeks, grabbing big handfuls of both then suckled more insistently on her rosebud.

Morgan finally exhaled, screaming as she did so, and squeezed her thighs tighter around my face as she thrust her hips back against me, grinding her mound against my mouth, smothering my face against her lustful sex as she exploded.

I got up to my feet, pressing against her, her thighs now wide open, her knees up against my hips, my cock throbbing in my jeans as I ripped my belt off with one hand, wiped her sticky nectar from my lips with the other.

I slid my fingers into her hair and gripped it tight, tugging her head back, her quivering pink lips upraised, aching to be kissed, her eyelids fluttering over those ocean gemstones. Her hands shot to my waist, helping me unbutton my jeans, frantic as she grabbed at me, fishing my cock out, causing me to shudder and wince when she stroked me from my root up to my tip then back again.

“Fuck me,” she panted impatiently, stroking me again, one hand on my shaft as the other slipped down to my balls.

As I leaned in to kiss her, though, a garish white flash exploded behind me, reflecting off her blue eyes, momentarily turning them ghostly silver.

I frowned, turned back, looking over my shoulder. Just outside the boutique window, a portal had opened just over the sidewalk, dark, lumbering figures silhouetted black against the obnoxious glare.

Morgan began to gasp in fear, curling up, pushing away from me, but I held her tight in one hand and glared at the burning diamond shape beyond the window.

“Not this time, assholes,” I growled and thrust my finger toward the portal.

The spell incantations rippled through my mind as easily as a pleasant childhood memory, every strange syllable, every line that sounded like alien poetry. Every muscle in my body went stiff and taut. A fiery ache shot down through my neck, through my shoulder, down my arm and up my forearm and rumbled through my wrist and made the tip of my extended forefinger flare in agony like I’d just whacked it with a hammer. An intense heat pulsed behind my face, sweat instantly rolling down my cheeks, soaking into my shirt, until at last I felt something snap into place, like I’d just popped a jammed finger.

Just as I felt the snap, some vaguely elven monstrosity had stuck its head through the portal, pale and grimacing, ropes of saliva dangling from a toothy maw. Its coal-black eyes, however, went wide with shock within a fraction of a second as the portal shut around its neck, the creature’s thin lips wrenching open for a scream it couldn’t actually produce, and the garish white glow vanished like someone flipped a light switch and that ugly elven visage tumbled to the sidewalk.

“Now,” I said, gasping for air, turning back to Morgan, “where –”

Before I could say, ‘were we,’ she shot her hands past my hips, gripped my ass, and moaned as she pulled me toward her, my cock sinking smooth and easy into her, with Morgan crisscrossing her feet behind my hips, locking her legs around me, pulling me deeper.

She practically forced her mouth against my lips, a jarring kind of kiss, a kiss of madness, of desperation. I cupped her waist, ran my fingers up along the smooth wool and nylon then glided my fingertips and palms over her breasts, where her nipples poked eagerly up against the fabric. Morgan thrust her tongue through my lips at the precise moment I thrusted mine, each matching the muted lust of the other.

Morgan groaned against my lips as I teased her nipples through the thin fabric, tickling and lightly pinching each between my forefingers and thumbs. The valley inside her tightened around me, causing me to clench my teeth, more sweat rolling down my face as I pushed harder into her.

I rolled my hands up along her bare shoulders, tickling across, inward toward her neck, the rhythmic clap of our coitus coming like a metronome ticking swifter with each hot repetition. Slipping my hands around the back of her neck, I grabbed at the straps tied around her throat, tugging one loose end, making them both fall away, and the front of her dress melted away from her chest, her nipples like pink ice chips.

“Deeper,” she panted, clenching her thighs tighter around my waist, both hands tangled in my hair now, my forehead pressed against her, staring into her sapphire gems.

Hungrily, I lowered my mouth to her breasts and her sudden, high-pitched moans drowned my ears. I brushed my lips against those perky pink points, rolled my tongue over each, then reached under the ruffled hem of her dress, pushed up, grabbed her by the hips, and pumped deeper.

Yet Morgan never remained still, never content to simply let me dominate her. When I thrusted into her, she closed her legs tighter around my waist, pulling me in harder, her walls tightening and tensing, growing increasingly wet every time I pumped into her.

I pulled back, my hood just barely leaving her breach, and paused. She moaned, half in petulance, half in greed, and tried pulling me back into her, but I was in the mood for surprises.

I slid my right hand up her back, into her hair, grabbed a handful in my fist and tugged her face back, almost making her stare at the ceiling.

Shifting my hips back a few inches, I grabbed my cock with my left hand, squeezing at the base, then teased her with it, angling my tip against her entry, thrusting it along her crest, tap-tap-tapping it against her blossoming nub.

On the third tap, her mouth twisted, Morgan practically gnawing on her bottom lip, and her eyes shone so blue and bright I was almost certain they were going to crack like little glass balls, unleashing the tiny oceans within.

Just as she gasped, I slid myself smoothly back into her. Her pink lower lip slid out from beneath her bite and, as I gripped her bare waist with my free hand, she heaved toward me, her thighs trembling, and by the time I pushed myself into her down to my root she began to scream. She thrust forward, loosening my grip on her hair, and sank her teeth into my shoulder, her orgasm manifesting into a feral love bite, a near-violent release, her lust collapsing into a single pulsating point, lust as singularity, satiation bordering on apotheosis.

“Inside me,” she squeaked – her voice small and sweet, yet sharp as a dagger, leaving no room for argument – and squeezed her thighs around me anew, the sharp points of both heels digging into the small of my back, the trails burning across my skin almost unnoticeable with the heat below my waist.

I heaved into her, every ounce of strength I had, rattling the countertop, making the high-end perfume bottles topple from the shelves behind it, little colorful potions striking the floor, ocean scents and lavender aromas rising and mingling and intertwining, the jars breaking, glass shattering like little bells ringing for my moment of release.

I slid both hands down her backside, cupping her ass cheeks, pulling her toward me – in turn, pulling myself deeper – instinctually getting myself as deep into her lust as I possibly could.

When she felt my heat releasing inside her, her eyes turned wide and round, twin full moons painted blue, her lips shaking like pink flower petals caught in a breeze, and sweat broke out across her brow glistening, a princess wearing a crown of liquid diamonds.

As I held her ass in my hands, Morgan reciprocated, grunting as she grabbed at my ass, like she was trying to pull me deeper, like she wouldn’t be content until our bodies became one, heart and soul and everything in between.

She breathed with a hitching gasp, every inch of her trembling as if she were freezing. Pressed up against her, I could feel her heart beating against her chest. The way she looked up at me, I assumed she could feel mine, as well.

No words passed between us, yet our eye contact remained, each of us barely blinking, unable or simply unwilling to look away from the other. I leaned forward then ran my left hand up along her thigh, up her waist, then up her bare arm before I smoothed my fingers against her cheek.

She turned her head slightly, kissing my left thumb with quivering lips, her eyes still bright and blue and wide as moons as she shimmied toward me – my cock still buried inside her – and slowly flexed her inner walls, tightening around me, causing my face to twist in blinding pleasure, causing every nerve ending in my body to tingle down to the edges.

She kissed my thumb again, relaxed her inner walls, then squeezed once more. I yelped, one last drop being wrung out from my cock, dripping into the fertile heat within her.

“Thank you so much for deciding to trust Kiernan,” Morgan whispered, then leaned forward, resting her face against my chest, her ear pressed against my sternum, listening to the drumbeat beneath my breastbone.


Chapter Six

I was groggy, bleary-eyed, my eyelids heavy like they were weighed down with cinderblocks. I was walking out toward Otter Pond, through waist-high ragweed and dogwood grass, my feet sore in my boots like I’d been walking barefoot on scalding blacktop.

I was shirtless, my flannel draped over my shoulder, my jeans filthy. A bath, that was what I needed. Baths were an unthinkable waste when it came to my clean purified water supply back at the cabin. That’s why I dragged a hefty porcelain tub out to Otter Pond, drove down some metal poles, anchored them, then hitched the tub up over a little hearth. Water from the pond, heated by fire. Luxury for the apocalypse.

Overhead, I couldn’t tell if it was morning or midday. The sky was gray, hazy, the sun lost in the smoke, a grieving mother with a lamp, like Cormac McCarthy once wrote. Sweat and grime caked onto my skin, my bones aching, my muscles hot from exhaustion, from overuse.

Trotting over the next hill, I looked down toward the blue placid waters of Otter Pond and spotted the tub, the pale body within it, hearth fire crackling soft and cozy underneath. The water was soapy, two pale knees pulled up, pale thighs with soap bubbles clinging to the skin, bare white shoulders with coal-black hair brushed straight back, dipping into the tub water.

Kiernan turned around, smirking as she bathed, her breasts half in the water, her nipples poking through the white bubbles like little pink arrowheads. Her glasses were fixed perfectly over her eyes, steam from the water rising in wisps over her soft pale skin. She shifted in the water, making the bubbles break down the middle, and filtered through a bathwater prism I thought I glimpsed a midnight thatch of hair between thighs white as milk.

“I was waiting for you two to join me,” Kiernan smirked.

I was about to ask what she meant by that, until Morgan strode past me, her skin pale but not quite as pale as Kiernan’s, every last stitch of clothing gone from her body, her long blonde hair bouncing as she lifted one leg gingerly over the edge of the tub, testing the water with her toes.

Morgan laughed when she looked back at me. “Well, are you getting in with us, or not?”

She slid her toes deeper, the hot soapy water steaming up around her ankle, her calf, deeper…and Kiernan grinned, sliding her hand up Morgan’s inner thigh.

My heart chugged like an engine lurching to life and I started toward them, the blood rushing to my cock so quickly I felt light-headed. Yet, I only made it two or three steps toward the tub before I heard it, the shrieking howl up behind the veil of clouds. It began at a high pitch – the sound of swords being sharpened with smoldering rocks over hell’s flames – and only grew higher, grating, the kind of shriek that could make your eardrums bleed.

A dark winged shape moved black above the clouds, smoke swirling around it, a living shadow shrieking at the world below. Its talon-tipped shadow-wings seemed to stretch from one horizon to the other, one flap of those dark wings enough to uproot trees and blow a man’s limbs off.

An orange-red glow through the gloom, a nuclear kiss, a mushroom fireball blooming like a flower, the angry fire bright and wrathful, blinding all who looked as the dragonfire cracked through the smoky firmament.

I sat up in bed with a start, clutching my chest, damn-near having a heart attack from the dream.

“Jesus Christ,” I panted, realizing I’d sweat straight through my pajamas, soaking the sheets beneath me.

It’d been hot earlier in the night, too hot to batten down the bedroom windows with the blackout sheets over them. I’d left them open in my bedroom – no harm with that, provided we didn’t bring the electric lantern or flashlights in the room – and the moon shone down, a smooth white pebble in the dark.

The glow of the moon shot through the window, framing my bed in bright silver. I looked beside me. Morgan slept soundly, naked beneath the blanket, the comforter sliding down her arm, her shoulder bare, her hair a golden pool on the sheets beneath her.

Breathing deeply, using light meditation to take the edge off my adrenaline rush, I recalled the dream in vivid detail. My cock throbbed in my pajama pants – flush with blood after the dream’s sweet beginning, Morgan and Kiernan together in the bathtub – but dread pumped through my heart.

I turned back to Morgan, breathing lightly in her sleep, her body rising gently with every slumbering respiration. As long as there were dragons out there – and even the slightest chance that one of them might find our home – Morgan wasn’t safe.

Not until I learned how to deal with them.

I crept out of bed, shirtless, a painful tent in my pajama pants, barefoot as I went to the window. I leaned on the sill, my head sticking out. The night was hot, yes, but the breeze off the mountain was cool and refreshing. I looked to the east, over the moon-silver landscape, in the general direction of Kiernan’s cabin.

As deadly as she is, I thought, she’ll never be truly safe from the dragons, either.

I pushed away from the window, snatching my watch from the bedside table. It was digital with a USB charger and did my best to keep it at a full charge. It was hardly a whisker past midnight. Despite my meditative breathing – slowly counting my breaths, focusing on the air coming in and out of my lungs – the adrenaline from the dream continued to intoxicate my bloodstream. Sleep would be impossible, at least for now.

Out of the bedroom, I shut the door behind me and took the electric lantern from the floor – not lighting it yet, of course – then walked blindly down the hallway, my hand out feeling for the banister as I neared the top of the stairs. Descending slowly, I waited until I was down on the first floor before clicking the lantern on.

I went to the kitchen and made a cup of coffee then got some ice from the freezer and poured a big glass of ice water. I set the lantern up by the couch in the living room, brought in my coffee and ice water, then fetched the spellcasting book from the bookshelf.

The book in my lap, I kicked up my feet on the coffee table, cracked my knuckles, and started at the table of contents, reading over the chapter headings, trying to figure out which schools of magic were most likely to have some kind of anti-dragon spell.

I sighed. “This is going to be a long night.”

I sipped my coffee and got to work.


Chapter Seven

I wasn’t sure when I drifted back off to sleep, but I didn’t sleep long, or well. I was sitting upright with the book in my lap – flipped open to a section for elemental destruction spells – when I heard a twig snap out by the front porch.

My eyes shot open, an exhaustion headache throbbing in my brain like I’d just tripped a landmine, then heard another sound, louder this time, closer, a light thump on the porch steps. I sat up straight, setting the book aside – the mug of coffee was empty on the coffee table, the remnants a brown smear caked onto the bottom, the ice water half-drank, lukewarm now – and moved quietly toward the window, snatching my handgun along the way. There hadn’t been a portal nearby, as I’d have heard it – I never slept through the alarm – but that didn’t mean some extra-dimensional bastard couldn’t have wandered onto my property.

Leaning up against the wall beside the window, I carefully peeled back the blackout curtain and peered outside, at the porch.

“What’s up with this?” I whispered.

Kiernan stood on the porch, by the front door, barefoot, wet grass and muck stuck to her feet, smeared over her ankles, up to her calves. I did a double take, my jaw nearly hitting the floor when I saw she didn’t have pants, just her candy-colored thong, pink and soft against her alabaster skin, her ass so tight and firm and round it looked like you could set a glass on it.

She wore a sleeveless undershirt, black, tight against her skin and baring her stomach, her tight abdominal muscles clenching as she balanced a messy stack of supplies in her arms. She carried four large jugs of protein powder, unopened, the seals still intact, along with two boxes of protein bars.

What the hell was she doing?

She was red in the face, fresh tears staining her cheeks. Her hair was a mess, littered with wet leaves and thorny grass burr stickers like she’d been stumbling blind through the bushes. I hurried to the door, fearing the worst – assuming Kiernan had been ambushed at her cabin, that she’d only had time to snag some supplies as she escaped – and threw the door open.

Kiernan yelped and staggered backward, the supplies tumbling from her grip and bouncing across the porch. She lost her balance, listed from one side to the other before nearly taking a header off the porch steps.

“Whoa, careful!” I shouted and caught her by the wrist, pulling her back onto the porch before she could go sprawling.

“Ah gosh, sorry, sorry Bobby, I’m just so –” she paused with a wracking series of hiccups, like her diaphragm was trying to escape through her throat. She looked at me, her glasses crooked, her eyes bloodshot and scarlet, and it took me about two seconds to realize she was hammered. The stink of cheap vodka wafted off her. If I were to light a match near her she’d probably go up in flames.

“Kiernan, what’s going on?” I asked.

She staggered to left, caught herself…then staggered to the right. I caught her by the arm again, steadying her.

She smiled, bright and cheery, an obvious front, seeing as how her tears were still coming. “I’ve decided to leave for New York this morning,” she slurred. “Like, right now. Gotta go. Heading on out. Big Apple.” She smiled, wide and crooked. “You know what I mean?”

I slid my pistol into the waistband of my pajamas. Only then did Kiernan seem to realize I wasn’t wearing a shirt. She paused, her eyes shifting up and down then back again, before catching herself, blushing brighter, and meeting my eye again.

“Sorry for ogling you,” she slurred, then shrugged. “You and Morgan. Quite a couple. Hotter ‘n heck, both of you. You’ll make beautiful—” She burped, wet and loud, then continued. “You’ll make a beautiful family one day, I’m sure of it.”

Good God, she was trashed. She wasn’t in any shape to tie her shoes, let alone make it to New York City, and besides, Keirnan didn’t really strike me as a seasoned drinker.

She listed to the side again then nearly slipped on an upturned protein container.

“OH!”

Her legs shot out from under her, but luckily, I was just close enough to catch her in my arms before she could thump down onto the floorboards. Her body was light and warm in my grip, her bare thighs cupped in my left arm, her shoulders in my right.

“Alright, let’s start at the beginning,” I laughed. “Exactly how much did you drink this morning, Kiernan?”

“This morning?” she asked. “Oh I dunno. Found a bottle of cheap-looking vodka in the pantry, Lenin’s Finest, I think it was called. Best spirit in Russia, or so the label said.” She burped again. “Anyway, I only meant to have one or two drinks but then – like, outta nowhere! – I looked down and the goshdarn bottle was empty.”

I smiled. “And all this protein?”

“Just figured I’d pay you back for that awesome breakfast yesterday,” she said, smirking crookedly…and somewhat guiltily. “You know, you give me supplies, I give you supplies, that’s how fellow travelers, uh…travel.”

“Alright, well you’re not in any shape to travel anywhere,” I said, then held her tight as I backed into the living room, careful that she didn’t bang her head on the door jamb.

“Wait…”

I looked down at her, her eyelids growing heavy, her body growing weak in my arms, almost limp. “What is it?” I asked softly.

She tucked her head down, her chin into her chest, and absentmindedly ran her hand across my bare chest. I should have stopped her, I suppose; it wasn’t really appropriate – especially not with Morgan being with me now – but I didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to react. Kiernan was upset about something. I didn’t want to rock the boat and make things worse.

Suddenly realizing what she was doing, Kiernan pulled her hand away, folding it with the other, resting them on her bare stomach.

“I’m not…the way I showed up here, it wasn’t…” she trailed off, growing sleepier by the moment, lost in a vodka fog.

“Kiernan,” I said soothingly, realizing what she was getting at. “Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

And realizing that my initial suspicions – that it wasn’t just a coincidence that Kiernan showed up at our cabin – had been correct. Kiernan had been planning to rob us. But it was clear that, whatever she’d been planning then, she regretted it now.

“You don’t know what it’s like out on the road,” she said. “Now and then, you find people…people who look like they can help you, people who could spare some supplies or just let you stop to rest, but…”

She curled up against me, shutting her eyes tight, fresh tears streaking down her cheeks.

“People on the road aren’t kind,” she said. “That’s what I was used to. All I knew. All I expected. When I found your cabin, I figured it was best if I didn’t give you the benefit of the doubt. Figured it would be smarter to just assume the worst and…” she shrugged, then added at a whisper: “And do what I needed to do.”

She shivered, more tears coming, little wet beads streaking down her porcelain cheeks. I heard a floorboard creaking, looked up, saw Morgan sitting halfway up the living room stairs, smiling sadly.

I smiled back.

“I was going to stick you up, you and Morgan,” she sobbed. “If that stupid elf hadn’t caught me off guard, things might have gone differently. Terribly.”

“Kiernan, you didn’t do anything wrong,” I whispered. “Things worked out the way they worked out and that’s just the way it is.”

“It’s just, when I watched you two from afar, I couldn’t get a sense of you, you know?” she said, no longer sobbing, but weeping softly, still unable to open her eyes, tears beading on her eyelashes, dripping down her cheeks. “Then I saw you up close. I spoke to you two. I realized…” she stopped, shaking her head. “Bobby, I’m so sorry.”

I looked back to Morgan. She jerked her thumb back up the stairs, gesturing toward our bedroom. She mouthed the words, ‘I’ll get the bed ready for her.’

I nodded, then held Kiernan tighter in my arms. “You need to get some sleep, Kiernan,” I said quietly.

“I’ll go back to my cabin, just give me a minute to sober up…”

“No way,” I said, grinning. “Rest up here, with us.”

She cracked her eyes open, wide and hopeful but with a mournful, teary sheen. She sniffled. “You’d let me stay here even after what I just told you?”

“Of course,” I said. “You’re welcome here, Kiernan. Always.”

Her smile was heartbreaking. Her soft pink lips, wet with tears. Her eyes, wide and damp. Dimples punctuating the edges of her lips. “You’re sure Morgan won’t mind?” she asked quietly. “She’s so awesome, I wouldn’t want to, you know…”

“Morgan’s fine with it, trust me,” I assured her.

“Gosh, she’s so gorgeous,” she whispered to herself, almost inaudibly. “Both of you…”

I cocked an eyebrow. That’d been the second time she mentioned how attractive she found me and Morgan.

Though I felt myself stiffening in my pants, I decided not to read too much into it. She’d hammered down a bottle of cheap vodka all on her own, after all.

She blinked slowly. When she opened her eyes, they were a quarter-inch lower than they’d been before. Kiernan yawned, then reached up and draped her arms around my neck, her fingers catching, her bare arms cool and light and pleasant against my skin.

I looked up the staircase before ascending. Morgan was there, tiptoeing, quiet. She pointed toward our bedroom and gave me a thumb’s up, then stepped quietly to the side, out of sight, wanting to stay out of sight.

“So great, both of you,” Kiernan said sleepily.

I smiled and started up the stairs, her short fit body light as a feather in my arms. Morgan watched from the shadows, a wholesome smile on her face.

A moment later – halfway up the stairs – Kiernan stirred in my arms, drifting closer and closer to sleep, and looked up at me, her bottom lip twisted beneath her upper teeth, sharp at the edges, hints of a guilty smile.

“Really, you two are absolutely amazing,” she said sleepily. She blinked again, this time, her eyelids crept closer, barely a sliver of her chestnut-brown eyes visible, but her guilty smile grew a little sharper and she leaned toward me, pursed her lips, and kissed me on the chest.

I froze on the stairs then looked up at Morgan apologetically, expecting her to be furious. True, she liked Kiernan quite a bit – maybe more than just quite a bit, given the way I caught Morgan staring at Kiernan yesterday, in the kitchen – but she had a right to be offended. We were a thing, after all. Boyfriend and girlfriend. Apocalypse partners. End-of-the-world lovers. Whatever you wanted to call it, we were something, and if the tables were turned, and some drunk asshole just tried planting a kiss on Morgan, well…

Except Morgan didn’t look the slightest bit offended. She just continued regarding us with that warm smile while I walked past her, Kiernan half-slumbering in my arms. I rounded the top of the stairs then continued down the hallway, but when we neared the bathroom, Kiernan suddenly jerked in my grip.

“…oh no…”

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She shook her head, a febrile sweat suddenly rolling down her forehead, the color draining from her face, making her look as white as a ghost. I knew what was coming next: She was going to yack.

“Hold on, hold on!” I whispered, then ducked into the bathroom as she jerked in my arms again, her chest hitching, her throat shifting, her eyes bulging wide behind her glasses. Carefully, I set her down on her knees in front of the toilet bowl and brushed her dark hair swiftly out of the way as she stuck her face inside and violently popped.

She moaned, high-pitched and exaggerated and drunk and – if I’m being honest – downright adorable. I looked away, wincing when I heard the sickness splatter in the water, and Kiernan called out weakly, “This is so not me right now.”

I tried not to laugh, not wanting to offend her. The poor thing was really going through it. “Hey, it happens to the best of us,” I said. “And better in here than in the bed or, God forbid, out in the woods trying to wander off to New York City.”

Kiernan – her head still very much in the toilet – snickered sweetly…before barfing violently once again, her body jerking, muscles straining, and I promptly realized that, sick as Kiernan might have been, with a little work, I just might be able to help take the edge off her inevitable hangover.

“But I’m making a mess,” she groaned. “And it’s not like there’s running water these days…”

“It’s a self-contained plumbing system with a septic tank,” I told her. “I only have to bring up some jugs of rainwater to clean up, so don’t sweat it.”

When her stomach was empty, I helped her wash up, then took her into my arms again. Being that sick to her stomach had sapped the last bit of energy from her, and when I carried her into the bedroom, she lay as still and serene as a doll in my arms. Morgan had made the bed, even folded the comforter down, so all I had to do was lie Kiernan on the mattress and tuck her in.

I stepped out quietly, pulling the door shut, then met Morgan down in the living room. She’d fixed herself a coffee, plus one for me, and we stepped out onto the front porch and sat down.

“I’m assuming you heard everything,” I said as I sipped my mug.

Morgan sat next to me, smiling, her mug cupped in both hands. She took a dainty sip. “Pretty much all of it, yeah,” she said, her smile fading slightly. “Hey, I’m sorry, Bobby.”

I frowned. “Sorry for what?” I pressed.

“I mean, you were right,” Morgan said. “About wanting to be cautious about Kiernan, about wanting to –”

“Maybe I was onto something,” I said, even as I shook my head, “but no, Morgan. You were still right to stop me from trailing her. Whatever plan she had before she actually met us, well…I don’t care about that. Not now.”

Morgan leaned against me, her head on my shoulder, and sighed pleasantly as we looked out over the sun rising up over the mountains. “I’m glad she’s here.”

I slid an arm around Morgan and kissed the top of her head. “Me too.”

I only lingered on the porch long enough to finish my coffee. I still had to dive back into the spellbook. When I mentioned this to Morgan, she asked, “Looking for more anti-dragon magic?”

I shook my head, grinning. “Not right now,” I said. “At the moment, I just want to see if there’s a spell that can cure a bad hangover, or at least take the edge off.”

Morgan went back inside with me then headed to the kitchen so she could start breakfast while I took another coffee then sat down on the couch and flipped the spell book back open. Unlike trying to find dragon-related spells – which may or may not have been buried somewhere inside that tome – I quickly discovered that even extra-dimensional monsters from a fantasy realm liked to hammer cocktails from time to time.

It was one of the first spells in the healing magic section, a low-level incantation, precisely what I was looking for.

RELIEF FOR THE MERRY BARBARIAN.

I quickly, but carefully, noted the spell effects. It would ease a bad headache and quiet a sour stomach. The author of the tome summarized it by writing, ‘This minor healing spell will ease the morning-time burden when one imbibes too much mead, goblin nectar, orcish milk-wine, and other spirits common among brutish imbibers.’

Well, orcish milk-wine certainly sounded disgusting, but honestly could have only been half as bad as cheap vodka, so I assumed it would do the trick.

I memorized the incantation then closed my eyes, settling down into light meditation, and let the spell’s words roll through my mind until I felt an energetic sort of tingling down in the tips of my fingers.

I opened my eyes, grinning when I saw little nodes of white-blue light dancing around my fingertips.

“Easy enough,” I said, then headed back up to the bedroom.

Kiernan had been thrashing about in bed, kicking at the comforter, knocking the pillows to the floor. She was laying crookedly across the bed, flopped onto her belly, her dark hair a tangled mess, sweat soaking the bedsheets.

Just as I stepped inside, Kiernan began groaning in her sleep, rolling to the side, clutching her stomach, and I figured I’d gotten back up here just in time. I sat on the bed next to her and brushed the sweat-drenched hair from her eyes. She winced, groaning again, her face ghostly white like she was going to get sick.

Before she could, I placed my open palms on her forehead, and the blue-white nodes of light around my fingertips pulsed brighter. I repeated the incantation at a whisper and the nodes flared brighter yet until they popped, quiet as soap bubbles.

As the nodes faded away, I frowned, fearing that I might have cast the spell wrong, but when I looked down at Kiernan, I saw that she was no longer wincing. She stopped groaning, stopped thrashing, then rolled sleepily onto her back, a quiet, peaceful slumber.

I slipped a pillow under her head and fixed the comforter back over her then stepped out carefully, smiling to myself.

I’d just become a healer!

I strutted out into the hallway, feeling myself like I never had before. I still had lots of work to do – I’d barely even started my anti-dragon magic research – but given that I’d just cast my first healing spell successfully, I decided to give magic a break for the rest of the day. Lord knows, I still had plenty of work to do around the farm.


Chapter Eight

We had a big day ahead of us and – with Kiernan’s unexpected drunken adventure – I was already behind schedule. I fixed a quick breakfast for me and Morgan, courtesy of some MREs I snatched from some anonymous prepper up north who kept a nifty survivalist bunker farther up north in the Pocono Mountains.

I whipped up the MREs while Morgan made coffee and she grinned in shock when I offered her a hot bowl of biscuits and gravy. She was still wearing her pajamas from earlier in the morning, red and black checkered PJ pants, snug and tight around her butt, bright pink sweat socks and a thin white sleeveless top, no bra beneath, her nipples noticeably eager beneath.

“This smells incredible!” she quipped as she took her bowl, hot and steaming, and fetched us some silverware. “You use your magic or something?”

I laughed and we went to the table, where she’d already set up our coffee mugs. “Nah, I took it from some prepper’s bunker up north a few years ago while I was scavenging for supplies. All you have to do is add water, but I like to heat them up a little extra. I have plenty of these stashed down in the basement; they come in handy when you need to eat in a rush.”

She took a bite, chewed slowly, closed her eyes, smiling at the taste. “Not bad at all,” she said.

“They’re nutrient and calorie-dense,” I explained as I swallowed a portion. “That’s exactly what I need today. I’ve got a ton of shit on my to-do list.”

“Such as?” she asked.

Where to start? There’d been high winds overnight along with a brief storm sometime before dawn – I’d slept through it with the spell book in my lap – so the solar panels were a mess. I had some long-delayed repairs planned for one of the cattle gates. The garden needed tending – goddamn cottontail rabbits were nibbling on my asparagus again, too – and, at some point, I wanted to do some laundry.

“Well I’m not a layabout,” Morgan quipped. “I’m not a freeloader. If I’m living here, I’m going to earn my keep.”

I grinned, nibbling on another spoonful, washing it down with hot coffee. “If you want to get to work on those solar panels, I wouldn’t object.”

“Consider it done,” she answered, then took another bite. As she chewed, a thoughtful look shone in her eyes. She lowered her spoon to her bowl and lightly tapped it on the porcelain edge.

“Something on your mind?” I asked.

“Yeah, actually,” she said. “Just in the last half-hour or so, I’ve been having some ideas.” She paused, shifted her bright blue eyes toward mine, and shrugged. “Ideas about our living situation.”

“Sick of me already?” I asked, grinning.

“Not even close,” she said. “But I’ve been thinking…about Kiernan.”

I nodded, set my spoon down, and wiped my mouth. “You have?”

Her eyes narrowed, focused and serious. My heart sank, heavy with guilt. Morgan had been there, on the stairs, when Kiernan had been touching me…and when she kissed my chest. At the time, Morgan hadn’t seemed offended, but then again, she might have been so shocked when she saw it that her anger could have come as a delayed reaction. Maybe, with Kiernan in such a sorry state, Morgan simply didn’t want to bring it up until later.

“Listen, I’m really sorry,” I began.

She tilted her head and cocked an eyebrow.

“Kiernan got a little…inappropriate with me,” I said. “When I had her in my arms, I mean.” I shook my head, the guilt sharpening, glinting like the tip of a knife. “No, I’m wrong for even putting it like that. Kiernan didn’t know what she was doing. I was wrong. I shouldn’t have let her –”

“You’re talking about the way she felt you up?” Morgan laughed. “About the way she kissed your chest?” She giggled again, and the sound of her sweet, infectious laughter filled me with relief. So, she wasn’t pissed.

I didn’t know what was coming next, but that, at least, was a good start.

“Well, we’re kind of an item, aren’t we?” I pressed. “If some drunk guy tried kissing you, I’d be seeing red.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Kiernan countered. “If it was just some random hoe trying to get nasty with you, I’d be throwing hands, but with Kiernan, I dunno…”

She trailed off somewhat oddly, perhaps a little playfully, a little coy. She looked away from me, smirking to herself.

I remembered yesterday, in the kitchen.

Kiernan had quite obviously checked out Morgan.

Then, not long after, I caught Morgan stealing a look or two at Kiernan, as well.

Wait a second, what’s happening here?

“It feels right for her to be here,” Morgan said, her eyes back on mine. “Me, you…and her. The three of us together.”

I felt punch-drunk, like I’d just taken a jab from Iron Mike in his prime. I tried to muster a reply. I stuttered. My tongue clicked on the roof of my mouth. My lips felt numb, like I’d just been stuck with a syringe packed with Novocain.

“Wait,” I said. “I want to make sure I’m hearing you correctly.”

Morgan leaned across the table – forcing her breasts together, a deliciously slim valley between them – and laid her hands upon mine and squeezed. “I saw another woman kissing your chest this morning and I liked it,” she said brazenly. “You’ve survived the apocalypse and fought off monsters and learned goddamn portal magic. Are you trying to tell me that you can’t see what I’m getting at?”

I sat there a moment, not saying anything. I nodded, raised my left hand, and gave myself a sharp little slap against my cheek.

Morgan snickered. “What the hell did you do that for?”

“If this is a dream I need to wake up right now,” I said. “Because if it goes on any longer then I wake up and realize it was all just some fantasy I’m going to crawl under my bed and cry my goddamn eyes out.”

She laughed then snapped her fingers around my face, both hands, rapid-fire fingersnaps like she was pantomiming fireworks going off before my eyes. “Wake up wake up wake up wake up!” she giggled, then put her hands on her hips and tapped her foot on the floorboards. “Seems like you’re not asleep, rookie mage. No, this is all very real,” she said, then added: “And pretty fucking exciting.”

True, Kiernan had come on to me. She’d mentioned earlier that she thought me and Morgan were attractive, plus the way she ogled Kiernan yesterday in the kitchen was straight-up proof that she was into other women on some level. But that didn’t mean Kiernan would necessarily want to move in with us, much less get involved with us on some other level, like Morgan was implying.

“I can see the doubt in your eyes, Bobby,” she smirked. “Don’t let those butterflies in your belly get the better of you. Make this happen.”

I laughed, but shook my head, trying to keep my expectations in check. “I’m just saying that, yeah, I know that Kiernan seems sort of attracted to us, but –”

“Sort of?” Morgan chuckled.

“Alright, she’s definitely attracted to us,” I relented. “But having a little crush on some new friends is different than being up for moving in together.”

Morgan smiled confidently, hands on her hips, bright eyes brimming with a cocksure attitude. “Oh, she’ll be up for it.”

“I didn’t know you were a mind reader,” I countered.

“Call it a hunch,” she said. “I got a good feeling.”

“Have you two spoken at all about your idea?” I asked.

“I only just had the idea right now so, no, we haven’t.”

“I don’t mean, like, discussing particulars or specifics. I meant did she say anything yesterday, when you two were walking around the cabin together? Something that made you think she’d be up for this?”

She shrugged. “I dunno, Bobby. It’s just her vibe, I guess.”

“She did say she was on her way to New York City,” I said. “Fulfilling her dream of dancing on Broadway and all that.”

“Just ask her when she wakes up,” Morgan said. “The worst she can say is no, but she won’t say no.”

I sighed, grinning. “Alright,” I laughed. “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up if Kiernan decides she’s not interested in your idea.”

Morgan stood there, her arms crossed, a hopeful look in her eyes.

Finally, I said, “I’ll ask her the next time I see her.”

Morgan flashed a smile as radiant as a bouquet of blooming roses.

“I didn’t think a girl could get to be this happy in the apocalypse,” Morgan beamed. “But I guess I’m just lucky.”

No, I thought. I’m the lucky one. I just might be the luckiest son of a bitch who ever walked the earth.


Chapter Nine

As the day wore on, it proved to be just as hot as it had been the day before, but with Morgan sharing some of the workload, my daily chores weren’t nearly as daunting. She grabbed a bucket of water – rainwater, which I collected in barrels alongside the house – and some scouring rags and got to work scrubbing the grime off the solar panels. After that, she was going to get started working in the garden.

As for me, well, I fell to work as hard as I ever did, not necessarily due to my sterling work ethic, but for the ball of nervous knots in my stomach every time I considered how the hell I was going to approach Kiernan about living here.

Yeah, no pressure, right? Just put the moves on a woman you hardly know and hope that you don’t weird her out when you ask her to move in with you.

The work helped ease my nerves, though. True, I was mostly going through the motions – these were mostly all chores I did multiple times a week – but the easy monotony had a meditative quality to it. Hot as the day was, I found a strange peace laboring around the property and my nerves settled down after awhile.

I fed the chickens then the pigs. I went out to the corral to check on the cows then grabbed my tools and hoofed it down to the southeast quardrant. That was where I kept Inky, my breeding bull. Massive fella, Inky was, but he took a liking to me. (It wasn’t that way in the beginning when brought him to the cabin. Down on his old farm, I’d gotten him into a trailer with no problem, but he must not have liked the way I drove; when I tried unloading him, he bucked and nearly kicked my face off. Since then, though, we’d been buddies.)

I had to keep Inky far off from the female cows. Keep a bull too close to the ladies and he’s apt to get aggressive. (My regards to the authors of the Animal Husbandry Almanac, which I’d plucked from the East Stroudsburg public library right after the world ended.)

He had a nice grazing plot all to himself, hemmed in with wood posts and tall fencing topped with barbed wire, not so much because I thought Inky would hop the fence, but to keep extra-dimensional critters away from him. He was grazing when I got there, looking up at me serenely as he gnashed grass in his teeth. Inky was calm today – his head was low, his ears relaxed, munching happily – so I opened the latch and swung the corral gates open and walked up slow and rubbed him on the nose.

He swung his tail a few times then plodded on, interested more in his lunch than he was with me.

Content that Inky wasn’t going to bolt, I returned to my tools, which I’d left by the gates. I needed to work on some rusted hardware I’d been meaning to upgrade for a few weeks – I scored a livestock gate hinge kit at Marshall’s Machinery a few miles west, out in Tannersville – but never got around to it.

I’d been hard at work for a few hours by then. About halfway through the gate hinge job, Kiernan came over the crest of the hill behind me, holding a mug of coffee in each hand, a slightly embarrassed look on her face. However, her face had some color to it, certainly not that death-paleness from earlier when she was drunk and sick. I guessed that healing spell worked just as well as I hoped it would. One little anti-hangover spell and a few hours’ worth of sleep and she looked no worse for wear.

Any satisfaction I felt from it, however, was blown out of the water once my nerves knotted up in my stomach again.

I wiped the sweat from my brow with my shirt sleeve then stood up to greet her. She’d borrowed some of Morgan’s new clothes, a pair of tight denim shorts and a plain white T-shirt, tied off at the waist, showing off her toned, flat stomach.

She offered me the coffee. “Morgan told me you’ve been out here busting your butt all day,” she said. “I thought maybe you could use a coffee break.”

I took the mug gratefully. I’d brought plenty of cool water with me to stay hydrated, but a nice caffeine kick would keep my going for another few hours. “Thanks,” I said, the knots in my stomach growing more tense by the moment.

“So,” she said, her cheeks so apple-red that they looked like they were burning, “this is awkward.”

“No, it’s not,” I laughed. “You’re absolutely fine, Kiernan.”

“Violently puking in your toilet first thing in the morning isn’t absolutely fine,” she said, shaking her head, then took a sip of her coffee.

There was something off about Kiernan’s voice, something different than before. It took me a moment to realize that her subtle southern twang was a bit more pronounced. Not like she was code-switching or anything, no, it was more natural than that.

She smiled. “I guess you caught my accent. It always comes through more when I first wake up.”

“It’s cute,” I said. “I like it. I thought I noticed it before, when we first talked, but I didn’t think to ask about it.”

“Texas,” she grinned. “Born and raised fifteen miles outside Austin. I never had a heavy twang, though, not like my dad. Mine always seemed to come and go.”

“I meant to ask where you lived before Chicago,” I said. “And I guess that explains why you’re such a good shot with that Glock.”

“My dad hardly ever had any money to his name, but he was a great shot. He taught me well,” she added proudly. She took another sip of her coffee, then inhaled the fresh mountain air. “I woke up assuming I’d feel like death from that awful vodka. Morgan told me what you did, though. Working your magic on me.”

Yeah, I thought nervously as I sipped my coffee, I’m not done working my magic on you quite yet, Kiernan. Let’s just hope that I’m up to it.

“I’m officially a healer now,” I said. “Still a rookie mage, no doubt, but I think I’m coming along pretty well.”

“Still, I owe you. I owe both of you.” She looked down into her coffee, shifted her glasses up her nose, then turned back to me. “I owe you both a whole lot, especially after what I’d been planning.”

“It’s ancient history,” I said. “Seriously, forget about it. I have. So has Morgan. What I said before, about you being welcome here? I still mean it. Morgan does, too.”

I heard a light rustling behind me, then the padding of heavy feet. Inky plodded by – paying no mind at all to the open gate – and munched on a fresh patch of grass.

“That’s Inky,” I said.

“Morgan told me you never name your animals,” Kiernan said.

“I don’t name the ones that I’m planning to eat,” I corrected her. “He’s breeding stock.”

She grinned, looked me in the eyes, then looked away deferentially, kicking her left foot into the grass. She must have borrowed sneakers from Morgan – Morgan scored a bunch during our trip in town – and Kiernan had come barefoot this morning.

I slurped down more coffee, knowing that, sooner or later, I’d have to make my move.

“Look, I won’t stay in your hair much longer,” Kiernan said, kicking at the grass again, holding her coffee mug tight in both hands, not bothering to sip it. “I’ve already caused too much trouble around here.”

“You haven’t caused any trouble,” I countered.

“Well, I was about to, before that elf started hounding me,” she said.

“I told you, that’s ancient history. Nothing happened. No harm, no foul, so on and so forth.”

“Thanks for being so kind about that,” she said, “but it isn’t the only trouble I’m talking about.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

She kicked the grass again. This time, she caught a pebble and it went skittering into the grass. “No, you definitely do,” she said. She sighed, then rolled her eyes, and sipped at her coffee. “I wish I could have forgotten it. What I did. You know, when I was drunk.” She took a deep breath, her eyes locked on the grass, as if she were ashamed of herself. “The way I got a little handsy with you.” Her face pulsed red with embarrassment. “The way I…kissed your chest.”

I felt an empathetic pinch in my heart. The embarrassment must have been killing her. Hell, I knew the feeling. Who didn’t? You hammer down a few extra cocktails – going a few over your limit – then end up doing something stupid. It always stung come morning, things better left forgotten, drunk offerings to the gods of getting shitfaced.

She rolled her head back, looking skyward, her eyes heavy with guilt. “I’m just glad Morgan didn’t punch my lights out for getting too forward with her man.”

“You spoke to Morgan about it?” I asked.

She shook her head, her face still tilted toward the sky, golden sunshine on her soft, pastel features. “No, but I could tell she knew something,” Kiernan sighed. “Call it a hunch, but it seemed like she was looking at me differently than she had before. Like she knew something. Like she was thinking about something.”

“Hey, Morgan doesn’t –”

She leveled her eyes back on mine, sharp and astute behind her glasses. “No, I’m going to stop you right there, Bobby. Don’t make excuses for me. Don’t let me off the hook. You two are fantastic together. You’re obviously in love.”

I paused.

Were we?

I mean, me and Morgan had only known each other for a short time…

“The last thing you guys need is some flirty interloper coming around to drive a wedge between you,” she went on, her voice becoming more frantic with each syllable, like she was fighting back tears. “That’s why I’m leaving. Today. I’m packing up my stuff and I’m heading northeast to Manhattan and I’m not going to stop until I’m pulling on my flats up on some dusty old Broadway stage.”

By now, she was breathing heavily, her lips tightening back, quivering, her eyes taking on a wet sheen, a ball rising in her throat…

I stepped closer to her, so close I could feel her near-panicked breaths on my face. I touched her chin and tilted her face up, right at mine. “It’s going to take a lot of work for me to find some kind of anti-dragon spell,” I told her, cutting her off before she could descend into a panic attack. “So much work that I’m going to have trouble balancing all the stuff I have to do around here with my magic studies. I’m just a rookie mage, remember?” I smiled. “And I’m a slow learner, to boot.”

She shook her head, the threat of tears still very real, but managed a smile. “You’ll figure it out, Bobby.”

“But I’ll figure it out quicker if you stick around and help out,” I said.

“I just feel like we’ll all be better off if I just get on my way,” she said. “Besides, given the way the dragons burned down Chicago, it’s not out of the realm of possibility that they’ll do it to New York, too. I should get there before it happens.”

“All the better for you to stay here and help me out, then,” I said. “Then, once I know how to take on a dragon, who knows? Maybe someday real soon, we can head to NYC and watch you dance on Broadway. We can do it together.”

“Together?” she asked.

“Me, you, and Morgan,” I insisted. “The three of us.”

“The three of us…together,” Kiernan said, somewhat fearfully.

Alright dude, here’s your opening shot. Make it count.

“There are lots of things we can do together,” I said knowingly. I lowered my voice, just a touch and added, “If you’re okay with that, I mean.”


Chapter Ten

At first, Kiernan didn’t react, save for quietly setting her coffee aside.

She shifted her eyes to the side, fixing her glasses absentmindedly, like a nervous tic. She lowered her head, but kept her eyes upturned toward me, big and brown and expectant behind those thick eyeglasses. “It would be kind of cool, I guess,” she said. She swallowed hard, her pale throat shifting. She cleared her throat and licked her lips. “It would be kind of cool for the three of us to be, you know.” She shrugged. “Together, like you said.”

I took another step closer. So close our toes were almost touching. So close that when I shifted my hand, my knuckles brushed against hers. I caught her fingers, closed my grip around them, then rolled my thumb across the back of her hand.

Kiernan’s chestnut eyes slid down, following my thumb as it rolled across her skin, before shifting back up to eye level. Good Christ, her lips were so pink, so soft and delicate.

“But after what I did,” she went on, shaking her head, “how could Morgan ever trust me, knowing that, the moment I had you alone, I –”

“Morgan saw what you did,” I said, interrupting her. “She saw it all, every last detail. The way you touched my chest. The way you kissed my chest. Morgan saw it all, Kiernan…and she liked it.”

Kiernan started to move her lips, but nothing came out. She paused just like that, her lips parted slightly, then her eyes shot down, at an angle.

“She saw what I did?” Kiernan finally whispered, little more than a gasp.

“Not only did she like it,” I said. I set my coffee down then grabbed Kiernan’s other hand, gripping both tight, her delicate skin like heaven to touch, “but she was the one who had the idea. About you moving in with us. About the three of us, you know…”

“Being together?” Kiernan finished, her gaze returning to mine.

I nodded then leaned closer to her. I released my grip on her hands and when I slid my fingers across her bare belly, just above her hips, she didn’t pull away. She remained where she stood, somewhat uneasily, but from the knowing glint in her wide chestnut eyes, I knew that Kiernan understood what the three of us being together entailed.

I kept one hand on her bare upper hip, tickling the pad of my thumb across a small, faded freckle directly above her hipbone. I ran my other hand up the bare portion of her stomach, slowly, taking my time. Her stomach was tight and toned, yet soft as silk, and I felt her skin prickle at my touch.

Raising my hand to her chin, I slowly dashed my thumb across her bottom lip, shifted my grip, spread my fingers and rolled them across her jawline. Kiernan smirked nervously, with anticipatory tension coiled in her eyes. She bit down light on her bottom lip as I leaned in close and kissed her.

She dropped her coffee, forgotten. The mug split in half and the thirsty soil sucked up the liquid and Kiernan folded her hands nervously, clutching them against her abdomen, and whimpered softly as I pressed my lips tighter against hers.

Her mouth tasted faintly of her coffee – sweet, plenty of cream and sugar – and her lips were soft and quivering, and though she kept her hands folded tight against her belly, she leaned into the kiss, wiggling up on her tiptoes, and shivered when I tightened my grip on her bare hip.

Yet, her body remained tense. Her spine was rigid, her shoulders were stiff. Though she leaned somewhat into my kiss, she wouldn’t part her lips to accept more, and I kept getting the sense that something was wrong.

I pulled back, concerned. She blinked slowly as our lips parted, like she was reeling from the kiss.

“We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” I said quietly.

Her body grew even more tense, her spine more rigid, but even so, she shook her head curtly. “It’s not that I don’t want to,” she shot back, insistent yet sheepishly quiet. “It’s just, well…I’ve never kissed a guy before.”

I laughed softly, relieved. It wasn’t that she didn’t want me. She was just nervous.

“You’re a virgin,” I said softly.

“Eh…only technically.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“Well…” she paused, her face reddening. She gave me an awkward smirk. “I said I never kissed a guy before. But I did share an apartment with three other dancers, and a few times, after we all had some wine, well…”

I stopped for a moment, then realized what she meant.

I grinned. “Ohhhh-kay,” I laughed. “I think I get what you’re saying now.”

“I wouldn’t say that I’m not a virgin, though,” she added, her hands still balled tight against her belly. “I just don’t really know what to do with a guy, that’s all.”

I nodded, kept her close, tickling my fingertips along her cheek, pressing my thumb lightly above her hipbone. “Well, you’re a dancer, right?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Then let’s just treat this like a new dance,” I said. “Let me take the lead.”

“A dance,” she repeated quietly, and slowly, her posture began to change, her body began to ease, and when I slid my thumb crosswise from her hipbone toward her belly, the tension melted away.

I gripped her chin lightly, her face still upturned, and kissed her again. This time, she parted her lips for me, widening, and she tugged at my flannel as I slipped my tongue against hers.

She exhaled sharply through her nose – her breath tickling my beard stubble – and twisted my flannel between her fingers, tugging at the buttons, unfastening one, slipping her fingers inside, brushing against my bare abdomen.

I walked her backwards, slowly, toward a thick wooden fence post. She leaned against it, her fingernails scratching my flesh beneath my shirt, her other hand now hooked around my neck, her fingers creeping up to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair as I kissed her more deeply.

Her tight stomach quivered against my touch. I unfastened the top button of her denim shorts then opened the zipper, the shorts opening like a flower, the pink thong showing like candy-colored pollen.

I slid my hand down her chin, down her neck, opening my fingers and rolling my open palm across her chest, between her tits, then slid it ‘round at her waist, cupping her supple skin and lowering my hand to the base of her spine, where I felt the ribbed edges of the thong straps clinging over her tight, round ass cheeks.

I felt her shiver as my fingers crept lower to her heat. I broke our kiss and looked down at her. “Are you still comfortable with me taking the lead?”

She swallowed hard, leaned her shoulders back against the post – in turn, thrusting her hips slightly toward me – and nodded breathlessly.

With one hand still on the small of her back, I slid the other smooth and easy under her thong, felt the small, black tuft above her pink sex. I looked down at it – her tuft matched her hair, her virgin pussy lips almost the same shade of pink as her thong – then studied Kiernan’s face as I drew invisible circles tight around her rosebud.

She clutched at my bare flesh under my shirt, her face twisting as she scratched my skin, as she gripped my hair tighter. She exhaled through quivering lips, her eyelids pinched tight, and whimpered quietly when I extended my middle finger and threaded it softly between her labia, gently easing them open, pressing against her threshold, wet and weeping like ripe fruit.

I curved my middle finger, easing my fingertip into her tight narrow entry then brushed my thumb light and teasingly across her clit. She shuddered, grunting softly, and her feet twisted in the grass as her toes curled tight, shifting visibly inside her sneakers.

My cock grew thick and hard and throbbed in my jeans, raging to get out. I kept myself in check, though, and kissed Kiernan softly on the neck, then worked down to her clavicle, pressing my lips against the thin fabric of her T-shirt before shifting down to one knee, lowering my mouth to her bare stomach, which tremored sharply as I continued to work my hand between her thighs, her honey dripping down my fingers, down my knuckles, trickling to my wrist.

I tugged her denim shorts down to her ankles, then looped them over her feet and set them in the grass. I took the pink thong straps delicately between my fingers and tugged them down next, fully revealing the glistening ecstasy between her thighs.

Kiernan kicked off her sneakers. She kept shifting her left leg, like she wanted to do something with it, but was too hesitant, too unsure of what to do next.

Seeing that she needed some guidance, I rolled my hand down over her hip, to her left thigh, cupped the supple skin then moved it, guiding it over my shoulder. Kiernan stared down at me, steadying herself with her hands atop my head, her nipples like exclamation points beneath her T-shirt as I kissed the inside of her left thigh. Patiently, I trailed my lips inward, then up to her hip, sucking lightly on the flesh above her hipbone, and pressed two fingertips against her entry, grunting in satisfaction when I felt her wetness.

She parted her lips, licking them, trying to speak: “I used to… -- oh -- …I used to think that only women were this good down there…”

To prove her wrong, I lightly brushed my lips across her cherry then flicked my tongue out, circling it around her nub. Kiernan twisted my hair in her fingers and thrust her hips out, turning her face toward the sky as she whimpered in pleasure. The whimper was quiet, but sharp, and when I rolled my tongue across her lust it grew louder, deeper.

Her chest heaved. Her left leg trembled over my shoulder, she was grinding her heel against my spine, the heat of her sex pulsing hotter. I slid my tongue inside her then gently nuzzled my nose against her cherry, and Kiernan suddenly yelped and pushed up herself upward, hooking her right leg around my other shoulder, squeezing my face tight between her thighs as she came.

Practically sitting on me, she leaned her shoulders against the wooden post and gently rocked her trembling hips – seemingly more from instinct and reflex than conscious thought – pressing her soft pink petals against my mouth, her honey smeared across my chin.

By then, my erection was painful and throbbing. I wanted nothing more than to kick my jeans off and take her completely, but I stopped myself, remembering that this was her first time with a man.

My hands placed securely on her bare thighs, I looked up at her from her wet mound, the sun beaming down on her satisfied, upturned face.

“I can keep going if you want,” I said quietly.

She licked her lips and swallowed hard, her throat shifting, then looked down at me, anticipatory lust brimming in her eyes, yes…but also a trace of nervousness.

“Keep going how?” she asked at a whisper.

“I’ll take your virginity, Kiernan,” I said. “But only if you want me to.”

She released her grip on my hair, ran her fingertips down my cheeks, sweat glistening on her brow, her glasses slightly fogged. She raised one hand, pulled off her glasses, and gently rested them atop the fence post. After another moment, she nodded, her teeth lightly grazing her bottom lip, and she urged me to go on.

Slowly, I pushed up to my feet, keeping her thighs hoisted up onto me, but shifting them downward, until the back of her knees tightened around my shoulders, her feet draped over my arms. I slid my arms down to her hips, my palms cupping her supple ass. She slid her arms around my neck and folded herself against me, her wet heat dripping as I slid my right hand down to my belt, unclasped it, undid the button of my jeans, and feverishly pulled my zipper down.

I kissed her, intensely and deeply, and she whimpered against my lips, tilting her head to the side, her dark hair tickling my face. I kicked my jeans down to my ankles, then my boxers, and frantically kicked off my boots until I was naked from the waist down, my cock aching to enter her.

I lowered her down another touch, shifted my hips, winced when I felt my hood grind against her labia, her lips dripping wet. Her breath caught in her throat when she felt me at her entry, tightening her arms around my neck. She leaned into my kiss, pushed her tongue eagerly into my mouth, then rested her forehead against mine, staring hungrily into my eyes.

“I want to see your face as I get inside you,” I whispered.

She nodded breathlessly, her sweaty forehead clammy against my own, but she didn’t wince or so much as blink as I pressed my hood tighter against her opening, pushing her pussy lips open wider.

I pushed into her. Her petals opened for me, wet warm heaven within. She gasped audibly, shuddering in my grip, and her narrow walls clenched tight around my ridge as I pushed in just a little deeper.

Her arms tightened around my neck, her knees bent tighter around my shoulders. I felt her heels dig into my back, right above my ribcage. I brushed her raven hair aside, wanting a full view of her face, studying every flutter of her eyelids, every tightening of her lips as her walls opened for me, tight and snug and slick.

She ran her fingers through my hair, clenching them, trailing the tips of her fingernails along my scalp. Her smell was intoxicating, the cool scent of her hair, her skin like it was rubbed down with flower petals, her breath warm and sweet.

“Deeper,” she whispered, squeezing me, squeezing herself tighter to me, her lithe dancer’s body practically folded in half with ease.

I gave her more, felt her walls spasm from my entry, then pushed deeper yet. My cock tingled inside her, the wet warmth of her walls causing me to clench my jaw, focusing hard, anything I could do to keep myself from finishing too early.

When I felt her dew rolling down the underside of my cock, I snarled, something primal stirring inside me, and gripped her ass cheeks tight in each hand, digging in my fingertips just hard enough to leave little red fingerprints on that delicate porcelain.

She leaned forward, shocking me with an aggressive kiss, whimpering greedily as she pressed her lips to mine, parting her lips, pushing her tongue into my mouth. I grunted against her kiss, pushing up higher, and nearly lost my mind when Kiernan met my thrust, shifting her hips down, taking the length of me, our teeth clacking together at the exact moment when I felt my tip touch her cervix.

She pulled her left hand out of my hair, gripping my flannel, yanking and pulling until the other buttons came loose. She did so with a frantic, clipped breath, sweat still trickling down her brow, tickling my face. I shrugged my shirt off, tossing it aside.

Bare-chested, I thrust her up against the wooden post again, thrusting in deeper, hitting her cervix once more. Kiernan broke our kiss and shrieked as she came, then bit down hard on my right trap muscle, her teeth almost breaking my skin, her orgasmic wail muffled by my flesh.

The tingling in my cock grew more intense within a heartbeat. Seeing her pleasure in her eyes – feeling it, tightening around me – was too much for me to take. My balls tightened, my seed simmering inside, and knew I wasn’t going to last longer than another moment.

“I’m going to cum,” I growled then, with every last scrap of my willpower, began to pull out of her.

“No!” she panted.

With her loose, ballerina’s body, she easily shifted her legs away from my shoulders, sliding them down past my arms, then caught me around the waist with her thighs. Just before I could free my cock from sex, she squeezed her thighs tight and pulled me right back in.

Of course, I’d have finished inside of her if she’d simply asked, but her raw greed only served to make my explosion that much more intense.

She stared right into my eyes as I came, as I shuddered and bucked, growling as I emptied myself deep inside her.


Chapter Eleven

It was close to dusk, the sky a velvety deep blue, the sun hanging lazy and ponderous over the western hills, in no hurry to set. I sat on the front porch steps, my legs crisscrossed, my palms resting on my knees, breathing deeply, repeating the incantation in my head like a meditative mantra.

Morgan was equal parts giddy and nervous, pacing back and forth, her stylish leather sandals pummeling the grass just beyond the porch. She wore a skin-tight sleeveless red dress, her goldspun hair brushed over one shoulder.

“We should have gone with her,” Morgan said, shaking her head. “She’s been gone too long. It’s been almost –”

“Thirty minutes,” I smiled. “Morgan, she’s only been gone thirty minutes. Maybe forty minutes, tops. And, in case I need to remind you, Kiernan’s a pretty vicious fighter. Trust me, she can handle herself.”

Though she’d come barefoot, nearly naked, and unarmed this morning, Kiernan hadn’t gone back to her cabin empty-handed. She borrowed one of my hunting rifles – my Browning X-Bolt Pro, a slick long-range bolt-action rifle with a camo finish – with some holy water. Plus she took my eight-inch Buck 119 Bowie knife – chrome-colored 420 HC steel with a clip blade, a savage little beauty – in case things got up close and personal.

“But a portal could open…or maybe the wolves got too close…or maybe –”

The handheld radio on my hip suddenly crackled with static. Kiernan’s voice broke through a moment later.

“Hey guys, I’m all ready!”

I looked at Morgan, grinning. “See?”

Morgan hopped in the grass, clapping her hands – SMACK! – and did a little jig mid-air, swinging her hips and shaking her ass, then snorted with laughter the moment her feet hit the ground again.

Yeah, she was excited. We both were.

I clicked my radio. “Copy that, Kiernan,” I smiled. “Just give me one quick minute to cast the spell and we should be good to go.”

Her mic chirped, then: “Got it!”

“What about sleeping arrangements?” Morgan asked, slipping back into her nervous veneer like a second skin…or a split personality.

I laughed. It felt like Morgan and I had just had that same conversation.

“Let’s just get her back to the cabin first,” I answered.

“But she’s probably thinking about it,” Morgan went on, still pacing. “I know I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Like, I was so nervous about asking whether or not we were going to sleep –”

“We’ll figure it out,” I chuckled, then closed my eyes, repeating the incantation more quickly in my mind, the mantra spilling through my thoughts, and a moment later, there was the garish white crackle of portal magic hovering before us.

The portal folded open, into the familiar diamond shape, and Kiernan cut a strange, black silhouette against the brightness. She started forward, pumping her legs. One well-worn mountain bike tire broke through the garish white, then her handlebars. Morgan pumped the pedals, decked out in her mismatched light armor, her insectoid leather mask tucked under her arm. The bike bounced when it fully came through the portal, dragging a compact carbon steel frame cargo trailer behind her, her supplies tied down and covered with a tarp for protection, her stocks of protein bars and protein powder, spare weapons, various foodstuffs, extra clothes, a few jugs of water, and – of course – a complete whetstone blade sharpening kit to keep her silver blade in lethal condition.

She cut the front wheel to the side and came to a stop right in front of us.

“Alright,” Kiernan said, then nodded toward the cargo trailer. “That’s everything.” She shrugged happily, her pink lips grinning. “I guess I live here now.”
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One quiet everyman. Three gorgeous college roommates who love to share. They're about to make a home together.
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