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				Apocalypse Harem Book One
			

			
				By Carley Hitchens
			

			
				Copyright 2024 © by Carley Hitchens
			

			
				Author’s Note: All characters depicted in this novella are at least 18 years old.


			
				Chapter One
			

			
				I woke up, still tired after a long night, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as sunlight poured into my bedroom. The sky was clear, the air cool, a welcome reprieve from the storms last night. 
			

			
				 Knowing I had work to do, I ditched my pajamas and got right into my work clothes – jeans, flannel, boots – and went downstairs for coffee. My stomach growled, insisting on breakfast, but I had two dead goblins out in the woods and I wanted to burn their remains before the wolves could get to them. 
			

			
				 I went to the mudroom, adjacent to the kitchen, where I kept my power strips and spare batteries, and took a Makita battery from its charger. I popped it onto the coffee maker, added some purified water and coffee, and hit BREW. 
			

			
				 As it brewed, I stepped out back to feed the animals. They’d weathered the storm well. The chickens were already poking around their coop. I tossed them some feed and they cluck-cluck-clucked as they pecked at it. Over to the pig pen, I dumped slop into their trough. Four full-grown hogs trotted out, snuffling and grunting as their hoofs splashed through the mud-slick pen, with ten bright pink piglets oinking happily among them. 
			

			
				 I still had to let the cows out to graze, but the corral was on the opposite end of the property and the caffeine withdrawal had sunk deep into my bones, so I went back to the house, figuring the coffee would be finished. 
			

			
				 I paused as I neared the backyard – no fence, just a gently rolling patch of well-maintained grass – and stared up at my home. Once, this sizable three-story home had been the fashionably rustic mountain getaway for a stranger. A friend of my old boss. I’d come up here just before the world changed forever. It was supposed to be a two-day job, pouring a fresh concrete slab out near the tree line for an oversized garage. The old owner had been a vintage car collector and wanted a place to…well, I guess that part wasn’t important. 
			

			
				The point is, I never got around to pouring the concrete.
			

			
				My house now, I thought to myself with some well-earned pride as I recalled all the improvements and adjustments I’d made over the years, turning some rich guy’s vacation mountain house into my own personal apocalypse mini-fortress.
			

			
				Secure. Safe. Self-sufficient. 
			

			
				Not a bad place to spend the end of the world, if I did so say myself.
			

			
				 Back in the kitchen, I filled my thermos then got some fresh milk from the fridge. The fridge, along with the freezers I had down in the basement, devoured a great chunk of my solar power, but it was worth the effort. I was probably one of the last people on the planet who could actually store frozen meat. 
			

			
				 I stopped, staring at the milk mixing with the coffee. Dude, you might be the last person on earth, period.
			

			
				 A nice grim thought to start the day. 
			

			
				 I took my coffee then gathered my supplies. My hunting rifle, plus a sidearm. A machete on my hip. The crucifix with sharpened edges. A small drone stuffed into my backpack. A small bottle of holy water plus the gasoline can – the gas had gone bad years ago; it wouldn’t power an engine, but it was still flammable – a pilot lighter, and some old newspaper for kindling. Finally, my radio earpiece, which was connected to an open mic down in the radio room. 
			

			
				 I sighed tiredly. All this for two dead goblins. Better safe than sorry, though. Goblin corpses decomposed rapidly and you could smell them from almost a mile away, like skunk spray mixed with rotten fish. Despite the stench, animals were still drawn to the corpses, most notably the wolves. Due to their strange eating habits, goblin flesh could be toxic, so I liked to burn the corpses before the wolves could get to them. 
			

			
				 These days, the wolves were my only neighbors. I liked to look out for them. 
			

			
				 I’d killed the goblins a quarter-mile down in the southwest quadrant, where the hills sloped down rather sharply. It was tough going, with exposed tree roots and muddy soil from the previous night’s rains, but this far up in the mountains it provided the best view of East Stroudsburg sitting quiet and lonesome several miles to the south. 
			

			
				 I trudged through the trees, the soil muddy and sticking to my boots, turning the hike into a real workout. I paused to check one of the microphones. They were mostly shotgun mics, built for outdoor use, as reliable as you could get, but I always checked on them when I stumbled across one. I had them spread out in the four ‘quadrants’ around the property, each connected to small solar panels sitting in nearby clearings or, if I could manage it, up in the higher tree branches. The mics were Bluetooth-capable, synced with the receivers back in my radio room, which in turn were synced with my ear piece. 
			

			
				 If a portal opened anywhere on my property, the mics would pick up the radio interference. It wasn’t a full-proof system, but between the radios, my drones, and the telltale howls of the wolves when they caught a monster’s scent, it was rare for any hostile creature to catch me off guard these days. 
			

			
				 The shotgun mic looked to be in good condition so I kept on, trudging downward into a small ravine. The night before, I’d been crouching in these bushes during the storm – downpours, raining buckets – and caught each goblin with a headshot, night vision-assisted, easy peasy. Two quick kills, but then I had to wait around for the portal to close. It hovered there, three feet overground, sizzling white-hot and diamond-shaped for two hours before it finally vanished. I waited there miserably, soaked to the bone the whole time, the rifle barrel trained on the portal, but at least no more monsters emerged. 
			

			
				 Due to the rain, I couldn’t burn the corpses, hence my morning hike. I found the goblins where I left them, pot-bellied and lanky, armed with big wooden clubs and crude iron armor. They were damp and muddy from the rain, but I doused them in gasoline then added the newspaper kindling and they burned easily enough. As the flames crackled and spewed white smoke over the trees, I caught movement back behind me, up the ravine. 
			

			
				 The wolves were watching. 
			

			
				 “Sorry guys,” I called out. “I can’t let you eat this crap.”
			

			
				 They studied me, their eyes bright gold, their fur shades of white and brown and gray. Northeastern Pennsylvania hadn’t seen wild wolves in over a century. Due to industrialization, deforestation, and the booming human population, the wolves were forced north. That had changed in the last five years.
			

			
				 There weren’t many upsides to having the entire human population vanish from the planet, that is, unless you were a wolf. 
			

			
				 I set my pack down then opened it up and retrieved a bag of beef jerky I made myself. I tossed it to the wolves, a consolation prize for stealing their corpses, a neighborly gift. The wolves each shot forward to snap them up then vanished into the trees again. 
			

			
				 I sat down, watched the fire – keeping the area clean of brush, ensuring the flames wouldn’t spread – and drank my coffee. Goblin flesh burned as rapidly as it decomposed. Within half an hour I was finished then hiking back to the house, my stomach growling for breakfast. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 Back at the house, I made a fire out back and fried up some eggs on a skillet then doused the flames and returned to the kitchen, where I had another coffee brewing. I ate contemplatively, enjoying every bite. Back before the world changed, I tended to scarf down my meals absentmindedly. Once I had to be responsible for literally every morsel I ate, however, I learned how to slow things down, how to enjoy each meal. 
			

			
				 However, I was only halfway through my breakfast when I heard the screeching wail from the radio room. I sighed, frustrated. 
			

			
				 Another portal had just opened. 
			

			
				 All the microphones and radios were set to the same frequency, right around 450kHz. Each was connected via Bluetooth to one of four speakers in the radio room, one speaker dedicated to each quadrant. To differentiate between the speakers, I’d programmed each with a  sound filter. The one that had just gone off represented the northeast quadrant. 
			

			
				 I gobbled down the last of my eggs then grabbed my backpack and headed out back again. I opened the pack and removed the drone, a nifty little bug-like DJI Mini-3 model outfitted with a 4k camera. 
			

			
				 I had several drones, each one kept at a full charge so that I’d always have one handy when I needed it. I unpacked the Mini-3 and fired up the controller. The drone zipped up off the ground, buzzing, an oversized gnat, and it vanished into the pale blue sky as I sent it sailing over the trees, up the hill, over the northeast quadrant. 
			

			
				 Watching through the camera feed on the drone’s controller, I studied the trees and the hills, keeping an eye out for the telltale white glare of an open portal. It didn’t take long to find it, diamond-shaped, sizzling, sending birds and squirrels and rabbits fleeing in all directions. 
			

			
				 I kept the drone hovering at an angle above the portal then refocused the camera, zooming in for a better view. The burning white diamond opened just beside a cluster of pine trees on a large bluff, relatively flat ground covered with pine cones that had shaken during last night’s storm. 
			

			
				 “Let’s see what we got,” I grunted. Sometimes portals opened randomly and nothing came out. With any luck, that’s just what was going to happen now. 
			

			
				 A black silhouette appeared. I cursed under my breath and the humanoid shape shimmered in the white glare as it stepped from its home dimension into mine. 
			

			
				 “Damn it, undead,” I sighed. 
			

			
				 It was an undead necromancer. A lich, more specifically. No, this apocalypse hadn’t come with a Dungeons and Dragons-style manual, so I had no clue what all these fantastical creatures might have been called in their own dimension, but if it looked like a duck and quacked like a duck…you get what I’m saying. 
			

			
				 The lich didn’t step out as much as it hovered out, levitating smoothly and somewhat lazily over the portal’s threshold then lingering over the scattered pine cones. It was thin and wispy and dark, like black smoke that had come to life, with deep-set emerald eyes that seemed to burn in the creature’s semi-solid skull. 
			

			
				 I refocused the camera, edging the drone just a few yards closer. The billowing blackness must have been some kind of enchanted hooded robe. The flaps blew open slightly. Beneath, I saw pure white bones and organ husks. The lich’s hand slid out from its robe. It held a thick book, bound in black leather. On its hip, it wore a small dagger that glowed faintly with an enchantment. 
			

			
				 Two portals opening within a span of hours. Bad luck on my part, especially in the last year or so. Directly after the ‘vanishing’ (as I’d come to call humanity’s abrupt disappearance), portals opened fairly often, especially closer to town, but lately things had been quieter. 
			

			
				 I pushed away from the table, keeping the drone controller in hand as I fetched my gear. After last night’s storm, I had lots of work to do, the most important being cleaning off the solar panels around the property; they tended to get gunked up from the leaves and mud. With a ghoul on the loose, however, the solar panels – as well as the rest of my to-do list – would have to wait. 
			

			
				 I kept a sharp eye on the drone’s camera. Liches had a knack for summoning other undead, but so far, this one had stayed put, content to look out over the bluff and listen to the wolves howling at its presence. 
			

			
				 Undead monsters – vampires, zombies, skeletons, liches, and the like – differed from their more ‘normal’ counterparts in that they needed to be weakened by holy items before they’d take any permanent damage. I learned that through trial and error during a trip to town, when a swarm of various ghouls – mostly skeletons, under the command of two liches – happened upon me while I was scavenging. I emptied a clip into one lich to no effect. They chased me until I took refuge in an old Catholic church, where by accident, I dropped my machete in a bowl of holy water. 
			

			
				 That made short work of them. After that, I liberated holy water from every church in town, three of them…one of which had several cases of the stuff sent straight from the Vatican, hundreds of little plastic bottles packed into cases. 
			

			
				 I glanced at the drone’s camera feed. The lich was on the move up on the bluff, slowly levitating down a hill, moving more or less directly toward me. I was still a hundred yards off, but I stayed out of sight, in the bushes, and decided to let the lich come to me. 
			

			
				 I kept one eye on the camera feed, which I’d turned back toward the portal in case anything else popped out. So far, nothing had. 
			

			
				 I cracked open a bottle of holy water, poured some on my forefinger then rubbed it smoothly over the edges of the rifle’s bore. (You couldn’t just dip a bullet in holy water since it might misfire. I’d learned that putting a little dollop around the edge of the barrel worked well enough, though.)
			

			
				 As the lich drew closer, a light, rasping howl filled the woods, like late-night wind gusting ghostly through a dark forest, shaking leaves free as it rattled the tree branches. Forest critters scattered, all sorts, rabbits and squirrels and birds and deer and even bugs, worming up through the soil and from the trees and squirming for safety, sensing the ghoul’s dark presence. 
			

			
				 It broke through the trees, still hovering, the leather-bound book clutched in hand, its dagger in the other. A young deer burst through a wall of dogwood bushes to the lich’s right. The ghoul shrieked and thrust the dagger in the deer’s direction and a black bolt of energy emerged from the dagger’s tip. It crackled through the woods – stinking like sulfur and hot blood – and the deer fell dead. 
			

			
				 I exhaled slowly, resisted the urge to go for a headshot – too risky at this distance, and with that nasty-looking dagger, I didn’t want to miss – and aimed for its center mass. 
			

			
				 The lich’s body jerked as the shot rang out and the enchanted dagger tumbled into the grass. Dark-purple blood spewed from the exit wound in the lich’s back and the creature dropped to its feet, staggering, but one shot wasn’t enough. I grabbed the holy water, shifting the barrel upward to smear the blessed fluid across the bore again, but before I could, the lich raised its free hand, magic crackling around its bony white fingers.
			

			
				 There was a gout of gray smoke to my left, pluming up from the forest floor, narrow at the base but widening as it rose, a miniature tornado forming in reverse. I turned toward it just as the skeletal warrior stepped out, rasping through ragged, blackened teeth, a ghostly exhalation from non-existent lungs.
			

			
				 The skeleton was humanoid in shape, but not human. The creature was pushing seven feet tall, maybe an inch higher, with broad shoulders roughly three-and-a-half feet across. Though stripped of all flesh and muscle, its bones were dense and heavy, like thick copper pipes spraypainted white. Whereas a human had two lower canine teeth in its bottom jaw, this ghoul had two sharply protruding fangs, curving upward, like scimitar blades. 
			

			
				 An orc skeleton, it had to be.
			

			
				 “Shit,” I grunted just as the skeleton swung its weapon, a dented iron longsword battered so dull it was less a blade and more of a cudgel. I squirted a splash of holy water across my rifle then ducked beneath the skeleton’s attack, bowling into it, ramming my shoulder into the undead thrall’s thick sternum.
			

			
				 The orc skeleton felt like I’d run into a brick wall. Pain flared in my shoulder, yet the force knocked the skeleton back, off-balance, giving me time to pivot forward and turn my hunting rifle toward the lich once more.
			

			
				 Not a moment too soon, either. The lich, though still leaking ink-purple blood from the gunshot wound in its chest, had just recovered the enchanted dagger it had dropped in the grass. 
			

			
				Mindful that the orc skeleton was just a few feet to my left, I took a knee, a calming breath, and aimed for the lich’s center mass. 
			

			
				Another shot to the chest. This one put the lich down for good. 
			

			
				That quickly, though, the orc skeleton was coming at me again. 
			

			
				It let out a hollow rasp as it raised its blade. It was too close and coming too quickly for me to get more holy water on the barrel. I spun and pulled the trigger and the muzzle flashed as the round struck the skeleton’s right shoulder. 
			

			
				It halted, the impact driving it back by a foot or two but nothing more. The ambient necromantic magic sustaining the creature rippled where the bullet struck. I fumbled for the holy water. As I raised the bottle toward the barrel the skeleton rushed me again, a savage crosswise slash from its dented blade hurtling toward me. The dull blade might not have cleaved off a limb but it could have definitely broken one, so I quickly raised my rifle – one hand on the stock, the other on the barrel – and parried the blow. The dented blade struck the barrel, enough force to knock it from my grip. 
			

			
				Slipping my hand down to my waist, I pulled the sharpened crucifix from my belt. The skeleton swung again – harder, but sloppier – and I ducked it easily, the wind whipping an inch or two above my head as the blade shot past. 
			

			
				The crucifix gripped in my fist – long side up, like a spike – I drove the sharpened point up into the skeleton’s eye socket, piercing its skull and driving the spike straight through where it’s brain had once been. 
			

			
				The skeleton went limp. I yanked the crucifix free then pivoted out of the way as the skeleton tumbled heavily into the grass. 
			

			
				 I checked the drone’s camera feed again. The portal was closing. Nothing else had emerged. 
			

			
				 I started toward the lich, rifle still aimed at its unmoving corpse in the off chance it was playing possum. I poked it with the barrel. It didn’t move. Even the emerald fire in its eyes had died out, now just barren sockets in a vaguely humanoid skull.
			

			
				 The enchanted dagger lay in the grass right next to it. I carefully kicked the dagger to the side – the enchanted effect looked dangerous as hell, judging by how quickly it smoked that unlucky deer – so that I could bury it once I was finished disposing of the corpses.
			

			
				 I grabbed the gas can and the lighter and some kindling then headed over to the lich first to get things going. I was just about to light the creature on fire when I remembered the book it had been carrying. 
			

			
				 I’d encountered a few texts from whatever dimension lay on the other end of the portals, but none had been written in a language I could understand. This time, though, something felt different. 
			

			
				 The lich had dropped the text after the second shot. I kicked its corpse to the side – it was shockingly light – and found the book lying beneath it. I pulled the book out, wiping dark purple blood splatter from the cover with my sleeve. It was heavy, thicker than an encyclopedia. Just like the other books I’d seen, both the cover and the pages within were covered in strange letters – runes and semi-repeating shapes drawn in sharp, almost angry-looking angles – that I simply couldn’t decipher. 
			

			
				 Of course, I always kept the books. Who knew, maybe one day I’d find a way to translate them, or maybe…
			

			
				 “Shit!” I gasped, looking down at the strange pages, at the strange rune-based letters that were now rapidly shifting and dancing across the pages. 
			

			
				 I dropped the book into the grass and backed up, drawing my rifle again. Creatures from the portals rarely dropped anything worth taking. Monsters like goblins or orcs or skeletons usually carried crude weapons – swords, clubs, axes – that were no match for a rifle or even a good machete. ‘Higher-level’ monsters like liches or vampires or dark knights would carry more elaborate gear, but their weapons were often enchanted. I tried using an enchanted weapon once – a shortsword with a fire enchantment – and nearly set a tree ablaze. I hadn’t touched an enchanted item since, other than to bury it for safety. 
			

			
				 But I’d never seen an enchanted book before. I stared down at it, cautious, until I realized that all those angry-looking runes were now reforming into shapes I recognized. 
			

			
				 I stared in disbelief. The text had just shifted into the English language. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 The solar panels could wait. The same went for the loose ceiling beams for the barn and the creaking hinges on the corral gates. 
			

			
				 The book sat on the kitchen table, practically screaming for me to read it. I paced back and forth, a lukewarm beer bottle hanging limp between my fingers. I cracked it open an hour ago after letting a six-pack cool down in the fridge. So far, I hadn’t been able to take a sip. 
			

			
				 My hands were trembling, my heart racing. This was a goddamn game-changer. 
			

			
				 The cover of the book read, “A COMPLETE GUIDE TO SPELLCASTING FOR ALL MAGES, APPRENTICES TO MASTERS.”
			

			
				 Yes, and I cannot stress this enough: The words were in English. 
			

			
				 My mind was racing too quickly for my thoughts to keep up. The possibilities and questions shot through my head like machine gun bullets. 
			

			
				 Could I actually learn magic?
			

			
				 If so, could I use it to decipher other texts? 
			

			
				 Could I figure out how to close portals?
			

			
				 Open them?
			

			
				 Then, the million-dollar question: Could I use this book to figure out what happened to everyone on Earth who vanished? And if so…
			

			
				 “No, no, don’t even think about it,” I said, suddenly frustrated with myself for letting my mind wander…and for getting my hopes up. “They’ve been gone five years, dude. Just don’t do it to yourself.”
			

			
				 Finally, I took a sip of beer. The bitter, lukewarm taste was sour in my mouth, but it brought me back down to reality, even eased my nerves a bit. 
			

			
				 I sat down at the table, setting the beer off to the side, then brushed my fingertips over the book’s leather cover, tracing my fingers over the words set in faded white ink on the black leather, as if they’d been written in English all along. 
			

			
				 I opened the book. No sign of an author’s name. Certainly no copyright page. No prologue or introduction, either. It opened right up to a long table of contents. The chapter headings were noted by which school of magic they described, along with subchapters for various spells. 
			

			
				 I felt like a caveman looking at fire for the first time. 
			

			
				 Or a monkey that just picked up a handgun.
			

			
				 I ran my finger down the edge of the table of contents, scanning the chapter headings, looking for…well, I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. 
			

			
				 There were chapters for offensive, elemental-based attacks, fire and ice and lightning, with subvarieties of each, rated by potency and the required skill level to cast them. It was cool, but it didn’t interest me. I’d taken on magic-using creatures – liches and more – and though hurling fireballs and lightning bolts looked pretty badass, I still preferred good old-fashioned weapons from my home dimension. A good rifle just seemed more reliable than elemental magic. If anything, I wouldn’t accidentally burn the house down or electrocute myself with a hunting rifle.
			

			
				 My attention perked up when I saw the chapter on healing magic. There were spells for healing blunt force trauma damage – broken bones, bad bleeds – as well as magical damage. I saw healing spells for infections and poison exposure and more. It could all come in handy, obviously, but it wasn’t what I needed right now. 
			

			
				 There were levitation spells and telekinesis spells, spells for mind-controlling beings with low intelligence, spells for summoning undead creatures and enthralling wild animals. Again, all cool spells, but not what I was looking for. 
			

			
				 “Oh,” I gasped when I finally saw it. 
			

			
				 PORTAL MAGIC.
			

			
				 It was a school of magic in and of itself. The subsections were dizzying. Portals for travel, for communication, for attack and defense. Portals of various sizes, ranging from portals small enough for a lone individual and portals large enough to accommodate entire armies. 
			

			
				 I noted the portal communication subsection and feverishly flipped to it. The spell practically popped off the page when I saw it. 
			

			
				 SEEK NON-HOSTILE BEINGS.
			

			
				 I skimmed the spell, half-fearing that I was sleeping, that this was all just a dream, that I’d wake up with a start, devastated that…that…
			

			
				 Up until then, I hadn’t let myself come to terms with just how lonely I’d been. 
			

			
				 Yeah, I’d seen other living and breathing humans since the vanishing, but only a few. Five, to be specific. None had been friendly. One especially. I winced when I remembered the guy, a knife through my heart when I imagined his face just before –
			

			
				 “Stop it,” I told myself, only dimly aware that my eyes were welling up with tears, but the tears wouldn’t stop. They weren’t sorrowful tears, at least not completely. 
			

			
				 It had been three years since I last saw another living person. Since then, I decided to move on from the possibility that I might ever meet another. I resigned myself to accepting the situation, that being, that I might very well die before meeting someone else. 
			

			
				 That I might even be the last man on Earth. 
			

			
				 Well, now I would know for sure.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 I studied for a week before actually trying to cast any spells. I read through the entire chapter for portal magic, through every subsection, noting every little detail that might come into play. 
			

			
				 How to sustain a portal for a specific length of time. 
			

			
				 How to close a portal. (A game-changer in and of itself; this meant I wouldn’t have to wait around for hostile portals to close on their own.)
			

			
				 How to ensure that, once I opened a portal, no enemies would come waltzing through it (which was NOT an exact science). 
			

			
				 Magic necessitated high meditation skills. That wasn’t a big deal for me. Being alone all these years, I became a big meditation practitioner, learning how to focus my mind, how to let go of meddlesome thoughts, how to regulate my emotions. It helped me from getting the blues, helped me to keep my mind from wandering while I was squatting in the bushes, rifle in hand, waiting for a portal to close in downpouring rain. 
			

			
				 Even translated into English, the incantations for the spells provided no background on the nature of the dimension beyond the portals. They were cryptic and obscure, almost poetic. 
			

			
				 I memorized them, meditated on them, and when I felt I was ready, I finally opened my first portal. 
			

			
				 I was cautious. I didn’t want to open a portal anywhere close to home, so I gathered my gear and rode my bike into town, by the church. (I wasn’t religious. I just wanted to be close to all that bottled holy water just in case I accidentally summoned a legion of ghouls.)
			

			
				 I sat cross-legged on the sidewalk, my rifle sitting across my lap. I breathed deep, thrust out my right forefinger, and repeated the incantations in my head. 
			

			
				 For my first spell, I just wanted to open a short-range portal in this dimension only. Opening portals for specific locations was easy, provided you were close to that particular location. Learning how to manage longer-distance portals would take a lot of practice, according to the spell book.
			

			
				As I repeated the incantations, I felt a strange buzzing sensation in the back of my head, almost like I had a fly buzzing around in my skull. 
			

			
				 I blinked, then there was a small white flash, circular, widening, the edges growing firm but angular. 
			

			
				 “Well damn!” I laughed as I stared at the diamond-shaped portal crackling white hot in front of me. 
			

			
				 I looked to my left. Ten yards to the side, another portal opened. Or, I should say, the corresponding exit for the portal hovering in front of me opened. Staring into the portal openings, I couldn’t see a thing, just the usual garish white glow I’d seen from countless others. 
			

			
				 “Here goes nothing,” I whispered then picked up from a large pebble from the sidewalk. I tossed it through the portal. 
			

			
				 It popped out the other opening and clattered lightly across the sidewalk. 
			

			
				 “YES!” I shouted, hopping up onto my feet, pumping my fists.
			

			
				 However, I didn’t celebrate long. Nor did I jump the gun and immediately cast a more powerful portal spell. I wanted to do this the right way. There was no reason to rush. I opened a few more local portals then gathered my things and biked back to the house, eager to study some more. Of course, I closed each portal before I left.
			

			
				 Another week. Study and practice. No hostile portals opened. I put off my household chores for a few days – I made sure to keep the solar panels clean, but everything else could wait, save for tending to the animals – and kept my head buried in that spell book. I kept going into town to open my own portals, remembering to be cautious, even as I grew more confident in my skills. 
			

			
				 Then, after more than two weeks, I felt like I was ready. I could have put it off longer, you know. Part of me actually didn’t want to actually attempt to reach out and find another person. The hope had gotten addictive. If I found out now that I truly was the last person on Earth – or that anyone I might find would be a hostile nutcase – it would have been devastating. 
			

			
				 Yeah, I was terrified that this might all be for nothing. But I set those fears aside. 
			

			
				 I had to know. 
			

			
				 For my first ‘real’ portal attempt, I stayed at home, right outside my front porch. I had to combine several incantations to get the kind of portal I wanted…and to find the type of person I was seeking. 
			

			
				 Someone kind. 
			

			
				 Someone who shared my values. 
			

			
				 Someone I could trust. 
			

			
				 I sat down in the grass, my rifle sitting beside me, then crossed my legs and placed my hands on my knees, breathing deeply, my mind clear, focused and sharp yet relaxed. 
			

			
				 I whispered the various incantations under my breath and a portal sizzled open before me. Next, I whispered another, this one for a communication effect, one of the few incantations that was direct, without any cryptic language: “A friend awaits you through this doorway. The void is cold and lonely. No one wants to be alone.”
			

			
				 For a moment, nothing happened. 
			

			
				 The portal hovered there, crackling, causing the grass beneath it to waver and dance. To the west, I heard the wolves howling. They must have sensed the portal opening. 
			

			
				 “C’mon, c’mon,” I whispered, staring into the blinding white glare. 
			

			
				 Then, a shape. Dark. Distant. Hesitant. 
			

			
				 I held my breath. The shape drew closer. A human being? I couldn’t tell. For all I knew, that shape was just another monster creeping up to the portal. I tried putting some warding effects on the portal to keep hostiles from stepping through it but, as I’ve mentioned, none of this was an exact science.
			

			
				 The rifle sat next to me, in the grass. I lay my hand across the stock, but didn’t lift it yet. 
			

			
				 The shape turned into a slender silhouette. Whoever it was – whatever it was – they’d just stepped right up to the threshold. 
			

			
				 Then it occurred to me that whoever or whatever was standing there could probably see me, another dark shape. Realizing this, I slowly stood up – leaving the rifle in the grass – and held my hand up, giving a friendly wave. 
			

			
				 She stepped through the portal, about five and a half feet tall, slender, blonde, her hair brushed smooth over one bare shoulder. 
			

			
				 I stared at her, slack-jawed, like I was looking at something that, quite simply, shouldn’t have existed. She wore a tight, sleeveless blouse, the fabric a pristine white shade, the top three buttons unfastened. The blouse was short and fashionable, ending just over her midriff, baring hints of her stomach, a jade stone glinting subtly on a small navel piercing. 
			

			
				 She wore a tight denim skirt, a slit up the right side over the knee, baring her thigh, white and smooth with just a hint of definition, giving her a slightly athletic – yet ultimately softly feminine – look. Wherever she’d come from, she at least seemed to have a ready source of decent food.
			

			
				 She wore gray boots, zippered up the sides, both coming up just over the crests of her ankles. I was never into fashion – back when such a concept still existed, anyway – but even I could recognize the word ‘CHANEL’ etched into the sides of the boots. 
			

			
				 She could have passed for a model doing a shoot for a magazine cover, if not for her shotgun.
			

			
				She had one hand on the stock, the other on the barrel pump. She held it confidently, like she’d used it before. 
			

			
				 I blinked twice, my mouth hanging agape. After being alone for so long, I simply didn’t know what to say. 
			

			
				 Neither did she. Her soft pink lips hung open, her tongue curled behind her teeth, her bright blue eyes wide, unblinking, disbelieving. 
			

			
				 “Hi,” I finally said. “I’m Bobby.”
			

			
				 She raised the shotgun, the barrel pointed straight at me. “Are you a monster?” 
			

			
				 I chuckled, shaking my head. “No.”
			

			
				 “Prove it.”
			

			
				 I shrugged and put my hands up, chuckling again. “How?”
			

			
				 She frowned. “Dunno.”
			

			
				 “I’ve never seen a shapeshifting monster pretending to be a human,” I said. 
			

			
				 “I guess I haven’t either.”
			

			
				 For a long time, we stood there, with her pointing the shotgun at me, her finger hovering near the trigger. 
			

			
				 “How’d you open that portal?” she asked. “If you’re not a monster, I mean.”
			

			
				 “I found a book,” I said plainly. “A spell book.”
			

			
				 “And you can read it?” 
			

			
				 I nodded. “I’m still learning the particulars.”
			

			
				 She didn’t lower the shotgun, but I could tell she was considering it.
			

			
				 “I have coffee,” I told her. 
			

			
				 “Instant?”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “Nope.”
			

			
				 She lowered the shotgun. She smiled cautiously, but hopefully. “Like, coffee from an actual coffee maker?”
			

			
				 I nodded. “Battery-operated.”
			

			
				 “You’ve…you’ve got power. Like, electricity.”
			

			
				 “Solar.”
			

			
				 “Coffee,” she repeated, like she’d never heard the term before. “I’d like some.”
			

			
				 I gestured toward my house, up the front porch, toward the front door. “This is my house. Would you like to come inside?”
			

			
				 She held up the shotgun, looking past me, her eyes sharp, darting from one side to the other, like something might come bursting out the front door. “Is there anything in there I have to worry about?”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “Just coffee.”
			

			
				 Out back, one of my chickens clucked loudly. 
			

			
				 She swiveled the barrel toward the sound. “Was that…?”
			

			
				 “A chicken,” I said. “I’ve got a few. Some cows and pigs, too.”
			

			
				 “And coffee.”
			

			
				 “And coffee.”
			

			
				 “Okay,” she said. “Let’s have coffee.”
			

			
				 “You can lower that shotgun whenever you’re ready.”
			

			
				 “Oh,” she said, like she’d forgotten she was still pointing it at the house. She lowered the barrel. “Sorry.”
			

			
				 “No big deal.”
			

			
				 “Your name again? Sorry. I forgot it.”
			

			
				 “Bobby. Yours?”
			

			
				 “Morgan.”
			

			
				 We lingered another moment. I grabbed my rifle then slung it over my shoulder and started up the porch steps, toward the front door. Morgan looked back at the diamond-shaped portal sizzling behind her then turned back to me. 
			

			
				 It hadn’t occurred to me until just now that I never asked Morgan if there were other people back where she’d come from. 
			

			
				 “Is there anyone else?” I asked quietly. 
			

			
				 She shook her head. “No, just me.” She cleared her throat. “I haven’t seen another living person in a really long time. You?”
			

			
				 I sighed. “Same.”
			

			
				 She looked back at the portal again, then back to me. “You can open portals?” she asked, again. “Like, magic portals? Seriously?”
			

			
				 “I can now,” I said. “I killed a monster. It dropped a book.” Just then, I realized that she might have been considering going back where she came from. Or, at least, she wanted to keep the option open. “I won’t close the portal,” I added. “And it won’t close on its own.”
			

			
				 That had been a safety measure. I specifically searched for a spell effect that would keep the portal open indefinitely until I purposely closed it; I didn’t want the damn thing slamming shut just when someone was trying to step through it. That might have gotten messy.
			

			
				 She stood there a moment longer before taking a long, deep, calming breath. I couldn’t blame her for being cautious. She was, after all, choosing to trust a complete stranger. 
			

			
				 “Okay then,” she said, her soft pink lips curving into the slightest hints of a smile. “Let’s have coffee.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 We sat at the kitchen table in silence, our coffee mugs steaming before us. She relished every sip she took, holding it in her mouth, then closing her eyes before swallowing it slowly. I imagined she hadn’t had a cup of hot coffee in a long time. 
			

			
				 I watched her, then averted my eyes when she looked toward me. 
			

			
				 She cleared her throat. 
			

			
				 I cleared mine. 
			

			
				 I looked back at her. The moment I did, her eyes shot to the side, evading mine. 
			

			
				 No, I didn’t want to stare. It was just hard not to. 
			

			
				 Helplessly, I studied her face, the smooth lines of it. Her lips, pink and natural, her blue eyes piercing yet innocent. She must have been in her mid-twenties, give or take a year in either direction. Youthful, yes, but with a certain weariness. No surprise there. She’d been on her own, surviving just like I had. 
			

			
				 And yet the end of the world hadn’t dulled her beauty even a fraction. She looked as bright and girlish as any young woman I could recall seeing before the vanishing. Me? I’d certainly aged since everything went to shit. Gray strands streaking through my beard, crow’s feet creeping in around my eyes. I was only twenty-nine, but I could have passed for thirty-five or older. 
			

			
				 I parted my lips, preparing to say something, but nothing came out. 
			

			
				 She did the same, before shutting her mouth and staring back down into her coffee mug. She lifted it to her lips again, sucked down the rest, then put the empty mug back on the table. 
			

			
				 “Another?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Sure,” she answered. 
			

			
				 I stood up. The legs of my chair scraping against the rustic hardwood kitchen floor seemed as loud as thunder. I took the mug in my hand and felt a strange chill run down my spine when I realized I was putting my bare fingertips precisely where she’d just had her lips. 
			

			
				 I looked down at her. She looked up at me. This time, we held each other’s gaze for a solid second or two before we both looked away. 
			

			
				 She might have been blushing. I knew I’d been. 
			

			
				 I went to the coffee maker. My hands were trembling as I scooped coffee into the filter. Trembled so much that I spilled water on the counter when I tried pouring it into the machine. 
			

			
				 I’d been alone for years, until now. And after that initial cautious, stilted conversation out in my front yard, I could hardly muster a word worth speaking. 
			

			
				 A deep breath. 
			

			
				 Clenching my fists. 
			

			
				 I turned around, determined to say something, anything. 
			

			
				 My eyes met hers again. She didn’t look away. Neither did I. 
			

			
				 “You look…really nice,” I said, each word coming out painfully slow, but I was at least surprised that I got them out without stuttering. 
			

			
				 She blushed harder, her soft pale skin turning bright red. “Thanks.”
			

			
				 I expected her to avert her eyes again. The chill running down my spine only increased when she didn’t. 
			

			
				 “I’ve been living in a mall,” she admitted, somewhat bashfully. “There’s lots of clothing stores in it. I know, it’s stupid. Dressing up all nice at the end of the world, but…”
			

			
				 “It’s not stupid,” I said. I stepped closer to the kitchen table. “Like I said, you look really nice.”
			

			
				 Slowly, she stood up. I noticed her hands were trembling, too. She left her shotgun lying on the floor, forgotten. She stepped toward me, a single step. She was toying with her fingers, pressing them together, before balling her fists and holding them to her chest, over her heart. 
			

			
				 “You look pretty nice, too,” she said. 
			

			
				 I laughed awkwardly, gesturing at my clothes. My dirty jeans and my frayed old flannel, my mud-stained boots. 
			

			
				 “I mean it,” she insisted, taking another step closer. 
			

			
				 I did the same. There was roughly six feet of space between us. 
			

			
				 “I kind of like that ‘farmer guy’ sort of look,” she said, her cheeks turning a notch brighter. 
			

			
				 “And I, um…I really like…”
			

			
				 “Yeah…”
			

			
				 As I closed the distance between us, it was like some invisible force pushing me forward, some unseen presence moving my feet across the floor. 
			

			
				 Just like that, we were standing right in front of each other, with her face upturned, looking up into my eyes. 
			

			
				 I reached forward, brushed my hand against hers. The silence between us pulsed, pregnant with an acute sense of tension that had blossomed quietly, almost imperceptibly, until now I could notice little else. 
			

			
				 As my hand brushed against her hand, she caught my fingers in hers, hooking them together. 
			

			
				 “You can, uh, go back through the portal whenever you’d like,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Yeah,” she said. “I should probably get going…”
			

			
				 Yet we stood there, our fingers hooked. The silence continued to pulse like a heart filling with blood, about to burst. 
			

			
				 Without thinking, I put my free hand on her waist, on that sliver of pale skin between her blouse and the denim skirt. I pressed my thumb into her hip bone lightly, felt her flesh yield to my touch, smooth and cool and supple, gentle flesh, a woman’s flesh. 
			

			
				 Suddenly – jarringly – Morgan’s hand shot toward my wrist, catching it tight in her grip, and I expected her to push my hand away from her bare skin. 
			

			
				 But she didn’t. 
			

			
				 She instead wrenched my hand down between her knees, jerked it up under her denim skirt, gasping quietly when she felt my fingertips brush against the soft cotton of her panties, between the smooth texture of her inner thighs. 
			

			
				 With that, the artifice of whatever we’d just been doing fell to pieces, glass snapshots from a shattered mirror falling uselessly to the floor as we indulged something raw and primal simmering between us. 
			

			
				 I pushed her onto the table. The legs squeaked and groaned against the hardwood floor under her slight weight and Morgan released her fingers from mine then shot her hands up, into my hair, clenching it in her fists as she pulled my mouth to her own. 
			

			
				 Our kiss was as aggressive as it was desperate, two lonely mouths searching for some kind of sustenance after years of famine. Our tongues met. I pulled her body tight and warm against mine and she felt natural in my embrace, like we’d known each other for years. 
			

			
				 Under her skirt, I opened my hand wide and gripped her inner thigh, squeezing, indulging in the smooth texture, the feminine softness. 
			

			
				 Morgan grunted against my mouth, thrusting her tongue harder against mine. She grabbed wildly at my shirt, unfastening the buttons, tugging and pulling until the flannel began to tear. 
			

			
				 I slipped my other hand up the back of her blouse, felt the soft contours of her back, of her spine, then shifted my palm across her ribcage, rounding across her upper abdomen where I felt her diaphragm shifting rapidly with every breath. 
			

			
				 She tugged at me again, almost violently, making our teeth CLACK loud as a gunshot. She tilted her head to the left. I tilted mine to the right. She gasped with her lips on mine, a warm gust that delighted my tastebuds – her breath was fresh, the aroma of her mouth delicious – and I tugged at the soft fabric nestled between her thighs, felt the faint hints of wetness already dotting the cotton. 
			

			
				 It was more than mere lust between us. More than just years of loneliness finally coming to an end. 
			

			
				 It was quiet, yet thunderous. An unspeakable thing that we nevertheless shouted silently. We broke our kiss then suddenly went still, our wild hands freezing where they lay. 
			

			
				 For a moment that felt both longer than it should have but also painfully brief, I stared into her blue eyes – ocean-blue jewels nested in the whites, eyes that said more than words ever could – before I slowly pushed her back onto the table. 
			

			
				 Her blouse rode up her flawless midsection as she lay back, her head cocked up, her chin buried in her sternum as she watched me slide down toward her waist as I pulled more eagerly on the fabric between her thighs. 
			

			
				 I caught her panty strap in my fingers. She nodded breathlessly in silent consent as I tugged them down her gently trembling thighs. The panties were black lace, soft, see-through, and I gently threaded them down her legs and over her knees then, finally, tossed them aside. 
			

			
				 One hand on each creamy thigh, I put my lips to the inside of her left knee, kissing pensively, patiently, then cupped her flesh as I moved my hands down toward her boots. I began to kiss higher, just above her knee, inching up toward her thigh, unzippering and removing each boot from her feet without so much as glancing at what I was doing. 
			

			
				 Her boots hit the floor. Her feet clad in ankle socks, she shifted them, rested her soft heels upon my shoulders, the jewels of her eyes studying me with muted lust as I moved my lips to her other thigh, kissing the inside of it, nibbling that soft creamy flesh as I shifted her denim skirt higher up over her hips. 
			

			
				 Her bare stomach fluttered and trembled, each goosebump vividly visible. I kissed higher up her thigh, so close to her bare sex that I caught the delicious scent, fertile and raw, the scent drawing my lips as if her dew-covered entry had its own gravitational pull. 
			

			
				 I slid my hands up the outsides of her thighs, curving downward along her hips until I was gripping the sides of her ass cheeks, supple-soft, cool to the touch but also, somehow, just as warm. 
			

			
				 Shifting my eyes, I gazed upward, toward her bare sex, freshly shaven, her labia like pink flower petals damp with early-morning dew. I slid my right hand off her ass, over her thigh, trailing my fingertips across that soft trembling skin until the pad of my thumb rested over her clitoris, a deeper shade of pink, bordering on red, eager and slightly engorged. 
			

			
				 I shifted my gaze back to Morgan’s face. Propped slightly on her elbows, her face twisted with quiet impatience as she watched me, gnawing on her bottom lip. I bead of anticipatory sweat trickled down her cheek. 
			

			
				 Suddenly, she reached back down toward me, caught my hair tight in her fist, then impatiently yanked my face toward her mound with an audible gasp. 
			

			
				 When I kissed the lips between her thighs – lightly, patiently – her body went rigid. A sharp, high-pitched gasp emerged from her lips and she clenched my hair again, so tight and sudden that I felt her fingernails scrape lightly across my scalp. 
			

			
				 Her heels still balanced on my shoulders, she opened her legs wider, shifting herself down, closer, and I parted my lips softly and brushed my tongue across the pink-red rosebud blooming at her sex. 
			

			
				 She came almost immediately, the force of her trembling body causing the table to buck, my forgotten coffee mug skittering across it before tumbling to the floor, shattering. Her wide open thighs suddenly shut tight around my face. I held her hips tight as she writhed them in a fluid, yet quick rhythm, grinding her pink wetness greedily against my lips. 
			

			
				 I pulled back, my beard soaked. I lay my right hand open across her quivering abdomen, just over her jeweled belly button, and I felt the jade stone jolt with every thunderous heartbeat.
			

			
				 Here comes the awkward part, I thought to myself. Now that we’d given into that sudden burst of desire, there’d likely be some prolonged awkward silence, maybe punctuated with half-assed justifications about how we could –
			

			
				 “On the floor,” she moaned as she slipped off the table, pushing me backward, her arms tightening around the back of my neck as I fell lightly backward, her body pressed against mine as we went to the floor, her thighs shifting as she straddled me. 
			

			
				 Her orgasm hadn’t dulled the sharp edge of her lust one bit. Her kiss was almost violent in its insistence, our mutual desires manifesting in a point of singularity pulsing between our lips, and I wrapped my arms tight around her bare waist as she kicked her feet at my hips, trying to force my jeans down through force alone. 
			

			
				 “Fuck,” I gasped, releasing one hand from her bare waist, fumbling feverishly at my belt, at my button and zipper, her bare sex grinding against the tent forming in my jeans, her wet lust dotting the denim. 
			

			
				 As I shimmied my jeans down, then my boxers, Morgan thrust her right hand down between us, pushing between our bodies until she found my erection and gripped it ravenously, with mounting impatience. She shifted herself upward – never breaking our kiss, mind you – and before I had a chance to prepare myself, I groaned when I felt my tip breaching her sex. 
			

			
				 She thrust down onto me. I pushed up into her. Her wet inner embrace overtook me with all the subtlety of a car crash. It all unfolded in snapshots of sensation, wet and tight, constricting, the gasping breaths and our hands grabbing, clutching, cupping bare flesh and grunting like animals as she shifted her hips, like she wanted my erection to reach up into her heart. 
			

			
				 Then, she put her hands on my chest and pushed backward, upright, still writhing her hips but gasping with sudden shock as she came again. I held her by the waist, growling, trying to hold back my own release, but her tightness, the way it closed greedily around me…
			

			
				 I tried to warn her. “I’m about to…”
			

			
				 She shook her head. “I don’t care…”
			

			
				 I shot upright along with her, into a sitting position, and pulled her body against mine, my mouth pressed tight to her throat, growling and ultimately groaning loudly as I gave myself over to the overwhelming sensation, spending myself inside of her with a shuddering orgasm.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 I was out back, by the cooking pit, flipping two flank steaks in a skillet over the crackling fire. Both came from the same cow – a big plump one I’d slaughtered back in the winter – and I’d taken them from the freezer the other night to defrost, so it was a quick cook job. 
			

			
				 As I gave the steaks another moment to marinate over the fire, I turned around and craned my neck back, looking up at the rear deck, up on the third floor. 
			

			
				 Morgan was sitting up there. Had been for about twenty minutes now, leaning back on a foldout patio recliner with her bare feet resting on the railing, letting the mountain air blow through her naked toes. 
			

			
				 We hadn’t spoken much since…you know. I mean, what did you say to a stranger after something like that? Making small-talk just didn’t feel right, yet I didn’t know the first thing about her. 
			

			
				 I had vegetables going on another skillet – asparagus and broccoli – as well as potatoes boiling in a pot over the fire. All of it grown in my garden, of course; it wasn’t like you could score fresh produce at the supermarket anymore. I heaped the vegetables onto our plates then drained the potatoes and slathered them in butter then added salt and pepper. By then, the steaks were done, medium-well, with just the slightest char at the edges. 
			

			
				 I took the plates upstairs, slightly nervous, still not sure what I was going to say. 
			

			
				 The third-floor deck looked out over the rolling hills, the mountains. Birch and spruce and maple and pine trees, more than you could count. Otter Pond to the west, just down the western slopes, a green-blue swath showing through the tree branches. Eagles were a common sight up here. You’d see golden eagles and osprey and even bald eagles flapping lazily over the trees before dive-bombing into the hills, vanishing for a heartbeat behind the brush before zipping back into the sky, a field mouse or hare or some other fuzzy unfortunate twitching bloody in their beaks. 
			

			
				 I went inside then up the stairs, fetching two cold bottles of Coke from the fridge along the way. (They were four-and-a-half years past their expiration date, but then again, so was every other soft drink on the planet.)
			

			
				 I knocked on the doorframe before joining her on the deck, not wanting to take her by surprise. She still had her feet up on the railing. She looked back at me, reclining in the chair, a soft, tentative smirk on her lips. 
			

			
				 “Mind if I join you?” I asked. “I brought lunch.”
			

			
				 One golden eyebrow shot up over a blue eye, a sunrise over water. “Is that…?”
			

			
				 “Steak,” I smiled. 
			

			
				 Her mouth went slack, flabbergasted. Her eyes opened wide in disbelief. She pulled her feet off the railing and tucked them under her, turning, curling up onto her knees as she stared at me over the back of the recliner, her fingers gripped tight on the edges. 
			

			
				 “Steak?” she asked.
			

			
				 “Steak,” I repeated, laughing. “It just finished defrosting earlier this morning.”
			

			
				 “Where!?” she gasped, growing tense on her knees, blinking rapidly, like the steak itself might have been some kind of illusion. 
			

			
				 On cue, one of cows out back let out a throaty “MOO!”
			

			
				 “One of those,” I smiled. “I slaughtered a big one last winter. The meat should be more than enough to get me through the rest of the year.”
			

			
				 Probably enough for two, I wanted to add, but didn’t. 
			

			
				 I stepped forward, arm outstretched, and she took the plate almost reverently from my hand. The silverware lay just next to the steak, the juices running over the blackened char marks where the pepper had crackled in the skillet. She flipped back properly into the recliner, her blue eyes still regarding the meal with muted disbelief. 
			

			
				 “You just met me and you’ve already served me the first hot, homecooked meal I’ve seen in years,” she said with a bewildered chuckle. 
			

			
				  “I like to make a good first impression,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 She smirked, running her hand through her hair, her fingers running through the bright gold strands like harp strings. “Well, you knocked this one out of the park,” she said, then fixed the plate on her lap, balanced on her thighs, before tentatively taking the knife and fork in hand. 
			

			
				 There was another folding chair sitting on the opposite side of the deck. I pulled it closer to her recliner then sat down, my own plate on my lap, but I didn’t lift a utensil yet. For now, I was content watching her enjoy her plate. 
			

			
				 She held the steak in place with the fork then took the knife and plunged pointed serrated steel into the meat, the charred outer layer opening to the deep red, juicy interior as she sawed the knife straight through, down to the plate. 
			

			
				 Morgan cut off an end piece, the juices still dripping off the thin strip of plump fat on the edge, then carefully slipped the cut into her mouth. Morgan closed her eyes, chewing slowly, her jaw working with small, sudden motions as she relished the beef on her tongue. 
			

			
				 Her lips tightened. Her throat shifted as she swallowed. Morgan parted her lips and drew breath with an audible groan of satisfaction. 
			

			
				 I sat there, smiling as I watched her. She licked her lips, her tongue moving slow and smooth over the remnants of steak juice lingering on her lips. 
			

			
				 “I haven’t had fresh meat in…” she trailed off. “God, I couldn’t even tell you. I can’t remember the last thing I’ve eaten that didn’t come out of a can.”
			

			
				 A sudden, wracking guilt shot through my chest. I started to fear that maybe Morgan thought I was showing off. I did have it pretty good up here, after all. Plenty of land. The tools to utilize that land properly. Access to healthy farm animals and breeding stock, thanks to everything left behind after the vanishing. All those lessons at the firing range my father gave me back when I was a kid. 
			

			
				 But then Morgan sat back in the recliner again, a contemplative look in her eyes. “I shouldn’t complain,” she finally added. “There are folks who had it a whole hell of a lot harder than I did.” She looked out over the hills, the sun striking her at a perfect angle. 
			

			
				 The sunlight shone across her pale features, across the little golden hairs on her forearms, almost like there were gold strands laced through her flesh. She took a deep breath then looked back to the food on her plate. She sliced the knife through another portion then popped it into her mouth and sighed, her eyelids sliding closed over her bright blues. 
			

			
				 Yet her last comment was still ringing in my ears, piquing my curiosity. What she’d said about how there were folks who had it harder than she did. It was in her tone, the way she said it. 
			

			
				 “You’ve met others,” I said. “Other people. Living people.”
			

			
				 She chewed the steak meditatively, swallowed slowly, then nodded. “I have,” she said. “It’s been years, but yes, I have.” She turned to me. “You?”
			

			
				 I shrugged. “A few.”
			

			
				 I remembered that man’s face again. Eyes, bloodshot and wide. Spittle clinging to his beard stubble. The way he strained against me as I wrapped my left hand tight around his throat, my right hand reaching for my machete…
			

			
				 “Bobby?” Morgan said. 
			

			
				 I looked back at her, unaware of when I looked away in the first place. “Yeah?”
			

			
				 “For right now, let’s not talk about the other people we’ve run into,” she said. “For right now, let’s just not talk about that.”
			

			
				 “Agreed,” I said, then handed her one of the Coke bottles. 
			

			
				 She smiled softly and twisted the cap off and held the bottle up. “A toast to new friends,” she said. 
			

			
				 I cracked my bottle open and held it up, too. “To new friends.”
			

			
				 We drank. She titled her bottle back high, throat shifting, and I smiled as her first polite sip quickly turned into her swallowing half the bottle in just a few gulps. 
			

			
				 Just like fresh meat, it had probably been a very long time since she’d had anything genuinely cold to drink. 
			

			
				 She lowered the bottle, set it on the deck, then covered her mouth and let out a thunderous burp. 
			

			
				 I chuckled. She did, too. 
			

			
				 “You probably think I’m some kind of pig,” she said bashfully. 
			

			
				 “Never in a million years,” I answered. 
			

			
				 She poked at her plate, plucked a chunk of boiled potato – still steaming, butter dripping from it – and tossed it in her mouth. She seemed to shrink in on herself for just a moment, her shoulders slumping, her chin tucked into her chest. 
			

			
				 “And you don’t think I’m…easy, do you?” she asked quietly, her eyes locked on her plate, her cheeks burning with a deep red shade. “Because I’ve never done that before. Having sex with someone I just met, I mean.”
			

			
				 “No, I don’t think you’re easy,” I said. “For the record, I’m not, either.”
			

			
				 She shrugged. With the embarrassed, almost somewhat ashamed tint in her eyes, I was starting to seriously hope that she didn’t regret what we’d done in the kitchen. 
			

			
				 “I’m not a virgin or anything,” she said quietly. “But that totally wasn’t me, what happened down there. It’s just…”
			

			
				 “It wasn’t me, either,” I added. “It just happened. I’ve been alone for a very long time.”
			

			
				 At that, her eyes shifted to mine. “Me too,” she said. 
			

			
				 “Whatever happened between us…it was nice,” I said. “At least, I thought so. And it wasn’t just nice physically, either. It was nice to have someone here. To…share something with someone, if you get what I’m saying.”
			

			
				 That tint of regret in her eyes vanished almost immediately. She stopped slumping her shoulders. She held her head high again. That was a relief. I didn’t want her feeling ashamed of herself. 
			

			
				 Years of this…monsters, a dead world…I don’t see how anyone could blame either of us for losing control for a bit. 
			

			
				 “I thought it was pretty nice too,” she said after a moment. “Physically and the other way, like you said. And again, I cannot stress this enough, but I don’t usually –”
			

			
				 “Hook up with strangers,” I said, laughing kindly. “Don’t worry, I won’t start thinking you’re easy if you don’t start thinking that I’m easy.”
			

			
				 She smirked and cut off another portion of her steak. “Okay, neither one of us is a slut,” she laughed breezily. “But that being said, that little encounter in your kitchen…” she paused, then added a girlish shrug and speared the chunk of steak with her fork. “It made things feel normal again, that’s all. Like we were living regular life again, instead of continuing on in some insane world where people vanish and monsters start getting up in your business.”
			

			
				 I laughed then forked a piece of steak into my mouth, chewing swiftly, realizing I was hungrier than I thought. “You’re right about that,” I said. “About feeling normal again. Honestly, I gave up on returning to any semblance of normalcy years ago. My new normal is this,” I said, gesturing at the house, at the little farm I’d created. “Well, this and monsters. I’m kind of sick of the new normal.”
			

			
				 “Cheers to that,” she said, then took another long sip from her Coke bottle. 
			

			
				 “Anyway, I told you about that book I found,” I said. “The one I used to learn how to open portals.”
			

			
				 “You mentioned it,” she said. “But hey, I have an idea.”
			

			
				 I looked up at her, gnawing on another fatty chunk of steak. “You want me to grab the book so you can see it?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Actually, I was thinking we could hold off on that,” she said. “I mean, it’s crazy. A real human using magic, that’s just nuts. And don’t get me wrong, I’d love to see you do, like, portal magic or whatever…but for now, I’m kind of enjoying just feeling normal again.”
			

			
				 I laughed then took a long drink from my Coke bottle. I had to admit, I agreed with her. “I can get on board with that,” I said.
			

			
				 “No monster talk, no magic talk, no end-of-the-world talk,” she said. “For now, let’s just get to know each other.”
			

			
				 “That’s just an absolutely brilliant idea,” I laughed. “Better than any I could have come up with on my own. Let’s just be normal for a little while.”
			

			
				 She raised her bottle. “To new friends,” she said. “And to the old normal, or as close to it as we can get.”
			

			
				 We toasted again, downed our Cokes, then both of us, giving into our hunger, tore ravenously into our meals. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 When we finished lunch, Morgan stood up by the deck railing, leaning over it, looking down at the solar panels I had set up outside the house. They were heavy duty panels, 100-cell, 500-watt rigs. I had five set up in the grass, wired back to the house, along with another three sets of panels up on the roof. 
			

			
				 “God, with all these solar panels, you must be living like…like a regular life in this house,” she said admiringly, and maybe even a little enviously. 
			

			
				 “Not quite that normal,” I said. “These panels are all residential units, built for supplemental power, not to be a sole power source. Mostly, I reserve the power for running my freezers, my fridge, and powering batteries for tools and stuff.”
			

			
				 “Aw crap,” she said, shooting me a performative grimace. “So you’re telling me that this dump doesn’t have central air conditioning?”
			

			
				 I stood by her side then leaned over the rail, pointing at the big Bosch central air unit down at the western face of the house. “That big boy would run through my power like a hot knife through butter,” I laughed. “Earlier, I used to get tempted to fire it up, just to feel normal again. But, well…these days, the summers don’t get quite as hot. That figures, right? Considering there’s hardly any people left on the planet.”
			

			
				 Morgan laughed, somewhat bitterly. “No more planes and cars and trucks and tanks burping out carbon dioxide to cook the atmosphere,” she said. “Turns out we could clean up all the pollution on Earth. Trouble is, there’s hardly anyone left around to appreciate it.”
			

			
				 I noticed a sudden, dour glint in her eye. “Hey, c’mon,” I chided her gently. “We agreed not to talk about other people…or monsters…or the apocalypse.”
			

			
				 She smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.”
			

			
				 A fresh breeze blew in from the west, gusting down over the mountains, making the tree branches rattle across the hills. Morgan closed her eyes, relishing the cool air gusting across her bare skin, and even shivered a little. 
			

			
				 “You know, I forgot to ask you where the hell we are,” she said. 
			

			
				 I slapped myself in the forehead. “Christ, I’m sorry. It never occurred to me…” I shook my head. “Anyway, we’re in the Pocono Mountains. Northeastern Pennsylvania.”
			

			
				 “Near Philadelphia?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “Couple hours north,” I answered. “We’re about halfway between Philly and New York City, actually. We’ve got East Stroudsburg to the south, a pretty decently-sized college town. The Lehigh Valley’s farther south, couple of mid-sized cities there, Bethlehem and Allentown, mostly. I take it you’re not familiar with the neighborhood.”
			

			
				 She chuckled. “I’m a California girl,” she said. “A real beach bunny, honestly.” She laughed wistfully, but a bit sadly. She rubbed her bare arms, her pale skin. “Back before everyone disappeared, I actually had a nice tan, believe it or not.”
			

			
				 “Oh awesome,” I said. “So you’re telling me that if we step through that portal, we’ll end up on the Golden Coast?”
			

			
				 “Nope,” she said with a brisk shake of her head. “I was nowhere near home when the world ended. No sir, you step through that portal and you’ll find yourself twenty-five miles northwest of Lincoln, Nebraska.”
			

			
				 “You went to school out there?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Road trip,” she said in a clipped tone. Then added: “Me and my ex-boyfriend. He…” she paused, catching herself, then forced a smile that was betrayed by the melancholic shine in her bright blue eyes. “Sorry. I forgot our rule again. No talking about other people.”
			

			
				 I nodded, watching her for a moment, then sipped my Coke. “So, Nebraska,” I said. “You said you were in a mall, right?”
			

			
				 “A small one,” she said. “Some rinky-dink Middle-American mall surrounded by exurbs and rural farmland. Half the stores were out of business, like most malls back then. But hey, I got lucky ending up there. There was a camping store, plenty of freeze-dried food. A few fast-casual restaurants. All the meat went bad pretty fast but they canned goods, enough to get me by.”
			

			
				 “Raid some houses nearby and it sounds like you’d be good to go,” I said.
			

			
				 She folded her arms, hugging herself. The mirth drained from her face like sand from a shattered hourglass. “At first, yeah. For about two years I managed to keep my supplies up with quick runs into the surrounding neighborhoods, but it just kept getting tougher.” She sighed. “So many fucking monsters…”
			

			
				 I gave her a moment to compose herself before she continued. She gripped the railing tight, absentmindedly digging little scratches into the wood with her fingernails.
			

			
				 “Mostly, I hid from them,” she said. “I got that shotgun from the camping store, but I was never a good shot. Nobody ever taught me. I only managed to learn how to clean the gun by looking up how-to manuals in the camping store. Anyway, one day, this big portal opens up, maybe a mile from the mall. Big, man. I mean really big. Quarter-mile wide, maybe. Dunno.”
			

			
				 Christ, I’d never seen a portal that large. I’d seen some more than a couple hundred feet across – large enough for a small army, like I mentioned before – but nothing on par with what Morgan faced. 
			

			
				 “I was on the roof, watching with my binoculars,” she went on quietly. “Just this massive wave of undead came pouring out. No rhyme or reason to it. No sorcerer seemingly in control of the horde. Just these fucking ugly zombies and skeletons that came tumbling out.”
			

			
				 An undead horde that size was definitely trouble, but at least lower-level ghouls had next to no intelligence. If left on their own, they’d usually wander off, usually distracted by some animal. 
			

			
				 “If I could have stayed quiet, they’d have left me alone I think,” Morgan continued. “But then I heard this wet, sniffling sound behind me. Some other monster that had gotten into the mall. That happened periodically, you know. Monsters getting inside. Usually I kept to the air vents and maintenance rooms – easier to lock down – and I’d wait until they wandered off on their own. But not that day. I turned around and there was this ugly pig-faced thing with a big ass sword, these pointy tusks jutting up over its bottom lip.”
			

			
				 “An orc,” I said softly. 
			

			
				 “I guess,” she said. “I was never into fantasy stuff, Lord of the Rings or Skyrim or whatever.” She pulled her hands back from the railing and balled them into fists, so tight her knuckles turned red. “If I would have used my head, maybe I could have slipped past the orc. Maybe the ghouls never would have…” she chuckled darkly. “Anyway, I raised my shotgun and blew the pig’s face off before I had a chance to consider the consequences. Maybe I could have outrun the horde, I don’t know. Instead, I chose to hunker down and seal off the entrances as best I could.”
			

			
				 A sudden dread sank hard into my stomach. An army of undead, just on the other side of that portal…
			

			
				 Morgan saw my concern before I could say anything about it. “Don’t worry, I was in a secure room when your portal opened,” she said. “Some tiny maintenance room on the top floor, chained and padlocked three times over.”
			

			
				 I nodded, somewhat relieved.
			

			
				 “How many ghouls?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “I never bothered to count,” she said. “They surrounded the mall and I was stuck. I didn’t even want to go out on the roof – too afraid that they’d hear me up there, didn’t want to send them into a frenzy – so I stayed in that dingy mall. Almost no sunlight. Dark. Stale air.” 
			

			
				 She grew tense. She tried to speak but paused, a ball in her throat. She didn’t sob, but came close. She did, however, successfully fight back her tears. 
			

			
				 “I just assumed I’d die there,” she said. “I spent the next few years hiding as quietly as I could, watching my food supply dwindle.”
			

			
				 God damn. I couldn’t even imagine what she must have felt, trapped in some big box, surrounded by ghouls, counting down the last few cans of food before she’d run out completely.
			

			
				 Then she took a sudden deep breath and threw her arms out to the sides, grinning widely at the mountains unfurling before her. 
			

			
				 “But then you found me,” she said. Now, she couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. They came streaming down her face, but I couldn’t tell if they were tears of trauma or tears of joy. “You found me, Bobby, and now I’m not going to die.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 I put our dirty dishes in the sink – I didn’t wash them yet, I’d have to fetch some water from a stream just to the east of the house, in the woods – then I gave Morgan a lazy tour around the property. 
			

			
				 She giggled at the pigs, at the chickens and cows, but I told her not to get too friendly with them. 
			

			
				 “I made the mistake of naming the first few farm animals I brought here,” I said. “It only makes things harder when it comes time to…” I held out my thumb and slashed it across my throat, like a knife. 
			

			
				 She bent down, sticking her fingers through the fence, letting a piglet sniff at her fingertips. It let out a high-pitched oink, wagged its tail, and trundled off. 
			

			
				 “I’ve eaten enough cold beans to never, ever question the ethics of eating meat,” she said. “But good point. I won’t name any of your animals.”
			

			
				 That comment gave me pause. If she’d been thinking about naming a pig or a cow, that must have meant she was also thinking about staying here. 
			

			
				 I mean…why wouldn’t she?
			

			
				 I wanted to bring it up. Quite frankly, I was dying to bring it up. I’d been alone long enough. If Morgan decided she wanted to get back into her tomb of a shopping mall by herself, I didn’t know how I’d react, if I could even handle it. 
			

			
				 Still, I kept my mouth shut. I’d broach the topic, just not yet. 
			

			
				 We walked out into the woods, down into the southeast quadrant where old hunting trails made for an easy hike. She carried her shotgun, I carried my rifle; just like me, Morgan wasn’t comfortable taking a walk without her weapon. 
			

			
				I pointed out a shotgun mic I had hidden up on a spruce bough and told her about my early-warning system. 
			

			
				 “These microphones are wireless?” she asked curiously. 
			

			
				 I nodded. “Blue tooth, each one and every one,” I answered. “If not, I wouldn’t have enough power cords to get the mics on the outer perimeter to reach the house.
 “I assumed wireless gadgets wouldn’t work without, like, the internet or satellites up in space or whatever,” she said. 
			

			
				 “Nope, it’s all just radio waves,” I said. “The only problem is a power source. I have each mic hooked up to a corresponding solar panel.”
			

			
				 “As big as the ones at your house?”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “No, smaller models,” I said. “I looted all of it from East Stroudsburg, plus some smaller towns farther out.”
			

			
				 She let out a quiet whistle, impressed by my setup. “Before everybody disappeared you must have been, like, some kind of prodigy survivalist farmer guy or something,” she chuckled. 
			

			
				 “Not even close,” I countered. “I was born and raised down in Philly. About as far from living in the country as you could get. Little row houses, blue-collar neighborhood, the El train rumbling by every twenty minutes.”
			

			
				 “I just assumed you lived up here all your life,” she said. 
			

			
				 “Nah. After high school my dad got me in with the laborer’s union. I worked on high-rises, pouring concrete, stuff like that. I only came up here to do a two-day side job. Some rich guy owned the place, wanted a slab poured.” I shrugged, then chuckled darkly. “He vanished along with the rest. Once the monsters started appearing, I decided I’d be safer here.”
			

			
				 “So you’re telling me that you’re a self-taught prodigy survivalist farmer guy,” she grinned, folding her arms and leaning back against the tree, right beneath the shotgun mic. 
			

			
				 “You’d be amazed what you can learn when you’ve got lots of free time and a few good libraries,” I said. “Between the town libraries and the big one in the college, I found books for pretty much all I needed. Animal husbandry, light farming, electrical work. I’d have been living like a caveman up here without those books.”
			

			
				 “And you said you got those solar panels from town?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “I liberated them all from home improvement stores, plus whatever I could find residentially,” I said. “Luckily, I got the idea early on, back before all the gasoline got bad. I packed them into a big ol’ truck and brought them up here, all at once. Took me a few weeks to install them, though. It was tricky, to say the least.”
			

			
				 “Must have kept you busy, though,” she said. “I bet that helped, especially at the start.”
			

			
				 I nodded grimly, the memories not quite fond. I left out the parts where I fell into a deep depression, once I realized my family and friends were gone. I didn’t mention how I worked from dawn to dusk every day fortifying my mountain fortress, how the moment I relaxed, an unrelenting doom get me in its black claws. 
			

			
				 “Yeah,” I said after a moment. “It definitely helped, especially at the start.”
			

			
				 She leaned quietly against the spruce tree, her legs crossed, her left boot dangling over the right. She took my hand and squeezed it. I saw in her eyes a reflection of that same doom I felt at the beginning. I guess anyone who survived the vanishing had gone through it, that dark realization that everyone you loved was gone. 
			

			
				 “I like it here,” Morgan said softly. “And I like you.”
			

			
				 I blushed then responded, “Well after what we did in my kitchen earlier, it would be a damn shame for us to discover that we could’t stand each other.”
			

			
				 She scrunched her nose and snorted with laughter. “Yeah, I guess we lucked out with that, didn’t we?” 
			

			
				 We stood there, smirking, our fingers hooked together. I felt a little awkward about the tent growing in my jeans, but I couldn’t help it. The touch of her soft skin, the close proximity, the way the sunlight filtering down through the spruce branches framed her face was just too much for me to fight. 
			

			
				 However, if she noticed my erection, she pretended she didn’t. She looked up through the canopy-filtered sunlight, noted the sun’s position in the sky. “It’s going to start getting late in the day soon, isn’t it?”
			

			
				 “I suppose it is,” I said. 
			

			
				 The thought of where Morgan would be sleeping tonight was shooting back and forth through my mind like an errant bullet ricocheting inside my skull. 
			

			
				 “You don’t, like, keep the lights on at night up here, do you?” she asked. “That would attract monsters, I bet, especially at this elevation.”
			

			
				 “I don’t use the main house lights, no. It would be a waste of solar power. Instead, I use an electric lantern in the living room,” I said. “Plus, I’ve got black sheets nailed above all the windows. I cover them all up at night, that way you can get around using the lantern or a flashlight without attracting attention.”
			

			
				 I knew what she was getting at. She was hinting at the portal. If I didn’t close it by nightfall, it might draw in monsters from farther down the mountain.
			

			
				 We continued holding hands, nothing but silence between us. But the day was indeed getting late. By my count, we only had about two hours before the sun would begin to set. Things got dark up here quickly once the sun was down. 
			

			
				 I cleared my throat. “If I close your portal, I don’t think I’ll be able to open it back up again,” I said. “When I cast the portal spell, I was seeking a person…” I trailed off, blushing again. “A person like you.”
			

			
				 She smirked. “A blonde Cali girl who loves the beach?”
			

			
				 “Someone cool,” I said. “Someone who shared my values.”
			

			
				 Now, she was blushing even brighter than me. “Oh,” she smiled. 
			

			
				 “My point is, I still don’t know how to open portals at specific locations at a long distance,” I said. “That seems like it’ll be tricky to learn. I’m just saying that –”
			

			
				 She pulled at my hand, tugging me closer to her. “Bobby, are you going to ask me to stay here or not?” 
			

			
				 “Well…”
			

			
				 “There’s nothing for me back in that mall,” she said. “Like, literally nothing. I don’t want any of my supplies…the few that remain, anyway. And I don’t even want my clothes.” She grabbed her blouse and lifted it to her nose then scowled and released it. “Matter of fact, I don’t even want these clothes. They smell like that place, like that fucking mall.” She looked away from me, her red cheeks fading along with her smile, her eyes suddenly distant. “That place was a goddamn casket. I don’t ever want to go back there, Bobby. Not ever.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 The sun crept west then began to set, a fireball dancing over the western mountaintops, and the sky faded from a dusty light blue to a velvety purple. The moon appeared earlier than usual, small and pale and tentative, waiting for the sun to slide off to sleep.
			

			
				 We stood out front. I had the book opened to the portal section just in case I needed to note any details. Morgan was next to me, staring quietly at the portal, her old home hidden behind the garish white pulse of light. 
			

			
				 “You’re sure about this?” I asked her one last time.
			

			
				 She ditched her skirt and blouse an hour ago, chucking them into the garbage pit I’d dug out in a clearing beyond the trees. She said she was sick of their smell, that she’d wear my clothes until she could find a replacement wardrobe. 
			

			
				 She wore a sleeveless undershirt she’d rummaged from the bottom of my dresser. I’d never worn it before, so it fit the shape of her body tightly, white cotton on every soft curve, the bottom riding up slightly, her belly a pale sliver. 
			

			
				 Along with my undershirt, she wore an old pair of my jeans, dusty and torn and baggy with the belt cinched tight at her waist, drooping, her panties riding up, visible at her hips. Not a conventional outfit, no, but she looked oddly sexy in the mismatched clothes. 
			

			
				 The only part she saved from her old outfit were her Chanel boots, not because she had any particular fondness for them, but because I simply didn’t have any shoes that would fit her. 
			

			
				 “I’m sure,” she answered after a moment of quiet contemplation. “Close it, Bobby.”
			

			
				 I nodded, checked the bookmarked page again – ‘NOTES ON CLOSING PORTALS’ – then took a deep breath and settled my mind. 
			

			
				 I pointed toward the portal, my mind quiet save for the strange incantations I repeated silently to myself. Per the book’s instructions, I moved my forefinger in a slow counter-clockwise motion. 
			

			
				 The diamond-shaped edges of the portal shimmered and flared bright before softening, bending and curving. With every successive circular motion of my finger, the portal dulled at the edges, growing rounded, until it began to shrink in on itself into a more circular shape, a round orb of light gradually collapsing toward a single point in its center. 
			

			
				 Closing a portal was a bit more labor intensive than opening one, I discovered. Sweat broke out across my face, running in rivulets down my neck, down my shirt, then everywhere; I felt like a wet rag gripped in a large fist, squeezing out every drop of moisture. 
			

			
				 I grit my teeth and refocused my thoughts – the incantations repeating in my mind more rapidly – until the portal had shrunk down to the size of a bowling ball, its circumference continuing to collapse. 
			

			
				 My hand suddenly ached, a sharp sudden pain that rippled from the tip of my forefinger up my knuckles and joints, a rheumatic pain that flared through my wrist, up to my elbow, before sinking into my shoulder. 
			

			
				 “Close!” I hissed through clenched teeth, then made one final circular motion with my forefinger before the portal abruptly collapsed into a single point of light, so bright it stung my eyes, like raw sunlight through a keyhole. 
			

			
				 I shut my eyes and saw white fire behind the darkness of my eyelids but held firm, sweat slopping off me and soaking my clothes, until that pinprick of coronal fire finally flickered into nothingness. 
			

			
				 The moment the portal vanished, the pain went along with it. I gasped, drawing air deep into my lungs, the relief from the pain so sudden that it left me staggering. I wiped a veil of sweat onto my shirtsleeve – leaving it dark, soaked – and blinked the salt-sting from my eyes. 
			

			
				 “Wait, I forgot something, open it back up!” Morgan yelped. 
			

			
				 I turned to her, my eyes wide with disbelief. “Uh okay, I guess…”
			

			
				 She paused, then cracked a smile, snickering. “Gotcha.”
			

			
				 “Oh thank God,” I laughed. “I feel like I just ran two marathons at once.”
			

			
				 “Take a load off,” she said, slipping her hand up my back, her fingertips tickling my skin through my shirt. “Maybe I can go inside and grab you something to drink.”
			

			
				 I shrugged. “I’ve got two more Cokes cooling down in the fridge,” I said. 
			

			
				 She offered a slightly naughty smile. “I was thinking of something a little bit stronger than Coke,” she said. “I happened to notice that liquor cabinet in your dining room earlier…”
			

			
				 It had been years since I had a real drink. Now and again, I’d crack open a beer, but never more than one, and I hardly ever finished it. Alone in my mountain fortress, I was afraid of indulging, fearful that I’d turn alcohol into a crutch to help me bear the weight of my loneliness. 
			

			
				 Now, though, a drink sounded just fine.
			

			
				 “Morgan,” I said, creeping my arm smoothly around her waist, feeling the bare sliver of her skin under my fingertips, “that’s the best idea we’ve had all day.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 With night drawing close, I went through the house dropping the black sheets over the windows. Years ago, I put a few nails on the sides of the inner window frames, leaving the heads slightly exposed. I tucked the edges of the black sheets over the nails, which held the sheets firmly in place ensuring no light would sneak through the cracks.
			

			
				 As I painstakingly went through each room covering each window – I never took chances when it came to concealing the house at night – Morgan remained downstairs, mixing our drinks. 
			

			
				 I returned to the dining room. By then, it was fully dark and I made my way with a flashlight. Morgan sat at the dining room table, the electric lantern burning in the center, with two husky cocktails sitting before her.
			

			
				 A bottle of Jack Daniels sat there, opened. An empty Coke bottle, plus an unopened one, waiting in the wings. She’d made two whiskey and Cokes, each in a tumbler, little chunks of ice bobbing up and down in the mixture. 
			

			
				 I smiled in shock. “Did you make drinks on the rocks?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She smirked, then nodded. “You didn’t have any ice cubes but I used a butter knife to chisel frost off the sides of the freezer,” she said. “I’d be damned if the first cocktail we’re ever sharing is going to be room temperature.”
			

			
				 I sat down next to her, clicking off my flashlight, joining her in the electric lantern’s warm glow. I took my drink, delighting in the cool touch of the glass, the gentle clink of the ice against the edges. Cool perspiration ran down the side of the tumbler, tickling my thumb as I raised the glass to my lips. 
			

			
				 Morgan watched me thoughtfully as I took a sip, the whiskey hot and fiery behind the sugary-sweet veil of Coca-Cola. The ice rolled against my upper lip, tickling me through the stubble of my beard, and that first tiny sip immediately made my head thrum with a pleasant buzz.
			

			
				 “That,” I said, smacking my lips, “is one good drink.”
			

			
				 She grabbed her glass, lifted it to her lips, took a sip. “Back at my mall, there were a few restaurants,” she said. “Nothing fancy. An Applebee’s, an Olive Garden, chain stuff. When I first started hiding there, I’d just turned twenty. Yeah, I raided those places for food…but I had to wait a whole year before I finally broke out their liquor. Once I was old enough, though, I found a drink recipe menu behind the bar, how to make, like, every drink known to man. I had one drink per night, from whiskey and soda” – she raised her glass – “to Malibu Baybreezes to Mudslides and pretty much any margarita you can imagine. It was nice, having a little after-dinner nightcap to relax, even if I didn’t always finish the stronger drinks.” She sighed wistfully. “Yeah, it was nice…at least until that undead horde put an end to my fun.” 
			

			
				 I paused, thinking about what she said, then suddenly snorted with laughter. “Hold on just a second,” I said. “Let me get this straight.”
			

			
				 She looked at me, eyebrow upraised, her drink hovering at her lips. “What is it?” she asked.
			

			
				 “It’s the end of the world as you know it,” I said. “The human population – almost all of it – has just vanished in the blink of an eye. Creatures that shouldn’t exist come streaming out of portals to another dimension. All this is happening…and you still waited until you turned twenty-one to have a drink?”
			

			
				 She scrunched her face and giggled. “What can I say, my parents raised me right,” she laughed. “Besides, waiting awhile to finally have a drink made it better, somehow. For a year, at least, I had something exciting to look forward to.”
			

			
				 I laughed somewhat bitterly, because I knew what she meant. 
			

			
				 In my mind, the thought of some monster-infested, world-ending apocalypse used to seem like it would have been exciting. That’s why so many people were into zombie fiction back in the day, right? So they could imagine themselves kicking ass in some action-packed apocalypse. 
			

			
				 The truth was, the end of the world was far more monotonous. Trust me, getting to dome a goblin with a rifle got old quicker than you’d think. After awhile, fighting off bloodthirsty monsters became a chore just like anything else. 
			

			
				 Anyway, I was glad Morgan was here. Her company was better for a lot more than just breaking up the monotony. Right now, though, I was dwelling on a single question that, quite simply, I didn’t know how to ask. 
			

			
				 That being, what were the sleeping arrangements going to be like?
			

			
				 We’d gone from strangers to instant lovers to roommates in the span of half a day, less than twelve hours. Was it wrong for me to hope that we’d share the same bed tonight?
			

			
				 Morgan took another sip from her cocktail then set it down, running her forefinger around the rim. She looked up at me, her blue eyes bright in the lantern’s glow. 
			

			
				 “Alright, so I have an awkward question now,” she said.
			

			
				 Ah, relief! She was going to ask about the bed situation first. That was a real load off my shoulders. 
			

			
				 “Don’t feel awkward,” I said. “Ask me anything you want.”
			

			
				 “It’s about…well…”
			

			
				 I cocked an eyebrow, leaning forward. I was about to finish for her – “It’s about whether or not we’re each going to sleep alone tonight” – when she continued. 
			

			
				 “It’s about that book,” she said. “That spell book that showed you how to open portals.”
			

			
				 Damn it. 
			

			
				 “What about it?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Well, I was just wondering what you’re planning on doing with it,” she said. She shrugged, rolling her fingertip around the rim of her glass again. “I mean, you didn’t just figure out portal magic so you could snag a quick girlfriend, did you?”
			

			
				 I tried to reply, but couldn’t. Pure awkwardness rose up into the back of my throat because, well…did she just state that she was my girlfriend?
			

			
				 Was that serious? 
			

			
				 An exaggeration?
			

			
				 No way she meant that we were already ‘official,’ right?
			

			
				 “Bobby, you’re basically a mage now,” she said. 
			

			
				 I shook my head, pushing away from the table. “No, no, no,” I said, laughing defensively. “Some undead bastard just dropped the damn thing and it has some kind of translation enchantment. Here, look. I’ve been meaning to show it to you, anyway.”
			

			
				 I stepped into the living room – the glow from the lantern provided enough light for me to see – and pulled the lich’s text off the bookshelf. I set it down in front of her. 
			

			
				 “Look, me opening a portal with a bit of magic isn’t anything special,” I said. “Go on, thumb through the book. After a little study and practice, you’ll be able to open a portal – or cast some other spell – just like I did.”
			

			
				 She stared at the front cover, frowning. She squinted at the title, “A COMPLETE GUIDE TO SPELLCASTING FOR ALL MAGES, APPRENTICES TO MASTERS,” but shook her head, as if she couldn’t read it. 
			

			
				 “What’s it say?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I tapped the cover. “It’s in English. Go on, get a better look at it,” I said, figuring the glare of the lantern was too bright. However, when I tried to turn the brightness down, she stopped me.
			

			
				 “Bobby,” she said. “It’s not that I can’t see the words. It’s that I can’t read them. I thought you said this was in English?”
			

			
				 I ran my fingers across the title. “It is…can’t you see it?”
			

			
				 She shook her head. “I just see ugly, almost angry-looking shapes. Like hieroglyphics, only with less pizazz,” she smirked. 
			

			
				 “Wait, no way,” I said. I flipped the book open to a random page. All the text was laid out in English, just like before. I tapped the page. “Here, look…”
			

			
				 “More angry shapes,” she said with a shrug. 
			

			
				 “It doesn’t make sense,” I said. “I don’t see how I can read it but you can’t.”
			

			
				 “You’re a natural magic user, maybe,” she said. “Maybe of all the real humans that are left on this planet – who knows how many, can’t be much, but still – you’re the only one who can understand magic from whatever world lies beyond those portals.”
			

			
				 I slid back into my seat, snagged my drink, and took a big gulp. “What seemed like fun a few moments ago now seems like a shit ton of responsibility,” I said. “Before, I was just interested in learning how to open portals, finding other people…but if you’re right, and I have a special knack for this stuff,” I tapped the book again, “then I guess I need to take it a little more seriously.”
			

			
				 The weight of the situation was daunting. Now that I’d found Morgan, I was all but certain there’d be more folks out there, stuck, alone, in danger. If I learned to master the magic in this text, maybe I’d be able to help them.
			

			
				 “See?” she said, swirling the cocktail in her glass. “You’re a mage.”
			

			
				 I rolled my eyes. “I’m just a construction worker from Philly.”
			

			
				 “Who can cast spells,” she giggled, but her laughter slowly faded. She saw that I was wrestling with some decisions I’d have to make. She scooted her chair closer to mine, slid her hand across the table, and laid it over mine. “Don’t deny it, Bobby. Embrace it. You’ve got a gift. I think you should use it.”
			

			
				 I shifted my eyes to her hand, draped over mine, the way she rubbed the pad of her thumb across my knuckles. 
			

			
				 I chuckled. “Alright, I guess I have to plan for some more magic practice,” I said. “Just stop calling me a mage, please. For all we know, I just got lucky with the portal magic. Calling me a mage just sounds a little presumptuous.”
			

			
				 “Let’s split the diff,” she said. “If anyone asks, I’ll tell them you’re a rookie mage.”
			

			
				 “Alright, I guess I can live with that,” I laughed, then cast a worried look toward the text. 
			

			
				 Now that I was embracing this, the book suddenly seemed intimidating. Suddenly, I was starting to wonder if I was worthy of this ‘gift,’ if it was actually a gift at all.
			

			
				 Morgan took another sip from her glass then yawned, long and loud. “But let’s save your mage training for the day after tomorrow,” she said, lifting her arms above her head, stretching as she yawned again. “Because you and I have to take a trip into town tomorrow.”
			

			
				 “Sure,” I said. “What for?”
			

			
				 She tugged at the undershirt she borrowed from me, then did the same to those jeans that were several sizes too big for her. “It’s kind of cute that you’re letting me wear your clothes, but if I’m going to be living here, I think I should get my own wardrobe, don’t you think?”
			

			
				 I laughed softly, keenly aware that we still hadn’t gotten to the topic of our sleeping arrangements. 
			

			
				 “We can head out as early as you like,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Not too early,” she said, standing up from the table, finishing her drink, then setting down her empty glass. “Because I am pooped with a capital P.”
			

			
				 “I won’t set an alarm, then,” I laughed as I raised my glass to my lips once more.
			

			
				 She stood there, lingering. “So…are we going to bed, or what?”
			

			
				 I choked on my whiskey. 
			

			
				 She giggled adorably. “What, you weren’t planning on making me sleep in the guest bedroom, were you?”
			

			
				 I wiped the whiskey from my lips then finished my drink, a world of relief setting in. “I never even considered it,” I said with a smile, then pushed away from the table and grabbed the lantern as I showed Morgan the way up to my bedroom.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eleven
			

			
				 We stopped at the bathroom. I wanted to brush my teeth and so did Morgan, so I found her a spare brush I kept in the medicine cabinet. I had a jug of clean water sitting near the sink. 
			

			
				 Morgan’s eyes shone wide and blue as I handed her the toothpaste. 
			

			
				 “I ran out of toothpaste over two years ago back at the mall,” she said, marveling at the blue-white paste as she pushed it onto the bristles. 
			

			
				 She sighed deeply as she stuck the brush into her mouth, gently rocking it back and forth across her upper teeth. 
			

			
				 “Either way, your smile’s still perfect,” I grinned. 
			

			
				 “Stop being so goddamn perfect, Mister Mage,” she giggled, though with the brush and fluoride in her mouth, it came out wet and garbled. (Shtop being sho goddamn perfect, Mishter Mage.)
			

			
				 I squinted with toothpaste bubbles sticking to my face and wiped it clean. “Gee, thanks for that,” I said. 
			

			
				 Morgan giggled again then plucked the brush from her mouth, leaned forward, her mouth covered in blue-white toothpaste bubbles, and planted a wet kiss on my cheek. She grabbed the water jug next, took a mouthful, swished it, then spit it all into the sink. 
			

			
				 “Ah!” she said breezily. “God, I didn’t realize how much I missed that.”
			

			
				 I laughed as I pushed some paste onto my brush then stuck it between my teeth. Morgan leaned out into the hallway, pointing down toward my bedroom door. “That’s your room, right down there?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I nodded. “The master bedroom, that’s it.”
			

			
				 “I’m gonna go get ready for bed,” she said, then gave me another kiss – this one decidedly less wet – on the cheek. “You finish up then come tuck me in.”
			

			
				 I nodded to the lantern. “Take the light with you,” I said. “I know this place like the back of my hand, I could get around blind.”
			

			
				 She winked at me then took the lantern and went out into the hallway. 
			

			
				 I brushed blindly, gargled water and spat it into the sink blindly, smiled blindly. Perhaps everything was going just a little too well. Perhaps in a week, the other shoe would drop, and me and Morgan would discover that we couldn’t stand each other’s company. 
			

			
				 Perhaps, but not tonight. 
			

			
				 I reached for a hand towel in the dark and wiped the fluoride spittle from my beard then followed the lantern’s silver-bright glow into my bedroom. 
			

			
				 Morgan was already in bed, wearing her bra and panties but nothing else. The lantern sat on the bedside table behind her, glowing bright, her slender, athletic figure framed by what could have been divine light, almost blinding. 
			

			
				 She sat with her head propped against the bedboard with a pillow tucked underneath. She shifted on the bedding, the lantern casting alternating shades of silver and black shadow across her supple body, her skin pale as moonlight. She scooted up onto her elbows, gently tightening her abdomen, and I saw faint hints of toned definition. 
			

			
				 She wore a nervous half-smile, gnawing gently on the corner of her bottom lip, her tongue moving pink and soft behind her pure white teeth. She lifted her left hand and brushed it through her sunbright hair, draping it over her right shoulder – bare save for the bra strap pressing lightly into her skin – then turned to her side, propping her head up onto her upturned palm, the lantern’s light still shining at her back. 
			

			
				 She ran her left hand softly down her chest, across her left clavicle, trailing the tip of her forefinger down that smooth skin, stopping right over her breasts, circling her fingertip around her sternum, drawing invisible outlines around her heart. 
			

			
				 Something grew tight in my chest, down in my stomach. With my jaw clenched and every muscle in my body growing tense, I began unbuttoning my flannel. I shrugged it off, dropping it to the floor, then kicked off my boots as I climbed into bed next to her. 
			

			
				 Morgan rolled over, onto her back, arching at the base of her spine, her right leg cocked at the knee, the left lying flat with curled toes. 
			

			
				 No words passed between us. We didn’t need them. As I shifted myself on top of her and lowered my mouth to her soft pink lips, Morgan’s hands trailed down my ribcage, her fingertips tickling my flesh, before halting at my waist, tugging at my belt. 
			

			
				 She moaned softly against my mouth, shivered when I rolled my tongue across hers, pushing past her teeth. My cock throbbed stiffly when she hooked her thumbs beneath my belt, pushing them deeper, inward, her delicate thumbnails tickling lightly toward my erection. 
			

			
				 I cupped her breasts in my hands, felt her nipples growing stiff under that concealing bra, and she purred softly when I gripped the cups, pulling them downward, grunting hungrily at her perky pink nipples. 
			

			
				 She shimmied a little, causing her bra to loosen then fall aside and I rolled my thumbs across her nipples, teasing them, before lowering my mouth to her chest. 
			

			
				 “Bobby,” she gasped lightly, her body growing tense beneath mine as I rolled my tongue around her right nipple, as I sucked it gently, hungrily, wrapping my lips around her entire areola. 
			

			
				 She spread her thighs for me, grunted when she felt my erection pressing stiff against her through my jeans. Her hands slid inward, toward my belt buckle, tugging and pulling until it unclasped. 
			

			
				 I took her left breast into my mouth, sucking it harder than I did the right one, my hunger suddenly getting the better of me. I groaned when I felt her unfastening the top button of my jeans, then pulling down my zipper, my libido simmering as my cock slid out through the hole in my boxers. 
			

			
				 She wrapped her fingers around it, stroking it tentatively. She stared right up at me, blue eyes in the silver lantern light. I slid my right hand down her abdomen – her stomach was fluttering nervously, the jade jewel dancing, I could feel her heartbeat reverberating through her belly – then rolled my fingers against her panties, the fabric already dewy and hot. 
			

			
				 She tugged softly on my cock as I slipped my fingers down her panties, where I found her sex slick and warm. Carefully, I circled my forefinger around the edges of her clit. She gasped, bucking beneath me, then bucked again when I slid my middle finger into her swollen folds. 
			

			
				 She tightened her grip on me, slid her locked fingers down to my root, squeezing. I winced – her touch was so delicate, so smooth, that I already felt myself creeping toward release – and tried to control myself. I slid my middle finger deeper into her, curving at the knuckles until I found her inner sensitivity. As my fingertip pressed against that sweetly firm patch of flesh and muscle, Morgan flung her free arm around my neck and pulled her body tighter to me and let out a throaty gasp that, under different circumstances, might have made her sound like she was in pain. 
			

			
				 I worked my forefinger more swiftly around her nub. Within moments, her nectar spilled from her lips and drenched my knuckles. She hooked her right leg around my waist, grinding against me, her fingers still squeezing my cock, making me growl in lust with every subtle stroke. 
			

			
				 Suddenly, Morgan’s palms pressed against my chest. She pushed me up, then to the side, licking her lips as I rolled onto my back. She tugged her panties off, tossing them aside, her pink lips bright in the silver-shadow contrast. 
			

			
				 She crept over to me, on her hands and knees, and I kicked my jeans and boxers off as she ran her hand down my chest and pressed her soft lips against my stomach. 
			

			
				 Morgan’s eyes didn’t break from mine, not even once. She kissed her way down my stomach and trailed her tongue around my navel then took my cock in her hand again, rubbing it gently, stroking it slowly, then ran the pad of her thumb across the tip, making me shudder when she caught the precum beading at my hole. 
			

			
				 She slid down farther, her bright blue eyes still trained on me, then took my cock almost reverently in both hands. Then, and only then, did she break eye contact. She turned her lustful gaze onto my cock then licked her lips before taking me into her mouth. 
			

			
				 Morgan took me slowly, her lips air-tight around my shaft. I grimaced – still trying to hold myself back from exploding – as I felt her lips constrict around me, tightening, her fingers descending my shaft as her lips followed, with her tongue pressed against the underside of my cock all the while. 
			

			
				 Her fingers locked around my root, she shifted her other hand farther down, fingertips lightly grazing my balls, and I clutched Morgan’s sunshine hair in my fist and guided her as she slid her lips up my shaft, kissed my tip, then took me back in again, her lips wet and smooth and soft rolling across every inch of me. 
			

			
				 Her eyes shifted to mine again, striking and azure, two shining lapis lazuli stones. Her pupils narrowed into points and she swallowed me down to my base, her throat shifting tightly, lips wrapped constrictively around me. 
			

			
				 “Morgan, fuck…” 
			

			
				 My cock pulsed in her mouth, tense, moments from release. At that, she slipped off my cock slowly – running her lips across every inch, making me grip the bedsheets to keep my composure – then held it tight, both hands clasped on my girth. 
			

			
				 “I’m not…not gonna last much longer…”
			

			
				 Morgan crawled on top of me, hooking her arms around my neck, then rolled onto her back. I rolled with her, coming to a stop on top of her, fully mounted, pressing the tip of my cock against her entry. 
			

			
				 I kissed her, hard and deep, and she reached down and grabbed my cock and pressed the tip once more against her gushing lips. 
			

			
				 “I want you to look in my eyes when you cum in me,” she whispered. 
			

			
				 “Are…you sure about that?” I asked, mindful that I already finished inside her once today. “Do you really want to risk it?”
			

			
				 “Look in my eyes when you cum inside me,” she repeated, whispering, half-moaning. “Look in my eyes, look deep into them…”
			

			
				 She lifted her head just high enough to kiss me again. Lost in her lips, I forgot all about those risks and pushed into her. 
			

			
				 She squeaked against my mouth as I pushed deeper, my heart hammering against the inside of my chest with every pump. Her legs intertwined with mine, our toes danced, I felt the heat of her thighs against mine. 
			

			
				 I grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head and wrenched my mouth free from hers so that I could do what she asked of me. 
			

			
				 Her lips twisted frantically as her pussy closed tight around me, her body quivering as she came, sending the bedsprings beneath us into a shrieking, squealing symphony. Her breasts heaved, sweat trickling down between them, and even as she came to a shuddering orgasm she kept whispering, “Inside me, Bobby, inside me, please, please, inside me…”
			

			
				 Growling and lust-drunk, those aforementioned ‘risks’ seemed miles away – light years away – and all that existed was the inner warmth of her, the snug fit of her walls around me, some hidden heat deep within her, yearning for my seed. 
			

			
				 I squeezed my fingers tighter around her wrists, pinning them down harder, and stared deep in her eyes when I felt myself beginning to lose control. 
			

			
				 She kept saying, “Inside me, God, fuck…inside me, now…” with her voice turning into a whispering wail, a quiet mantra that kept on going right up until the moment I let myself go. 
			

			
				 “UGH!” I snarled. 
			

			
				 She gasped haltingly when she felt my heat, the potent shot of my seed surging warm and eager into her innermost depths. Her eyelids slipped halfway shut, like she was wincing, yet her body bucked up against mine as she arched her back, her legs tightening around mine, our intertwined bodies writhing with sweat against one another. 
			

			
				 The moment I released her wrists, she raised both hands to the back of my head, pressing my face toward hers until our foreheads rested against each other’s. Sweat rolled down my temples and trickled onto her but Morgan didn’t care. 
			

			
				 “I need to tell you something,” she whispered. 
			

			
				 I looked at her. 
			

			
				 “I told you that I was with my boyfriend when the world ended,” she said. 
			

			
				 “You did,” I answered. 
			

			
				 She paused, but didn’t break eye contact. Her fingers tightened around the back of my skull, pressing our foreheads together a touch more insistently. 
			

			
				 “He didn’t vanish,” she said. 
			

			
				 “No?” 
			

			
				 She shook her head lightly. A tear escaped her right eye, trickling and zigzagging down her cheek before vanishing into the sheets underneath. “No, he didn’t vanish,” she said. “But he did leave me. Even told me that he didn’t want me to come with him.”
			

			
				 No wonder she didn’t want to bring it up earlier. 
			

			
				 I lifted my hand to her cheek, wiping away the trail of that errant tear, drying the wetness with my palm. 
			

			
				 “Morgan,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”
			

			
				 “Don’t be,” she said, smiling through her grief. “It took me years to realize it…and I’ve only begun to realize it today…but I’m so goddamn glad that asshole’s gone.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Twelve
			

			
				 I was awake just after dawn, the first hints of daylight. Morgan lay asleep soundly next to me and I slipped out of bed without waking her. My spine cracked as I stretched – my knees popped, as well – and I could have slept another twelve hours but I had work to do. 
			

			
				 I popped a fresh Makita battery on the coffee maker then tended to the animals, tossing chicken feed and pouring pig slop then letting the cows out to graze. As I stepped back inside I pulled up the black sheets from the downstairs windows then grabbed my coffee, black and steaming, and went out back to the garage. 
			

			
				 Sleep still clinging to my eyes, I slurped a mouthful from my mug then swung the garage door open, my own personal gym. Despite the physical labor in my day-to-day chores, I made a concerted effort to get my workouts in when I could. 
			

			
				 I got off to a brisk start with ten overhand pull-ups followed by ten underhand chin-ups. I yanked out a 70lbs kettlebell and swung that sucker – feet planted, spine rigid, bent at the waist, my fists tight around the bar – from between my legs up to chin-level for twenty-five reps. 
			

			
				 My blood pumping and the caffeine taking hold, I breathed in the fresh mountain air then loaded some plates onto a barbell already racked on a bench, figuring I’d add some composite powerlifts to complement my bodyweight-functional routine. 
			

			
				 I was just about to push off for my first rep when I heard the wolves howling. 
			

			
				 I sat up, grabbed my coffee, looking to the south, where the howl had come from. Could have been the wolves were just howling for typical reasons, but I didn’t like to make assumptions. 
			

			
				 Another group howl, louder, somewhat nervous, and closer this time. 
			

			
				 I frowned. The wolves only howled like that when monsters were getting close. 
			

			
				 It wasn’t a portal; I’d have heard the speakers going off in the radio room. Something must have come north from down toward town. I downed my coffee then jogged back into the house and snagged my rifle from the kitchen. The wolves were getting louder, howls and barks, and when I listened carefully, I could just make out snaps and crunches beyond the southern treeline, something moving quickly through the woods.
			

			
				 I quickly unpacked the DJI Mini-3 drone then went back outside, turned south, and sent the drone into the air. Keeping a close eye on the drone’s monitor, I guided the drone slowly toward the south at a decent altitude to get the broadest possible view. 
			

			
				 I studied the southern treetops for a moment. Right there, movement, by a birch tree. Some dogwood bushes around the tree swayed, something weighty hustling through the foliage. I guided the drone to keep pace with the shrouded figure – moving large and bulky and dark through the undergrowth – then spotted something odd. More movement behind the first figure, another shape giving chase, smaller, yet faster, darting through the bushes and bounding around the trees. 
			

			
				 “Bobby?” Morgan asked, standing at the back porch. 
			

			
				 “Get your shotgun,” I said quietly. “Something’s coming.”
			

			
				 She grinned, already holding her weapon. She pumped it once, then turned toward the southern woods. 
			

			
				 The shapes approached the treeline, with the second, swifter figure closing in on the first. The first shape would make it through the treeline out into the clearing just south of the house before the pursuer would overtake it, however. 
			

			
				 I let the drone hover then set the controller aside and took a knee, my rifle trained on the treeline. Just to be on the safe side, I pulled the small bottle of holy water from my back pocket and smeared some on the rifle bore. 
			

			
				 A dark knight burst forth through the trees, clad in heavy black armor but wielding no visible weapon. It stumbled into the clearing and its helm tumbled off its head, revealing ashen-gray skin and a face that was vaguely elven – bald head, pointed ears, angular and somewhat androgynous – and spun, looking back where it came.
			

			
				 “What the hell is going on?” I grunted. 
			

			
				 The dark knight was groveling quietly in its strange language – perhaps praying to some deity for mercy – and it scrambled back to its feet, trying to cast a fireball spell. A roiling, floating orb of fire began to take shape between its upraised hands, growing in intensity as the creature powered up the spell. 
			

			
				 I cursed then got the dark knight in my sights; I didn’t know what the hell the creature was fleeing from, but I didn’t want it to set the woods on fire with an overpowered fireball. Before I could get my shot off, though, a separate gunshot cracked through the trees. 
			

			
				 The dark knight staggered backward – the bullet struck its heavy black chest plate, denting it but not cracking it – and the fireball effect vanished. A smaller, swifter creature in mismatched light armor darted out of the trees, a smoking pistol in its hand. 
			

			
				 The lightly armored figure wore a strange leather mask wrapped tight around its head, two thick glass lenses over the eyeholes. The smaller figure got off another two shots, both pinging from the dark knight’s heavy armor – it had raised its heavy gauntlets over its head for protection – then the smaller warrior ditched the pistol to unsheathe a longsword from its hip, silver steel glinting gold in the morning sunlight. 
			

			
				 “Is that little thing using a gun!?” Morgan asked, dumbfounded. 
			

			
				 In the five years since the world ended, I hadn’t once seen a monster attempt to fire a gun. I’d seen orcs or goblins pick up discarded rifles to use as makeshift clubs, sure, but to actually fire one…?
			

			
				 The smaller figure gripped the hilt tight and swung its rippling steel. Even with the dark knight holding up its gauntlets protectively around its head, the blade cleaved smoothly and bloodily through the heavy armor. The dark knight’s hands came off at the wrists. Bright red arterial blood sprayed from a wide gash in its throat. The smaller figure spun deftly, avoiding the blood spray, then wiped the blade clean on its thigh before slipping the blade back into its scabbard as the other creature fell dead into the grass.
			

			
				 I raised my rifle again, pointing at the figure. 
			

			
				 It spun toward me – suddenly noticing Morgan and I – and cocked its head curiously to the side. 
			

			
				 Before I could fire, the figure raised its right hand and waved. 
			

			
				 “Don’t shoot!” shouted a muffled, feminine voice through the tight leather-wrapped mask.
			

			
				 “The hell?” Morgan asked. 
			

			
				 The figure pulled the mask off. Long black hair tumbled down, slightly frayed from the mask, but with a natural, full-bodied sheen. The young woman had tender, lightly freckled skin, fair and smooth. Despite her savagery in combat, she regarded us with a shy, almost mouse-like look, with a tentative smile as she pulled a pair of thick wireframe glasses from a pouch on her hip. 
			

			
				 She slid the glasses on, fixing them just so, then laughed awkwardly. “Oh geez,” she said. “You guys are…people? Real, actual people?”
			

			
				 I lowered my rifle, chuckling. Morgan did the same. 
			

			
				 “We are people,” I answered. “Real, actual people.” I jerked my thumb toward the house. “Welcome to our home.”
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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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				Chapter One
			

			
				 It was early and I was out around the side of the house, sipping lukewarm coffee as I filtered rainwater. Purifying water was always tedious. True, you could boil it in bulk if you wanted – over a fire in a stainless steel pot – but boiling wasn’t a perfect method for purification. As long as my supply held out, I liked to use Sawyer water filters, mid-sized bottles about the length of a football full of hollow fiber micro-tubes lined with little pores. The filters generally lasted about five years apiece and, seeing as how the sporting goods store in town had shelves upon shelves of them, I wasn’t going to run dry anytime soon. 
			

			
				 But yeah, it was tedious. Filling the filter bottle from my rainwater barrels then squirting it into five-gallon jugs, twenty-four ounces at a time. After an hour, my hands damn near cramped into claws. When I sipped my coffee, my hands shook so bad it sloshed over the mug. It was well worth the effort, though. With Kiernan in the house, now I needed to purify enough water for three. 
			

			
				 Kiernan – like she sensed I was thinking about her – came around the corner a moment later, a light sweat giving her fair skin a fine sheen. The short, twenty-four-year-old former ballerina wore a sleeveless white tank top, tight on her skin, matted with grime and dirty handprints and damp with sweat, plus a pair of cutoff denim shorts and workboots, double-tied, scuffed sweat socks coiled halfway up her calves. She’d been busy with the chickens and still had the rusted tin feed bucket in her hand, empty save for some sparse bits of wheat middlings and rice clinging to the bottom. She kept her Glock holstered on her belt, next to her silver longsword, tucked into its supple leather scabbard. 
			

			
				 She dropped the feed bucket into the grass then leaned on the rainwater barrel and ran her fingers through her silky dark long hair and sighed loudly. “Those are some greedy chickens,” she smiled, her Texas twang a bit more pronounced this morning than usual. “Little buggers spent more time pecking each other than they did pecking at their breakfast.”
			

			
				 “As long as they didn’t peck you,” I laughed, squeezing another twenty-four ounces into the five-gallon jug. 
			

			
				 “I’m a Texas gal, Bobby,” she answered, holding up her hands and wiggling her fingers. “My little digits have been pecked by their fair share of chickens in my younger years.”
			

			
				 She pushed off the barrel, back onto the heels of her boots, then lifted her hands over her head, stretching. She bent left at her waist, causing the tank top to ride up her belly, her abs tight and fit and white as fresh snow. 
			

			
				 “How’d the hens do?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Six fresh eggs between them,” she said, bending at the waist in the opposite direction and stretching again. I smiled when I saw hints of her white lace panty straps riding up her hip. “I cleaned out the coop after I gathered them up.”
			

			
				 I shook my head, smirking. “It’s going to get hot today, don’t work yourself too hard this early.”
			

			
				 Kiernan looked at me crookedly then gestured to the sky. “With this breeze?” She waved me off. “It’s got to be eight degrees cooler than yesterday.”
			

			
				 “Just you wait,” I smiled. She wasn’t used to the mountain climate yet. She probably didn’t even notice the humidity swelling slightly under that cool breeze, but I did. “Twenty bucks says you’re sweating buckets by noon.”
			

			
				 Upstairs, we heard Morgan up in the master bedroom. Another coughing fit, wet and ragged and productive, like she had muddy water in her lungs. I frowned. “Poor thing.”
			

			
				 As much as I would have loved for our first three days together to have been nothing more than a constant romp in my bedroom, Morgan had come down with a nasty cold on Kiernan’s first night at the house. She went to bed with the sniffles and a scratchy throat. By morning, her eyelids were caked with crust and her nostrils were leaking snot like busted water pipes.
			

			
				 Luckily, me and Kiernan hadn’t caught it from her. Much to Morgan’s dismay, Kiernan hadn’t actually shared our bed on her first night here. “It’s not that I don’t want to,” she’d smirked, “but I just want to get myself adjusted first. Give me a night or two, then we can make a crowded bed.”
			

			
				 Staying in the guest bedroom, Kiernan was spared, but even though I’d slept right next to Morgan throughout the night, I dodged her illness, too. It was just my immune system, I guess; even when I was a kid, I almost never got sick, not even during flu season. Even if I did catch a bug, it never amounted to more than a sore throat, if that. 
			

			
				 “I’ll go up and check on her,” Kiernan said once Morgan’s coughing fit subsided. 
			

			
				 “No, hang back, I’ll get it,” I answered. “It takes a lot for me to get sick.”
			

			
				 “Nah, I’ll risk it,” Kiernan pressed. “You’ve been waiting on our blonde bombshell hand and foot lately. Keep pressing your luck and you actually will catch something.”
			

			
				 “You sure?” I asked. 
			

			
				 Kiernan swaggered up to me, her boots crunching in the grass, then got up on her tiptoes and patted me on the cheek. “I’m sure,” she said, then surprised me with a quick peck on the lips. 
			

			
				 She ran her hand across my chest as she walked past me. I looked back, watching her over my shoulder, her tight denim cutoff shorts catching my eye, her weapons rattling quietly on her hip. As she rounded the corner, out of sight, I squirted another twenty-four ounces of water into the jug and smiled to myself. 
			

			
				 Yup, I really was the luckiest guy on Earth. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Finally, I’d filled the five-gallon jug then topped it with a stopper. My hands were aching by then, but my manual labor was all but done for the day. With the water purified, I could move on to more pressing work. 
			

			
				 Like trying to find a spell that could kill a dragon. 
			

			
				 No, it wasn’t manual labor, but merely thinking about diving back into that encyclopedic spell book gave me a headache. It might not have been as hard on my back as digging ditches, but it was a slog in and of itself. Although the spell book’s enchantment translated the angry-looking runes and shapes into plain English, that didn’t account for text size. 
			

			
				 I learned that the hard way. After breezing through a few pages – plain-sized text, same size as a typical book on your shelf – I soon encountered shifts in the font size, sometimes dramatic. Some pages had extra-large text, almost the size of the big text you’d see in a children’s book. Then there were entire chapters with text so small that I could barely differentiate the letters. 
			

			
				 The pages with the miniature text were impossible to read with a naked eye, so I headed into town, the college specifically, and scored a few magnifying glasses from a chemistry supply closet. 
			

			
				 It still wasn’t good enough. I hoofed it back to town, down to a jewelry store, where I found a jeweler’s loupe. It was a squat, cylindrical magnifier used to spot even the most minute flaws in diamonds and gemstones. The loupe worked, and though I was finally able to read the mini-text, doing so for more than a few minutes at a time made it feel like someone was driving hot pins into my eyeballs. 
			

			
				 Stop complaining, I scolded myself. Better a headache than drowning in dragon fire, bro.
			

			
				 I sighed, dried off my hands, then started to psych myself up for a morning of migraines and spell incantations. 
			

			
				 “We got a problem,” Kiernan said, meeting me on the back porch as I came back with the five-gallon jug balanced on my shoulder. She was leaning against the porch railing, arms crossed, her long black hair pulled into a ponytail draped over her bare left shoulder, darkness contrasted against her fair, lightly freckled skin. Her glasses had slid halfway down the bridge of her nose, her big brown eyes rising over the rims. 
			

			
				 “What’s up?” I asked.
			

			
				 “Morgan needs more medicine,” Kiernan said. “Her fever’s not quite as bad, but her congestion seems to have gotten worse, if you can believe that. We’re almost out of that purple cold-and-flu stuff we’ve been giving her.”
			

			
				 I winced, frowning. Normal, over-the-counter medicine was never something I thought to keep around. With my sturdy immune system, it just never occurred to me. Back after the vanishing, I raided the pharmacy in town, but mainly for first aid supplies. Bandages, painkillers, some antibiotics, splints and the like, but little that would take the edge off the common cold or flu.
			

			
				 Not for the first time, I considered another way I might be able to cure Morgan’s illness: The spell book. Healing magic. I’d used it on Kiernan for her hangover a few days ago and it had worked like a charm. 
			

			
				 When Morgan first got sick, I pored over the healing magic chapter, looking for a quick fix, but all I found were spells out of my skill range. Treating the symptoms of a hangover was fairly straightforward – easing a headache, body fatigue, and nausea – and the spell I used was listed as a beginner’s spell. I’d lessened Kiernan’s hangover symptoms, rather than cure them completely, and besides, Kiernan had a few hours’ sleep after I cast the spell, giving her body that much more time to rebound. (Not to mention puking her guts out, emptying the poison from her stomach.)
			

			
				 Treating a common cold – let alone a bad fever – was a touch more intricate. The spells that might clear up mild upper respiratory infection – which Morgan almost certainly had – or break a fever were just too complicated for my skill level. Casting them might even prove dangerous. The spell to break her fever, for instance, could lower her body temperature to hypothermic levels if I didn’t cast it correctly. I didn’t even want to think what sort of damage I might do to her lungs if I miscast a spell trying to treat the infection. 
			

			
				 “Alright,” I said. “I’ll handle it. The pharmacy down in East Stroudsburg is still stocked, last time I checked. I’ll head down and grab whatever we need.”
			

			
				 She cocked an eyebrow, a dark crescent over her wireframes. “I’m actually surprised you didn’t loot the place down to the last Tylenol,” she said. 
			

			
				 “Like I said, I don’t get sick often,” I explained. “Why would I take stuff I didn’t need?”
			

			
				 “Barter makes the world go ‘round these days,” Kiernan said. “I met folks on the road who’d give their left arm for some good medicine.” She paused, smiling. “Maybe both arms for some good coffee.”
			

			
				 I shrugged. “I have all I need right here,” I said. “Besides, maybe somebody would come along who needs that medicine. That’s why I never completely looted the place, ya know. I figured it would be better to leave some supplies behind just in case anybody happened to come across it.”
			

			
				 Her smile grew sharper, her pink lips faintly shining in the sunlight. She tugged on her ponytail, pulling it tighter over her shoulder then playfully twirling the end. “In a world of cutthroats and monsters and Lord-knows-what-else, here you are, putting other people first.”
			

			
				 She took a step toward me, that dark crescent of her eyebrow cocking a half-inch higher over her glasses, a naughty smirk on her face. 
			

			
				 “It’s not hard to be good to people,” I said. “Treating them like crap just creates more headaches, anyway.”
			

			
				 “But it’s not just some pragmatic thing with you,” she said, closing the distance between us, still tugging playfully on her ponytail. “It’s something that comes naturally to you, I can tell.”
			

			
				 I paused, a sudden bolt of guilt shooting through my chest. 
			

			
				 I remembered him. My last visitor before seeking out Morgan…the blood-splatter dotting his beard stubble…
			

			
				 “It doesn’t always come naturally,” I said regretfully. “But I think I’m learning.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 She stepped just a little closer – there wasn’t much space left between us to begin with – and she stood toe-to-toe with me, gazing upward, the diminutive ballerina almost a full head shorter than me. 
			

			
				 All her hard work out in the chicken coops had been a decent workout. I could tell; her arms and legs had a little more definition than usual, lean and strong, yet still oddly soft. The sweat had soaked through her tank top and now, standing directly below the sun beaming down on the back porch, I realized the shirt had almost become see-through, or it would have been, if not for the grime and dirt staining the fabric. Her bra peeked out, the black straps sliding out from beneath the stained white top, dark beneath the white cotton, nearly as dark as the ponytail draped over her shoulder. 
			

			
				 I couldn’t help but touch her, to run my hand down her bare shoulder, down along her arm, trailing down her forearm until I caught her fingers, tangling them in mine. 
			

			
				 Kiernan’s free hand shot to my waist, resting on my belt, her fingers working curiously upward, pushing up beneath my T-shirt, fingernails grazing lightly across my stomach. 
			

			
				 I thought back to the first – and so far only – time we’d made love. Out by the corral where my breeding bull Inky was grazing, Kiernan had practically frozen in my arms once things began to get hot.  She admitted she’d never been with a man before – only those fellow dancers she’d been living with in Chicago, all women – and the anxiety threatened to get the better of her. 
			

			
				 I told her to imagine that it was all like a dance, to follow my lead. 
			

			
				 And it seemed that Kiernan was desperately ready for another dance this morning. 
			

			
				 Before I knew it, I was leaning down, tilting her chin up, pushing my lips on hers, Kiernan moaning softly as my beard stubble tickled her lips. I released my grip on her fingers and slid my arm around her waist, my fingers sliding up her tank top, rolling across her smooth skin until I settled my palm on the small of her back, pressing firmly against her spine. 
			

			
				 Kiernan tugged at my belt. I leaned in, kissing her deeper, the muted heat pulsing between us threatening to turn into a blaze at any moment. 
			

			
				 It had been too long, too achingly long since the last time we touched each other. After Morgan got sick, we’d all been sleeping separately. Kiernan remained in her guest bedroom and I took another. Since she’d gotten sick, Morgan had been sleeping almost violently, coughing and hacking and thrashing in her sleep, and while I wasn’t afraid of catching what she had, I didn’t want to wake up with a black eye. 
			

			
				 With Morgan stuck in the master bedroom alone, me and Kiernan agreed that it wouldn’t have been right for us to share a bed. 
			

			
				 “As much as I’d like to slip under the covers with you,” Kiernan had said, “I’d rather we wait until Morgan’s back on her feet. If she’s sleeping alone, we should, too.”
			

			
				 Though I agreed with her completely, that didn’t help the coiled frustration simmering inside me. I’d had a taste of Kiernan that day by the corral and I was aching for another. Yet, with Morgan needing our attention as well as the normal day-to-day chores around the house, plus my work with the spell book, Kiernan and I hadn’t had a quiet moment together in days. 
			

			
				 Until now. 
			

			
				 I pulled her closer to me, her body against my chest, grunting as I brushed her ponytail back, away from her shoulder, and ran my hand down that smooth black silk. 
			

			
				 Kiernan kept tugging at my belt, with two hands now, her fingers creeping insistently toward my belt buckle, ready to loosen it…but then I noticed something. 
			

			
				 A breeze came down off the mountaintop, but it was a heavy breeze, thick and dewy and hot, almost swampy. The humidity had been pulsing beneath the cool air all morning, but now it grew thicker. It lingered after the breeze and the sweat on my skin felt that much stickier. 
			

			
				 Breaking our kiss, I looked to the north, toward the mountaintop, an immense slate fang against the sky. There were black clouds brewing behind it. 
			

			
				Storm clouds. 
			

			
				 Just before Kiernan could loosen my belt buckle, I took her by the wrists and guided her hands away, a regretful smile on my lips. 
			

			
				 “We can’t, not right now,” I said. “If I’m going to hit up the pharmacy for Morgan’s medicine, I’ll have to do it now.”
			

			
				 That hesitation Kiernan had felt during our first romantic encounter was nowhere to be found now. She responded with confidence, a sensual sort of swagger. “Trust me, we’ll only need ten minutes or so…” and she began to reach for my belt again. 
			

			
				 Hard as it was, I had to stop her again. I laughed, then held her by the hips. I nodded back, toward the storm clouds brewing on the northern horizon. “There’s a storm coming,” I said. “With clouds like that, with this humidity, it’s probably going to be nasty. Downpours, thunder and lightning, all that good stuff.”
			

			
				 “Ugh,” Kiernan grunted, disappointed. “Well, that stinks, but you might as well get moving then. Morgan’s going to need those meds, not right now, but soon.”
			

			
				 I was tempted to use portal magic to get into town, but my skills just weren’t there yet. Opening a portal at that distance without an anchor was too dangerous at my experience level. I’d risk having an unstable exit portal and I didn’t want it slamming shut as I was stepping through it. 
			

			
				 I looked back at the brewing storm clouds and frowned. “Yeah, I gotta hustle up. Even if I’m riding hard, it’ll take me about an hour each way.”
			

			
				 Even as I said this, the clouds seemed to grow thicker, larger on the horizon, black and ominous. 
			

			
				 Kiernan sighed and laid her head on my shoulder. “Well, I hope you have a rain slicker.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 I pedaled hard down winding bike paths in the wooded hills, once run dirt-bald from constant mountain bikers zipping past, now just foot-wide ruts snaking down the mountainside. It was hard going, but shortcuts up in the hills were rarely easygoing, and though my ass cheeks were raw from bouncing on that unforgiving bike seat, it kept me that much farther ahead of the coming storm. 
			

			
				 The clouds were outpacing me, however, encroaching blackness creeping ever closer, warm humid wind gusts nipping at my heels from the north. I rode fast, but as carefully as I could; I’d brought a drone with me, but with the storm coming fast, I didn’t have much time to deploy it to scout the hills ahead. 
			

			
				 I had my rifle strapped to my back, my pistol holstered on my belt, my machete at my side, holy water ready to go, the crucifix with the sharpened points, and the drone kit tied to the side of the bike, nestled safely in its protective casing. I paused to catch my breath and slug water from my canteen. I looked back, at the clouds swirling over the trees behind me, and distant lightning cracked across the northern sky, thunder booming seconds later. 
			

			
				 It’s still a few miles behind me, I thought. But it seems like it's speeding up.
			

			
				 I tucked my canteen away and stood on the pedals, pumping my legs hard until my thighs ached, and with about a mile-and-a-half to go before the biking path would meet the main road into East Stroudsburg, I spotted black smoke rising up from the trees ahead. 
			

			
				 I squeezed the brakes, tire treads skipping in the thin rut. There was a fire ahead, somewhere in the trees, not far from the path. I’d been so worried about the storm behind me that I’d neglected to see what lay ahead of me. A goddamn rookie mistake. 
			

			
				With the storm coming, I wasn’t overly worried about the fire spreading – besides, we had enough rain these past few weeks that actual wildfires were highly unlikely – but what concerned me was how the fire started in the first place. 
			

			
				 There hadn’t been lightning around here yet. Hadn’t been for days. If there was a fire burning in the hills, it meant someone started it. 
			

			
				 Or something started it. 
			

			
				 “Shit,” I grumbled. So much for staying ahead of the storm. 
			

			
				 I quietly got off the bike and hit the kickstand, letting it lean at the edge of the rut, then got my rifle ready. Once it was cocked and loaded with holy water smeared on the bore, I paused to consider whether or not it was worth breaking out the drone. 
			

			
				 The trees were dense in the hills. Just by setting up the drone, I might make enough noise to catch the attention of whoever – or whatever – started that fire. 
			

			
				 Okay, so the drone was a no-go. I left it strapped to the bike then crept forward, crouching in the bushes, watching my step as I made my way toward the smoke. Ten yards into the trees, I smelled burning leaves, smoldering wood. Glowing red embers gusted up through the trees among the black smoke. 
			

			
				 I paused when I heard the growl, a deep guttural churning sound, like magma roiling in the Earth’s veins. I was sweating now – the heat grew more intense the closer I got – and looked to right, where a fiery tongue lapped up a tall chestnut tree, engulfing half the trunk and lighting up the lower-hanging branches. 
			

			
				 A figure sat cross-legged about five yards from the tree, big and bulky, skin black as volcanic rock, but cracked, bright red fire pulsing through the crisscrossing fissures. Its head was bald. Curved horns jutted out from the temples, thrusting forward like spikes. Fire crackled in the creature’s eye sockets and immense, talon-tipped black wings stretched out from between its shoulder blades. 
			

			
				 A Balor, I thought grimly. A goddamn fire demon. 
			

			
				 The Balor laughed darkly as the fire blazed up the tree, devouring it, fresh dark smoke plumes twisting in the sky, like a harbinger for the dark storm clouds creeping in from the north. 
			

			
				 Slowly, quietly, I brought my rifle to bear. Now, I was actually glad the storm was coming. Not only would it douse the fires the Balor had already set, but the rain would snuff out whatever blaze the demon left in its wake when I killed it; once a Balor took a mortal wound, it would self-destruct, going off like a napalm blast. 
			

			
				 I breathed in, breathed out, slowly and meditatively as I sighted the demon in my scope, my sights trained right between its demonic, fiery eyes. 
			

			
				 A heartbeat before I could squeeze the trigger, a random observation occurred to me: Elemental demons rarely travel alone. If I’m lucky, there won’t be any other –
			

			
				 Before I could finish the thought, an intense cold wind gusted against my back, a burning kind of cold, frozen lips giving me a frostbite kiss on the back of my neck. I winced, my jaw clenched, realizing that the Balor hadn’t traveled alone. 
			

			
				 The Balor turned its head toward me, hearing rustling in the bushes, but it was too late: I squeezed the trigger and the holy water-dosed round cracked a hole right through the Balor’s coal-black dome. 
			

			
				 I spun toward the ice demon behind me, or tried to. My ankles flared with pain as my body spun but my boots – now frozen to the ground – didn’t budge. The Wendigo loomed over me, long black hair flecked with ice chunks, its broad, shirtless, muscular torso ice-blue, rippling with muscle, its deep blue eyes shimmering darkly with frozen doom. 
			

			
				 I wiggled out of my boots, frozen stiff in the grass, but the moment I got loose the Wendigo raised its right hand, its fingers melding together, sharpening into an icicle as long and sharp as a lance. It swung the blade toward me. I dodged it but caught my foot on an exposed tree root and stumbled backward, my rifle falling from my grip, my machete bouncing off my hip and my crucifix falling into some higher grass.
			

			
				 The Wendigo rushed me again. I evaded its blows by inches each time. Instinctively, I grabbed my pistol and unloaded half the magazine at the demon, but to little effect; I’d never doused the pistol with holy water, and since the demon was a supernatural creature, normal weapons were all but useless against it. 
			

			
				 Figuring it had me dead to rights, the Wendigo smiled, its pale blue lips peeling back, revealing teeth like frozen stalactites. 
			

			
				 Off in the trees ahead, the Balor’s body convulsed in the grass. The corpse would blow any second now. 
			

			
				 I had an idea. 
			

			
				 I recited a portal incantation then thrust one open palm toward the Wendigo just as it lunged at me. At the same time, I pointed my other hand toward the Balor. Every muscle in my body cramped at once as I opened the portals – the entrance in front of the Wendigo, the exit situated just over the Balor’s burning corpse. 
			

			
				 The Wendigo stumbled into the portal before it could catch itself. Instantaneously, it staggered through the exit, face-planting right atop the Balor’s convulsing corpse, demonic fire lapping up at the ice demon’s face. The ice demon twisted this way and that, rendered weak by the flames, unable to escape them. When it tried getting back to its feet, it stumbled like a baby deer trying to stand for the first time then fell right back into the flames.
			

			
				 The fire lapped at the ice demon, kissing its pale blue skin until it began to melt, weeping ice water like a snowman left in the sun, until its skin began to split, water turning to steam wafting up from the cracks. 
			

			
				 A thin, cruel smile spread across my lips as I watched the Wendigo burn. 
			

			
				 Serves you right, Jack Frost.
			

			
				 The Wendigo shrieked in agony, a sound like brittle ice sheets snapping into pieces, and before it could attempt to push away from the burning corpse, the Balor exploded. I rolled into the dirt, my face buried in the grass, and growled in pain as the heat blazed through the air. A ball of fire belched into the sky, blowing trees down or flatly uprooting them, and I curled up into a ball, praying a burning tree trunk wouldn’t come crashing down onto my back. 
			

			
				 Once the chaos settled, I dared to look up. Black smoke choked the trees – those that were still standing, that is. The Balor’s explosion had turned this little glade into an ash heap. The fires were spreading to the surrounding trees, but within moments, rain began to spit down from overhead. The storm was starting. The fires would be snuffed out before they could spread. 
			

			
				 Miraculously, I wasn’t burned at all. I gathered my lost gear – though it was a bitch pulling my frozen boots out of the dirt – then hoofed it back to my bike, breathing a sigh of relief as I walked, realizing that I’d come very, very close to making my last rookie mistake. 
			

			
				 You’ve got to be better than this, I scolded myself. It’s not just you anymore, pal. You’ve got Morgan and Kiernan waiting back at the house, so maybe carry yourself like a professional.
			

			
				 I hopped back on my bike and started down the path once more, determined to never make such a stupid mistake again. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 From then on, I took my time heading into town. The storm was rolling in. No need to rush, I knew I was going to get drenched either way. Better to take my time than hit a slick spot and go hydroplaning off the side of the road. 
			

			
				 It was miserable. The rain started off spitting but within minutes it became a deluge, coming down in sheets to the point where I could barely see twenty feet ahead. My boots were still frozen solid from the Wendigo’s magic – I’d knotted the laces together then tied the boots to the bike’s frame – and pedaled in soaked socks the rest of the way, the pedals leaving my feet raw and aching. 
			

			
				 The storm followed me right into town, growing more intense with each passing moment, ominous coal-black clouds rendering the morning near into darkness save for intermittent lightning flashes that cracked the sky, so bright that I saw stars afterward. The thunderstorm blew the humidity right out of the air and rather than sweating buckets, the downpouring rain left me shivering so badly that my teeth chattered. 
			

			
				 I pulled up to the pharmacy soaked to the bone and angry, wishing I could have another go with those elemental demons just to watch them suffer. I kicked the front door open with a scowl on my face, a flashlight in one hand, my machete in the other, practically desperate to stumble upon some unfortunate orc or goblin just so I could have the satisfaction of taking my anger out on someone. 
			

			
				 The pharmacy was still well-stocked. If there’d been any travelers that had happened past it, they didn’t take anything worth noticing. I opened my backpack then went to the cold and flu aisle and stuffed the bag with decongestants and aspirin, Tylenol and Ibuprofen, anything that might tamper down a fever, cough medicine and a dozen bottles of Sudafed. 
			

			
				 Still, I made sure to leave plenty behind for anyone who might stumble in later. I brought enough to get Morgan through her current illness then a solid supply of meds for the future then moved on to the small food aisle a few rows over. 
			

			
				 While I had all the essentials back at the house, I assumed Morgan might enjoy a little comfort food. I nabbed some small boxes of Lipton noodle soup – that stuff lasted forever, just dried noodles and broth mix, nothing that would go rotten – then some saltine crackers. Those were a bit dated, but I figured they were safe. Next, I nabbed a few old cans of ginger ale and stuffed them into the backpack. 
			

			
				 Once I was finished, I yanked the zipper shut – the bag was stuffed to the brim – then hooked the backpack over my shoulder, dreading the moment that I’d step back out into the storm. 
			

			
				 But on my way out, I something caught my eye. Something that made me smile. 
			

			
				 The pharmacy did have a small clothing section, mostly just socks and underwear and plain T-shirts…but the vanishing had occurred right at the beginning of summer. 
			

			
				 They hung on swivel racks with cheap little signs that read SUMMER SALE, 20 PERCENT OFF SWIMWEAR! One-piece and two-piece bikinis, bright pink bikinis and cherry-red swimming tops and black nylon thongs with thong strings nearly as thin as a lock of hair. 
			

			
				 Morgan had been a beach bunny back before the vanishing. And while there wasn’t much beach to be found up here in the mountains, Otter Pond might do in a pinch. 
			

			
				 Grinning, I grabbed a spare backpack from a nearby rack – the advertisement read, SUMMER SEMESTER SAVINGS FOR STUDENTS WITH COLLEGE I.D., complete with a stock photo model posing as a co-ed – then stuffed it with every swimsuit I could find, still smiling all the while, crossing my fingers, wondering if Kiernan might like to join Morgan out by the water sometime. 
			

			
				 Back outside, the storm had grown even more ferocious. Minor roads could be flooded. Maybe some larger roads, as well. No shortcuts this time; those biking paths up in the hills would have turned into mudslides by now. 
			

			
				 Yet, as I secured the backpacks to the bike, I kept thinking of those cute little thong bikinis zipped up inside, and the ride out of town wasn’t half as miserable as the ride in. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 With the rain and the bad roads – not to mention my feet, raw and bloody as ground beef through a meat grinder – it took me almost two hours to get back. I kept tempting myself to use portal magic to speed my way home, but I was drenched like a wet dog and exhausted to the bone; if I opened a portal now, God only knows where I’d end up. At least the clouds weren’t so dark. By the time I finally got back to the house, the rain was still coming down hard, but visibility had improved quite a bit. 
			

			
				 Kiernan was waiting for me on the front porch. She’d changed out of her work clothes and cleaned herself up, sporting a black spaghetti strap undershirt showing off a white sliver of her abdomen and a bright pink pair of velvet sweatpants, drawstring tied into a little bow just below her navel, the velvet clinging to her toned thighs and sculpted ass. 
			

			
				 She had her hair brushed straight back, black and lustrous, and relief flooded her eyes when she saw me pedaling up through the downpour. 
			

			
				 As I rolled the bike under the lower awning and began up the front steps, Kiernan frowned and held up something wide and bright yellow. It took me a moment to realize it was the rain slicker I’d forgotten to bring with me. 
			

			
				 I shrugged as I set both backpacks down, water sloshing off me, onto the porch. “To be fair, it probably wouldn’t have made that much of a difference,” I smiled. 
			

			
				 When she got a closer look at me, she gasped. “Bobby…what the heck happened to you out there?” 
			

			
				 Before I could ask her what she meant, she touched my right cheek, just beneath my eye. Something there throbbed, a bright pulse of pain that made me grunt. 
			

			
				 “You’ve got a black eye,” she said, frowning. 
			

			
				 I looked over to one of the first-floor windows, stepped closer, and caught my reflection in the glass. She was right. Beneath my right eye there was a big dark purple knot. My eyeball was a bit bloodshot, to boot. I must have gotten it during my tussle with the Wendigo, or maybe when the Balor exploded. Up until now, I hadn’t even felt it. Between the adrenaline then the rain – and, yeah, my excitement over the swimwear – it just hadn’t registered. 
			

			
				 “Just a brief encounter with a few elemental beings,” I chuckled. “Nothing to write home about.” I lifted my backpack from the porch floorboards, heavy from the supplies plus the soaking rains. “But I’m fine. We should get upstairs and see if Morgan needs more meds.”
			

			
				 Kiernan shook her head. “I just checked on her, she’s up there sleeping like the dead,” she answered. “Seriously, Bobby, let me get some ice on this. And gosh, look at you, you’re shivering.”
			

			
				 I was. Quite badly, at that. Now that I was off the bike and out of the rain, the shivers were coming on strong. I almost found myself yearning for the humidity earlier in the day. When I tried to respond to Kiernan, my teeth chattered so violently I could barely speak. 
			

			
				 Without another word, Kiernan pushed me into the house. The living room was a touch warmer than outside, but I shivered all the same. 
			

			
				 “Arms up,” she said. 
			

			
				 I raised my arms over my head and she grabbed my T-shirt and yanked it off, water slopping off it like a wet rag. 
			

			
				 “And where the heck are your boots?” she asked, exasperated when she realized I was only wearing socks, bloody at the toes. 
			

			
				 “W-W-Wendigo ice spell,” I spat out. 
			

			
				 She shook her head and ducked into the laundry room, coming back with a towel. “Strip, rookie mage,” she said. “Towel yourself off while I find you something warm to wear. Is there a heater or something lying around?”
			

			
				 I pointed toward the kitchen with one trembling finger. “Mudroom,” I said through my chattering teeth, then took the towel off her and kicked off my jeans as I wrapped the towel around my shoulders. 
			

			
				 She returned with the small space heater – plugged into the solar outlets with a fifty-foot power cord, bright yellow, construction-site tough – and set it at my feet as I peeled off my boxers, shivering, the towel soaking up the rainwater on my back. 
			

			
				 Reflexively, I shot my hand between my legs, covering my privates. 
			

			
				 Kiernan laughed. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before,” she remarked. 
			

			
				 “Shrinkage,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 She furrowed her brow and cocked her head to the side. “Say what now?”
			

			
				 “I take it you weren’t a fan of Seinfeld back in the day.”
			

			
				 “That old show about the comedian or something, right?”
			

			
				 I shook my head, still shivering, but the warmth was getting back into my limbs. “Actually, forget about it,” I laughed as I tied the towel around my waist and fell backward, onto the couch, yawning almost violently. 
			

			
				 Kiernan flipped the switch on the space heater and it vibrated lightly as the coils began to heat up. She frowned, looking at my bloody socks again. I’d forgotten to take them off. 
			

			
				 Kiernan got down on her knees in front of me. I shook my head, trying to wave her off. “Here, I got ‘em…”
			

			
				 “You’ve had a long day,” she smiled. She pulled off my left sock, then the right, frowning more sharply when she got a good look at my ragged, bloody bare feet. “Sit here and hang tight, mister. I’m going to find you some comfortable pajamas then I’ll do what I can to clean up your feet before you get an infection. Afterward, I’ll fix you something to eat.”
			

			
				 “Eh, if you’re going to go through the trouble of making me something, it might as well be coffee,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Coffee? Now?”
			

			
				 Despite the dark skies, the day was still relatively young. It was still early in the afternoon. “I’ve got work to do,” I said, yawning again. “I want to get through at least ten pages of the spell book before dinner. Plus I should head out to the southeastern quadrant, one of the shotgun mics always gets wonky in heavy rains and –”
			

			
				 She popped up onto her feet, leaned forward, and planted her open palms on my chest. She leaned in close, silencing me with a soft, slow, tender kiss. Her mouth was soft and sweet. She opened her lips, gave me just the briefest taste of her tongue, lightly digging her fingertips into my chest as she did. When our lips parted, her big brown eyes found mine. 
			

			
				 “You’re done for the day, rookie mage,” Kiernan said. “You biked to town in a downpour and grabbed all those supplies and – apparently – threw down with a few elemental demons and – ON TOP OF LITERALLY ALL OF THAT! – your goshdarn feet look like they’re about to fall off.”
			

			
				 She crinkled her nose and kissed me on the forehead. 
			

			
				 “You, my dear Robert, have more than earned the right to take the rest of the day off,” she said. 
			

			
				 I smiled at her, then felt my cock stirring beneath the towel. I couldn’t help it, not after that kiss, not with her palms splayed out on my bare chest, not with her this close to me, her pink lips just inches from my mouth…
			

			
				 “Fine, you’ve twisted my arm,” I laughed. “For the rest of the day, I’ll just take it easy.”
			

			
				 She ran her right hand down across my chest, over my abdomen, then glanced her fingers over the tent pitched beneath my towel. My excitement tingled fiercely, throbbing and eager. 
			

			
				 Her smirk was devious, knowing, with a naughty glimmer in her big brown eyes. “Keep the safety on that pistol for now, gunslinger,” she whispered, lightly nibbling on her bottom lip, her Texas twang bleeding subtly into her voice. “Now give me a moment to rummage through your first aid kit before your feet turn rotten and tumble off your ankles.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 Nestled comfy on the couch, clad in soft linen pajama pants and a warm hooded sweatshirt – plus my feet, cleaned and medicated with ointments, courtesy of Kiernan’s sure hand, her touch like an angel’s – I fell asleep within in minutes. 
			

			
				 Sinking into the cushions, I swam in a warm, dreamless slumber for just over thirty minutes before I woke up to the smell of warm bread – still fresh, taken from an MRE – melted butter, and warm chocolate. 
			

			
				 “Psst,” Kiernan whispered. “I made you a little something on the hot plate out in the kitchen.”
			

			
				 I cracked my eyes open, grinning as she stood there, a plate of buttered toast in one hand, a big mug of steaming hot chocolate in the other, mocha-dark, with tiny white marshmallows bobbing up and down within.
			

			
				 She set the plate and mug on the lamp table to my left then slid on the couch next to me, her trim toned body pleasantly warm against me as she rested her head on my shoulder. I slid an arm around her waist, my fingers moving across the smoothness of her back to her hip, a sliver bare between her top and her pink pajama velvets. 
			

			
				 I sipped the hot chocolate, steaming and good, despite it coming from a packet of Nesquik that had expired nearly three years ago. It went down smooth and warm, the little marshmallows liquifying as they hit my tongue.
			

			
				 As I finished taking that first sip, my face throbbed dully, that shiner under my right eye, but the moment I winced Kiernan produced a small hand towel wrapped over some ice chunks. She pressed it softly against the bruise, holding it there, and within seconds the pain receded. 
			

			
				 “You’re too good to me,” I grinned. 
			

			
				 She set the ice on the floor and slid her arms around my waist, smiling warmly as she watched me enjoy another sip from my mug. “You’ve earned it, trust me,” she whispered. 
			

			
				 I set the mug down then bit into a piece of toast, the butter slathered across the tiny nooks and crannies like melted gold. I held out the toast, offering it to Kiernan. She leaned forward and nibbled a bit off the crust then cuddled up next to me again. 
			

			
				 “Has Morgan stirred at all?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “She was still asleep when I checked on her, just about twenty minutes ago. She coughed in her sleep a little, but not enough to rouse her.”
			

			
				 “Her fever?”
			

			
				 “Not quite as bad as it was earlier,” she said hopefully. “Maybe with a little luck it’ll break soon.” 
			

			
				 That was a relief. Morgan’s illness might have only been improving slowly, but at least it was improving, and with the extra meds I’d scored today, she’d be well on her way back to being healthy.
			

			
				 My appetite whetted from the toast and hot chocolate, my stomach rumbled for more. I devoured the rest of the toast in just a few bites then licked the butter from my fingers, savoring every richly decadent bit, then kicked my feet up onto the coffee table. They ached dully, a reminder of the day’s work I’d already put in, and as Kiernan shifted up to her knees and slid her hands up to my shoulders and began giving me a massage, I sighed pleasantly, fully in the mindset to enjoy the rest of my day off. 
			

			
				 Outside, lightning flashed and thunder boomed and the deluge continued anew, but somehow, the raging storm only relaxed me that much more. The sky began to darken again, drowning the living room in an oddly comforting gloom. 
			

			
				 “Your shoulders are so tight,” Kiernan whispered, her fingertips kneading my traps, her thumbs pressing deep into my back, just above my shoulder blades. “Scoot forward a little.”
			

			
				 Shifting my ass along the cushion, Kiernan squirmed in behind me, spreading her legs on either side of my hips. She rested her chin on my spine, kissing the base of my neck lightly as she slid her hands up beneath my hoodie, then resumed massaging my bare flesh, kneading my muscles, loosening the knots. 
			

			
				 “Oh God that’s incredible,” I groaned, leaning back against her gently. 
			

			
				 I felt her breath on the back of my neck. As she dug the tips of her thumbs back into my shoulders, I stifled a yawn, sipped my hot chocolate, then rested my free hand on her right thigh, fingers against the pink velvet pant leg, squeezing gently, my cock stirring as I felt her toned thigh, the feminine muscle, the warmth of her skin beneath the velvet. 
			

			
				 Kiernan kissed my neck again, this time alongside the left portion of my throat, then shifted her hands down my back, tickling me slightly as she trailed her fingernails down along my ribcage before moving inward, meeting in the middle, her thumbs working busily but expertly on both sides of my spine. 
			

			
				 “That’s it,” Kiernan whispered, her breath growing hotter between the insistent kisses on my neck, her soft lips parting, her tongue rolling across my throat, her lips closing again, as she sucked my neck gently, yet with a quiet, simmering, steadily-increasing eagerness. “Just give yourself to me. Just let yourself enjoy this.”
			

			
				 I turned my head to the side, looking at her face, and she slid her mouth to mine, a warm, deep, open-mouth kiss. I felt intoxicated off the taste of her mouth, her tongue, her lips wet and sweet. I felt her left hand slip down to my waist, then around toward my leg, as if she could sense the throbbing intensity standing upright between my thighs. 
			

			
				 Consumed by a sudden, primal rush, I started to shift, to turn around, a hungry half-snarl escaping through my gritted teeth. I was going to grab her by the hips, toss her back-first onto the cushions and tear off every stitch of clothing then –
			

			
				 “Oh no you don’t,” she smirked, guiding my hands back down to her thighs. “Remember what I said: Give yourself to me. Just let yourself enjoy this.”
			

			
				 I nodded, my breath clipped yet heavy, my cock thrumming like a crackling livewire, yet I relaxed, easing my shoulders, easing myself back against her, trusting her. 
			

			
				 Kiernan licked her lips then kissed my throat again, the edge of her glasses tickling my ear, and I grunted when I felt her left hand slip around my waist again, once more drifting toward my thighs. She took her time, nibbing and sucking on my neck, rolling her right hand up my hoodie, tickling my chest while she gingerly and patiently walked her fingertips across my leg, toward my inner thigh. 
			

			
				 Her hand felt soft and cool as it slipped beneath the waistband of my pajama pants, her smooth touch causing every muscle in my body to snap tight and rigid when she teased the tips of her fingernails up my shaft. 
			

			
				 She tightened her grip on my chest, pulling herself a touch higher against my back. She shifted her mouth from my throat to my earlobe, her lips nibbling, parting, her tongue rolling across it before she sucked on it once more. 
			

			
				 All the while, I did as she asked, sitting there, giving myself over to her, squeezing her toned thighs through pink velvet as she ran the pad of her left thumb up my cock, right along the center, before tickling me just beneath my hood. 
			

			
				 I squeezed her thighs tighter in response, jerking back against her, trying to control myself. She slowly closed her fingers around my cock, applying light pressure, then stroked me down to my root. 
			

			
				 Grimacing, trying to speak, I jerked out the words, “I…I thought you…were never with a guy before me…”
			

			
				 She shrugged adorably, flicked her tongue across my ear once more, then answered, “They used to have these videos on the internet, you know, back before the end of the world,” she snickered. “I might have picked up some pointers from them.”
			

			
				 She pulled herself up onto her knees behind me, pressing herself more firmly against my back, but kept her tender grip tight around my cock, stroking me faster. 
			

			
				 “You awakened something inside of me, Bobby,” she whispered as she kissed my ear. “Something that I never knew was there.”
			

			
				 She pulled her right hand back, slid it beneath her top, pushed it up, her bare, trim abdomen the color of pristine white marble. I glanced back, swallowing hard. She pushed her shirt up to her bra, tugged the bra down, her nipples bright pink and eager
			

			
				 “Since you first touched me, I’ve been dreaming of doing things,” she whispered. She squeezed my cock at the base, then rolled her clenched fingers back up to my hood, her lips quivering in delight when she felt my precum on her fingertips. “I’ve been dreaming about doing things I never thought I’d be able to do before…things I didn’t even know I wanted to do, until now…”
			

			
				 With a smooth, almost serpentine fluidity, the ballerina shifted around me deftly until she faced me, straddling me, her left hand still wrapped tight around my lust. She kissed me, running her right hand up along the side of my face, tickling my stubble, the wet smack of her lips ringing in my ears. 
			

			
				 She slid herself back, down across me, coming down on her knees, kneeling before me, and she flipped my pajama pants up and over my cock then wrapped a second hand around it. 
			

			
				 She leaned forward, kissed the underside of my hood, then smiled deliciously. “Just sit back and enjoy me, rookie mage.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 Leaning back against the couch, I ran one hand through her raven hair, silky smooth and black as night, feeling each individual strand slip through my fingers as Kiernan licked her lips then pressed them against my cock, kissing my tip, smearing my precum across her pink lips until they glistened. 
			

			
				 She paused for a moment, turning an uneasy, somewhat unsure glance my way, then eased her lips away from my cock, just by an inch or so. 
			

			
				 “Just promise me something,” she said. 
			

			
				 “Anything,” I answered. 
			

			
				 She ran one hand through her dark hair, flashing a nervous smile. Her brown chestnut eyes grew wide behind her glasses, eager but nervous. “If you think I need some pointers, don’t hesitate to let me know,” she said, almost under her breath. 
			

			
				 I reached forward, touched her cheek slowly, ran the pad of my thumb across her skin, to her lips, then brushed it crosswise along her pink mouth. She gasped as I touched her lips then – without blinking, nor breaking eye contact – caught my thumb in the corner of her mouth. 
			

			
				 Her lips tightened around it. My cock throbbed in her grip as she took my thumb deeper, along her tongue, which slowly rolled around my digit teasingly, a hint of what she was planning to do to me. 
			

			
				 Slowly, I pulled my thumb free, letting out a satisfied grunt as I watched her saliva shining slick all the way down to my knuckle. 
			

			
				 “You’ll do great,” I whispered, keeping my open palm on her cheek, a reassuring touch as she leaned forward, one eyebrow cocked seductively over her glasses, her confidence growing as she moved her lips within a breath of my cock. 
			

			
				 Her eyes shifted back down to my tip. She added her free hand back to my shaft around my base and slid her fingers upward, squeezing as she went, causing me to wince and grunt and shift in the cushions as she worked her way back up to my hood. 
			

			
				 Just as a fresh bead emerged from my tip, Kiernan opened her lips and took me inside. She closed her lips tight around my hood, causing me to grip the armrest tight in my fist as she rolled her tastebuds over my hole, whimpering in quiet satisfaction as she tasted my discharge, her throat shifting, lips tightening further as she swallowed the bead. 
			

			
				 Her eyebrow still cocked, those gleaming chestnuts still staring into my eyes, Kiernan slowly began to take me deeper, her lips sealed tight around my mass, her fingers stroking ahead of her lips, turning my entire cock into one long, tingling nerve ending. 
			

			
				 She released me, leaning back on her knees, just long enough to finish pulling her shirt up over her head, tossing it aside, her bra following soon after. She leaned forward again as she took me back into her grip – a subtle movement that made her tits squeeze together, fair and firm, her nipples like hard candies – and once more lowered her mouth toward me. 
			

			
				 She shifted higher on her knees, wanting to take me deeper this time. I reached forward, running my hand down her back, her skin smooth and cool as I touched my way down to the base of her spine. 
			

			
				 There, her pink velvet sweatpants slid down ever so slightly, allowing me to glimpse her panties, now riding up her hips. 
			

			
				 She groaned with my member in her mouth as I slipped my hand beneath her sweats, beneath her panties, gently rolling my forefinger and middle finger along the crest of her ass, tickling along the edges of her cheeks. 
			

			
				 Kiernan took me into the back of her throat, her lips quivering around me as she reached my base, her fingers sandwiched between her lips and my crotch. 
			

			
				 I threw my head back as she kept her air-tight seal around me, every quivering motion of her lips pushing me closer to the edge. 
			

			
				 Then, after a moment, she gasped as she came up for air, pulling me from the snug confines of her throat, a string of spit dangling from her bottom lip back down to my ridge, thin and delicate as spider silk. 
			

			
				 She smiled nervously, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Am I doing okay?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I answered by taking her by the cheek, then guided her mouth eagerly back toward me. Kiernan blushed – her flushed cheeks starting pink before turning a deep, oxygenated red – and brushed some hair out of her face as she took my cock back into her hands and lowered her lips back down to my hood. 
			

			
				 “Kiernan, Christ!” I growled, my jaw straining, the cords in my neck bulging as she pleasured me, kissing me up and down, her lips making a wet smack as she kissed me down by my root, up along my shaft, around my ridge, then – finally – taking the length of me right back into her throat. 
			

			
				 With her head bobbing in my lap, I reached back down to her waist, pushing her sweatpants down farther. Kiernan – still pleasuring me, never once breaking the seal of her lips around me – giggled lightly as she wiggled out of her pink velvet pants then kicked them away. 
			

			
				 I threaded my fingers through her panty straps. The panties were just a little too small for her, a little too tight, and when I peeled them back I saw the straps left pressure marks on her skin, bright pink lines around her hips, then another set, thin pink stripes lining her ass cheeks where the panty bottom had clung to her soft white globes. 
			

			
				 My stomach rolled with lustful hunger. She slid her lips back down my shaft, her face buried in my lap, her hair brushed off to the side over her right shoulder, her back and ass bare for my gaze. 
			

			
				 I stared hungrily at her toned back, her shoulders well-defined and accentuating her spine in the center, running down to her slim waist, her plump ass, her short, slender body nevertheless shockingly curvy from this angle, a fertility goddess on her knees. 
			

			
				 Her lips slid back up toward my tip, parting wide, her tongue moving counterclockwise around my hood before she pursed her lips, right over my hole, and shifted her eyes back to my face as she sucked another bead of precum straight out of me.
			

			
				 There was another wet smack from her mouth as she plucked me from her lips. Her mouth shined with my fluids. She wiped it away daintily this time, using just one finger, but her big brown eyes narrowed with willful focus as she slipped that finger right into her mouth, sealing her lips around it up to the knuckle, swallowing, grunting in contentment at the taste on her tongue. 
			

			
				 She spread her hands out slowly, away from my cock then over my bare upper thighs, her fingernails digging in with just a little sharpness. With her head in my lap for so long, her glasses were askew. She fixed them with a giggle then nibbled her bottom lip. 
			

			
				 “Am I doing good?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I nodded, almost unable to speak, breathless and panting. I held up my hand and curled my forefinger, beckoning to her. I swallowed hard, forced myself to breath slower, then said, “Show me what else you’ve been dreaming about doing.”
			

			
				 Her playful smile faded as she pushed up against my thighs, lifting herself onto the couch, her knees on the cushions as she straddled me. Her hand found my cock, squeezing lightly, and she shifted herself higher, situating her tender, wet sex just above my cock, steadying herself with her other hand on my shoulder for balance. 
			

			
				 She leaned in before taking me into her, her bare tits pressing against my chest, her face close to mine, her breath tickling my face. 
			

			
				 “There are two more things I want to do to you,” she whispered. She kissed me slowly, almost drowsily. “Should I ask for your permission before I do them?”
			

			
				 Such a perplexing question, yet somehow titillating. 
			

			
				 “Oh,” I said pointedly, “you’ve got permission. Now surprise me.”
			

			
				 She closed her eyes and gripped my cock, angling my tip toward her entry. As she lowered herself, I felt her wet breach against my hood, felt it part, opening wet and snug, and her eyelids fluttered as she took me inside her.
			

			
				 I squeezed her bare hips, her soft white flesh turning red from the pressure of my grip, and she slowly slid herself down, taking me deeper, her eyelids cracking open when she had me halfway, the whites of her eyes bright around her chestnut irises. 
			

			
				 Kiernan paused, moaning under her breath, her hands sliding up my hoodie, up to my chest. I helped her pull the hoodie over my head. She placed her hands on my chest and scratched trails down my sternum, her inner walls tightening further around me with every passing moment. 
			

			
				 She gasped quietly. My cock pushed up into her descending sex with a wet squish, her discharge gushing, beads tickling down my balls. 
			

			
				 She gulped down a lungful of air, speaking at a whisper, stuttering through the words. “Am I…am-am-am I doing it…d-d-doing it right…?”
			

			
				 “You’re perfect,” I growled, sinking my fingertips tighter into her pale flesh, squeezing her skin, thrusting upward to meet her, studying her face, watching her lips twist in pleasure as she felt my cock knock against her cervix. 
			

			
				 “You’re so…you’re so deep…” she panted. 
			

			
				 I grinned ferociously, then lifted her up a few inches, until only my hood remained inside her. Grunting, I pulled her back down, thrusting back up, and Kiernan let out a shrill squeal as I hit her walls again. 
			

			
				 With that lone pump, her face twisted, pink lips curling back against her clean white teeth, her tongue flicking against her incisors, like cotton candy pushing against fine white mints, and her cunt seemed to shrink, tightening, constricting, with a fresh wet gush escaping her, drenching my root, my balls, even wetting my thighs. 
			

			
				 One hand on her hip, I moved the other up her back, to the base of her neck. I gripped the back of her neck and pulled her mouth to me, kissing her hard and deep, enjoying the whimpers of pleasure rippling against my kiss as she trembled in orgasm. 
			

			
				 Growling anew, I prepared to lift her then drill up into her again, but she stopped me, pushing back against me, her hands flat against my pecs. 
			

			
				 “Wait,” she panted, breaking our kiss, her eyeglasses slipping down her nose. She pushed them back up with a quick flick of her finger, framing her brown eyes in the lenses again. “You’re getting close, aren’t you?”
			

			
				 “I’m almost there, yes,” I answered. 
			

			
				 As if to punctuate my answer, my cock suddenly tingled, making it pulse inside her, every blood vessel pumped and throbbing within her tightness. 
			

			
				 Her fingers trembled as she lay them back on my chest. She tried taking a deep breath, but it went in with a stuttering effect, like her heart was hammering in her chest so hard that it made it difficult for her to breathe. 
			

			
				 “I said I wanted to try two things,” she panted. “The first was riding you, studying your face while I had you inside me…”
			

			
				 She trailed off, a nervous flicker in her eyes, her lips now trembling just like her fingers. 
			

			
				 “What was the second thing you wanted to try?” I asked, trying like all hell to keep my cock from popping inside her before she could answer. 
			

			
				 “It’s…a little embarrassing to say,” she answered. “Would it be okay if I just did it, then see if you like it or not? If you don’t like it, I’ll stop right away…”
			

			
				 Intrigued, I nodded, then groaned as Kiernan pushed up off me, my cock tingling as she pulled it free from her wet sex. She shifted from her knees back onto her feet, half-squatting over me, her knees pressed up closer to my shoulders. 
			

			
				 With one arm clinging around my neck to steady herself, she moved her free arm behind her back, down past her ass, then grabbed my cock again. 
			

			
				 Curious yet too close to the brink to think very much about what she was about to do, I merely held her by the hips, watching…then I felt her angle the tip of my cock against her hole. 
			

			
				 Not her pussy, though. 
			

			
				 The other hole. 
			

			
				 The petals of her ass were stiff as a knot, seemingly tight as the eye of a needle. 
			

			
				 As the realization of what she was about to do rippled excitedly through my mind, I had to remind myself that I was the only man Kiernan had ever been with, that she was still quite inexperienced with all this. 
			

			
				 And, well, I didn’t want her to hurt herself.
			

			
				 “Are you sure about this?” I asked as she lowered her ass more firmly against my cock, my tip pressing harder against her tight, almost impenetrable entry. “I just want to make sure that you know what to expect.”
			

			
				 She swallowed hard, her hand still around my cock, holding my tip against her hole, balancing herself with her arm around my neck. “I know that it might hurt…at first,” she whispered. “Is it okay, Bobby?” she pressed, a hopeful tone in her voice. “Is it okay if I just try it for a little bit, just to see what it feels like?”
			

			
				 I nodded again, my hands still tight on her waist, trying to remain as still as I could as she lowered herself harder onto me, her face wincing in sudden discomfort as she let my tip breach her, her tight petals widening, accepting, snugger and tighter than I could have possibly imagined. 
			

			
				 Tight as she was, my cock was well lubricated from her sex, and that wince of discomfort in her face began to ease as she took me deeper. 
			

			
				 She accepted more of me into her tightness, my ridge pushing up through her petals, then my shaft. Lower, she shifted her hips, taking another inch, her lips now twisting into a rictus of pleasure, rather than discomfort. 
			

			
				 She bent her knees further and clung tight around my neck then Kiernan moaned as she took my entirety, tip to root buried inside her. 
			

			
				 She gasped, lips quivering, eyelids fluttering, her firm tits heaving against my bare chest with every breath she took. 
			

			
				 “Are you okay?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “It…it feels…” she paused, licking her lips, slowly growing more at ease with the sensation. “It makes my stomach feel strange…but in a good way. The way you felt on a roller coaster, like gravity is changing or…OH GOSH…” she paused, shuddering, her pussy weeping anew as her asshole tightened around me. 
			

			
				 Every muscle within her seemed intent on strangling the cum right out of my cock. Hungrily, I held her by the waist and leaned forward, burying my face in her soft white tits, relishing the texture of each nipple, the hard points, the little goosebumps, the music of Kiernan’s cries of pleasure ringing in my ears. 
			

			
				 She curled her fingers in my hair, clenching my face to her breasts, greedily grinding her hips, squeezing her ass tighter and tighter, pushing up and down on the balls of her feet, grinding my cock repeatedly with the constrictive heat of her ass. 
			

			
				 My balls tightened, my cock tingled, a coiled ball of simmering pleasure suddenly came undone, and I thrust myself up, deeper into her, and as I felt her nectar squirt explosively from her slit, I let myself go. 
			

			
				 Kiernan trapped me in her arms, moaning as she came, as she felt my cum shoot into her ass. She clenched her fist in my hair, scraped raw tracks down the length of my spine, shifting her feet past my hips, into a sitting position, then squeezing her thighs around my waist, thrusting harder down against me all the while. 
			

			
				 Then, Kiernan went still. Save for the rapid rise and fall of her chest with every breath, she scarcely moved. Her every muscle seemed stuck in an eternal contraction, her toes curling sharply, the firm, tight muscles in her legs flexing so sharply they almost looked like they were cramping. 
			

			
				 With her wrapped around me, I fell back against the couch, half-collapsing. My cock continued to spasm within her, my seed still tricking out of me, and when she clenched her ass muscles around my cock one last time, I threw my head back and cried out her name. 
			

			
				 Lightning flashed outside, a snapshot from heaven momentarily lighting the cozy gloom of the living room, and Kiernan cupped my face, traced lines down each of my cheeks, then fixed her glasses and flashed her usual, disarmingly hesitant smile. 
			

			
				 “So…was that okay?” she asked. 
			

			
				 All I could do was laugh.  
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 Soon after we finished, Kiernan curled up on the couch, pulling my discarded hoodie over her naked frame, and she was sleeping gently within minutes, even with the storm continuing to rage outside. 
			

			
				 I peered out the window. The sky had grown just as dark as before, perhaps even a shade darker, seemingly casting the entire mountain in darkness, broken only by sporadic lightning flashes, zigzag cracks splitting the sky asunder. 
			

			
				 No worries. Though there was plenty to do, I was very much committed to enjoying the rest of my day off. 
			

			
				 Upstairs, I heard Morgan sneeze, a dainty, gingerly sound, altogether different than the wet, wracking, snotty explosions coming from the bedroom earlier. 
			

			
				 I pulled my pajama pants back on then stepped barefoot up the staircase, stepping quietly. The wounds on my feet felt much better now, though the shiner beneath my right eye was starting to throb again. 
			

			
				 Up on the landing, I paused, listening. In the master bedroom I heard Morgan cough lightly before blowing her nose. I decided to give her a moment to tend to herself, rather than bust in. 
			

			
				 Once she quieted down, I stepped quietly down the hallway then rapped my knuckles lightly on the door. 
			

			
				 “You alive in there?” I asked softly. 
			

			
				 “Just barely,” she answered with a rasping chuckle.
			

			
				Her voice came out scratchy and muffled by phlegm, but still sounded better than she had in days. I stepped inside and saw her sitting upright in bed, balls of used tissue paper littered around the comforter. Even from across the room, I could hear the congestion rumbling in her chest as she breathed, but at least it sounded loose now, like it was all starting to break up. 
			

			
				She wore a pink cotton Versace bathrobe – one of the luxuries ‘borrowed’ from that boutique fashion store we raided in town – with a plush feel and a Barocco print along the sleeves plus a soft, thick wrap belt at the waist. Morgan had an eye for fashion, alright, even when it came to her sleepwear. 
			

			
				Morgan’s hair was beautiful even in its bed-headed disheveled state. She brushed it back, wiping her nose as she managed a weak smile. Her eyes were watering – just a little, enough for a wet sheen – but there was more energy to her face than earlier. Her color looked better, too, even if the beginnings of the new tan she’d been getting had faded back into a pale white shade. Not quite as alabaster as Kiernan’s skin, but close. 
			

			
				Despite her tangled hair and wet eyes and runny nose, she could have doubled for a supermodel, ‘sick-chic,’ a bed-ridden knockout. 
			

			
				I pressed the back of my hand against her forehead. “You still got a fever,” I said, then added with a grin, “but it’s getting much better.”
			

			
				“Yeah?” she asked hopefully, matching my grin. 
			

			
				“Shit, earlier this morning, you could have fried an egg on your forehead,” I laughed, then sat down next to her. I ran my hand through her hair, straightening it out, untangling her golden locks. “You’ve got more color to your face. Plus, your voice sounds better than earlier, too.”
			

			
				She gave me a sharp look. “I sound like I’m choking on a wet rag.”
			

			
				“I said it sounded better than earlier,” I chuckled. “I didn’t say that you suddenly have smooth, dulcet tones.”
			

			
				She giggled – wet, snotty, congested, but sweet – and knocked her fist against my chest. “Don’t make me laugh,” she said. “It’ll make my nose run again.”
			

			
				“I’ll grab you some fresh meds,” I said. 
			

			
				She waved me off. “Don’t, save it,” she said. “Kiernan told me we were running low.”
			

			
				“Not anymore,” I said. “I ran down into town and stopped at a pharmacy.”
			

			
				“In this weather?” she frowned. “Bobby, you shouldn’t have done – wait, what the hell happened to your eye?”
			

			
				Just now noticing my shiner, she grabbed my chin and turned my face to get a better look. 
			

			
				“Goddamn, that looks like it hurts!” she added. 
			

			
				I shrugged then told her what happened, breezing through a quick recount of my fight with the Balor and the Wendigo during my storm-ridden ride down into East Stroudsburg. 
			

			
				Sick as she was, Morgan shot up to her knees, her bright blue eyes flaring – partly in admiration, partly in thanks, but partly in anger, too – and she struck me in the chest again, harder this time. 
			

			
				“Bobby!” she scolded me, her exasperation filtered through her phlegmy rasp. “Are you a friggin’ psycho or something? You could have at least brought Kiernan with you to back you up!”
			

			
				I shook my head tersely. “And leave you alone here, defenseless and sick?” I countered. “No way.”
			

			
				She lowered her head, tucking her chin into the plush pink Versace cotton, before striking me in the chest for a third time and rolling out of bed, somewhat unsteady on her feet, coughing the moment she exerted herself. Her robe dangled down just above her knees as she stepped barefoot away from the bed. 
			

			
				“Hey, you should lay back down,” I said. 
			

			
				She turned her back to me, sniffling, wiping her runny nose with a fresh tissue. Her bright blonde hair bounced down along her shoulder blades, tangled yet somehow still oddly elegant, and she pulled at the belt around her robe, undoing it. 
			

			
				The flaps of her robe opened. She turned back to me, hands on her hips. With her robe open, my eyes shot open wide as moons and my tongue clicked against the roof of my mouth. Beneath the robe, she was only wearing black lace thong panties with a matching bra, the jade gemstone piercing shining bright in her belly button like a hidden jewel. 
			

			
				She was pissed, yeah, even if she was also flattered. Maybe even a little impressed with me, too. No matter how she felt, I tried as hard as I could not to stare at her, all that bare skin, her soft, fit feminine body, tight in some spots, yet perfectly soft in all the right places. 
			

			
				“You’re seriously going to sit there and tell me that it was a good idea for you to risk your life just to get me some fucking cold medicine?” she shot back after a moment of letting her anger simmer. 
			

			
				Yeah, her anger might have been simmering…but I could still see the admiration dancing in her bright blue eyes. I stood up, somewhat cocksure, yet trying to suppress my amused smirk, all while trying nearly as hard not to ogle her – I didn’t think she’d appreciate that, not in this mood – and strode slowly over to her. 
			

			
				God, it seemed like it had been a year since Morgan had first stepped through that portal, when it had only been days. I remembered that weary look in her eyes, my heart stinging when I recalled how close she was to running out of food as she hid in the musty guts of that midwestern mall, an undead horde just outside, howling for her blood. 
			

			
				It stung, yes, but that sharp pain in my chest merely reminded me just how much I’d do for this young lady. 
			

			
				Her anger seemed to wave the closer I got. I slid a hand beneath the flap of her robe, settling on her bare hip, smooth yet still warm from the fever…or maybe her anger. 
			

			
				I raised my other hand up to her cheek, pinched a stray, tangled golden lock between my forefinger and thumb and rolled it gently between my fingertips, handling her carefully, as if handling a priceless piece of art. 
			

			
				When I looked into her eyes, that amused smirk I’d been suppressing shattered into a broad smile, as wide as it was genuine, the sting in my heart anaesthetized by how much I cared about her. 
			

			
				“Morgan, I’d walk through hell and back just for a chance to kiss your hand,” I told her in no uncertain terms, not harshly, but in a tone that let her know there was absolutely no room for argument. “For you, I’d strut right through one of those fucking portals and throw down with whatever lay on the other side with my bare hands.”
			

			
				She tried to scowl at me. It wasn’t convincing. “You mean it,” she said. “You’re not exaggerating.”
			

			
				I shook my head. “Not even a little bit,” I answered. “I love you that much, Morgan.”
			

			
				She paused, her eyebrows raised in shock, the anger in her blue eyes promptly melting into something far more vulnerable. She didn’t smile, but came close. “Did you…did you just say you…love me?”
			

			
				“Yeah,” I answered without hesitation. Now that I’d just done and said it plainly, I realized that I’d known I loved her all along. I supposed it was obvious. I mean, just the other day, out by Inky’s corral, Kiernan had said so, having spotted my love for Morgan almost immediately. “Yeah,” I repeated. “I love you, Morgan.”
			

			
				She raised her fist, her pale knuckles cocked, and tapped me on the chest for a fourth time, notably softer than before. “Shut up,” she said, smirking. “You’re making it very difficult for me to stay mad at you.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Downstairs I continued minding my steps, moving without making a sound as Kiernan continued to slumber soundly on the couch, still curled up wearing my hoodie, her bare white thighs pulled up to her chest. 
			

			
				 Her glasses were crooked on her nose and she was snoring lightly, almost musically. I grinned and plucked the glasses off her face then set them aside on the lamp table just beside the couch. 
			

			
				 I didn’t want to rouse her by opening the front door – it tended to squeak on the hinges, sometimes loudly – so I threw on a spare pare of sneakers then pulled that forgotten rain slicker around me and stepped out back. 
			

			
				 The rain wasn’t downpouring like it had been before, but the wind kicked up fiercely, making the raindrops come down at sharp angles, hard and stinging, like little fists pounding against the yellow polyester hood pulled tight around my face. 
			

			
				 I hustled to the front porch then snatched that other backpack from the pharmacy, the one stuffed with all that swimwear I’d liberated from the racks. I threw it over my shoulder then rushed back in through the rear door, peeled off the slicker then kicked off my water-logged shoes. 
			

			
				 I poked my head out of the mud room, making sure Kiernan hadn’t awoken and that Morgan was still upstairs. Satisfied, I set the backpack down on the kitchen counter and unzipped it. The backpack must have had some waterproofing quality to it, because the swimwear inside was perfectly dry. 
			

			
				 One by one, I pulled the swimsuits from the backpack then folded them neatly on the counter. I’d have to find somewhere good to hide them, because there was no way I was going to let the ladies find this little stash and ruin the surprise. 
			

			
				 Down in the basement, there was an unused cubby hole cut into the wall. I wiped it out with a wet rag – clearing away cobwebs and dust – then slid the folded bikinis into the cubby, out of sight. They’d never find the stash down here. 
			

			
				 I went back up to the kitchen. Luckily, Morgan had left out the hot plate and there was still plenty of life left in the battery. I fetched one of those Lipton soups I’d taken from the pharmacy then fixed Morgan a piping hot bowl. 
			

			
				 I set it on a folding TV tray with some old crackers – a little stale, but edible – then took it up to Morgan, who was sitting in bed again, having just finished taking a medicinal cocktail (a cold-and-flu pill to ease her symptoms, an anti-decongestant, plus a single Ibuprofen to take the edge off her lingering fever).
			

			
				 Morgan grinned when she saw what I’d brought her. “That soup smells insanely delicious,” she said, then added with a chuckle: “It smells so good I can even get a whiff through all those snot gunking up my nostrils.” 
			

			
				 I set the tray down over her on the bed then stood off to the side, peering out the bedroom window. Lightning flashed, but it was miles away, a faint white flicker on the horizon, and the thunder came seconds later, faint and distant. The storm was starting to break up, albeit slowly. 
			

			
				 Morgan dipped a cracker into the soup and took a bite. “Hey, were you outside just now?” she asked. “I thought I heard footsteps out in the rain.”
			

			
				 Grinning, I nodded. “Yup, that was me.”
			

			
				 “What the heck were you doing out there in this crappy weather?” she pressed. 
			

			
				 I raised an eyebrow, smirking, and shook my head. “Don’t worry about that,” I laughed. “It’s just a little surprise for later.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 Though I saw it when I was asleep, I knew at once it was no dream. As plainly as I could have looked out my bedroom window and glimpsed the mountains, the chestnut trees and birches and pines, the blue shimmer of Otter Pond in the distance and golden eagles and osprey wheeling about in the sky, I saw the burned city. 
			

			
				 Or, rather, the burning city. 
			

			
				 Chicago had not burned entirely, not yet. A scattering of skyscrapers and apartment high-rises jutted out from the wreckage – brick and broken concrete, half-melted rebar steels, shattered glass and streets filled with melted blacktop, now just hardened clumps of tar – while smoke wafted up from the detritus and gouts of flame burst up from cracks in the sidewalks. 
			

			
				 The sky was hazy from the smoke clouds and debris but the dragons glided through the poisonous mist, belching fire. Their wings were massive and leathery and dark, their heads topped with crowns of jagged bone or jewels or simply long horns, their mouths opening wide enough to swallow cattle whole. 
			

			
				 I felt the heat from the fires on my face, like standing just downwind from a blaze, I could smell the ash in the air and, now and again, I’d catch the scent of cooking flesh. 
			

			
				 Looking ahead, I saw it lording over the wreckage, tall and proud – the Sears Building, the tallest in Chicago, 1400-plus feet of concrete and steel and reinforced glass, the window panes now caked in soot, the street-level pulsing bright red-orange as swirling smoke snaked up toward the lord dragon perched upon the roof. 
			

			
				 Yes, that’s what it was, a Lord Dragon. The title came to my mind effortlessly, a singular honorific worthy of the beast. Three, four times the size of the lesser dragons, the Lord Dragon curled itself around the tower, its scales alternating shades of red and black, blood and volcanic rock, its head topped with horns longer than a megalodon’s ribs. 
			

			
				 Its eyes shone a dim yellow shade, like melted gold cooling, eyes that brimmed with intrinsic intelligence, eyes that turned my innards to ice when I looked upon them. 
			

			
				 But the Lord Dragon wasn’t alone. A sole human figure stood before it, beneath its front clawed feet, wearing a robe the color of fire and a steel helm shaped like a dragon’s head still steaming and glowing with heat, like it had just been pulled from the fires from which it had been forged. 
			

			
				 The helmed figure thrust his arms out – it was a man under that mask, I didn’t know how I knew, but I did – and in one fist he held a wooden staff topped with a glowing geode, alternating colors – magenta, ultramarine, bright red, others – like it had just been plucked from the fires in the belly of the earth. 
			

			
				 I opened my eyes and sat up in bed, where I’d gone to sleep in the guest bedroom the night before. Deep in my bones, I knew that had been no dream. 
			

			
				 Perhaps I should have been terrified. Or at least a little afraid. The truth is, I wasn’t. The vision had only gotten me angry.
			

			
				 Somehow, I’d seen Chicago, present-day Chi-Town, a ruin ruled by the Lord Dragon. Now, whether that vision had come to me randomly or perhaps as part of my tinkering with the spell book, I didn’t know…yet there was another answer. 
			

			
				 Maybe someone wanted me to see that vision, I thought grimly. 
			

			
				 Through the blacked-out window, daylight crept in. I peeled the curtain back and saw dawn had just cracked, the sun reassuringly bright rising over the eastern horizon. Downstairs, I heard Morgan and Kiernan chatting. That was a good sign, it meant Morgan had gotten out of bed for the first time in days. 
			

			
				 I listened to them laughing and giggling, heard them preparing breakfast, heard their voices shift outdoors as they went out back to start the cookfire. Pulling myself out of bed – still feeling the heat from Chicago’s fires, still tasting the soot and ash in my mouth – I jimmied open the guest bedroom window, leaning on the open window frame and listened them. 
			

			
				 “And my gosh, Morgan, you should have seen how sexy he looked coming back in that rain, his face all bruised up, like a darn superhero coming back from a battle,” Kiernan giggled. 
			

			
				 “All that for some cold medicine, I can’t believe it,” Morgan responded admiringly, her voice now clear of congestion. “He’d really do anything for us, wouldn’t he?”
			

			
				 “I can’t imagine him not doing anything for us,” Kiernan answered. “If there’s one guy left on this planet who could kill a dragon, I think it’d be Bobby.”
			

			
				 “Our Bobby,” Morgan giggled. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, he is ours, isn’t he?” Kiernan echoed, then their voices lowered as they began lighting the cookfire. 
			

			
				 I pulled the window shut then walked back over to the bed, my fists clenched tight. 
			

			
				 They were right. I would do anything for them…and if that meant killing a dragon, well, I’d figure out a goddamn way to do it. 
			

			
				 I thought of the Lord Dragon, perched on its stolen tower, its groveling human sycophant thrusting his arms out in worship before it, and I felt my blood turning hot as dragon fire. 
			

			
				 Playtime was over. I needed to get to work. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 I didn’t want to lie to them – or even withhold information – but I just didn’t have it in me to tell them about the vision. They both knew something was wrong, Morgan especially. She could read me like a book. Whenever I forced a chuckle, or strained to smile, or simply looked off into the darkness at night, she seemed to know something.
			

			
				 I fell into my work like a man obsessed. With Morgan back on her feet and able to take part in the daily chores, I spent that much more time with my face buried in the spell book, poring over each page until my eyes throbbed. 
			

			
				 More than once, Morgan and Kiernan tried to get me into bed with them. Don’t get me wrong, it was torture to turn them down, but I didn’t want to break my focus, even for them…even for both of them at the same time, if you get what I mean. 
			

			
				 There’d be time for that once I figured out how to deal with not just a dragon, but the Lord Dragon itself. 
			

			
				 Until then, I just hoped that Kiernan and Morgan weren’t too put off by my quiet moods and growing frustration. Every time I found another dead-end – yet another school of magic that offered nothing in terms of defending against a dragon attack – I felt my pulse tick up, felt the adrenaline and anger simmering in my veins. 
			

			
				 Every time I found another dead end, I remembered the vision, that massive creature with the red and black scales, looming over a burned city and eager to burn another. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 The days wore on and still, I got nowhere. 
			

			
				 I sighed, pacing the garage as a cool summer wind gusted in through the open doors, setting down the spell book in frustration. 
			

			
				 I laid it on the workbench, among my scattered tools – socket wrenches and screwdrivers, miscellaneous hardware, a framing hammer, a cordless battery-powered impact driver, among others – then stomped back over to my weight bench where I already had the plates loaded on the barbell. 
			

			
				 Lying back on the bench then gripping the bar tight, I pushed the barbell up off the rack then hit it for eight bench press reps, knocking the barbell against my sternum with each repetition. 
			

			
				 For over a week now, I’d been delving deep into the spell book, usually while lifting weights in the garage. The workout had less to do with staying fit, more to do with staying sane. The spell book seemed to go on forever – with or without the tiny text in certain chapters – and every incantation I looked up turned out to be a dud. Hitting the weights or doing some pull-ups or even jumping rope helped ease my frustration as I continued plodding through the spell book, coming up dry every time. 
			

			
				 I got up between sets and went over to the window, peering out, back toward the house. With a melancholy smile, I looked out at Kiernan and Morgan, training behind the house, off past the back porch and the firepit. 
			

			
				 Morgan was a decent enough shot with her shotgun, but she didn’t have much in the way of melee skills so Kiernan decided to train her to wield a blade. Obviously, they weren’t using live steel just yet. Instead, they were using two blunt wooden swords Kiernan had put together at the workbench. Growing up out in Texas, Kiernan must have been taught simple woodworking skills at a young age, because the wooden swords she’d created were each about the size and relative weight of her silver longsword. 
			

			
				 Kiernan was showing Morgan how to parry different strikes. They were both dressed for a workout, each wearing tight yoga pants and tops, midriffs bared, their bodies looking downright perfect out in the afternoon sun. 
			

			
				 I could just barely make out their voices. 
			

			
				 “Again, like I showed you,” Kiernan said, panting, holding her sword in one hand.
			

			
				 Morgan nodded, her eyes sharp with focus, gripping her sword tightly in both fists. “Got it,” Morgan said, shaking some sweat from her brow. 
			

			
				 “Remember, don’t hold your hilt too tightly,” Kiernan said. “You’ve got to stay loose.”
			

			
				 “Loose, yeah, right,” Morgan agreed, then eased her grip, looking more and more comfortable with her mock weapon. 
			

			
				 Kiernan rushed her with a crosswise slash. Morgan backed up a pace and checked the blow. Kiernan grinned, happy with Morgan’s effort, but spun and swung again, an overhand strike this time. Morgan pivoted to the side, evaded the blow, then countered, her dull blade whistling toward Kiernan’s shoulder. 
			

			
				 Caught unaware, Kiernan parried Morgan’s counterattack, but just barely. 
			

			
				 Kiernan giggled. “Oh my gosh that was great!”
			

			
				 Morgan hopped and wiggled her sword over her head, then they both tossed their swords aside and embraced one another, laughing and jumping.
			

			
				 A cute sight, for sure, but it only made me stew in my frustration that much more bitterly. I mean, what good would a sword do against a dragon?
			

			
				 I looked around at my garage, thought about the cabin, my little farm…what good was any of it? What kind of security did we really have if some winged horror could just swoop down and snuff us out with a single breath?
			

			
				 Just get back to work, man, I thought to myself. Don’t let this shit overwhelm you.
			

			
				 Breathing deep, trying to get into my meditative flow, I returned to the bench to hammer out a few more sets before I got back to work. 
			

			
				 I finished my reps, dusted off the jeweler’s loupe, then returned to the workbench to look over yet another page of text that was scarcely larger than a grain of sand. 
			

			
				 An hour later, I finally got to the end of the chapter, yet another section – another entire school of magic, alteration magic this time – without a single spell dedicated to repelling a dragon. 
			

			
				 I slipped my bookmark into the current page then shut the grimoire. My arms were aching. I lost count of my bench press reps almost thirty minutes ago, so God only knew how many reps I’d done. All I knew was my shoulders were screaming and I still hadn’t found a goddamn spell for dragons!
			

			
				 “Fucker!” I shouted then drove my first into a wall. 
			

			
				 Pain rippled up my wrist then into my forearm. My skin split down between my middle knuckles, blood weeping through my clenched fingers. I cursed myself and held my hand to my chest, hoping to all hell that I hadn’t broken anything. 
			

			
				 “Oh god damn it you’re an idiot,” I whispered to myself when I took a better look at the damage.
			

			
				 My knuckles weren’t just bleeding, they were visibly broken. When I made a fist, my middle knuckles shifted like marbles in a pouch, grinding raw and painful enough that my vision began to get hazy. 
			

			
				 On top of everything else, I’d busted my hand, as if I didn’t have enough on my plate. 
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan stood in the garage doorway, their wooden swords at their sides. 
			

			
				 “We heard you yelling,” Morgan said. “Is everything…oh shit, Bobby, your hand!”
			

			
				 Kiernan winced when she saw the blood, my misshapen knuckles, then tossed her sword aside as they both came over to me. 
			

			
				 “It’s alright,” I sighed. “I’m just…losing my patience a little.”
			

			
				 “Seems like you lost your temper along with your patience, I think,” Morgan noted, nodding toward the dent I’d left in the wall. She ran her hand down my forearm, then brushed her fingers over my injury. “Bobby, there’s something you’re not telling us.”
			

			
				 Kiernan frowned, nodding. “We’ve both noticed that you’ve been acting strange lately.”
			

			
				 My shoulders slumped. I never felt more like a failure. “It’s…nothing,” I said. “Nothing for you two to worry about.”
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan exchanged glances. Morgan lifted her hand from my broken knuckles and ran her fingers across my cheek. “Hey rookie mage,” she said. “Did you forget that the three of us are together now?”
			

			
				 I looked at her. 
			

			
				 Kiernan ran her hand down my other cheek, smiling sadly, then lay her head on my shoulder. “Whatever it is, you can tell us,” Kiernan added. 
			

			
				 “You’re carrying a heavy burden,” Morgan went on. “Give us the chance to help you bear the weight.”
			

			
				 Looking from one to the other, I stopped and actually laughed. They were right. We were together now. I’d been dragging around all this doom and gloom ever since I had that vision, when all the while, I could have simply shared it with them. If anything, at least I wouldn’t have felt so alone with it. 
			

			
				 “Yeah,” I said after a moment. “There is something. Something I should have come clean about over a week ago, but…” I trailed off, wincing, the pain pulsing between my loose knuckles. “You guys mind if I pop a painkiller before we get into it?”
			

			
				 Morgan shrugged. “Sure, take a painkiller if you’d like,” she said, then jerked her thumb toward the grimoire. “But hell, you’re a mage. Why not see if you can find a healing spell?”
			

			
				 It didn’t seem likely. Outside of easing Kiernan’s hangover that one day, most of the other healing spells I’d seen were out of my skill range. But hey, I’d been thumbing through that goddamn book to no avail for an anti-dragon spell for over a week now. I might as well switch things up, try to see if it would change my luck. 
			

			
				 As I opened the grimoire, I laughed to myself. All this frustration, all this worry. I’d been dragging it around alone, thinking I could handle it. Now that I’d decided to let Morgan and Kiernan in on my vision – and all the headaches it had been causing me – I already felt ten times better. 
			

			
				 I flipped through the healing magic chapter, without much hope. Easing a hangover was one thing – especially since Kiernan had slept it off anyway, not to mention yacking up all the booze in her belly – but setting a broken bone would probably take…
			

			
				 MENDING THE CARELESS WARRIOR’S BONES
			

			
				 I happened upon the spell right away. It was the very first spell I saw when I looked down at the page. I figured that was about as far as my luck would go, until…
			

			
				 This apprentice level spell is quite easy to cast. The mage must only focus his energies on the broken bone(s) and imagine the broken pieces coming back together as one. 
			

			
				 Warning: Take care if the fracture has occurred near any major blood vessels. If this is the case, a higher-level spell will be required. 
			

			
				 I blinked, smirking in shock. My broken knuckles ached sharply but I hardly noticed. For once, a little bit of luck when it came to magic!
			

			
				 And I guess it made sense, right? Unlike, say, curing some disease or virus – as had been the case with Morgan last week – mending a broken bone only necessitated taking two separate halves and bringing them together so that –
			

			
				 “Oh SHIT!” I shouted, my smirk at once wrenching open wide into a smile of equal parts jubilation and relief. 
			

			
				 I balled both fists tight then pumped them over my head. I’m sure this caused my broken knuckles to flare up something fierce, but the pain seemed distant, miles and miles away, a forgotten thing, irrelevant in my sudden state of victory. 
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan stepped forward, holding each other by the waist in fear, thinking something was wrong…until I turned around and they saw the smile on my face. 
			

			
				 “Bobby?” Morgan asked. 
			

			
				 “What’s going on?” Kiernan added. 
			

			
				 I rushed up to them, heedless of my shattered knuckles, and threw an arm around each, pulling them close, laughing with such relief that tears started welling in my eyes. 
			

			
				 “I figured it out!” I shouted. “I fucking did it! I know how to handle a dragon!”
			

			
				 One arm around Morgan’s waist, the other around Kiernan’s, I pulled them tight to my chest, my hands resting on the small of their backs – skin on skin, what with their midriff-baring yoga tops – and planted an passionate kiss on Morgan’s mouth, causing her to whimper in surprise. Though she parted her lips for me, I felt her mouth curving into a grin even as I slid my tongue against hers. 
			

			
				 Kiernan stood there, shocked and somewhat awkward. “Should I go to the other room and give you guys a minute, or…”
			

			
				 Breaking my kiss with Morgan, I laughed and pulled Kiernan in for the same, smacking my lips against her mouth, gleefully pushing my tongue past her teeth. 
			

			
				 Kiernan practically fell against me, into my kiss. I still had one arm around each, and they were both still holding each other by the waist, the three of us in one continuous embrace. 
			

			
				 Finally, I broke our three-way hug. I clapped my hands – and this time I did feel the bolt of agony in my broken knuckles, though I was too excited to care – and quickly turned back to the spell book. 
			

			
				 “Ladies, put some coffee on for me, if you don’t mind,” I said, the flaring pain in my broken hand just adding to my surge of adrenaline. “I need to get back to work on my portal magic.”
			

			
				 Morgan stepped forward, smiling, but holding her hands up, urging caution. “Hey, uh, Bobby,” she said soothingly. “This is great and all – and that kiss, wow – but didn’t you just agree to come clean with us?”
			

			
				 I turned back to them, still grinning so wide it made my lips hurt, even as I once again considered that terrible vision, Chicago burning beneath the Lord Dragon and his acolyte. 
			

			
				 “I had a dream,” I admitted. “Or, well…not a dream. A vision. It came to me over a week ago, while I was sleeping.”
			

			
				 Kiernan and Morgan exchanged puzzled glances. 
			

			
				 I stepped toward Kiernan. “In Chicago, when the dragons came, did you see one that was larger than the others? Like, three or four times as large? A massive ugly fucker with red and black scales?”
			

			
				 “I, uh, I dunno…” Kiernan said, confused. “I think so. Maybe. I do remember one dragon, bigger than the rest. Much bigger, yeah. But it was across the city. It looked like it had black scales, I’m not sure if there were any red…though the other dragons seemed to follow it, now that I think about it.”
			

			
				 The smile on my face contrasted with what I was about to say, but I couldn’t help it. The burdens of worry and frustration that had been weighing so heavily on me were gone, shrugged off, vanishing the instant I had my realization. 
			

			
				 “That dragon’s still there,” I said. “Don’t ask me how I know this – I’m not even sure – but that big bastard is called the Lord Dragon. It’s the big daddy, so to speak. Alpha dragon, something like that. I’m pretty sure it even has human worshippers.”
			

			
				 Kiernan took a step backward, her hands clutched to her chest. She swallowed hard. “You said…it has worshippers?” 
			

			
				 “I think so, yeah,” I answered. “I saw one in my dream. Some weirdo wearing –”
			

			
				 “A red cloak with a dragon’s mask,” Kiernan finished darkly. 
			

			
				 “You saw one?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She nodded, fear brewing in her eyes, magnified by the lenses of her glasses. I witnessed this fear before, this repressed terror that Kiernan had been keeping to close to the chest. The fierce warrior who could face off with dark elves and wield that silver longsword effortlessly and stay so stoic in the face of danger suddenly turned into a frightened young woman, unsure of herself. 
			

			
				 “On my way out of Chicago,” she said quietly, her voice tinged with helpless fear. “I saw a few of them, yeah. Red robes, ugly helmets made to look like a dragon’s face. I only glimpsed them as I was slipping into the subway system…but yeah. While I was running away from the dragons, those weirdos seemed to be going toward them. I didn’t give it much thought. I didn’t have time. I was just so focused on getting out of there that it barely even registered. Now, I dunno…”
			

			
				 Slowly, a look of dread fell across Morgan’s face. She never liked talking about this dragon business. Each time we did, it gave her the creeps. 
			

			
				 I lay my good hand on her shoulder, squeezing. “I have a plan,” I grinned. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 Kiernan and Morgan fixed me coffee and a light lunch. I meditated out in the garage – calming breaths, mindful of my body, my movements, hitting kettle bell reps and whispering incantations to myself – and mentally prepared myself for my experiment. 
			

			
				 Fixing my busted knuckles was even easier than the spell book had implied. That isn’t to say it didn’t hurt – it hurt like a son of a bitch, actually – but it was no more difficult than popping a jammed finger back into place. Once I bandaged up that ugly cut between my knuckles, I was all good to go. 
			

			
				 The ladies were out back by the house again, practicing their swordplay, though neither seemed too eager to leave me alone after what I told them about my vision, Morgan especially. However, I assured them that I just needed time to get my thoughts in order.  
			

			
				 It was well past midday when I finally emerged from the garage, breathing easily, calmly, my arms and knees aching from my kettle bell reps but my mind was serene. I walked out to them, by the house, running my hands through the high grass. I spotted a round stone, about the size of a baseball, and picked it up. 
			

			
				 Morgan’s defensive skills with the wooden sword were really coming along. I watched quietly with a grin as Kiernan pressed the attack, coming at Morgan from one side then the other, pivoting and spinning, with Morgan checking each blow, the clack of their dull wooden blades singing with every impact. 
			

			
				 “Looking good,” I smiled, and I meant it in more ways than one. 
			

			
				 The sun beamed down on them, both in their workout gear, their sweat-sheened bodies like something out of a dream. Their bodies were both delicious in their own ways, and complimentary as well, I thought. 
			

			
				 Kiernan, small and athletic, her ballerina’s body honed and toned by years of practice in first dance, then combat. 
			

			
				 Morgan, a bit taller, her body not quite as athletic as Kiernan’s, but soft and elegant. 
			

			
				 Kiernan’s hair, black as night. Morgan’s, like strands woven from sunshine. 
			

			
				 Looking at them for too long almost stung my eyes.
			

			
				 “Ladies, if you would join me, please,” I said, gesturing for them to come to my side. 
			

			
				 They lay their swords in the grass and came to me, Morgan on my left side, Kiernan on my right. I cleared my throat then held up the round stone. 
			

			
				 “Who wants to throw it?” I asked, smirking. 
			

			
				 I assumed Kiernan would do the honors – being the more athletic of the two – but I was pleasantly surprised when Morgan volunteered. 
			

			
				 “I was a pitcher on the high school girls baseball team for two summers in a row,” she smiled. “I might have eventually gotten a nice athletic scholarship for college, but by junior year, I was more interested in lounging by the ocean than chucking curveballs.”
			

			
				 “Nice,” I laughed. “Now, when I give you the signal, I want you to throw that bastard as hard as you can.”
			

			
				 Morgan stretched her throwing arm, winding up her shoulder. “Just tell me where you want it, coach,” she chuckled. 
			

			
				 I took a deep breath, repeating the incantation in my mind, then thrust out my right hand, forefinger extended, little nodes of light dancing around my fingertip. Ten feet ahead, a portal crackled open. It was just a small portal, about the size of a diamond-shaped pane of window glass. 
			

			
				 I held up my left hand, my forefinger curled tight into my palm. More nodes sparked at my left forefinger, like I was clutching a tiny sparkler in my fist. 
			

			
				 “Alright,” I said quietly. “Morgan, throw the stone into the portal.”
			

			
				 Morgan winded up and hurled the stone. The moment it left her hand, I threw out my left fist, finger extended, and opened an exit portal just a few feet in front of the first. As the stone vanished into the first portal, it immediately shot out of the exit…and kept right on flying through the first portal again. 
			

			
				 The portals quietly sizzled as the stone flew through one then out the other. Quickly, I brought me hands together, almost touching, but not quite, and the exit and entrance portals came together, as well, with just an inch or so between them, the stone flying through them like a slate-colored flash. 
			

			
				 Then, just as the stone began to lose its forward momentum, I clenched both fists tight, closing the portals…and the stone was cleaved in half, right down the middle, as effortlessly as a hot knife through butter. 
			

			
				 One half fell to the ground. The other vanished in that glowing void between the portals, lost in whatever mystical morass lay beyond. 
			

			
				 Whistling happily, I strode over to the half-stone and picked it up, a nearly perfect half-sphere. I held it up, grinning. 
			

			
				 “Now imagine that, but with a dragon,” I beamed. 
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan turned to each other, dumbfounded smiles quickly turning to excitement. 
			

			
				 “You really think that will work on a dragon?” Morgan asked. 
			

			
				 “I’ll need to practice,” I said. “I’ll need to hone my portal magic skills until I can open a much, much, much bigger set of portals on a whim…but yeah. I really do think it will work. No huge fireballs. No special lightning spells. No obscure incantations to banish dragons back from where they came. Just plain ol’ chopping the fucker in half. As long as I keep the exit and entrance portals close together, I won’t even have to be precise about it. Just get the dragon in a portal loop then slam them shut before it even knows what’s going on.”
			

			
				 Kiernan just sort of chuckled, like she was trying to figure out whether or not to believe me. All at once, I saw the repressed fear in her eyes become more pronounced, the fear that she’d so effortlessly hidden from us since the day she arrived here finally cracking her open and pouring forth. 
			

			
				 Yes, she was a capable warrior. Deadly with her longsword, a crack shot with her Glock, a dancer-turned-assassin. 
			

			
				 Yes, she’d survived on the road, all on her own. 
			

			
				 Whenever she spoke about her hardships in the past, she seemed to do so casually, like it all had been no big deal. 
			

			
				 And yet, Kiernan had just barely survived the immolation of an entire city.
			

			
				 She’d seen dragons spill through the sky, winged shadows, toothy maws spewing hellfire, and she’d escaped the city as the dragons set it alight right behind her. 
			

			
				 Kiernan suddenly jerked her glasses off, planting one palm over her eyes, turning her back to us, her body shuddering with a violent sob. 
			

			
				 I rushed to her side, Morgan as well, and I wrapped my arms around her waist as Morgan reassuringly rubbed Kiernan’s back, trying to comfort her. 
			

			
				 “What’s wrong, Kiernan?” Morgan asked quietly. 
			

			
				 Kiernan shook her head, her lips quivering, tears streaking down beneath her hand planted over her eyes. She attempted to speak, but she simply couldn’t compose herself enough to do it. 
			

			
				 But I knew. 
			

			
				 She’d been able to flee the dragons but she hadn’t been able to forget them. Regardless of how she carried herself in the face of danger – deadly, casual, fearless – Kiernan had been living in the shadow of a dragon ever since the day she fled Chicago. Since then, she’d been living with the knowledge that as long as the dragons were out there, she’d never be truly safe. 
			

			
				 Except now that wasn’t true. 
			

			
				 I pulled her close, one arm around her waist, my other hand on her wrist, gently guiding her palm away from her face. Her eyes were bright red, wet with tears, and her lips twisted back and forth, between a smile of utter relief and a mournful frown. 
			

			
				 Gently, I touched her chin and turned her face toward mine. 
			

			
				 “Shhh,” I said soothingly. “Hey, Kiernan, look at me, okay?”
			

			
				 She turned to me, blinking twice, tears cascading down her pale cheeks with each bat of her long dark eyelashes. She nodded. “Okay,” she whispered. 
			

			
				 I smiled, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “You don’t have to be afraid of them anymore,” I said quietly. “I just need a little more practice, just a little more time to get the spell right, then you’ll never have to be afraid of them ever again.”
			

			
				 I stood there, waiting for Kiernan to respond. Morgan leaned in closer, still running her bare fingertips between Kiernan’s shoulder blades. “Bobby’s going to take care of us,” Morgan whispered, brushing a stray raven strand of hair from Kiernan’s face. 
			

			
				 Finally, Kiernan smiled, even as two tears raced down either cheek, trickling like twin crystals racing down to her jawline. 
			

			
				“I know,” she answered. 
			

			
				 I looked to the sky. It was a deep shade of blue, close to mid-afternoon, the sun still bright, plenty of daylight left.
			

			
				 Then I remembered their surprise. 
			

			
				 I grinned. “Hey ladies,” I said. “What would you say about an afternoon swim?”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eleven
			

			
				 It was just after three o’clock in the afternoon when I arrived at Otter Pond, towels under one arm, the cooler in the other. The dogwood and ragweed grass danced in the warm, yet dry wind and there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky, not even a wisp. 
			

			
				 I walked past the porcelain bathtub – hoisted up on those metal poles over the unlit hearth – then set the towels down in the grass, just above the muddy shores of the pond where the water lapped and little fish darted here and there. 
			

			
				 No, it wasn’t anything close to a California beach, but it would do the job. 
			

			
				 I knelt down and popped open the cooler, making sure I brought everything. Several peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on white bread – all taken from various MREs, a little bland, but still good – and cans of ginger ale and Coke, a chilled Pinot Gris, a few light beers and a small bottle of whiskey. 
			

			
				 I just wished that I could have found a proper picnic basket. 
			

			
				 Standing there in swimming trunks, shirtless, I looked over the placid, gently lapping sapphire-blue pond and smiled before unclipping the radio from my waist. “Ladies, are you both in the living room?” I asked. 
			

			
				 Static for a moment, then I heard them both giggling. Morgan spoke up. “Standing side by side and waiting for you,” she answered. 
			

			
				 I needed them to be standing close since I was using both of them as an anchor to open a portal back to the house. I closed my eyes, breathed easy, pictured them both in my mind’s eye, then thrust out my hand, nodes of light dancing at my fingertips, and the portal sizzled open. 
			

			
				 I stepped through it, back into the living room. Morgan and Kiernan sat on the couch together, both of them partially dressed, their chosen bikinis hidden beneath their clothes. Kiernan borrowed an oversized flannel shirt from me, which hung down near her knees, but as she sat on the couch the flannel rode up her thighs, a delicious view, with just a hint of her bright pink bikini thong visible beneath the flap. 
			

			
				 Morgan was beside her. She wore a white cutoff top baring her midsection and denim shorts just a half-size too large, so that the shorts rode down her hips ever so slightly, revealing the cherry red bikini straps coming up her waist. 
			

			
				 Kiernan grinned, dark sunglasses on her face, her skin smelling of suntan lotion. Morgan – eager to get that Cali girl tan back – was going in raw, ready to toast that fair skin to a slightly more golden shade. 
			

			
				 Off to the side sat the lawn chairs I’d rummaged from the basement. The three injection-molded white Adirondack chairs weren’t quite what you’d bring to the beach, but they were close enough. 
			

			
				 “Well, you girls ready?” I smiled. 
			

			
				 Kiernan turned to Morgan, smirking, her raven-colored eyebrow cocked knowingly. Morgan giggled to herself, nodding silently, and they both rose from the couch. I stepped to the side politely then gestured toward the portal, garish white and blinding, though the gentle sounds of Otter Pond filtered through, serene and peaceful. 
			

			
				 They whispered to one another as they stepped past me – furtive giggles, quick glances, inside jokes – and vanished through the portal. Excitement flooded my veins as I stacked up the Adirondacks and dragged them through the portal, emerging near the bank of the pond. 
			

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan had kicked off their shoes, quietly walking together down into the muddy shore, slick soil caking their feet before going into the water, ankle-deep, and looking out over the quiet blue waters. 
			

			
				 I set the chairs up, side by side by side, and plopped into the middle chair, reaching into the cooler and grabbing the whiskey. It was cool from the ice in the cooler. I cracked open the bottle – years-old Jack Daniels, still fiery on the tongue and warm in your belly – and took a small sip, enjoying the warmth as it worked its way down. 
			

			
				 I kicked off my shoes, stretched out my legs, and put my bare feet in the grass. I took another quick pull from the whiskey bottle – a slightly larger sip, but far from a true slug – and smiled peacefully as the ladies stepped a little deeper into the water, almost up to their knees. 
			

			
				 Kiernan whispered something to Morgan. Morgan covered her face and giggled, her shoulders heaving, and Kiernan looked back at me before slowly pulling her sunglasses off. 
			

			
				 “The water’s warm,” Kiernan called out. “You should join us.”
			

			
				 “In a minute,” I said, content to enjoy the view for now. 
			

			
				 Morgan ran her hands through the water as she watched Kiernan undress. Kiernan unbuttoned the flannel one button at a time, folding the flaps back, sunlight dancing on her pale, toned body, little drops of water lapping up toward her hips, glistening. Kiernan folded the flannel then hurled it back toward me, where it landed at my feet. 
			

			
				 Kiernan stretched her arms over her head and turned her back to me, running her fingers through her midnight hair which stretched halfway down toward her fit, flawless ass cheeks with the tiny thong string nestled between. She stepped deeper, with the water dancing at her cheeks, making her skin pop with visible goosebumps. Kiernan leaned forward, cupped her hands, and dipped them into the water. She raised her hands, water sloshing through her fingers, and poured the cool pondwater over her head.
			

			
				 My eyes narrowed on her as the crystal clear beads ran down her back, over the bikini top string just below her shoulder blades, trickling down the length of her spine before moving cool and quiet over her porcelain ass before dripping back into the pond. 
			

			
				 Morgan giggled, then shivered, not quite adjusted to the water yet. 
			

			
				 “You said the water’s warm but I don’t think so,” Morgan laughed. 
			

			
				 Kiernan splashed some water at Morgan, who yelped and jumped back a step. “It’s just like pulling off a band-aid!” Kiernan laughed. “Just dunk your face in the water and you’ll be fine!”
			

			
				 Morgan scurried back to the muddy shore then turned to me, a soft smile on her lips as she carefully unbuttoned her denim shorts. 
			

			
				She slid the brass button through the loop, her smile melting into something sensual as she tugged the zipper down, copper teeth opening, denim folding back, letting the cherry red bikini thong drink in the sun. 
			

			
				 My cock stirred and my blood began to simmer but I stayed put, grinning, sipping my whiskey, remaining completely in the moment. The breeze, warm and refreshing. The sun turning the pondwater glitter-blue. A sparrow darted past, singing a song. 
			

			
				 Kiernan pushed through the water, waist-deep, her nipples showing through the bikini top, water droplets sparkling on her breasts. She threw her hair back – wet hair slapping against her spine – and waded toward Morgan. Morgan stepped toward her until she was waist-deep as well, grinning as she pulled off her top, tossing it aside, onto the muddy shore, forgotten, unneeded. 
			

			
				 Kiernan poked Morgan in the waist, playful, tickling. Morgan giggled and batted Kiernan’s hand away, only for Kiernan’s other hand to shoot out, catching Morgan’s thong strap, tugging it, the fabric pulling away and – by God – for just one blessed second I glimpsed Morgan’s bare sex, pink lips, blonde tuft, before the fabric snapped back into place. 
			

			
				 Morgan draped her arms over Kiernan’s shoulders and pulled herself closer, water drops trickling down her hands, down Kiernan’s wet cheeks. With Morgan standing a few inches taller, she looked down at Kiernan, cupping the ballerina’s face in her hands, Kiernan’s grin fading into something approximating sensual intoxication, lost as she was in Morgan’s eyes. 
			

			
				 Kiernan’s hands slid down to Morgan’s hips. My cock throbbed as I watched Kiernan’s thumbs pressing tight against Morgan’s hip bones, a romantic embrace suddenly pulsing with ownership as a sharp, insatiable glint flickered bright in Kiernan’s eyes. 
			

			
				 Morgan had a lustful, almost drowsy look in her eye as she moved her lips closer to Kiernan’s, trailing her fingertips down Kiernan’s cheeks. Kiernan’s thumbs shifted again, this time both toward Morgan’s thong straps, hooking through them, tugging, the bikini fabric peeling downward again, showing off hints of Morgan’s curly golden tuft. 
			

			
				 Suddenly, Kiernan seized her, slipping her hands beyond Morgan’s hips, gripping Morgan’s supple ass, squeezing hard, leaving red fingerprints on Morgan’s cheeks. Hungry for more, Kiernan shifted up to her tiptoes, intent on planting a kiss on Morgan’s mouth, but the blonde stopped her, one upraised finger against Kiernan’s lips. 
			

			
				 I couldn’t hear Morgan speak, but I read her lips as she looked into Kiernan’s eyes, ‘Not yet, not without Bobby.’
			

			
				 Kiernan flashed a hungry, eager smirk, then gave Morgan’s ass one more sensuous squeeze before they both turned to me, water dancing around their waists, both of them wading slowly through the water toward me, sirens coming to shore. 
			

			
				 My blood steaming, my cock throbbing, I took one healthy slug from the whiskey bottle then popped the cap back on and dropped it back into the cooler. Rising up from the white lawn chair,  I balled my fists tight, adrenaline and lust surging through every nerve ending, watching with a steely, hungry gaze as the ladies stepped out of the water, supple skin glistening with water and sunlight. 
			

			
				 I didn’t move a muscle. They came up to me, Kiernan on the right, Morgan on the left. Morgan reached out, brushing her cool, wet fingers across my bare chest. Kiernan did the same, but quickly pressed her lips to my sternum, kissing me right over my heart, moving to my pec, trailing her tongue as she went, before she closed her lips tight around me and sucked gently on my chest. 
			

			
				 I slid my hand up Kiernan’s toned back, wet and soft, and slid my fingers beneath the bikini top string. I pulled Morgan closer with my other hand, right up to my chest, then slid my hand up to the back of her neck and guided her lips to the other side of my chest, where she sucked on my other pec, just like Kiernan. 
			

			
				 I grit my teeth as I gazed down at them, their hungry soft mouths nibbling and sucking, their tongues smacking against my skin, and in unison, they moved their hands down my abdomen, down past my belly button, fingertips tickling down near the waistband of my swim trunks. 
			

			
				 By then, my blood was so hot I could have ravished them both right there in the grass…but what was the rush?
			

			
				 “Hold on,” I said, pulling them both back, both Kiernan and Morgan still reaching out for the tent raging in my shorts. “We have plenty of time for that.”
			

			
				 They both exchanged concerned looks as I dropped back into the Adirondack chair, my hands folded over my stomach, a patient, yet ravenous look in my eye, like a bird of prey sizing up a field mouse, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. 
			

			
				 “Enjoy each other first,” I said with a rough growl. “Enjoy each other and I’ll enjoy watching…for now.”
			

			
				 Morgan chewed playfully on her bottom lip, a long-tampered lust finally on the verge of being loosened, but Kiernan was far more aggressive; she practically pounced on Morgan, continuing what she’d started back in the water. 
			

			
				 She took Morgan by the waist, one hand on the small of her back, the other slipping down the back of her thong, peeling that thin string back, her fingertips sinking hungrily into Morgan’s ass cheeks. 
			

			
				 Morgan whimpered softly as Kiernan kissed her, pulling her tight, Kiernan’s suppressed aggression manifesting in this kiss, both their lips parting, Kiernan’s candy-pink tongue pushing eagerly past Morgan’s teeth. 
			

			
				 Morgan closed her eyes, falling into Kiernan’s kiss, and suddenly hopped into Kiernan’s arms, the two of them looking almost comical with their mismatched sizes as Morgan wrapped her legs around Kiernan’s tight waist, the heels of her bare feet pressing into Kiernan’s pristine alabaster ass cheeks. 
			

			
				 Though several inches shorter, Kiernan’s athleticism allowed her to hold Morgan firmly in her arms, turning, marching the blonde toward the towels laid out in the grass just before me. Kiernan lay her down gently, but swiftly. Morgan got up on her elbows, her left leg out straight, her right bent at the knee, her thighs spreading apart subtly, awaiting Kiernan’s touch. 
			

			
				 Kiernan knelt down, between Morgan’s knees, pushing toward her, kissing her, splaying out her open palm across Morgan’s chest and rolling her fingertips down between Morgan’s tits, over Morgan’s flat stomach, until she was pulling at the fabric of Morgan’s bikini, allowing me another glimpse of Morgan’s sex. 
			

			
				 “Touch me,” Morgan demanded breathlessly, greedily, and she slid one hand into Kiernan’s black hair and yanked the ballerina’s lips back to hers, a kiss of lust and impatience. 
			

			
				 Kiernan loomed over Morgan as she slid her hand down between Morgan’s thighs. Mid-kiss, Morgan’s eyelids squeezed shut more tightly and her body spasmed and her free hand shot to Kiernan’s wrist, pulling Kiernan’s fingers deeper within her. 
			

			
				 I watched intently as Kiernan rolled her thumb around Morgan’s clit, as she slid two fingers into Morgan’s sex, teasing her, penetrating her, Kiernan’s fingers glistening with Morgan’s nectar within seconds. 
			

			
				 Kiernan – experienced with other women – knew exactly where to touch Morgan, pushing her fingers in deeper, curving them upward, glancing Morgan’s inner sensitivity just as she tickled Morgan’s clit with her thumb. 
			

			
				 Morgan wrenched almost violently beneath Kiernan, breaking their kiss, a high shriek escaping Morgan’s lips as her thighs closed tight around Kiernan’s hand, burying it up to the wrist. 
			

			
				 There was a tender ferocity in Kiernan’s eyes, an aggressive intimacy, and Morgan had been more than willing to fall under her spell. Morgan’s toes curled, her legs quivered. The hand Kiernan had buried between Morgan’s thighs was drenched up to the wrist, still moving in and out, with Morgan’s chest heaving, her bikini-bound breasts jiggling with every breath as the late-afternoon sun glowed softly at Kiernan’s back. 
			

			
				 Kiernan looked at me, that hunger still evident in her eyes. 
			

			
				 Slowly, Morgan turned her head – licking her quivering lips – and opened her eyes, gazing at me. 
			

			
				 I got up from my chair, my heart hammering under my breastbone as I joined them on the blanket, the high grass dancing around us. I got down on one knee beside them – Morgan still on her back, Kiernan still looming over her – and ran one hand through Kiernan’s hair, the other down Morgan’s cheek. 
			

			
				 I looked at Morgan. “Kiss Kiernan between her legs.”
			

			
				 Morgan’s blue eyes flashed with confidence – she was up to the challenge – and she slowly moved out from beneath Kiernan, getting on her hands and knees upon the blanket. Kiernan turned a lustful eye toward Morgan and rolled onto her ass, sitting upright, her palms behind her for balance. 
			

			
				 As Morgan moved between Kiernan’s thighs, I tightened my grip in Kiernan’s hair, turning her face to mine. Leaning down, I kissed her, raw and deep, tasting Morgan’s mouth on Kiernan’s tongue. Kiernan hooked an arm around my neck, but gasped suddenly, jarringly, and when I looked down toward her waist, I saw that Morgan had just pulled Kiernan’s bikini to the side, exposing Kiernan’s pink clefts, and rolled her tongue across Kiernan’s clit. 
			

			
				 Morgan closed her lips around Kiernan’s nub. In turn, Kiernan twisted a bit, digging her fingernails almost painfully into the flesh of my neck, clinging to me, whimpering softly against my kiss while Morgan slid a curious finger up into Keirnan’s folds. 
			

			
				 I broke the kiss, ran my hand down Kiernan’s back, found the bikini top string and tugged on the knot. It came loose instantly, the bright pink top dropping, exposing her firm white tits, nipples hard as rocks. 
			

			
				 I gazed down at Morgan, her mouth wet and shining from Kiernan’s lust, and slid my other hand down to her top, tugging at the knot, pulling it loose. Morgan shrugged the top off, but never ceased devouring Kiernan, kissing, sucking her clit, rolling her tongue against the insides of Kiernan’s thighs. 
			

			
				 As Kiernan’s knees trembled, she lay a quivering hand on my abdomen, slid it down to the tent in my swim trunks, and peeled my swimsuit down. My cock bounced as it emerged and Kiernan caught it, stroked it, looked at me gratefully as she licked her lips. 
			

			
				 My fingers once more in her smooth black hair, I guided her mouth down to my manhood, grunting when she kissed my tip, as she tightened her fingers around me, stroking downward, tickling my balls when she got down to my root, making the cum simmer within me, eager to burst. 
			

			
				 I looked down between Kiernan’s thighs, with Morgan’s face buried between them, her pink lips moving busily, her nose tickling Kiernan’s nub, just below Kiernan’s black mound. Morgan’s eyes met mine. She saw the hunger in my eyes and gripped Kiernan’s pale thighs tighter, leaving bright red fingerprints in Kiernan’s flesh. 
			

			
				 Kiernan moaned with my cock in her throat, her lips practically vibrating against my shaft, and my stomach muscles clenched reflexively as I fought tooth and claw to keep myself from erupting. 
			

			
				 Promptly, I pulled myself free of Kiernan’s mouth. She gasped for air as I pulled out of her, spittle and precum dangling from her lips, squeezing her quivering thighs tight around Morgan’s face. 
			

			
				 Pivoting behind Morgan, I gripped my cock tight at the root and took her by the waist as I mounted her from behind. I ran my hand up the base of her spine as Kiernan looked into my eyes as she clenched her thighs tighter around Morgan’s face, as Kiernan gripped fiercely at the blanket beneath her, her knuckles trembling from the pleasure, so close to release. 
			

			
				 I found Morgan completely wet, her walls tight and snug, fertile and warm as I pushed into her, moaning as I felt every inch of my cock sliding smooth into her. Morgan let out a muffled gasp against Kiernan’s cunt when she felt me push into her down to my base.
			

			
				 Kiernan reached forward, pulling Morgan’s face tighter between her thighs, and suddenly shrieked, throwing herself backward, writhing on the blanket as her thighs shook violently, screaming loud enough that birds, startled, bolted up from the trees. 
			

			
				 “OH!” Kiernan screamed, her face twisting into an expression that almost looked painful, her eyelids shut tight, moving her hips, grinding her wet sex greedily against Morgan’s lips. 
			

			
				 As Kiernan fell silent, Morgan paused, looking back at me, her lips and chin slick with Kiernan’s dew. I grabbed Morgan by her long golden hair and pulled her back, nearly upright against me, and as I thrust deeper into her, I pulled her mouth to mine and kissed her desperately, so eager to get a taste of Keirnan still lingering on Morgan’s lips. 
			

			
				 The clap of my hips against hers only grew louder and more rapid and, soon, I was lost in Morgan’s sex, the warm tight world between her legs. I continued to hold her against me, pulling her arms behind her back, bending her like a bow, and Kiernan – recovering now – popped up onto her knees, refusing to miss a single moment. 
			

			
				 Kiernan buried her face in Morgan’s breasts, sucking one then the other and back again, sucking Morgan’s nipples until the blonde moaned. Yet the ballerina was a multitasker in more ways than one, slipping her hands downward, one to tease Morgan’s clit, the other to tickle the root of my cock as I continuously thrust myself in and out of Morgan’s sex. 
			

			
				 One final exhalation escaped my lungs. I gripped Morgan tight by the waist then reached around her, grabbing Keirnan by the back of her neck, pulling her face deeper between Morgan’s tits, and – with the three of us together, naked, lost in bottomless lust on the peaceful banks of the pond – I gasped as I finished. 
			

			
				 All the strength seemed to leave my body upon my release. I emptied myself thoroughly and completely inside Morgan, spilling every drop, nearly going limp, slumping back on my knees, releasing Morgan from my grip. 
			

			
				 However, Morgan and Kiernan remained upright, both on their knees, Morgan’s orgasmic face turned toward the sun – warm, golden, beaming – as Kiernan slid a second hand between Morgan’s thighs, palming Morgan’s sex, gently squeezing, and as my seed began to leak out of Morgan – then through Kiernan’s fingers – my ladies looked into one another’s eyes and kissed, softly but deeply, their lips smacking, their bodies loose with gratification. 
			

			
				 As I lay back in the grass, my hands folded comfortably behind my head, I looked to the sky, smirking confidently to myself. 
			

			
				 When the dragons come, I thought, we’re going to be ready.
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				Chapter One
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Oh baby, here we go,” I whispered. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

			
				*****
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Back already?” she asked. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Two
			

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

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

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

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

			
				 Now, not so much. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Gotcha,” she laughed. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				*****
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Let’s eat,” Kiernan grinned. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Sounds good to me,” Morgan said. “And I know the farms you’re talking about, we’ve been past them when biking into town. Outside of Wooddale, right off Route 447, right?”
 “Exactly,” I said. “That’s still a long way off for me to make a blind portal, but we can bike down there tomorrow morning and take a look around. By the time next spring rolls around, I should be able to make long-distance portals down to the farms without a problem.”
			

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

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

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

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

			
				 “You thought of this,” Kiernan smirked. 
			

			
				 “I have,” I said. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Three
			

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Then the griffin flock emerged from the grass. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Kiernan cocked an eyebrow. “That bugger’s coming in quick, maybe not a good time to lower your gun, Bobby!”
 But I just winked at her and threw out my palms, whispering the incantations. It was the first time I’d tried this with a flying opponent, the first time I tried this under any real pressure. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Four
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “But look at us now,” I whispered. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Excluding Morgan and Kiernan, of course. 
			

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Five
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Six
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Are you sure?” I asked. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Seven
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Bobby?” Morgan asked. “You okay?”
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Morgan and Kiernan exchanged looks of fear. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Seriously, I can do it,” I said, smiling gently. “The worst is over. I’m feeling like myself again.”
  And I meant it. I knew portal magic – any kind of magic, really – could be dangerous if you weren’t casting it correctly. If I hadn’t thought I could safely open a portal back to the farmhouse, I wouldn’t have even attempted it. 
			

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

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

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

			
				 “ELF!” she shouted. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eight
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “So, what’s your story?” I asked. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “So you know them,” Morgan said accusingly. 
			

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

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

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

			
				 “FOUR-EYES!?” Keirnan shouted. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Nine
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Kiernan’s eyes were still sharp enough to cut metal. “Yeah you did,” she said. “What’s it to you?”
 The elf shrugged. “I always enjoy meeting another girl from down South,” she smirked. 
			

			
				 “You’re from…?”
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 They shook their heads. 
			

			
				 “Nope,” Kiernan said. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “Try us,” I said. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “What happened?” Keirnan pressed. 
			

			
				 “Nuclear war, to start,” Cecilia said. 
			

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

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

			
				 “No offense,” I chuckled. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Kiernan frowned. “Nasty little buggers.”
			

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

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

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

			
				 “In the vanishing?” I asked. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Morgan grimaced. “Like, human sacrifice?”
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				Morgan and Kiernan looked at me, grinning. 
			

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

			
				“I figured out an attack,” I said.
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Ten
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				Morgan and Kiernan dashed out, cheering and hooting. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				“Well okay then,” I said, my voice hoarse. “I’ve got no choice.”
 Morgan grabbed my arm. “No choice but to do what?”
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				“There’s no other way,” I said. 
			

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

			
				There was nothing else I could have said, anyway. 
			

			
				“Hold on,” Cecilia said. 
			

			
				We looked at her. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Eleven
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 She tapped the heading that read, THE ANONYMOUS WIZARD.
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 They didn’t. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Cecilia just watched, waiting for the hammer to drop. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Twelve
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 I stepped forward, my cock pointing the way. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 “What has?” I asked. 
			

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

			
				 Her shoulders slumped, her head hung. She shrugged. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Yes, now I felt it.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Thirteen
			

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

			
				 She took my hand, her face upturned, platinum eyes shimmering. “Really?”
 I nodded, slowly helping her to her feet. Magic swirled at her fingertips. Starting from her toes, her true pigment began to reappear, like golden water in a glass, the soft hue dancing up her skin, up to her thighs then her hips then her torso as I slid my arms beneath her robe. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 I raised an eyebrow. “That being?”
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				


			
				Chapter Fourteen
			

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

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

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

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

			
				 And then she opened her eyes. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			
				 Cecilia started toward the door. 
			

			
				 “Hey, hold up,” I said. 
			

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

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

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

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

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

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