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Bad to the Bone
Savage Sword of Shea
 
            "Mistress Shea O'Malley," I read on the shipping label. "Mistress?"
            The typed label held no return address. It looked quite official and professional. Odd. I wondered if it could be about my athletic scholarship, since who else would send something like that to me?
            "Care package from home," Jeffrey Goode asked.
            He had the mailbox next to mine in the dorm mailroom, so he waited impatiently for me to get out of the way. As a fellow ginger, we kind of had to be friends. Jeffrey had the same fire-red hair as me, just a lot shorter – mine reached my waist. He had blue eyes, while mine were green. Kelly-green according to my family. Don't ask me what that means, but my family all had the greenest eyes I'd ever seen. I also had a sprinkling of freckles across my nose and cheeks, while he looked like he bathed in them.
            "Pretty pathetic if it is," I said, slanting a grin at him. I held up a small, square package, just a little wider than my hand. "Maybe a single cookie."
            "Totally cool if it's an oatmeal cookie with raisins," he said.
            "Ha! Maybe, but I prefer chocolate chip."
            Closing my mailbox, I removed the key and turned to face him. My big smile flipped into a frown when I caught him staring down into my cleavage. My clown-hair and freckles got the boys' attention, but my boobs turned them into mindless staring zombies more often than not. Jeffrey managed to look me in the eyes most of the time, but boys would be boys.
            I tapped him on the forehead. "Eyes."
            My boobs were nice, though not that big. But I'd discovered all any man needed to see was a little cleavage. Of course, that applied double to college boys.
            "Sorry. I-I…" he said and trailed off as he flushed red. "I have to check my mail."
            I shook my head and walked away. I couldn't really blame him. If I hid my body with over-sized loose clothing, everyone focused on my hair. Yet, if I dressed sexy few people thought to tease me about being a redhead, but more than made up for it with sexual harassment. I had to choose which battle to fight.
            Now, my idea of "sexy" was a baby blue midriff top, snug, and displaying just a little cleavage. Nothing too scandalous. More than half of the other girls on campus showed far more on that warm September day. I finished my outfit with faded jeans and cute heels.
            I had to side-step Aaron Miller and Randy Folkes just outside of the mail room. They constantly tried to rub against me. So creepy. Mostly, they tried to brush across my boobs. Did they really think me so clueless?
            Boys are so stupid, I thought. 
            I walked past the dorm cafeteria at 4:35 PM, so the aromas of all that delicious food made my stomach rumble. I'd missed lunch, but I felt it still too early to eat. The cafeteria closed at 7 PM, which I thought quite early. But I had a meal card there and I usually ate around 6:30. My soccer scholarship didn't provide an allowance, so I had to eat in the cafeteria or go without.
            "Hi, Shea." 
            My breath caught. Chase Arnold, the hottest guy on campus, smiled at me. A senior and captain of the men's soccer team, he was tall, dark, handsome, and my every dream lover come to life, but he had a girlfriend.
            "Hi, Chase," I said. I wanted to act cool so badly, but he made me weak and tingly. Desire threatened to consume me, but I did my best to suppress it and act cool. His smirk said he saw through my ruse. Thankfully, I didn't see his girlfriend around. Sophia always gave me the evil eye. "Have any plans for the weekend?" 
            "Yes," Sophia said, coming up behind me. "He's spending it with me at my family's beach house. Thanks for asking."
            Sophia wore her cheerleading uniform. With a blue-blood pedigree, the beautiful blonde had perfect hair, complexion, and style. I always felt small and inadequate next to her. My father actually worked as a mechanic at her family's trucking company – one of the smaller companies her family owned.
            "You're not cheering at the game tomorrow?" I asked. 
            She looked a little peeved. "It's an away game, and the team isn't taking us." 
            I recalled something about budget issues this year. Money became tight after the football team got hit with sanctions the previous year.
            "Cool, y'all have fun," I said, and hurried onto an elevator.
            A dozen other students joined me on the elevator. I lived in a coed dorm, so I rode up with both boys and girls. Guys resided on the odd numbered floors, women on the even. I had a room on the sixth floor. Three couples rode up with us, and they were all over each other. The worst of them stood right in front of me.
            I gawked at them from just inches away. I got all tingly in my girlie bits as they sucked face and, um, groped each other. I worried they wouldn't make it to a room before their clothes came off.
            I wanted a guy that into me. I longed to be an obnoxious PDA couple. I dreamed of being that in love. Or was it lust?
            "Get a room," another single girl said. "And give us a break."
            The people slowly got off as the elevator stopped at each floor. I lived on the top floor, of course. I stood alone by the time the elevator stopped on my floor.
            I glanced up and down the long, narrow, and dark hallways. I could hear music and laughter from both directions. Turning right, I headed for my room about halfway down. I stopped to peek into the shower room. Empty. Perfect. If I hurried, I could get my shower before it filled up with coeds getting ready for a night of clubbing.
            "Look what we have here," a dreaded voice sneered.
            I froze. Emeraude Vicars and two other girls blocked the hallway behind me. They wore short, tight dresses and sky-high heels. With anyone else, I'd say they were already dressed for the clubs, but they dressed that way for classes. They considered themselves fashionistas, but I knew them as mean girls. Emeraude reigned as their queen.

            "Hey, Red," Emeraude said, a look of wicked glee on her drop-dead gorgeous face. She had shimmering waist-length black hair, big baby blues eyes, and a spectacular body. Already nominated for Homecoming Queen, I couldn’t imagine the senior not winning. "Look at you, wearing kitten heels today like a big girl wannabe."
            She called any heels under five inches “kitten heels”.
            "Hello, Emeraude," I said, ignoring Kim and Terry. I started backing away from her. Yeah, she scared me. "I'd love to stay and play, but I have a butt-ton of homework to do."
            "You're no fun, Red," Emeraude said, reaching out to rub a lock of my fire-red hair between two fingers. "Redheads are supposed to be fiery. Where's your passion? Grow a pair."
            "Yeah, right," I replied, trying desperately to act unflustered. "Leave me alone."
            Emeraude's eyes narrowed. A knot formed in my throat as I backed up against my room's door. One hand fumbling to get the key in the lock, I watched her moving closer and closer. That girl had no respect for personal space. She always pressed up against me. Pushing her tits into mine, her hands started touching my hips, sides, and hair. 
            Emeraude obsessed on my hair.
            "Why are you so afraid?" she purred, pressing up against me. The raven-maned beauty forced me flat against the door, rising up on my tiptoes. She pushed her face toward mine, making me turn mine aside. I couldn't get over the feeling she wanted to kiss me, but I didn't think she was a lesbian. Emeraude dated a lot of hot guys. "You're the new rising star on the soccer team. Shouldn't you be a badass or something?"
            "Yeah, yeah," I said. "I'm, um, kinda shy. Could you back up, please? I'm not comfortable right now."
            "Ewww, you are so assertive," she purred, and then kissed me on the corner of my mouth. Her lip print burned on my flush skin. "I want you. I will have you."
            Her friends snickered.
            "What?"
            Emeraude caught my eyes. I tried, but couldn't pull away. That gaze sizzled. It took my breath away. Maybe I was wrong about her orientation. Was I wrong about my own?
            The situation went south fast. I turned around and redoubled my efforts to get my door unlocked. The key finally slipped in the slot, but it still resisted me turning it.
            "Before this semester is over, I will make you my bitch," Emeraude whispered.
            My jaw dropped as I gawked at her. Was she serious? Then she tilted her head, lips moving closer and closer to mine. I steeled myself for my first girl kiss.
            The door finally opened. I fell into my room. Emeraude moved forward, like she intended to come inside. Scrambling to my feet, I slammed the door shut in her face. Laughter echoed in the hallway.
            "Holy shit," I whispered, shaking like a leaf. "Is she serious? Her bitch?"
            My mind went there unbidden. A vision of me on my knees, with Emeraude standing over me, both of us naked, came to mind. And then she leaned down, while I submissively lifted my lips to be...
            "No," I cried. "No way."
            A lot of women experimented sexually in college. Or so I'd been told by both guys and girls hitting on me. I just wanted to play soccer and get an MBA. I wanted to make something of my life. I was, after all, the first person in my family to go to college. Sex and relationships would just complicate my life. I had to stay focused.
            When I tossed my blue nylon book bag on the bed, the package fell out of the top. I picked it up, thankful for anything to focus on other than Emeraude and her unholy plans for me. Could I fight her off? Did I want to?
            "Jesus. What's come over me?" I whispered, shaking my head. I started unwrapping the package. "Let's see what's in here."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
            The package had a little weight. I shook it, noting that it felt like something solid.
            The brown wrapping paper hid a plain white box with a lid. I found a folded piece of paper and a single silver bangle inside. I slipped the shiny, pretty bangle onto my right wrist.
            "Mmm, shiny," I said, and giggled. After admiring it on my wrist, I picked up the included letter. "Oh, it's from a lawyer."
            It read quite formal and official. Basically, it said my Aunt Sonja had passed away and left me the bangle. I actually had to stop and think a moment before I remembered Aunt Sonja, since I hadn't seen her since my tenth birthday party. Aunt Sonja was my paternal grandmother's youngest sister. The ne'er do well aunt.
            "Great, my long lost auntie leaves me a single piece of jewelry, instead of a vast fortune," I said. "Figures. Even the long lost relatives in my family are poor."
            Still, the bangle looked amazing on my wrist. I loved silver jewelry. Gold had more status, but I felt silver looked best on me. Of course, if anyone wanted to give me some gold I'm sure it would look great on me, too.
            I pulled the bangle off to study it more closely. It had a beautiful Celtic knots and roses design, and then I noticed two names stamped into the inside. One spelled the words Ua Dergae and the other name Mag Mell. What kind of names were they? They did sound Celtic.
            On a hunch, I got on my smartphone and did a search of "Ua Dergae" first. As expected, it was Irish Celtic.
            "Red goddess." I quirked a brow, glanced at the mirror, and shrugged. "I'll accept that."
            Next, I typed in "Mag Mell" into the search. The response came back as Irish mythology. It was the otherworld that those who died with valor or glory went to, an idyllic sort of afterlife. 
            "I wonder if the red goddess rules there?"
            Something to study up on later. Only a member of my family would give me something Irish or Celtic like that. My whole family was so obsessed with being Irish I sometimes wondered why they didn't move back to Ireland. Some of them probably would if they could afford it.
            Slipping the bangle around my left wrist, I muttered, "Mom and Dad will get a real kick out of this. I'll study up on Ua Dergae before – What the hell?"
            A shining sword appeared in my left hand. Right out of thin air. I immediately dropped it, and noticed a faint flash of light as it transformed back into the bangle around my wrist.
            "That did not just happen. Did some jerk slip me a roofie or something?"
            I didn't feel tired. I didn't feel the least bit dizzy. I didn't have a buzz or anything. What did I do to turn the bangle into a sword?
            Giving my wrist a little shake, "Come back, sword."
            Rubbing my lips together, I regarded the bangle on my wrist. Then I noticed the underside, and the name "Ua Dergae." Was that it? Was it a magical talisman like in the books and movies?
            "Ua Dergae," I said. The sword appeared back in my hand. There was no bangle to be seen. "The bangle is the sword. Is its name Ua Dergae?"
            And it transformed into a bangle.
            "Whoa." I said its name again, and it became a sword. I released it, and it changed back into a bangle again. So I could change it back into a bangle by naming it or dropping it. "This is so freaky. Magic is real."
            It always appeared in my left hand. So I moved the bangle over to the right and spoke its name. The sword appeared in my right hand.
            "This is so cool, but it doesn't do anything for me," I said. Looking the sword over, I marveled at the exquisite workmanship. About a yard long, it gleamed silver, and had intricately worked Celtic knots and roses in the fuller on both sides of the blade. "How did I know it's called a fuller?" 
            Was the sword's magic giving me that knowledge? I lunged forward, stamping my stiletto-heeled foot in a melodramatic sword thrust. Suddenly, my head filled with countless moves and strokes. For a second I felt overwhelmed by the knowledge flooding my mind.
            "That's crazy," I whispered, just a little scared of the sword. Then I noticed "Ua Dergae" stamped in very stylized lettering on one side of the crossguard. I flipped it over and read the other name aloud. "Mag Mell."
            The world shifted, and I wasn't in my dorm room anymore.
            "Uh-oh."
            I stood in the middle of a dirt street. Medieval-type houses surrounded me – the ones with stone walls for the ground floor, and then the crossed beams filled with plaster on the second floor. They all had thatched roofs. Smoke drifted up from every house's chimney.
            The street was full of…people? Well, not exactly people like me. I spotted creatures out of mythology. Minotaurs, elves, and little green goblins? Really?
            "What are you looking at, wench?" a big, black minotaur growled.
            "You can talk?"
            His bovine eyes widened. I realized he had forward facing eyes, not on the sides like a real cow, but his hooked horns looked scary dangerous. Gold and silver bands decorated his horns. The minotaur had to be seven feet tall, not counting his horns. He had the widest, most massive shoulders I'd ever seen. His arms looked as thick as my legs. All that monster wore was a black loincloth and leather bracers.
            He pulled his sword with a growl, and started stomping towards me.
            "If it's a fight you want, wench," the minotaur shouted angrily, “then it's a fight I'll give you!"
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
            "Stop!" I screamed, but my body didn’t react like it wanted to stop.
            Almost without thought, I stepped into the fight and swung my sword. I met the giant minotaur halfway and we exchanged a flurry of strokes, jabs, parries, and even a few kicks before we moved apart.
            "Well met, wench," he bellowed. "But no one stands against Mofo and lives!"
            "What? Wait. Is your name 'Mofo' for real?"
            He paused, scowling at me. How I knew that bovine expression was a minotaur scowl, I don't know. I just did. Was it the sword's magic? Was I dreaming?
            "What's wrong with my name?" he demanded. "It is an ancient and honored name among the Minotaur Folk."
            I stared at him. Gobsmacked. Flabbergasted. Maybe even a little discombobulated. I'd read enough fantasy novels in my early teens to get a little thrill. Shit like this only happened in books and movies. The idea of being roofied into la la land returned. For all I knew, some geeky perv was having his way with my body while I frolicked in fantasy dreamland.
            Oddly enough, the thought didn't bother me all that much. 
            "Nothing's wrong with your name, sir," I said, trying to sound as respectful as possible. "It's just that where I'm from, mofo isn't a name but an insult."
            Note to self: Honesty is not always the best policy. The minotaur became infuriated again. I backed away, free hand up, palm out to hold him back.
            "No disrespect intended, Mofo," I said.
            He froze, eyes glazing over. I realized my mistake. Was he deciding if I used "Mofo" as his name or as my world's insult? Should've stuck to "sir." His hesitation did give me a chance to look him over better.
            Fine black fur covered Mofo's body, while a white billy-goat beard graced his chin. Only the palms of his hands and bottoms of his muddy feet appeared bare. For a second, I wondered about his cock. I have the most inappropriate thoughts at the worst times. Mostly, though, I noticed the minotaur had the physique of a bodybuilder. And again, my mind went south, wondering if he might be hung to match his body.
            "I will crush you!"
            "Can't we just be friends?" I cried, but surged forward to meet him head on.
            Not sure why I charged into battle instead of running away. I usually ran away from a fight. Okay, I've ran away from every fight until arriving on that world. Somehow, the sword gave me confidence. It made me brave. Was I crazy?
            "No mere human, much less a wench, stands before the might of Mofo!"
            "Hush now," I shouted, and saw an opportunity. Not to kill, but to taunt. The tip of my blade slipped between his loincloth and his hip, turned, and sliced. And the minotaur stood naked before me. I spoke before I even looked. "Ha! Hung like a pony!"
            He bellowed at the heavens. Oh, I had pissed him off big time. And then my eyes fell upon the massiveness between his legs. My jaw dropped.
            "Holy…," I gasped, unable to tear my eyes away. "It's… It's… Holy shit."
            Mofo grasped his huge sword in two hands and took an aggressive stance. I watched his monster penis swing from side to side. I could not believe anything could be that big. The sword tingled in my hand, sending odd sensations up my arm. Still…
            "That beast could hurt a girl," I muttered.
            The minotaur hesitated. He cocked his head to the side, before looking down at himself. Then he looked me up and down. My breath caught when that gigantic cock started to rise.
            "Uh-oh," I whispered, but my mouth watered, throat tightened, and pussy tingled. I managed to lift my eyes to his. "Mofo, can't we just be…um…friends?"
            "You're a fair warrior, wench," he said. "And not too terrible to look upon."
            "A player you are not," I said, shaking my head. "I'd rather have you as my friend than my enemy."
            "Wisely said, wench."
            "Shea," I said. I released the sword and it transformed into the bangle again. I watched Mofo closely, and that didn't faze him. Maybe magic swords weren't that uncommon. "My name is Shea O'Malley of Buffalo, New York."
            Mofo slammed his oversized sword back into its scabbard. He picked up his damaged loincloth, tied the two parts together, and then carefully wrapped it around his nether regions.
            I thought we'd go our separate ways, but he rushed up and wrapped his powerful arms around me. The minotaur laughed as he lifted me, crushing me in a bear hug to end all bear hugs. For a moment, I thought he might snap my spine.
            "Pleased to meet you, Shea Silver Sword," he said. "We'll toast our new friendship at the Wolf's Head Tavern."
            Since he'd crushed the air out of my lungs, I couldn't object. Mofo turned on a heel as he tossed me over his shoulder, and then strode down the narrow, twisting street. I couldn't see where we were going, just where we'd been. 
            "Put me down, you big oaf!" I cried once I got my wind back. "I have two feet."
            "And nice feet they are, with their little pointy heels," he said.
            He didn't put me down. Instead, he patted my butt. Was he copping a feel of my backside? I couldn't tell.
            The Wolf's Head occupied the first floor of a three floor building. The ground floor had stone walls, with the upper two floors made of logs. It had a thatched roof. Sunlight streaming in through the two small windows and the open door lit the tavern.
            I bet this whole town would go up like a match, I thought.
            Despite all of the wood and thatch, they used open flames for light during the dark hours. I knew this because I saw unlit candles on every table. I'd seen extinguished torches outside of doors on the trip over, too. As best I could tell, they cooked over an open fire.
            "Mofo!" half a dozen men called.
            I counted fifteen very unsavory looking men in that tavern, spread across maybe twenty bistro tables. I saw no bar, which surprised me. Wasn't tavern just another name for a bar? Beside the men, I spotted five serving wenches, another minotaur, and some little greenish looking hellions.
            "Are those goblins?"

            The goblins stood about four feet tall, with large hook noses and sharp pointy chins. The only hair I could see looked like stiff black Mohawks. The little guys wore ratty sleeveless tunics of brown, gray, and black. All were barefooted, which seemed more the rule than the exception in that world. Tattoos and scars covered all exposed skin. I had the impression the scars were ritualistic since they looked to be an integral part of the tattooing.
            "What? You never saw a goblin before?"
            "No, just pictures. Wow," I said. The closer of two tables surrounded by goblins turned vicious eyes on me. "Hi, goblins."
            They looked me up and down. I stood a little taller under their scrutiny. Their sour expressions said I failed to impress. The goblins turned back to their cups, muttering low amongst themselves.
            "They're not a friendly bunch," Mofo said.
            "Are there many here in… What's this town's name again?" I asked.
            "We're in Gerako," he said. He paused to glower at the goblins. "And goblins are an infestation everywhere. Be wary of them. A goblin will cheat you, stab you in the back, and rob you blind. All before lunch."
            He led me to a table against the back wall. Two human males sat there, but vacated the area when Mofo growled at them. I just shook my head and sat. Mofo sat with his back to the wall and surveyed the common room a long moment.
            "Craktis! Two cups of your best house hooch!" 
            Craktis stood in back wearing an undyed tunic. His had greasy shoulder length black hair, fierce black eyes and a huge hawk nose. I thought he kind of looked like a bigger version of the goblins, except he was pasty white as opposed to greenish. He just turned and walked through the door behind him.
            "Best hooch? That's got to be an oxymoron."
            I didn't drink, but it seemed a bad time to bring that up. Mofo seemed intent on his toast to friendship. I could do one drink. More than that was not a good idea. Since I didn't drink, I couldn't hold my liquor. Which meant I got roaring drunk really fast and easy. But I didn’t drink for another reason. I came from a long line of alcoholics, so probably had those genes, too.
            Craktis returned with two tin cups, no handles. I looked around, and everyone had the same kind of cups. Maybe they didn't have glass in that world. The tavern owner poured a clear liquid into the cups after Mofo gave him a small coin.
            "Whoa!" I cried upon taking a sniff. "That's some potent shit."
            "Are you calling my hooch shit, wench?" Craktis growled, eyes narrowing.
            "No, no," I quickly replied. "That's just an expression from where I'm from. Means something completely different. It's all good."
            To prove my point, I took a healthy swallow. It burned all the way down, and then hit me hard.
            "Ack!" I cried, coughing and gagging. "Oh god. Oh god."
            Craktis grinned. "Yeah. It's got a good kick."
            Mofo laughed and pounded my back until I got over my coughing fit. I was afraid to take another sip. But my new friend lifted his cup.
            "To friendship!"
            Everyone shouted "Hai!" and took a drink.
            I didn't have a choice, so did the same. Smaller sip, didn't hit me as hard. Still, I gagged and coughed. Everyone laughed at me. Mofo gave Craktis another coin, and he refilled our cups.
            "To my new friend Shea Silver Sword!"
            "Hai!"
            And we all drank. I didn't gag that time. My throat went numb, and I felt the buzz messing up my head. That shit would be illegal back home. It was probably illegal in this world, too. How could it not be?
            I noticed everyone looking at me. Mofo looked expectant.
            Lifting my cup, "To my new friend, Mofo the Mighty!"
            "Hai!"
            Then others proposed toasts. I swear, Craktis beamed with mercenary glee as he hurried from table to table refilling cups. With so many toasts, I lost track of how many cups I drank. Then I made the mistake of standing up.
            "Aaiiee. Ooooh," I said, and plopped back onto my chair before I fell down. "I think I'm drunk."
            After that, everything became a blur. Men sang drinking songs, which required more drinking. We all got up and did some line dancing thing. Then I showed them how girls dance where I came from. Before I knew it, I was atop a table, topless, and shaking my moneymakers at everyone.
            "You guys are the bestest," I slurred. Why did I feel so dizzy? I became all teary-eyed, intense emotion welling up suddenly as everything shifted and spun wildly. "You're my best friends in the whole world."
            My knees gave out, and I fell off the table. Mofo caught me. All I had the wherewithal to do was smile and giggle. He laughed, threw me over his shoulder, and headed up the stairs to the catcalls of the other patrons.
            I flipped them the bird, but did those barbarians even know what that meant.
            "Where are you taking me?"
            "My room."
            I thought about that a moment. Almost blacked out. Then I thought about it a little more. My condition didn’t make the thinking easy.
            "Are you going to fuck me?"
            "Yes."
            He entered a small room and closed the door. I got all tingly. Memories of his rising cock returned. I got a lot tinglier, and flushed with heat. How long had it been since I made love? Oh yeah, first week of classes. Carson. He was a senior, big and strong. I gave him my virginity, and he didn't even appreciate it. Bastard.
            "Good. Everyone keeps telling me I need to get laid."
            Mofo threw me on the bed. I watched, mouth open, as he removed his loincloth. He stopped to look at where I had sliced it in two, forcing him to tie it back together. When he glanced at me, I wagged my brows and grinned.
            "I'm a bad girl."
            The minotaur fumbled with my jeans. He'd probably never seen fasteners like that. I slapped his hands away and unfastened them. Mofo immediately pulled them down my legs, knocking my heels off. And then without preamble, or any foreplay, the big brute forced my legs wide and thrust into me.
            "Ugggh!" I cried, back bowing and eyes huge. "Holy mother fucking shit!"
            He only penetrated a few inches, but wow. That hurt! He stretched me out beyond the point of pain. Yet, a deep sense of satisfaction flowed through me at the same time.
            "Human wenches say the oddest things when I impale them," Mofo gasped out.
            I stared open-mouthed up at him. Mofo bent almost double to get his face down to my tits, which he kissed and sucked on so sweetly. I grabbed hold of his horns and spread my legs even wider as he thrust into me over and over, slowly forcing himself deeper.
            "Oooooooh," bubbled up out of my lips once he successfully sheathed himself inside me, and paused a second to let my vagina quiver around his massiveness. "Oh baby. You're my daddy!"
            "That's sick," he said, but returned to thrusting.
            Mofo pounded into me like a machine. I'd never felt so stretched out, so filled all the way up, in my life. Okay, that was only the second time I'd had sex, but still. He was hung like a horse on penis steroids. Every thrust forced another grunt out of me. Yeah, he was that big.
            I wiggled and bucked, and soon started crying out with every deep thrust. Mofo didn't relent. He made my body sing. When he became frantic, I knew his time had almost come. My body began to rise at the same time. He pushed me closer and closer. Our eyes locked in a sizzling gaze. 
            "Oooh," I cried when my insides erupted with pure euphoria. Wave upon wave of the most incredible pleasure washed through my overheated body. A second later, in the middle of my glorious climax, Mofo released his seed deep inside me. A feeling of success, of achievement, filled me. "Oh baby, you're the best."
            And then he pulled out, rolled off the bed, and bellowed at the heavens in triumph.
            "That's cute," I whispered, panting furiously. I bit my lip, held his eyes, and purred, "Do it again."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
            "Oh man, this is why I don't drink," I grumbled. Pain pounded in my head. My stomach felt more than a little queasy, and for some reason my pussy ached terribly. "I hate my life."
            "Ha-ha! Shea Silver Sword can't hold her drink," a deep bass voice called.
            I pried my eyes open to find a big black bull staring at me in the dim light. Before I screamed, I noticed the bull's head was attached to a man's body. And then I remembered the previous night.
            "That wasn't a dream?"
            Sitting up made my head hurt even more. Mofo stood a few feet away urinating in a chamber pot. His stream was thicker than my pinky. The open window let in just a little fresh air and light. The air reeked of rot and smoke. Mofo's pee really stank to the high heavens, quickly overwhelming everything else, so thank god for the open window.
            Memories of Mofo's cock inside me returned. I got all tingly, and my abused sex ached in a different way for a moment. No wonder my nether regions ached so much. He was hung to shame a horse. 
            I examined the room in more detail. The same plaster covered the inner walls as the outside walls, also unpainted. The floor was unstained wood. I realized as I stared out the window that it didn't have any glass. And I hadn't seen any glass whatsoever since my arrival.
            When I pushed my tousled hair back out of my face, I felt the silver bangle on my wrist. What I at first believed a roofie dream now appeared to be real life. If so, then magic was real and the bangle held great power. I almost said "Mag Mell" out loud to test it, but for one I was naked, and secondly I didn't want to startle Mofo by just vanishing.
            Why I cared what the big beast thought of me, I don't know.
            "I have to go," I said, throwing my feet over the side. Looking around, I spotted my jeans and heels on the floor against the far wall. "What happened to my top?"
            Mofo stomped over to me. Really, he just walked normally but he was so big he literally shook the floor with every step. I found that ginormous cock in my face again. Why did I find it so hard to tear my eyes away from it?
            "I think you left it down in the tavern."
            That sucked. I doubted if I'd ever see it again. Shame, because I loved that little baby-blue midriff top. It was one of my favorites. At least I didn't lose my faded blue jeans. They were my good butt jeans. And I paid a lot for the heels, so at least I still had them.
            "I'd appreciate it if you'd go down and find them for me," I said. I gave him a smoldering look. "I'd appreciate it a lot."
            Yes, his cock stiffened and rose up a little.
            "Ouch," I gasped when I stood up. My pussy really ached when I walked across the room to pick up my pants and shoes. Mofo laughed. "Screw you."
            "Poor Shea of the bowed legs," he taunted. "I guess I'm your first minotaur, eh?"
            "What are you, a Canadian minotaur?"
            "What's a Canadian?"
            "Someone who's a lot politer than you," I snapped. "Are you going to help me, and get my top back?"
            He laughed. "What you need is the hair of the cur that bit you."
            "Cur? Isn't that another word for dog?"
            "I have just the thing you need in my travel bag."
            He walked over to a leather sack in the corner. It had a long leather strap and pulled closed with a drawstring. On my world it would be called a handbag. I chose to keep my mouth shut.
            "Oh," I whispered when he pulled a tin flask out of the bag. My mouth watered and my belly churned. Should I? "Is that the same hooch that you bought me last night?"
            "No. This is the good stuff," Mofo said. He took a long swig before handing it to me. "Take a healthy pull off that, Shea. That'll fix your head."
            I wasn't so sure, but shrugged and took a drink.
            "Ack!" I gagged. It burned just as badly as the cheap hooch. Maybe worse. "Are you trying to kill me?"
            He urged me to drink more and more. Soon, my head and belly cleared up.
            "Wow. All I needed was a little buzz. Cool," I said, and stood up slowly. I didn't sway and I still felt steady on my feet. Still bowlegged, though. Ouch. "Now be a sweetheart and go find my top."
            "Mmm," he said, staring at my bowed legs. "Looks like you need the hair of the cur that bit you between the legs, too."
            Did he want me to pour the booze on my aching pussy? I could only imagine how much that would sting. That couldn't be good for me, either.
            Mofo pushed me back on the bed. My legs went wide, as did my eyes when they locked on his fully erect cock. Was he going to do what I thought?
            He did. 
            "Ugggh, you bastard," I cried, once again impaled on his monster cock. His ability to stick it straight into me without any fumbling amazed me. It took Carson three tries to penetrate. "This is not what I need!"
            Half his length stretched me out so well. The sweetest sensations rippled through my body. I didn't recall it feeling that amazing last night. My back bowed and my hands clutched at the bed sheets. He pulled almost out, and then thrust in even deeper.
            "Oooooh!"
            "Good, right?"
            "Very good."
            He thrust over and over, and quickly forced himself balls-deep inside me.
            "You want me to stop?"
            "No!"
            "I didn't think so."
            Mofo got a little too enthusiastic. Just as I felt the rise to climax start, his cock slipped out. He looked discombobulated, highly aroused, and confused. I grabbed it to help guide him back in. 
            "Ah!" the minotaur cried, and hot viscous cum jetted out and splashed into my face. He came four times, drenching me in his slimy, sticky seed from face to waist. You know he got it all in my hair. "That was good. Do you feel better, Shea?"
            I wiped the cum away from my eyes and glared at him. "Get out."
            "Sorry. I'll go get a bucket of water," he said. Mofo returned to his leather bag, pulled out a red loincloth, and wrapped it around his waist and loins. "Don't go anywhere."
            I walked over to his discarded loincloth from the previous day. Even though I couldn't imagine it being anything but nasty, I used it to towel his seed off. I still felt sticky and it was all in my hair, but I felt better.
            "Screw him. I'm not waiting."
            If the magic bangle worked like I thought it would, I'd be back in my dorm room in a flash. I could have a nice, long shower. A hot shower. Just what the doctor ordered.
            I collected my clothes, looked around, and smiled. Be it ever so weird, I really did have a good time. Nodding, I knew I'd be back to play warrior-woman some more.
            "Mag Mell," I said in a firm voice. And I found myself standing in my dorm room again. My eyes fell upon my smartphone. I tapped it to see if anyone texted or e-mailed me. I'd been gone a long time. The date and time struck me. 4:43 PM. And it was still Friday. Only a few minutes had passed, not a full night. "Perfect!"
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
            I double checked and triple checked. I remembered checking the time outside the cafeteria, and it had been 4:35 PM. Then I went up to my room where Emeraude almost waylaid me, and then I opened the package. Only eight minutes passed? Really? That meant I'd only been on that other world for seconds in our time. If that was true, then I could spend a lifetime there and come back to be a college student again.
            "How do I test the time dilation?"
            My eyes fell up on the smartphone again. It had a stopwatch app.
            I quickly went and took a shower, washed my hair, and then considered putting on makeup. No, I had to know right then. Besides, that medieval world wouldn't care what I looked like. So with wet hair, I pulled on a black tank top and sweat pants. After putting on my running shoes, I moved the smartphone to the room's built-in desk. After pulling up the stopwatch app, I took a deep steadying breath.
            "Here goes nothing."
            I tapped the START, and let it tick off ten seconds. As it hit ten, I spoke, "Mag Mell."
            And I stood in Mofo's room again, with his nasty loincloth still on the floor where I left it. No time had passed on this world!
            "Yes!" I cried. 
            Racing out the door, I ran down the stairs and out the door. I didn't even look to see if Mofo was in the tavern. I ran down the twisting, dirt street. People gave me double takes as I passed. I probably did look oddly dressed to them. Or maybe it was my jostling tits under my thin tank. Didn't matter. I was in heaven.
            "Thank you, Auntie Sonja! I love you long time!"
            I giggled, looked around, and spotted the upper half of a castle above the surrounding buildings. I headed for it. I'd never seen a real castle. The town's crazy-ass streets had me turned around more often than not. It took me more than an hour to find the castle. It sat in the middle of a wide plaza. 
            "Cool, a moat," I said, walking up to look it over. "Eww."
            A god-awful stench rose out of it. Weeds choked the moat, and a bright green slime floated on its surface. Something big and scary swam near me, just under the surface. I moved back when the wake it left turned toward me.
            Turning my attention to the castle, I started walking around it. I took my time and examined every visible inch of it from the outside. And I even got to peek in through the main gate. The central keep stood far enough back from gate to see enough to make a guesstimation about its design and construction.
            The stone was a dark gray, covered with quite a bit of moss. I didn't find the actual keep inside the walls quite as exciting as I'd hoped. Though massive, the central keep was just a squat square tower of about five levels. At least that's how many rows of thin arrow slit windows I could see. The surrounding wall stood a good twenty feet high, with thirty foot round towers at each of the four corners and flanking the gate.
            Long, triangular flags colored red and white flew atop the central tower and all of the wall towers. Pennant, the word, came to me. Though, in my mind it was a baseball term. Did the bangle's magic put that word in my head?
            Armed and armored soldiers guarded the gate and walked along the top of the battlements. I examined them a bit more covertly after some of them gave me a fierce look. Their helmets looked like the ones vikings wore, only painted black and without the horns. They wore black armor. Each of them had a straight sword hanging from a belt, and a ten foot spear with a fringe of bright red feathers tied just below the long, silvery spearhead. Otherwise, they looked like young men. Well, big, muscular young men.
            "Football players?" 
            A line of really big horses waited near the gate. They reminded me of Clydesdales, all saddled and bridled, with bright silks of every color draped over them as well. Very fancy. The mounts of knights and nobles.
            I giggled and took off to explore the town some more.
            Spotting something shiny, I picked up a small silver coin. It wasn't perfectly round like my world's coinage. The coin looked like they had a blob of hot silver and squashed it flat, and then stamped in the face of some king, with a horse's head on the other side. I didn't see any writing on it. Not even a name.
            Going over to a street vendor selling little meat pies, I held the coin up. "Excuse me, sir, may I have a meat pie?"
            The short, burly man glanced briefly at the coin, then at my fire-red hair, and finally down at me feet. His eyes lingered on my feet. He was barefoot, and wore a brown tunic of some rough cloth.
            "Of course, milady," he said, with a respective tone. "Anything milady desires."
            Did shoes equate to noble in that world? Looking around the plaza, the only others with footwear were the soldiers. The soldiers wore what I'd call gladiator boots. Without the stiletto heels, of course.
            The vendor placed the meat pie on a thick green leaf. I gave him the coin and figured that ended of it. Wrong. He gave me change. Fifteen smaller copper coins, in fact.
            "Thank you," I said, which seemed to surprise him.
            I stuck my change in a pocket and returned to exploring. I ate the savory meat pie, which though only luke warm tasted delicious. It had a thick crust containing mostly chunks of dark meat, with a thick brown sauce and some bits of vegetables. It reminded me of a pot pie, but with a thicker crust and far less sauce.
            "I’ve changed my mind. I love my life now."
            The townspeople appeared almost as fascinated by me as I was by them. For them, though, I think my odd choice in clothing intrigued them. The vast majority of the human men wore tunics. That amused me, because it kind of looked like they all wore loose, frumpy mini-skirts. The non-humans were another matter. Goblins dressed like humans, but I saw a few more minotaurs in loincloths. A family of centaurs passed by: father, mother, and two foils. Fucking adorable!
            The single elf I saw intrigued me the most. He stood six foot five, with broad tan shoulders and long blonde hair. He was gorgeous. The elf wore undyed leather pants and moccasins, and no shirt. Yeah, took my breath away. I thought he looked like a blonde Native American warrior. He had a curved sword, multiple long knives, and a bow instead of a spear.
            I spent all day exploring the town of Gerako. I'd returned to that world in the early morning, and I decided it was time to go home when the sun set. I walked the streets until I found myself alone, and immediately said the magic name.
            "Mag Mell."
            And I found myself back in my room, standing above the smartphone. I immediately tapped the STOP. My jaw dropped when I saw the time on the stopwatch app. Twelve seconds. Only two seconds had passed, and it probably took me that long just to say Mag Mell.
            "Wow."
            I didn't know what to think. I visited, teleported, to the world of… Mag Mell? Maybe I should find out what they call it. Anyway, only a few seconds passed in my world, while I spent half a day over there. It was beyond belief, and so damned thrilling. My whole body and soul tingled.
            "With that kind of time dilation I can live out all of my fantasies. I can be anyone I want to be for a few days," I whispered, hugging myself. "Or for years, I guess." I looked at the stopwatch app. "And only a few seconds will pass in this world."
            I'd have to figure that out. If I spent fifty years in the medieval world, would I come back to this world a few seconds after I left, but as a sixty-eight year old woman? Or would I always return as the same age I left no matter how old I became in the other world? If the latter proved true, I could live entire lifetimes over there without paying the consequences here.
            How to test it?
            "I guess time will tell," I said. "Yet, Aunt Sonja lived to be a very, very old woman, and I have to assume she spent a lot of time over in that other world. So, looking good so far."
            The prospect of always returning back to this world the same as I left it excited me. If that proved correct, then I could live a thousand, a million lifetimes. It came as close to immortality as I could ever hope to get.
            "Okay. Calm down, girl," I spoke aloud. I did that a lot. Unfortunately, sometimes I spoke to myself in front of people. Another reason everyone thought I was a little odd. "I can think this through over the weekend. But first, I have a lot of homework to knock out before I go have another little adventure."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
            I spent the weekend in the real world. Or at least in my normal world. I needed time to process what had happened. But then I woke up bright and early Monday morning just before 7 AM. Biology 101 lab started at 9 AM, with no other classes until after lunch. And I'd knocked out all of my homework over the weekend.
            "I have some time to kill," I muttered, eyes turning to the silver bangle on the desk. 
            Hot tingles filled my belly. That other world was so wild, so crazy, and so damned dangerous. What if I was killed? Would I return to my world still alive? Or would I return dead? Or would I just remain dead on that other world?
            Then I remembered Mofo, and how well he plowed my fields.
            "I don't even know what I think about that," I muttered. My insides got all hot and fluttery thinking about what we did, after he got me roaring drunk. Would I have fucked him if sober? Probably not at the time, but I'd been thinking about that ginormous cock inside me all damned weekend. So distracting. Yeah, that mofo rocked my body big time. No, he murdered my pussy. "Not necessarily a bad thing."
            I giggled, feeling so scandalous. Was I turning into a bad girl? I felt totally bad to the bone on the other side.
            "I think too much," I said, shaking those thoughts out of my head. "I have time for a fun run in Mag Mell." My breath caught as soon as I said it out loud. Thankfully, I had to wear or be touching the bangle when I spoke those magic words. But that close call alerted me to an issue. I didn't know that other world's name. "I should ask someone over there."

            Great reason to go over for a quick visit.
            I picked up the bangle and slipped it around my right wrist. After all, that was my sword hand. Made sense to me. Now, what to wear? I quickly put on my black leather corset. It had pretty stiff leather, strapless, and closed with hook and eye up the front. Still, it was so tight there wouldn't be any downward slippage. I put on red spandex pants, before stomping into my sexiest boots, a pair of black thigh boots. This was going to be the first time I'd ever had the courage to wear them in public. Who cared what those barbarians in the other world thought?
            I finished off my sexy warrior-girl outfit with a blood-red satin choker, big silver hoop earrings, and black leather fingerless gloves. Yeah, I looked bad to the bone.
            "If I had a big floppy hat, I'd look like a pirate girl." So before I could chicken out, I lifted my right hand and said, "Mag Mell."
            And stood in the streets of Gerako just like that. I returned to exactly the same place I left. It was twilight and I stood alone on that narrow, twisty street. I wandered around as it quickly grew darker, looking for anything familiar. My body ached with thoughts of my night in the minotaur's bed. Yeah, I wanted to find that one familiar face. Maybe I was mental.
            "Shea?" Mofo's voice called.
            I turned to find him walking toward me with another guy just as big, if not a little bigger. His friend looked human in a huge, very wide way. Like an offensive lineman or something.
            "Mofo! I found you," I cried. Not sure why, but I ran up and threw myself into his arms. "Long time no see, big guy."
            "I slept with you last night," he said. "So you saw me just this morning."
            That pretty much confirmed I always returned to the same time and place I left. That wasn't necessarily a good thing. It would not help me escape if being chased.
            "Exactly. A long time without my Mofo."
            "Is she human or elf?" his friend asked.
            "Human. Elves aren't that crazy," Mofo said. "Though, I'm wondering if she has some goblin in her."
            "Hey. I'm not goblin," I said. "I'm Irish. Irish-American ginger, to be precise."
            I thought I was being funny, but they just nodded. If you have to explain the jokes…
            "So, what does a girl have to do to get into trouble around here?" I asked.
            His friend barked a laugh. "I like her already."
            I thrust out my hand. "I'm Shea O'Malley, and you are…?"
            "Olar," he said.
            I leaned in and squinted at him in the dark. He was an ugly looking man, and very big and bulky.
            "Olar is an ogre," Mofo said, hitting him in the arm with a fist. That punch would've knocked me out cold. Olar barely noticed.
            "Only half-ogre, you ugly beast," Olar said, punching the minotaur in the chest.
            "Human. Ogre. Hogre?" Mofo asked.
            "I'm human enough to pass in the dark," he said, grinning.
            "Awesome. Back to me," I said, giving them my brightest smile. "Where I come from, there's an old saying: Girls just want to have fun. So, show me a good time."
            "How good of a time do you want to have?" Olar said, leering at my chest.
            "That'll have to be later. The night is young. Let's stir up some trouble first," I said, winking at him. Whether I slept with him or not didn't matter. I've had more than enough sex with Mofo, but I felt the need to expend some energy. Dancing came to mind, but they didn't have dance clubs as far as I could see. "Maybe I should open a dance club here."
            "Why would you dance with a club?" Olar asked. "Is it a religious thing?"
            "Halt!" a deep male voice called.
            We turned toward a group of approaching men. I noticed the glint of light off metal helmets and body armor. Local cops? Soldiers? I sensed trouble.
            "Who are you?" one of the soldiers demanded. "Give me your tokens."
            Mofo and Olar pulled their leather coin purses off their belts, and fished out little brass coins. Tokens. I noticed each had a number on it. Odd, that I recognized that bizarre scribbling as the local numbering system. Had to be the bangle's magic at work again. The reason for a token came to me. When strangers entered the town, the gate guards gave them a numbered token so the town could keep track of them.
            I didn't have a token. I didn't even have one of those purses. In fact, I'd left the local coinage I did have back in my dorm room. Big oops on my part. I spoke up before Mofo or Olar handed over their tokens.
            "My purse was stolen yesterday," I said.
            "Then you are under arrest," the soldier said. "Tie her up."
            I didn't want to go to jail. Time to return home, but first I had to get to a private place to transport back to my dorm room; otherwise, I'd return next time for a stint in jail. 
            "I don't think so," I growled, and thrust my foot straight into the soldier's belly. He fell back into the others, as I turned and took off running. "Bye!"
            I didn't want Mofo or Olar to follow. Hopefully, I didn't just get them into trouble.
            "Shit," I cried when I heard the clash of swords behind me. They were fighting the cops. Were they helping me escape, or did they know they'd be arrested because of me? Either way, I had to stop and turn around. I lifted my sword hand, shouting, "Ua Dergae!"
            I charged between my friends, and straight into the fray. I body checked one guy, sending him stumbling into two others. Then I slashed left and right, forcing men to back away.
            "Lords of Chaos, her sword is savage!" a soldier cried.
            Well, that just inspired me. I laughed, filled with battlelust. Mofo bellowed his defiance to the heavens. Even Olar cried out joyfully. I split the soldiers apart, while my friends drove them even further apart. The soldiers broke and ran once I broke up their formation.
            "Let them go," I called to Olar when he started to pursue. He stopped, but looked disappointed. "We'll split up. Where do we meet back up?"
            "Meet us at the Wolf's Head," Mofo said, and ran down a side street.
            He vanished before I could ask for directions.
            "I like you, Shea," Olar said. He palmed the back of my head, pulled me in close, and kissed me. Not a friendly peck, either. There was tongue involved. "You weren't joking about stirring up trouble! Ha-ha!"
            He raced off before my head stopped spinning. "Wow."
            I heard the soldiers shouting. Their officer pulled them back together, berating them. Yeah, they were going to be some pissed off bastards when they came back. And there I stood all alone.
            I turned and ran. Releasing the hilt, I changed the sword back into my bangle. I ran more easily without a heavy sword in hand. Let's not discuss the "fun" of running in sky-high stiletto-heeled boots. At least the street was hard-packed earth and not cobblestone.
            Despite the heels, I ran faster than the heavily armored soldiers. Not by much, but every little bit helped.
            "I love this world," I cried. Since I could go home at any second, I felt more thrilled than worried. Of course, if they caught me, I'd be right back in the same spot when I returned in the future. That's when it occurred to me. Time stood at a standstill in both worlds when I wasn't in them. "This is so freaky."
            Rounding a bend in the road, I found myself on a wider, almost straight street. I could see the castle and plaza up ahead. It was the only part of the town well lit. Flickering firelight lit up both. Unfortunately, light meant they'd get a good view of me. I might have to sneak out of the town and go somewhere else.
            "That sucks."
            But to stay in the town, I'd have to sneak out and then come back in through the gate so I could have a token. That didn't sound easy, but I had all of the time in the world to figure it out.
            Spotting a darker, side street, I veered toward it. Time to vanish into the night, and then find the Wolf's Head tavern. 
            A piercing half-roar, half-screech ripped through the night air. I cried out and stopped, looking all around for the threat.
            "What the hell is that?"
            Then I saw them. Two… Dragons? They came around opposite sides of the castle, one larger than the other. The largest one had to be a hundred feet long, snout to barbed tail. They had triangular heads, with spiky horns all over their heads and down their spines. They had huge batwings and four legs. My jaw dropped. Real dragons. I was in fantasy geek heaven, until I realized both were flying straight at me.
            "Oh shit," I cried.
            I turned to run back the way I'd come. The larger of the two dragons roared again, and then landed in the street before me. I couldn't get past him, no way, no how. The beast was huge. So I turned around just in time to see the other dragon land to box me in.
            The big guy was mostly golden-hued, with black tips on his horns, black tail, and blood red eyes. He dropped to all fours, thrust out his head, and sniffed the air. The smaller of the two dragons remained on two legs, wings extended, and glared at me. That monster was also golden-hued, but with purple tipped horns and purple eyes.
            "Declare yourself," the biggest dragon demanded.
            "You speak!" I cried. "That's so fucking awesome!"
            Awesome or not, I had to escape that world ASAP. I opened my mouth to say the magic words, but stopped. The problem of coming back to the exact time and place upon my future return had to be dealt with first. If I had time.
            "She is an imbecile, brother," the smaller dragon said, with a female voice.
            "Actually, I'm Irish," I said and grinned. "A completely different animal."
            "She's sassy," the female said. "I like her."
            Before I could respond, she blurred before my eyes, shrank super fast, and turned into a beautiful, dark-haired woman. Her brother snorted, sending out a puff of smoke, and changed into a tall, muscular man before my astonished eyes.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
            "Who the hell are you?" I asked.
            "I am Baron Henri of the noble House of Capersal," the man said rather imperiously. I did kind of feel small and pathetic, as he obviously thought of me, because – Dammit, he was hot. He indicated the woman behind me. "And this is my noble sister, Lady Uma. Who are you?" 
            My first thought: Indians. Lady Uma looked like an Indian princess. She wore a bright purple and gold sari type outfit, both wrists loaded with gold and silver, chandelier earrings of gold and some purple gemstone, and even had a purple gemstone centered on her forehead, held by gold chains that vanished into her long, dark hair.
            Then I noticed they both had pointed ears.
            "Are you elves?"
            Both of their eyes widened, and then narrowed. Was it an insult to be called an elf?
            "We are Draken," Lady Uma said. My brain translated that into dragon-shifters. Knowledge of other kinds of shifters flittered across my thoughts: wolf, lion, horse, etc… Dragon-shifters reigned at the top of the food chain, though. The Lady stepped close and took a lock of my fire-red hair in hand. "What are you?"
            Although she looked like a teenage boy's wet dream, her eyes were cruel. She had a bedroom voice, low and husky, of the highest caliber. It did kind of stir my libido just a little, but she was one scary woman.
            "Just a simple Irish-American girl," I said, covertly looking around for an escape route. Then I heard the running jangle of approaching soldiers. Both dragon-shifters looked back the way I'd come. I saw my chance and took off running for the closest side street. "I gotta go!"
            "Halt!" Baron Henri shouted.
            I ran faster. Hellfire licked at my backside as I charged into that dark street. I heard soldiers shouting, dragons cursing, and a little whimper escaped my lips. When the whoop-whoop sound of vast wings reached me, I turned into the narrow gap between two buildings.
            "Shit, shit, shit," I whispered, while frantically shuffling sideways down that tiny, pitch-black path. I tripped over trash, but there wasn't enough room to fall. My body wedged in for a second, before I wiggled free and continued my side-shuffle. After what seemed an eternity, I emerged into an open space completely surrounded by three-story buildings. "A courtyard?"
            I found a well in the middle of a space not much larger than my parent's two-car garage. Little starlight slanted down, but I could just make out some patches of weeds and the ashes of two fires. Otherwise, it looked clean, with four doors opening into the space. I checked the doors, but found them locked.
            I squatted in the darkest corner, in a place I could look down both narrow access alleys. I called them alleys because I couldn't think of anything else to call them. Crawl spaces?
            I heard the dragons and their soldiers for quite a while, stomping and shouting all around me. No one tried to enter either of the narrow alleys. At one point a dragon landed atop one of the buildings, probably to look down into that courtyard. I quickly moved into an alley until it flew away. 
            They searched for me a god-awful long time. Then I waited even longer before shuffling out of there. I went to the next street over, before stealthily moving in the direction I thought the Wolf's Head tavern was located. I eventually ran into a staggering old man.
            "Hiya, mister," I said, trying to act all friendly. "Can you tell me how to find the Wolf's Head tavern?"
            The stench of unwashed flesh and stale alcohol rolled off him like waves. My breath caught, forcing me to take a step back. Then I moved a little to my right, upwind of the old guy.
            "Oh, a wench," he said, looking me up and down a few times. "If I was ten years younger…"
            I thought he'd need to be about fifty years younger, but decided being nice was to my benefit. I gave him a big smile.
            "Aww, you're sweet," I said. "About the Wolf's Head?"
            He looked at me with bleary eyes, before looking up, down, and all around the street. "Where are we?"
            "I don't know. I'm lost," I said.
            The man staggered over to a shop and stared up at the placard above the door. He nodded, looked up and down the street again.
            Pointing to my left, "Go down to the next street and hang a left. It's down a short ways on the right."
            "Thank you, mister. You're a sweetheart," I said.
            He grinned. And fell down. Shaking my head, I headed toward that street he pointed out. I spotted the Wolf's Head as soon as I rounded the corner. The sound of laughter and song reached me a moment later.
            "Party time."
            I spotted Mofo at a table across the room. A huge man in a blue tunic and brown pants sat with him. Olar? He was a rather brutish looking fellow. I could see how he'd be half-ogre.
            "Mofo! Buy me something to drink," I called, wending my way through the common room, between the tables. Men I remembered from the previous night called out to me, their bold hands reaching to grab, pinch, and otherwise molest my butt. Guess I made a bad impression on them the previous night. "I'm dying of thirst."
            I ignored all of the groping. I found it kind of thrilling, actually. Who cared if I had a reputation as a bad girl in that world? I'd be golden as long as I maintained my good girl rep back on Earth.
            "Olar?" I asked when I reached the table. He nodded, and then saluted me with his cup. I noticed his eyes checking me out with more than a little interest. "Great."
            Grabbing both of Mofo's horns, I kissed him on the nose. Then I kissed Olar on the cheek. Craktis came over with a cup and jug. He splashed a little in after Mofo gave him a coin. 
            "You should buy a jug," I said to Mofo. I quickly drained my cup. "It'll be faster."
            "Faster?" Olar asked.
            I winked at him. "Yes. You'll get me drunk and in bed faster."
            The half-ogre's eyes widened. "How much for a jug, Craktis?"
            "Ten dinars."
            Olar slapped the require sum down on the table. "Leave the jug."
            I winked at Mofo. "I like your friend a lot."
            I noticed a dozen men and women playing darts in the corner. I loved playing darts, so it thrilled me they played it there. Only, they used a painted design on the wall as their dartboard. It didn't look anything like the round target we used. Then I noticed an exchange of money with every throw. Gambling?
            "What are they playing?"
            "Darts," Mofo said. 
            I stared at him a moment, before shaking my head and watching the game a little longer.
            "I'm good at darts, but it looks like your game is different than mine," I said. "Shame I don't have any money."
            Mofo and Olar each tossed a few dinars onto the table. I grinned as I gathered them up, and hurried over to learn the game. It proved simple enough. There were squares drawn on the wall, with numbers inside each. The thrower called the square he wanted. The others bet on which square he'd actually hit. If he hit his square, the thrower won all of the money. Otherwise, the person, or person who bet on the square he actually hit, won. If no one won, then the kitty rode over to the next throw. There were more squares than people wagering, so the pot looked pretty nice.
            I noticed the goblin throwing tended to hit a little low and to the left, so I started wagering based on the square he claimed. I won on his third throw, but had to split the pot with four others. I still had a tidy little sum.
            They gave me the dart next. It proved heavier than I was used to, being about as big as a butter knife back home, with fletching like on an arrow. Real feather fletching, not plastic fake ones. They let me take a few practice throws, but I think it was to see if I could hit my target.
            I tossed a dinar into the pot, which was a ceramic pot on a stool. I claimed the 7 square. After the others made their wagers, I threw. I hit the 9 square just under the 7. The goblin who threw before me won the big pot, and didn't have to share. Bastard.
            Tossing another coin into the pot, I claimed 7 again. Dammit, I had to hit that square if it took me all night. The 7 square sat in the middle, with no rhyme or reason to how they numbered the others. It seemed pure chaos, in fact. They drew some squares bigger than others. Some weren't even exactly all that square.
            I hit it on the fifth throw.
            "Bam! I win! Ha!" I cried, jumping up and down. I didn't have to split the pot. "Hey, does anyone have a spare purse I can have?"
            I didn't have a single pocket. Corset and spandex outfit. Looked great, but not practical.
            Craktis produced an old looking purse. It was soft leather, dyed red, and big enough to hold my winnings. My new friends continued with the game while I secured my small personal fortune. My otherworld treasure. Mofo claimed I had a week's pay for a common laborer.     Okay, maybe not such a fortune.
            I returned more than Mofo and Olar contributed. They bought another jug with their windfall. And then the dancing began. We sang. We danced. My corset came off, and up onto a table I went. Did I mention I really shouldn't drink? There were really good reasons.
            A pair of goblins caught me when I inevitably fell off the table. They cried out with delight, took a moment to fondle me, and then took off running up the stairs. Carrying me away. I felt dizzy and confused, the world bouncing and whirling past. I was drunk enough to enjoy it, so laughed, wiggled, and squealed with delight.
            "Are you guys going to fuck me?"
            I hadn't done it with a goblin yet. They were surly, ugly little fellows, but the thought kind of excited me. I wanted to do bad, bad things with wicked little fantasy creatures. After all, I could do anything in this world without worrying about real world consequences. And what could be more wicked than a goblin gangbang?
            I can be as bad as I wanna be, baby!
            They struggled to get my writhing, giggling body up the stairs, but Mofo's deep voice boomed just as they reached the next floor up.
            "No!"
            The goblins froze, greedy little hands tightening on my body. I patted one of them on the head, wagging my brows at him.
            "We're gonna have so much fun," I said, despite the fact I couldn't tell up from down, left from right.
            Mofo and Olar charged up after us. Their footsteps sounded like thunder on the wood floors and stairs. The goblins squeaked, dropped me on the hard floor, and took off running.
            "Hey! That was rude," I called. "And it hurt, you stupid little pricks."
            "Land on your ass?" Olar asked.
            "No, my pride," I said, and giggled. When Mofo pulled me to my feet, I felt my naked tits jiggle, which reminded me. "I have to go find my top. That thing cost me a fortune."
            Olar held it up. Mofo laughed and tossed me over his broad shoulder. I kicked and pounded on his back, while squealing and giggling. Yeah, drunk Shea is so much more fun than sober Shea. Olar grinned as he followed us to Mofo's room.
            "Wait." Mofo stopped. I caught Olar's eyes. "Are you going fuck me, too?"
            "Oh yes," Olar said. "I can't wait to rub my face in your tits."
            I gawked at him a long moment, and then Mofo asked. "Is that a problem, Shea?"
            "I've never done it with two guys at once. I love my life," I said, grinning. "Thank you, Aunt Sonja!"
            The minotaur and half-ogre took me into Mofo's room. The zippers on my boots amazed them. Olar wasn't completely convinced they weren't magic. My spandex pants intrigued them, too.
            They got me naked quickly. The great thing about guys, they don't let much distract them when there's a naked woman in the room. Mofo's loincloth hit the floor, followed by Olar's tunic and pants.
            Since minotaur lips aren't made for kissing, I pressed up against Olar and claimed his lips in a deep, passionate kiss. As promised, he kissed his way down my neck. He took the time to kiss and nibble my shoulders, before burying his face in my cleavage. The half-ogre didn't know anything about motorboats, but he knew how to do the deed. Very enthusiastically, too.
            The minotaur wasn't to be denied, or made to wait. He grabbed my hips, bent me over, and rubbed my slick folds. His hard, callused fingertips felt divine on my sensitive pussy. He rubbed me right, got me all hot and bothered and needy, and then guided his cock straight in.
            "A little more foreplay would be – Ugggh! Oh, never mind."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
            I groaned long and miserably. My head throbbed. I had a crick in my neck, and my right knee ached pretty badly, too. Yeah, I was a mess. Struggling to consciousness, I forced my eyes open and sat up.
            "Why am I on the floor?"
            I vaguely remembered being carried into Mofo's room the previous night. And then two bigass lovers took me in just about every way imaginable, taking turns. Mostly, I remembered being on all fours with one banging me doggie style, while the other dogged my mouth. And then being awakened three more times during the night for more sex.
            "Those beautiful bastards are insatiable," I whispered, voice coming out hoarse. "Jeeze, I'm a mess."
            Bed head didn't begin to describe me at that moment. Worse case in the history of humanity, in both worlds I knew. Plus, I noticed numerous bruises on my arms and legs, and I didn't bruise easily. How rough did we get last night? My head hurt too much to stand and walk, so I crawled over to Mofo's sack of personal effects. I dug through it until I found the tin flask, and quickly took a healthy pull.
            "Holy crap," I gasped.
            It wasn't the same hooch I drank before. Hell, it wasn't alcohol at all. But it burned all of the way down, and spread out to the tip of my fingers and toes. The burning intensified on my knee and neck, but left me without a single ache or pain after the burning sensation faded away.
            I examined the flask more closely. There was a bull's head designed worked into it, along with the word "Healing." So it was a healing potion of some sort. A medical miracle if you asked me.
            "I love this world."
            I used the pitcher of water to clean up. My mother called it a "whore bath" but beggars can’t be choosers. I vowed once again to find out where I could get a proper bath in that world. I knew Craktis didn't offer baths.
            I dressed in my corset, spandex, and boots outfit before heading downstairs. A small group of locals filled the common room, along with Mofo and Olar. I found my friends enjoying a game of dice with a trio of goblins, a one-eyed and ratty looking elf, and twin blonde beauties. The twins worked for Craktis as serving girls, so I wondered where they got their money. I had the impression they were slaves, or at least bondservants.
            The twins, Chloe and Zoe, acted so damned little-girl sexy I found everything they said and did super irritating. Their bouncy pigtails, big innocent eyes, and bikini model bodies violated everything I found good and decent. Craktis sexed them up in super thin silk halter dresses that barely covered them front and back, and sky-high stilettos. I could only tell them apart by their eyes and the color of their clothes. Chloe had blue eyes and wore all blue, while Zoe had green eyes and wore pink. The patrons adored them.
            Everyone else in the common room was human, except for the pair of croctaurs. The scale-covered lizard men had human shaped bodies, arms, and legs, but with scary reptilian heads and long tails. The black croctaur wore a sword, while the green one had a thick staff. Each wore a brown hooded cloak and nothing else.
            "Hey, Craktis, give me some breakfast," I said.
            He gave me an annoyed look, and vanished through the kitchen door. Since I didn't pay for a room, he charged me one dinar for the cold sausage and cheese breakfast. It did come with a cup of beer. 
            "I'm not sure which is worse, drinking beer for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, or sleeping with monsters," I muttered, looking around covertly. I wondered if becoming an alcoholic in this world would turn me into one in the other. I watched Mofo and Olar a moment, biting my lip as I thought about all the things we did together during the night. "I know which is more fun."
            No wonder Aunt Sonja never married. She had it made. The fact I could take things between worlds meant I could support myself by taking the common silver and gold coinage back to mine and selling it. Copper dinars were probably worth less in America than in fantasyland, so I needed to figure out a way to acquire silver and gold.
            I can be a thief. Or a pirate. I can be anything I want to be here.
            "What are you grinning about?" Mofo asked as he joined me.
            The minotaur sat across from me at the long table, but Olar sat on the bench to my left. He immediately looked over and down my cleavage. I rolled my eyes and turned my full attention on Mofo.
            "I'm just trying to decide how I want to earn money while I'm in town."
            "You could go over to the Street of Charms and sell yours," Olar said, smirking.
            "What does that mean? I don't have any… Wait," I said, giving him a dirty look. "Are you talking about sex?"
            "Yes. With your talent and body, you could earn a fortune."
            "Eww. Shut up," I said. I caught Mofo's amused eyes. "Your friend is a creep."
            "That's the least of his offenses."
            I wanted to ask what serving girls earned before I spotted Zoe being led upstairs by the trio of goblins. She was trying to pretend excitement, but she obviously didn't want to do all three of them, if any of them. I then spotted her twin Chloe straddling the green croctaur's lap, kissing and licking a red patch on his neck with some enthusiasm. 
            Yeah, serving girl didn't look like a career option for me.
            "You're good with a blade. Lady guards pay well," Mofo said. "But the hours are terrible. You have to be up and ready before your Lady, and can't go home until she goes to bed at night." 
            "Speaking of high and mighty Ladies," I said. I lowered my voice, looking around to ensure no one was listening in. "After we split up last night, I had an interesting run-in with Lady Uma and her brother Henri." 
            "Stay away from them," Olar said. "Drakens are nothing but trouble. Baron Henri is Lord of the Land around here. Lady Uma is his sister, and even scarier and more dangerous."
            "She's more dangerous?" I looked at Mofo, who nodded. "But Henri is much bigger, both as a man and as a dragon."
            "She's meaner," Mofo said. "More vindictive and vicious."
            "All of the Greathouses are draken," Olar said. "Other shifter races are the lesser nobility, and aren't as dangerous as the draken. I make it a point to avoid all of them."
            "I'm running out of money, so I'm going to go over to the Merchant's Guild Hall this afternoon and see if I can hire on as a caravan guard," Mofo said. He indicated Olar. "He works for a merchant that makes a lot of short trips if you don't want to take jobs that could last weeks, months, or years."
            "Years?"
            "Yes. Mofo and I met on a job that circled the entire Emerald Sea." Olar said. "He hired on in the kingdom of Quessa, while I hired on a few months later when the caravan passed through my homeland of the Icebreaker Mountains."
            They explained to me that Quessa was on the northern shore of the Emerald Sea, opposite of Barmora on the southside, while the Icebreakers were way up north of the Great Northern Forest. Olar claimed it took eight months to reach Gerako from his homeland up north. But I already knew caravans moved very slowly.
            The croctaurs' desert empire bordered Barmora to the south, with the unexplored jungles south of them behind sky high mountains. To the east of the desert lay a great savannah with barbarian tribes of orcs, centaurs, and minotaurs. Though, Mofo proudly asserted, most of the minotaurs were "civilized" and lived in the only cities on the savannah.
            "What kind of trouble did you get into, Shea?" Craktis asked.
            I jumped. I never saw his approach. My reaction pleased him for some reason.
            "Nothing to speak of," I said cautiously. "Why?"
            "Because I just heard that the Baron's men are on this street looking for a redhead in black leather top and boots, and shiny red pants," he said, looking me up and down. "If that's you, I'll ask you to leave before I get dragged into whatever mess you've kicked up."
            "Is there a back way out?"
            Craktis led me through the kitchen and into a dark, tight alley. I insisted Mofo and Olar stay so they wouldn't be caught up in my troubles. I promised to hook up with them that night at the Wolf's Head.
            "Thanks, Craktis, you're okay," I said. "I don't care what everyone else says about you."
            "Thanks, Shea," he replied with a wicked grin that displayed long fangs. "But what you heard about me is probably true."
            We laughed. My laughter might've been a little on the nervous side. Maybe I should ask around about him? Just to be on the safe side.
            The alley proved tight, but I could still walk without sliding sideways. Once I reached the end of that alley, I looked around to ensure no one could see me. Then I grinned.
            "Don't go anywhere, my fun world," I whispered. And then more loudly, "Mag Mell."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
            I barely glanced at the clock. It showed a little after seven in the morning, so that sounded about right. After stripping, I hurried and took a hot shower. Then I considered what to wear. Jeans seemed a logical choice, along with hiking boots, sports bra, and a forest gold and black flannel shirt. All of my dinars went into a pocket.
            "I'm ready," I said, mostly to shore up my confidence. "Okay. This is my set everything up run. I'm just going to hit the ground running. I have to get out of the city, and then come back in through a gate to get my token. Then I'll be good to go."
            I had a plan. Surely the gate guards recorded the date and time everyone entered, so if anyone accused me of being that illegal alien redhead, I could show them my token and prove I couldn't possibly be her. See, I arrived after that terrible incident.
            I couldn't think of anything else I could take that would be useful. Mostly, I just didn't own anything useful for that other world, other than toiletries. But I could return to the dorm for that. 
            Sliding the bangle on my right wrist, I looked around with wicked glee and said, "Time to go medieval, baby. Mag Mell."
            And I found myself back at the end of that alley, so I struck out up the street. Within moments I plunged into the thick press of people on a main street. Again, I saw mostly humans, but I spotted several other races.
            "Wow, you're a big boy," I said when I almost collided with a mottled gray centaur. He was leading his family down the street: wife, four sons, and two daughters. "What a beautiful family!"
            "Thank you," the wife said.
            The male centaur was built like a Clydesdale, with the wife just a little smaller. The six children looked delicate in comparison. All had different colored fur, with the daughters wearing bright bows in their hair and tails. The big male wore a leather harness from which hung weapons, a purse, and other things like a cup and small jug. The three females wore only halter tops, while the eldest son had a small set of panniers. I refrained from any beast of burden jokes.
            I wanted to talk, but they didn't slow or pause. They left me gawking. That made two centaur families I'd seen on the streets, and both times the big male led the others with purpose. What was going on with them?
            "Are you just off the farm or something, wench?" a hooded man asked, voice filled with mirth. "Never saw a centaur before? Well, don't bother; they're all on pilgrimage to Vos Carvelle and can't be delayed. Besides, they're all stuck-up asses, if you ask me. Worse than minotaurs."
            "Hello, sir," I said. He was a curiosity only because I couldn't see one aspect of his face or body. His gray hooded traveler's cloak covered even his hands. "I'm Shea. Pleased you meet you."
            I extended my hand. He actually stepped back and froze. After a brief hesitation, he shook my hand. It took all I had to keep from squealing with delight. His hand was strong, but delicate. And it was a kind of bluish-gray color.
            "Are you a drow, sir?"
            "What if I am?"
            "I've never met a drow before," I said, smiling brightly. "You are as fascinating to me as the centaurs. I'd love to buy you a beer and learn about you and your people."
            "You are just off the farm."
            I laughed. "No, but this is my first city."
            "Gerako is far from being a city," he said. He shifted, and that's when I noticed he wore a sword under that cloak. "It's just a backwater market town. I should know. I've been to many great cities."
            "I'd love to hear all about your travels and adventures."
            "I don't have time," he said, stepping around me to leave.
            "I'm staying at the Wolf's Head," I said. "If you come over to visit, I'll buy the first round."
            He slanted a look back at me. I got a peek at his face, and one violet eye. "It is not wise to stay there. Craktis is a vampire. He'll take it out of your neck if you fall short and can't pay."
            I remembered his fangs, and a vision of him sinking them into my throat flashed before my eyes. The drow took that opportunity to hurry away. I started to follow, but stopped. I couldn't make him talk if he didn't want to, so I continued up the street while marveling at old-timey architecture.
            Spotting a clothing resale shop, I hurried over. The shopkeepers, an elderly couple, smiled at me through their wrinkles. They sold clothes for both men and women. I looked at the dresses, all of which I thought of as peasant dresses. Most were dull browns, blues, and grays, and anything with real color proved to be much higher priced. I settled on a brown traveler's cloak. It had a hood, with a few mended spots, but they only asked ten dinar for it.
            "And now I look like a proper traveler."
            I wandered around Gerako for hours, and even passed by the Wolf's Head twice. I found the Street of Charms Olar mentioned. You'd think with that name it would be a street with magic shops, but no. Young women sold a different kind of magic to lots of creepy old men. The magic shops occupied a short street near the town's defensive walls, called Shadow Run.
            I stopped at Wenchel's Weapons and Armor, another resale shop of mostly battered of swords, daggers, and armor. The dwarven owner looked ancient and walked with a limp. Worse, he only had one eye and several missing fingers.
            "All my rooms are rented out, wench," he snapped. It took me a second to realize he thought I wanted a room above his shop. After squinting at me a second longer, he smiled wistfully. "My hair once gleamed with that same color of red. A glorious sight it is, too."
             "We redheads have to stick together, sir," I offered respectfully. "And I'm not seeking a room to rent. I'm shopping around for some weapons before I continue my travels. Something enchanted would be nice, if not too expensive."
            "Of course. No one respects the arcane arts enough to pay for them," he grumbled. Looking me over, "Do you have any coin, wench?"
            "A little," I said, patting the bulge in my pocket.
            "Do you have a purse sewn into your trousers?" 
            "In a way. It's called a pocket." I pushed my hand into the pocket, and pulled out some copper and silver dinars. Then I shoved them back in. "So, do you have anything with a unique spell? I'd like something the bad guys won't expect so I can escape."
            "I got a pair of boots that let you jump over a house," he said. "They call them siege boots, enchanted to allow soldiers to leap over defensive works, moats, and city walls."
            "No cloaks of invisibility?"
            "No. I've heard of them, but I've never seen one."
            I grinned at him. "No one's ever seen one, sir. They are invisible."
            He stared at me a second, and then started laughing. He warmed up to me after that.
            "I'm Shea O'Malley of Buffalo," I said. Didn't all medieval people give their hometown as part of their name? "I'm traveling the world and enjoying the sights."
            "I like you, wench," he said. "I'm Wenchel Red Fist. When I was your age, Shea, I traveled the world, hiring my sword out for money when I needed it. It was glorious."
            Wenchel showed me magic swords and knives, and even a shield guaranteed to defend against every enemy strike. It looked pretty battered, but the dwarf swore that didn't matter. The spell kept it from falling apart.
            My thoughts and eyes kept returning to the boots. I didn't need boots that let me jump over defensive positions in a siege, but he said I could jump over the town's walls. That was my way out of Gerako. I couldn't walk out through a gate, because the guards would expect me to surrender a token. No token might mean a trip to jail.
            "How much for the boots?" I asked. "Can I try them on?"
            "If you want, but they fit," he said. "The enchantment makes them fit any foot."
            I still tried them on. Wenchel spoke true. The boots started out much too large, but they began to shrink to fit the instant I tugged on the shoestrings. In nothing flat those boots fit perfectly.
            We stepped out into the street, where I tested them by leaping atop his house with barely any effort. Granted, he only owned a two-floor structure, but I was amazed and delighted. When I jumped back down, I landed beside him quickly, but softly.
            "How much?"
            "Twenty-five dinar."
            That was a full silver dinar! I could afford it, but I had to live on what little I had until I figured out a way to earn a living there. Heck, I didn't even have a job in the real world. 
            "Do I look like a rich Lady of the Realm? I'm a poor farmer's daughter," I lied. My father was a mechanic. "I haven't had an honest day's work since I decided to be honest. Ten dinar."
            "Ten? Ten? Wait, what did you say?" he said. I grinned at him, and Wenchel shook his head. "Don't confuse me, wench." I smiled and bit my lip, which he stared at for a long second. "Stop it. I'm an old dwarf and immune to your feminine charms."
            "Aww, don't be like that, Wenchie."
            "Wenchel," he snapped. I sidled up close, pressing into him. His face only came up to breast level, and I made sure mine were just inches from his intense gaze. He stared into my cleavage a moment, while I stroked his long gray hair. "Um, twenty dinar, since I like you."
            "You are so sweet. I like you, too," I purred, and kissed him on the cheek. "But times are tough, my friend. Fifteen dinar."
            He started to protest, but I stepped back, threw open my cloak, and struck a pose. My snug jeans displayed my legs wonderfully, and he paused to soak in the sight. Yeah, men are adorable sometimes.
            "Look how good the boots look on me." While he stared, I pulled out fifteen dinars and pressed them into his hand. "Great. We have a deal."
            "What? Oh," Wenchel said. He looked at the money in hand, and then at my boots. Finally, the old dwarf shrugged and closed his hand around the money. "Pretty women have always been my bane."
            I hugged him, kissed him on the cheek, and picked up my old hiking boots. I paid a lot of money for those L.L. Bean boots. I thanked Wenchel again, and departed before he could come to his senses. Once outside, I immediately spoke the magic word and returned to my dorm. I tossed the hiking boots into the closet and returned to Shadow Run in Gerako an instant later.
            The town walls waited just a few minutes' walk away. I studied them as I approached. The walls looked to be about twenty feet high, with a narrow catwalk behind crenellations. Armed and armored men stood upon the catwalk, mostly leaning out through the merlons. I counted five, and they all looked bored to death.
            I could just see the roofs of a built-up area beyond the walls. I guessed it was a village. I didn't see any trees beyond the walls, which meant I have no cover if guards spotted me leaping over. So, I followed the wall street around to the eastern side of town. A forest grew close to the walls at that location, with maybe a twenty-foot gap. Only two soldiers stood guard on that stretch of wall, and they were talking off to one side. I took a running start, and jumped with all my might. 
            I soared over the wall, and continued flying through branches for a good hundred feet. I landed after bouncing off a big oak that left me sprawled on the ground.
            "Well, at least there isn't anyone around to laugh at me."
            I worked my way south and west through the woods. I eventually reached a dirt road. I call it a road because of all of the people traveling in both directions, most walking, but several wagons and carts rolled along with them, as well as a lone horseback rider. In truth, it consisted of a bunch of muddy ruts that everyone followed to and from town.
            Hiding under my hood, I headed toward Gerako. No one paid me much attention. Well, another horseback rider almost ran me over. She even took a swing at me with her riding crop. No one seemed surprised or alarmed, and she never spoke a word to me. I kept my tongue, since she had a bow and sword.
            I approached the Stallion Gate on the south side of Gerako cautiously. Ten soldiers guarded the gate, just on the ground. Many more could be seen on the walls and atop the gatehouse. The town's flags and banners snapped in the wind above. And the soldiers seemed to know most of the people coming and going. I saw them stop the horseback rider, ask her a few questions, and then give her a token.
            "Declare yourself," one of the soldiers called to me.
            Did the Baron's soldiers know my name? For the life of me, I couldn't remember if I gave Henri and Uma my name. But if they traced me back to the Wolf's Head, then they knew my name.
            "I am Karen of Upper York."
            "I've never heard of the place," the guard said. "Where is it?"
            "Above Lower York," I said, with a wag of my brows.
            The other two guards started laughing. He sighed and waved me through. "Give her a token."
            I passed on to another guard sitting behind a small table. He wrote my name in a ledger, and issued me a numbered token. I accepted the brass disk, a little larger than a dinar. So with a big smile, I entered Gerako honestly and felt welcome.
            "Now I can legally get into trouble."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
            I walked into the cobblestoned plaza just inside the Stallion Gate and gazed at the fountain in the center. A bronze statue of Baron Henri astride a rearing horse stood in the middle of that fountain. That seemed odd to me. I'd think a fire-breathing dragon-shifter would avoid water.
            "This is a passingly strange world," I said, looking all around. "Perfect for me, since I'm a passingly strange girl."
            I headed up Wyvern Street. A three-floor high stone tower sat at the next intersection, with a walled in yard. Numerous soldiers loitered around the entrance. I asked a young man about it. He informed me it was a Watch Armory, but despite its name, it doubled as the City Watch's barracks and jail. The town had four of them: north, south, east, and west.
            A small public bathhouse sat cattycorner to the Watch Armory, also a stone structure, but only of a single level. I could see men and women on its flat roof, which they evidently used as an entertainment space.
            "At least I don't have to return to the real world to bathe," I muttered, before my eyes locked on lunch. "Mmm, sausage on a stick."
            A vendor had a cart with a grill built in, and he sold sticks with sausages and veggies. I bought a stick with both sausage and veggies. He swore the sausage was venison. I hoped and prayed it wasn’t dog or cat, but it tasted great. 
            "Best junk food ever," I said as I strolled up Wyvern eating my lunch on a stick. "This is better than a ren fair."
            A clanking sound brought me to an unfortunate stop in the middle of an intersection. A squad of soldiers came marching up the other street, and I stopped directly in their way. They rudely shoved me aside, sending my lunch flying into the dirt.
            "Hey, watch out, moron," I shouted.
            I spotted Lady Uma a second later in the middle of the soldiers. I realized they were her escort or bodyguards, just as she glanced my way. My breath caught when she did a double-take.
            "You!"
            "Shit!"
            "Arrest her."
            I scrambled away before any of them could obey. I dodged through the crowd, running as fast as I could. The sound of armored men fast on my heels inspired me to even greater speed. My magic boots didn't help me to run faster, but I ran faster than heavily armored men. Not by much. 
            "Out of the way!" I shouted when a cart pulled in front of me. I leapt, and flew over it. "Wahoo!"
            Rounding the next corner, I almost plowed into a five-man Watch Patrol. One of them ordered me to halt, and I juked left and ran to the right and around them. The zzziiipp of swords being pulled encouraged me to run even faster, though my boots weren't helping.
            "Time to get my money's worth," I gasped out. When the street took a dramatic turn to the left, I jumped up and over the buildings. I soared over them, only to slam into the steep, slanting roof of a house on the far side of the next street. I slid off and fell to the hard-packed earth below. The boots softened my landing. "I love these boots!"
            Swoosh.
            I ducked and looked up. "What the hell?"
            I heard a whomp-whomp-whomp sound. I knew. Dragon.
            "Shit. Stupid flying dragons," I muttered. The sound of running soldiers reached me, so I took off in the other direction. Didn't help. I found more angry looking soldiers. True to form, I failed to impress anyone or make friends.
            Maybe I should move to another town?
            The thought of joining Mofo as a caravan guard suddenly sounded like a fun new adventure. Of course, with my celebrated Irish Luck, I'd probably be killed and eaten by a troll.
            "Speaking of getting killed," I said, skidding to a stop. "Soldiers in front of me. Soldiers behind. Time to make another jump for it."
            I needed a running start if I didn't want to just jump straight up, so I slowly moved to one side of the street. I'd wanted to get back to the Wolf's Head and my friends, but the soldiers and dragon encouraged me toward a new goal: get out of town. I could hide in the woods, and maybe send word to Mofo to come out and meet me. 
            Both squads charged me. Feints and parries filled my head, along with a few scenarios where I could escape alive. Was the sword telling me what to do even in bangle form? Was it teaching me how to fight and survive?
            "Ua Dergae!"
            The sword appeared in my hand. Even more thoughts on how to defend myself, and even win, filled my head. I parried a thrust at my heart, and followed that with a spin and kick to the soldier's head. That put me inside the next soldier's guard, so I slashed his unarmored thigh. He fell away to reveal another soldier swinging his blade at my neck. I ducked under that wild swing, and thrust my sword into his throat.
            And froze.
            "Oh my god, I killed him!"
            The others shouted angrily, and converged on me. I've never seen men so angry, so bloodthirsty. They genuinely wanted to kill me. Slaughter me. I jumped up and did a flip, and came down just behind them. And then I took off running toward the other side of the street. And jumped with all my might.
            My leap almost came too late, and I barely missed slamming into the roof. From my trajectory, I estimated I'd come down two streets over. But then something blocked the sun an instant before I heard a roar.
            "Dragon!"
            The golden dragon swooped down and snatched me out of midair. Uma held me in her front "hands" and quickly landed in the nearest plaza. Soldiers came running in from all directions. I squirmed and wiggled, struggling with all my strength to break free.
            "I'm going to kill you dead!" I screamed.
            The dragon's fierce triangular head craned around and came closer and closer. Its mouth opened to reveal the most frightening set of teeth imaginable. Visions of it biting my head off flashed before my mind's eye as Uma squeezed me a little tighter. Whether from lack of oxygen or abject terror, I swooned and the world began to spin out of control.
            "Well met, Lady Uma!" a soldier called. "You caught her."
            The dragon lowered me to the street. As soon as she released me, two soldiers seized my arms. They held on tightly as I drooped between them. It took a moment to regain my wind and wits. And then I went crazy on them.
            "Let me go!" I screamed, kicking and twisting. I tried to stomp on their feet, and kick them in the balls, knees, and face. Yeah, I was limber enough, and soccer strong enough, to kick one, then the other, in the face. They took my abuse stoically, and their grips never loosened. "When I get loose, I'm going to – "
            "You'll do nothing," Lady Uma said, pressing up close and grabbing my chin.
            In human form, she smelled amazing. Kinda like cinnamon. She looked even more gorgeous up close and personal. I tried to act all brave and defiant, but that woman scared the piss out of me.
            "Remove her boots," Lady Uma commanded. "They're enchanted."
            Two soldiers rushed up and dropped to their knees to remove my boots. I put up enough fight that two more soldiers had to come up and hold my legs still. I did feel a moment's pride that it took six big, tough men to contain me. Then I noticed Lady Uma eyeing my silver bangle with way too much interest.
            "The bangle is enchanted, too," she said. "The sword?"
            I refused to answer. I scowled at her, and even tried to pull a leg free to kick her. Then every fiber of my existence screamed, NO! when she yanked the bangle off my wrist.
            "Give it back. It's mine," I said. "It's a family heirloom."
            "Well, it was a family heirloom," she said with a smirk. "It's mine now."
            I redoubled my efforts to stop the soldiers from removing my boots, and to break free. All for nothing. While the dragon-lady examined my stolen bangle, the soldiers muscled through all my attempts to foil them, and finally removed my magic boots.
            I screamed in frustration.
            Lady Uma laughed, before pushing the bangle in my face. One perfectly manicured finger tapped the "Ua Dergae" on the inside.
            "What does that say?" she demanded.
            "Fuck you," I snarled. "And the troll who screwed you last night."
            I think my insult struck home. She looked startled, and just blinked at me a moment. Then her face twisted and she glared daggers at me. I groaned miserably when she slipped the bangle onto her left wrist. 
            "Take this trash away," Lady Uma said with a dismissive wave. "Toss her in the dungeon. We'll deal with her later."
            "No, no, no!" I cried, pure panic seizing my heart. "I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'll be good."
            The soldiers forced my arms behind my back, wrists crossed, and then they tightly bound my wrists. As soon as they released my legs, I tried to kick Lady Uma. She actually blocked my kick with her leg, showing she had martial arts training, too.
            Ten of the soldiers dragged my ass to jail. Literally. I fought them every step of the way. My struggles forced them to work in shifts. They stopped about halfway to the castle to bind my legs together at the knees and ankles. After that, they had to carry me. I still did my best to fight them, kicking and bucking all the way to the castle.
            I became so intent with fighting them, I didn't pay attention to the castle or the path we took down into the dungeons. It was all dark background in my fight. But four soldiers at a time carried me on their shoulders, down, down, down into the dungeons. I knew enough to understand that they'd taken me many levels down.
            "What's the charge?" a grim looking middle-aged man asked when we reached the very bottom. He wore a black tunic and looked exceedingly dirty.
            "She attacked Lady Uma," one of the soldiers said.
            "Toss her into Cell 7," he said, and jotted something in a ledger. "Do you know her name?"
            "What's your name, wench?"
            "Fuck you."
            "Stupid name," the jailor said. They all chuckled. I didn't think it funny. "And very appropriate. If you attacked the Lady, then you are truly fucked."
            The soldiers took me down a long, dark corridor. They threw me into a small cell and slammed the door shut. That plunged me into absolute darkness. I lay there shaking like a leaf, bound hand and foot, and felt the cold moisture seeping into my clothes.
            I'm doomed, I thought. Without my magic bangle, I'm doomed.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
            Sometime during my first night in the dungeon someone snuck in and cut me free of the ropes. I still woke up cold, wet, and utterly miserable the next morning. All they gave me to eat was some tasteless cold gruel and a cup of water. Twice a day. By the middle of my third day in that stinking dungeon I couldn't cry anymore.
            "My life sucks," I grumbled after squatting to pee in one corner.
            My captors didn't provide a chamber pot, which forced me to live in my own filth, and probably the filth of the previous occupants. Yeah, I cried a lot during the last three days.
            "If I ever get my bangle back, I'm going home and never coming back."
            That was my new mantra. Little good it did me. It barely picked up my spirits.
            A man's screams echoed down the corridor. I pushed harder into the corner, pulled my knees up, and shivered. Those pitiful screams pierced the darkness way too much for my comfort. Was I scheduled to be tortured? Would they torture me to death? Or just maim me? What little I knew of medieval crime and punishment filled my head, driving away any hope of well-being.
            The screams grew louder and louder. After a moment, I heard the struggling coming closer. I cocked my head, stilled my breathing, and listened intently. I could just make out guards dragging a man down the corridor, with periodic stops to beat on him. It sounded like he was fighting them every step of the way.
            "Good for you."
            I saw the orange, flickering light of the torch as they passed by my cell. He either kicked my door, or forced someone to bang against it. I jumped and yelped.
            I'll probably die of a stroke or heart attack.
            All hell broke loose for a few minutes before I heard a cell door slam shut. The new prisoner screamed and cursed, alternating between dire threats and begging for mercy. The guards departed, laughing and joking, as he pounded on his cell door.
            Aw, shut up, I thought. At least they untied you immediately.
            I screamed when one of the passing guards struck my door with something metallic. The door rattled and I whimpered. And they stopped. 
            "Oh no." 
            Eyes huge in the dark, I stared at the door. Torchlight completely outlined it on my side. Even though I might be grateful for any visual sensation, I couldn't think of any good reason for them to stop at my door. Then I heard them remove the thick wooden bar that secured the cell.
            "Oh god. Oh god," I whispered, squirming and looking all around for succor that I knew wasn't coming. "Oh god, help me."
            The door opened to reveal big men in chain mail and helmets. Soldiers narrowed their eyes and looked grim. I shook my head, but they entered anyway.
            "Shea O'Malley?"
            I nodded.
            "Baron Henri commands your presence in Court to be judged."
            I couldn't move, so a soldier yanked me to my feet. Two soldiers each seized an arm, and then escorted me out of the cell and up the corridor. The light slowly increased, but still stabbed at my eyes. Even half-blinded, they managed to usher me up into the castle and into a large hall with soaring ceilings.
            It looked like a cathedral without any windows to me, but Lord Henri sat upon a throne at the far end instead of an altar. Lady Uma stood proudly to his immediate right, and a distinguished-looking man stood to his left. Lots of men, and a few finely dressed women, stood to either side of the hall and watched as the soldiers escorted me to the lord of the castle.
            ‘Dead girl walking’ came unbidden into my head.
            "Hey," I said, trying to act all friendly. "I'm Shea. I think there's been a slight misunderstanding between us."
            The three nobles on the dais looked down upon me like one might look at a turd a pet left on the carpet. Yeah, I've looked better. I'm sure I stank pretty badly, too.
            "Sister, you had this one arrested?" Henri said, looking almost bored. "Isn't she the little gnat that evaded us the other night?"
            "Yes. I caught her down on Wyvern Street a few days ago," Uma said. The draken noble caught and held my eyes for a second. I noted a little something-something there, and I'm not sure I liked it. Magic? It couldn't be attraction. I don't swing that way. "She was a bit prettier then. The dungeon doesn't look good on her."
            "What crime has she committed, my lady?" the distinguished man asked.
            "I'm not really sure," Uma said. "Besides running away from Lord Henri and myself. Resisting arrest? Oh, she killed one of my bodyguards during the fight."
            "Good enough for me," Henri said. He leaned forward. "What shall I do with you?"
            "Let me go," I said. "I just panicked. I didn't do anything wrong." I pointed at my stolen bangle. "Your sister took my bangle. Give it back and I'll leave your town forever. I promise."
            "Oh, you're going to leave forever," Uma said, and leaned over to whisper in her brother's ear. He grinned and nodded. That did not bode well for me, and neither did the glint in Uma's eyes.
            The other man handed Henri a piece of paper. As paper went, it was a pathetic looking thing: brown and with barely straight edges. The baron dipped a quill into an inkpot and scribbled something at the bottom of the paper.
            "Shea O'Malley of Buffalo. That's you?" I nodded, eyes huge. "I sentence you to slavery to pay for your crimes against the throne. You will be taken from this hall to immediately be auctioned off to the highest bidder."
            "Crimes? What crimes?" I cried. "It was self-defense. I'm innocent."
            "Poor, pitiful Shea," Uma said, stepping forward. Her dark, cruel eyes refused to let mine escape. "There are a number of croctaur slavers at the auction today. Redheaded brothel slaves are prized above all others in their lands, so I'm confident one of them will buy you. But don't fret; I hear dry desert air is good for the skin. Good bye and good riddance."
            "Croctaur?" I said. "Lizardmen? No, no, no!"
            Soldiers seized my arms and legs, and then rushed me out of the Great Hall. I kicked and screamed, but they held on tightly. Again, I experienced a mad rush of darkness and light as I fought them every step of the way through the castle. Before I knew it, they dropped me on the hard-packed earth. Behind us squatted the castle, and in front milled a restless crowd.
            Twisting my arms back, they snapped manacles on my wrists. Then shackles were locked around my ankles. Two of the soldiers pulled knives, and they quickly cut all of my clothes away. Even my thong underwear!
            I was lifted up atop and displayed on a round block of stone, with a steel ring embedded in the middle. Forced to kneel up upon it, a soldier locked my manacles to the ring that now resided between my legs. That forced me to kneel naked so everyone could see and examine me. And examine me they did, very up close and very, very intimately.
            "Hey! Don't touch me there!"
            Oddly enough, almost everyone checked my teeth first. Unfortunately, they were all quite pleased with my only slightly crooked teeth. Mostly, they wanted me to have them all with few or no cavities. Yeah, I scored high there. Lucky me, right?
            True to Uma's warning, eight croctaurs hurried over to check me out. They divided up into three groups, surrounding me. Strangely, none of them touched me, except to check my teeth.
            An orc pushed through them and started examining me. He groped my tits, and then fondled my butt for way too long. He also seemed mesmerized by my red hair. He grabbed a fistful of hair, yanked my head back and started rubbing my sex. In nothing flat, my folds became wet and slick to his great amusement. I could tell it wouldn't take much more to push me over the top, and then he might buy me or something.
            So with great effort, I pissed on his hand.
            He bellowed in rage, and guards had to force him away from me. Thank god the guards decided to protect the merchandise. Damaged slave girls probably sold for considerably less.
            The croctaurs seemed amused.
            "Only thing worse than being pissed off, is being pissed on," I taunted. "You big ugly fuck." 
            Yeah, I wasn't at my best. The thought of being sold as a slave terrified me, and I expressed it with anger. Rage seethed within, aimed at myself, the slavers selling me, and the buyers ogling and molesting me. But mostly, I was royally pissed off at Henri and Uma. 
            If I ever escape slavery, I'm going to chop their heads off and shit down those dragon-ass throats!
            I wanted to say something insulting to the croctaurs, to run them off and sour me in their opinions, but lord those monsters scared me. Those reptilian eyes watched my every move. Their toothy mouths opened and closed, and one of them kept stroking a red patch on his neck. Each of them had a red patch on the side of their necks – a highly sensitive area according to Olar. I remembered Chloe licking that spot on a lizardman the previous night.
            That can't be good for me.
            "I can make a fortune off you," an elven woman said, surprising me by her sudden appearance.
            The elf wore purple and lavender silks, a ton of gold jewelry glittering with faceted gems. She had long blonde hair, violet eyes, and a sultry expression. And she wore very potent perfume. The kind that sucked the air out of your lungs.
            "Who are you?"
            "Assaria, owner of the House of Bliss," she said.
            "A brothel?" She nodded. I gave her a scornful look that made her bristle. "You look like one of the whores."
            One of the croctaurs snickered. The others nodded and muttered among themselves.
            "If the price is right, I am," she said, eyes fierce. "Pray I don't win the bidding. You’ll live a miserable life if I own you."
            "Be careful what you wish for, elf," I snapped. My eyes bore into hers. "You might get what you want."
            She stepped back, looking just a little uncertain. Then some goblins, humans, and an armored knight, took turns examining me. It felt like an eternity before they pulled me down and dragged up onto a small platform. The buyers left me light-headed and feeling vulnerable after all of that examining. They'd pretty much pinched, probed, squeezed, and rubbed the fight out of me. At least for the moment. I vowed to give the man or woman who bought me living hell.
            One of the auctioneers unraveled my braid and fluffed out my waist-length fire-red hair. I regretted all the time and effort I'd spent pampering my hair to grow it out that long. They were going to use it against me to drive up my price.
            "We have a barbarian warrior-wench," the head auctioneer called. "Beautiful and strong. And she's got spirit, too. It's a lucky man who buys and breaks her."
            What the hell?
            The auction went fast. My head spun as men and women shouted out bids. The auctioneer proved masterful in keeping the bidding alive. Twice I thought it over, when he prodded someone to make another bid. When it was all said and done, I sold for fifteen silver, and eight copper dinars. But I didn't know who bought me.
            The slavers dragged me off the stage and around back. We passed a dour looking woman behind a small field desk, with a line of people in front of her. Previously sold slaves waited to one side. Everyone waiting in line was human. What a relief.
            Two slavers dragged me over to a big pole in the ground. It looked like a telephone pole chopped off about ten foot high. Several thick steel rings were bolted into it starting at the top, and running down to about four feet off the ground. They backed me up to it, pulled my arms up, and secured my wrists to the ring above my head. I felt even more exposed and vulnerable than on the display block. 
            People paid the clerk behind the desk, and collected their slaves. More slaves joined us in the collection area, waiting for their new masters to claim them. It surprised me to see male slaves outnumbered women by almost two to one. More buyers soon joined the line, including an ork, some goblins, and a croctaur. Still, most of the buyers remained humans.
            The goblins in line kept staring at a very short, chubby woman, so I didn't worry about it being them who purchased me. They paid after a lot of loud squawking about being cheated, but seemed more than happy when the slave girl was turned over to them. She meekly followed them away.
            Yeah, right, I'm not going so easily. I'll make my master sorry he bought me long before the day of over.
            It astounded me how well even the men behaved when their new masters came to claim them. One woman and two men, though, put up loud, violent fights. They were, one and all, beaten bloody and into submission. I started to wonder at the wisdom of putting up a fight, though the idea had great appeal.
            "Uh-oh, here comes that damned orc," I whispered, watching him intently. He kept looking at me, but also at two other young beauties. "Not me. Please not me."
            After he paid, the orc hurried over to a young blonde. She immediately fell to her knees after being released from her chains. He moved up close, tapped his crotch, and she…kissed it. Yeah, that made my head spin. The orc put a collar and leash on her, and then he moved over to the brunette on the post next to mine, and that scene repeated itself.
            And then he came over to me, trailed by his two new slave girls. My insides clenched, and my sex throbbed. The orc pressed up close, cupped one of my tits, and spoke into my ear.
            "A slaver outbid me for you, but I'm going to try and buy you from him," he said. "I own a brothel in the next town north of here, and I'm going to make a fortune selling your ass."
            I wanted to insult him, to curse him out, but nothing came. He laughed and left.
            The orc pimp left me hanging limply, head and heart in turmoil. How had all of that happened to me? I've always travelled the straight and narrow path, fixed on a soccer scholarship and business degree. And then I inherit some stupid magic bracelet and I go crazy.
            "I'm so fucked."
            "Yes you are, slave," a croctaur in a black tunic and cloak said.
            I never saw him pay and approach, being lost in my own misery. He immediately copped a feel, pinched and pulled my sensitive nipples. I squealed and squirmed, staring at him in shock. Then he forced a scaly finger deep inside my sex, forcing me to gasp and cry out for several minutes before pulling it out quite wet.
            "Yes, a good buy," he said.
            "What are you going to do to me?"
            I had a pretty good idea, considering the introduction. A lot of nasty, scary scenes danced through my overactive imagination, leaving me feeling even more helpless and vulnerable.
            "Take you back to my homeland and sell you," he said. "A brothel will probably buy you, but with that hair there's a good chance I can sell you into a nobleman's harem." He pinched my chin, pulling my lip down. "I might get as much as two gold dinars for you."
            "Or we can keep her for a few years and breed her," another croctaur slaver said. "Even after a few children, I think we can get two gold for her."
            My new master had four croctaurs in heavy armor with him. When he moved off to speak to the orc pimp, the others moved in quickly. They collared me, and then tied my wrists behind my back. In no time I found myself fifth in a coffle chain of ten women. My master returned after the orc stomped away.
            "I am Baasur," he said to the whole coffle line. There were three other coffles of men that he bought that day, for a total of forty slaves. "If you behave and do exactly what you are told, then you will be treated well. Do not force us to make an example of any of you." His eyes narrowed. "I can afford to kill a few of you."
            His men got us started walking with switches. The women led the way, with the three coffles of men following behind. I didn't put up any fight. If I'd seen any way to escape, I would've fought them. But I couldn't conjure up any hope or defiance, so bent my head and followed their lead.
            I scowled back at the castle as they led me away into slavery. One day, I'll be back. And your ass will be mine, Uma!
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
            "Halt," Baasur called. "We'll make camp here."
            My coffle's handlers signaled for us to kneel. I gratefully fell to my knees. After three weeks of walking in chains, I knew to savor every moment of rest.
            The slavers waited until late in the day to stop. I'd become good at guesstimating time while on the road. It looked like they had fifteen to thirty minutes to make camp before darkness fell, and it got very dark in the forest.
            Most of the slavers gathered together and argued about something. A few of them became quite animated. I didn't understand Croctauri, but the girl behind me spoke it. She listened in on their discussions, and let the rest of us know their plans.
            "What's going on, Dina?" I asked.
            "They are arguing about the campsite," she said. "Some of them want to continue on until they reach something called the Pillars."
            I thought "Pillars of Hercules" and smiled. I could use a nice Mediterranean beach vacation. And in a way, I wanted to continue on, too. Once we stopped for the night, well… All of the croctaurs were male. 
            Just thinking about how they fed us, and how they expected us to show our appreciation, made my lower belly tingle and quiver. My body started preparing itself the second Baasur called us to a stop.
            "They killed a deer today," Neeti said. She was the blonde in front of me on the coffle. "So at least we'll get meat tonight."
            I shrugged. As much as I loved meat, I'd never been a fan of venison. I'd started to develop a taste for it since crossing over, but I thought it tasted gamey. Still, meat did satisfy my raging hunger much better than the few wild vegetables they foraged. Croctaurs were carnivores, and never ate any kind of "vegetation" so didn't put much effort into foraging.
            "They've already started the cook fire," Dina said. "And Po and Grik are skinning the deer. I think they are committed to this campsite."
            I agreed. Once they started preparing a meal, they never pulled up and moved. Baasur ran a tight ship, though his underlings weren't afraid to voice their opinions. Even after three weeks as their slave, I still didn't know their pecking order.
            "But others, like Krocur and Docca really want to at least reach the Pillars," she continued. "They are afraid we won't be able to cross the badlands tomorrow if we camp this far away. Baasur disagrees."
            The badlands. I'd heard about that area a few days back. My coffle-mates said that brigands and outcasts filled the borderlands between the Kingdom of Barmora and the Croctaur Empire. Both nations allowed it to exist as a buffer zone between them. From what I understood that was a common practice in this world.
            That meant we neared the border. Tomorrow we would cross over into the Croctaur Empire. The terrain would go from forest to desert in just a few days. The prospect of trudging through the desert filled me with dread.
            "We're staying here," Baasur shouted with finality. "But we'll break camp and leave during pre-dawn."
            That stopped all arguments. The slavers scattered, and started making camp. They posted guards. The slavers gave us long drinks of water. I'm pretty sure they had us drink heavily to cut back on how much we could eat. We had to take so much water whenever offered, because they didn't give us much during the day.
            The slavers allowed us to sit or lie down, however we wanted to rest before we ate. Then the slavers started checking the women out, speaking among themselves about who would get who. Being the lone redhead put me in high demand. Yeah, joy to me.
            Baasur claimed me for my first three nights out of Gerako. In some ways, he was the best and worst. Baasur controlled me with a firm, but gentle hand. He proved to have the most stamina, too. It was always a long, hot night with that lizardman. Yeah, a slave girl earned her meat with him.
            Some of the slavers, like Po and Grik, liked to share a girl at the end of the day. Po and Grik gave me some of my most intense nights ever. Yet, even together they didn't last as long as Baasur. Now, Docca and Krocur frequently shared a girl, and they usually woke me up for more in the middle of the night. That made for a rough day afterwards.
            Since a third of them stood guard duty at any given time, a girl could be picked a second time when the guards changed. Dina got picked three times one night. Thank god that hadn't happened to me. Yet. And some girls didn't get picked at all.
            Again, being a redhead, one of them always picked me and usually first.
            "Here comes Krocur," Dina whispered. 
            I couldn't tell if he was looking at me or Dina, but I had a bad feeling. He wasn't bad, by himself, but if he shared me with Docca it could get rough.
            "Shea, I would feed you tonight," Krocur said.
            The slavers always made it an offer. I could refuse. It took me a week on the road, getting banged every night until the cows came home, before I realized I really could say no. But, and it was a big but, if you refused, then you didn't eat that night. No nookie meant no food, so Baasur ensured no girl went more than one night without being chosen.
            "Master, I am honored and will be very grateful," I said, humbly giving the expected response.
            Krocur nodded and unlocked my collar. When he turned away from me, I took hold of his tail. Apparently, that's how a croctaur led his wives, children, and slaves around. I followed him to the cook fire, where he carved off a nice chunk of meat. Enough for both of us. Then we went over to the spot he'd chosen to spend the night.
            I watched him remove his sword belt and set it well out of reach. Then he pulled off the cloak he wore. I thought it ridiculous how most of them only wore a cloak, as if only the shoulders and upper body that had to be covered. At least their junk wasn't on display like a human male's would be.
            I removed my undyed cotton tunic and dropped to my knees before him. Krocur cut about half a pound of venison off his chunk, and practically swallowed it without chewing. Just chomped it down in five seconds flat. Then he cut a piece I could manage, and held it before my face.
            I caught and held his cold, reptilian eyes, and very slowly, very sultrily, opened my mouth and wrapped my tongue around the meat. I waited for him to release it, before pulling it into my mouth and chewing with lots of moans of pleasure. They liked to hear our gratitude. And then I licked and sucked on his fingers, mimicking what I could do for him later.
            He ate another big chunk, and I got another small piece, and my "gratitude" continued, licking and sucking on his fingers so well his penis unsheathed and popped out of his "pocket" a few times. I might've put a little more oomph in it than usual, since I was so glad it was just him.
            "Master, you're the best," I purred, easing up onto his lap after we finished off the meat.
            I straddled him, my sex pressed against the slit in his scaly groin that sheathed his cock. Croctaurs had smooth and pliable scales like on a snake. I rubbed my sex against his cock pouch, and then started licking that red patch on the side of his neck. Since being enslaved, I'd learned the two red patches were a croctaur's ears. And they were extremely sensitive, so that was why they loved for us to lick it. Drove them crazy.
            His penis slowly unsheathed, a long, thick, and slimy red thing. Intensifying my efforts on his red patch, I reached down and wrapped a hand around his shaft. I stroked him until he became rock hard, and then deftly guided him into me.
            "Ooooh," I sighed upon his penetration. He was one of the better-endowed slavers. "Oh master."
            Penetration was always so damned profound with them. Maybe it had something to do with the "monster" factor, but it felt like the first time every time one of them impaled me. My body became flushed with heat, tingles began spreading throughout, and I grabbed his thick shoulders to steady myself. And then I started working it, forcing him deeper with each thrust of my hips.
            I switched over to his other red patch, while sliding up and down his shaft. His hands tightened on my body, one fondling a boob and the other on my butt. Soon he began to pant, thrusting up into me even as I bounced faster and faster. I felt his hands tighten even more, just before his cock swelled inside me.
            Krocur grunted when he released his seed deep inside me. I continued bouncing, my pleasure just at my fingertips. If he would just stay hard a moment longer…
            "Oooooh, yes," I sighed gustily. Intense orgasmic pleasure and bliss erupted and washed through me in waves. My head rolled back, lolling around, as I basked in the glory of it. "You're the best, master. The very best."
            "No, you're the best," he said. "You're not picked every night just because you have red hair." 
            That surprised me. Was I giving them more than the other girls? I looked to my left at Dina with Po and Grik. She was on all fours, with Po thrusting into her mouth and Grik kneeling behind her and going to town. And to my right I saw Neeti on her back with a lizardman slaver pounding it out missionary style. What did I do different?
            The sound of a scuffle reached us. That wasn't unusual. The croctaurs frequently got into fights. They fought over everything, though Baasur tried to keep fights to a minimum. Then Krocur stiffened, and lifted his snout high to sniff the air. Their sense of smell was much better than their eyesight.
            "Human!" Krocur said, and then sniffed again. An arrow struck the ground next to us. I gawked at it. He stood up, dumping me on the ground and shouted. "Brigands!"
            "To arms!" Baasur shouted. "Brigands to the – "
            My eyes widened. I could see the leader of the croctaur slavers. His hands clutched at an arrow buried in his throat. He slowly dropped to his knees, and then toppled over. My heart sank. Brigands, even if human, would not release any slaves. They took everything of value, including slaves.
            "I'm free," I said, no longer restrained in any way.
            Scrambling to my feet, I grabbed my tunic, and then ran over and pulled Krocur's sword. It proved heavier than I anticipated, but not beyond my strength to wield effectively. But, I didn't have my magic sword guiding my hand in a fight anymore.
            The brigands attacked the camp from the east, so I ran to the west. Within seconds I got lost in the dark woods. Or so I thought. A few minutes later I ran through some brush, and burst out onto another road. And there I found men waiting on horses.
            "A-ha! An escaping slave," one of the men shouted merrily. "We're going to have fun tonight."
            He spurred his horse towards me. I froze in place, sword raised and ready to strike. I had no idea how to fight a mounted man, but noticed he guided the horse to race past on my right, and his right. So at the last second, I dashed across the horse's path and startled it, and put myself on his undefended flank. The fool failed to use his shield, so I slashed his thigh to the bone.
            He wailed in shock and pain, even as the horse started bucking. He hit the ground next to me. His mount raced away into the night. I didn't hesitate, and promptly chopped down on his neck. My strike wasn't powerful enough to decapitate, but it killed him.
            The other two brigands spurred towards me, swords in hand. I glanced down at the dead man, noticing he had a strung bow across his back and quiver on his right hip. Pulling the bow away from his corpse, I nocked an arrow and thanked my high school for offering archery one semester. 
            "She has a bow!" the closest brigand shouted.
            I loosed the arrow, and got him in the right arm. His sword fell to the ground, and he rode past me, giving me a wide berth. The wounded brigand didn't stop to engage me, but rode into the dark forest and vanished. Coward. So I turned my full attention on the last brigand. He came in more cautiously, hiding behind his mount's neck.
            "Fine, I'll kill your fucking horse!" I shouted.
            That made him rein the beast away, giving me a perfect flank shot. My first arrow caught him in the hip, the second in the arm, and the last pierced his neck. He reined to a stop, looking incredulous, and toppled out of the saddle in slow motion.
            I quickly caught his spooked horse, tied him to a branch, and then checked the two dead brigands. I took the smallest man's heavy cotton pants and boots, kept my tunic, and took the other man's helmet and round shield. Both had straight swords, so I buckled one around my waist. I also collected a few pieces of mismatched armor and two purses. And then I mounted up to find a heavy saber in a saddle sheath.
            "Now I just have to find my way back to Gerako."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
            I reined my mount to a stop. The other horse stopped as well. The mare of the first brigand I killed had followed me during my escape, and stuck close all night. I used her to carry my captured "loot." Mostly, I had extra weapons and armor I hoped to sell to fund my trip back to Gerako. I also intended to sell the mare.
            "Hello, room and board," I muttered. My mouth watered at the thought of a good meal. "Maybe I can get something besides meat now."
            A walled town sat on a hill before me, surrounded by farmland. Stone walls with towers protected it, with a few high towers rising up within. The largest stone structure appeared to be a castle. I could see a few villages around it as well. I guessed it would take me an hour or so to reach the town.
            I dismounted, tied my horse to a branch, and caught the other. Both looked good, but what did I know about horses? I could ride well enough, and I knew how to groom them, but that was about it. I didn't find any open wounds, and both still had the late brigands' saddles and saddlebags. I pulled the saddlebags off and checked them out. They contained some jerky, trail biscuits, and changes of clothes. I had the purses off the two brigands I killed, and I didn't find any more money in their saddlebags. I examined their bedrolls carefully for bedbugs and fleas.
            The mare also had a round shield and an unstrung bow and two quivers of arrows, twenty arrows per. That gave me two bows and about twenty-three arrows. I also found some tin cups, plates, and spoons, as well as bundles of herbs that I assumed had medicinal uses.
            What I didn't want to keep, I put in the spare horse's saddlebags.
            "Well, little lady, I'm going to sell you and your gear in town," I said. I bit off a piece of jerky. "You'll pay for my trip back to Gerako, so I thank you kindly."
            She turned and eyeballed me a second, before turning back to the leaves she'd been munching on. I mounted the gray gelding, took up the mare's reins, and headed toward the town. It would be around midday when I arrived, so I decided to stay the night.
            The farmers all gave me wary looks, but no one challenged my passage or offered me any kind words. They stayed far away. Those few on the road got off until I passed by. Did I really look that scary? But as I neared the town, more people filled the road. They still watched me warily, when not averting their eyes, but stayed on the road. I saw a few structures near the town gatehouse, one of which was a stable and corrals.
            I stopped and looked the horses in the corrals over as a tall man in a floppy hat approached. He never hesitated, but I noticed he looked at the sword on my hip, saber in the saddle, and the two bows. 
            "Heya, traveler," he called. He said "traveler" oddly, like he didn't know what to make of me. "Will you be staying the night?"
            I looked at the heavily guarded gate, and wondered that myself. I hadn't noticed them turning anyone away. I damn sure wanted to stay at least one night in a good inn.
            "Depends. Do you think they'd challenge my entrance into town?"
            "No," he said, and spat on the ground. He gave them a withering look, before shrugging. "But being a woman, don't be surprised if they pat you down. They're dogs."
            "Aren't all men?"
            "Fair enough, but some are worse," he said. "And you're awful pretty."
            "Pretty is awful? Dammit, I knew I should've gone for ugly," I said, making him laugh.
            He didn't look entirely human. The man had a greenish tint, but too tall to have goblin blood. Orc blood maybe? He did have a rather strong jaw, but I didn't see any tusks. I thought he was too slender to have much orc blood.
            "By the way, I'm Shea."
            "Call me Ekkar."
            "Do you buy horses here, Ekkar?" I asked, indicating the mare. 
            "If they're in good shape," he said more cautiously, turning his attention to my spare. "How long have you had her?"
            "One day," I said. He cut me a sharp look. "My traveling companion was killed last night in a dust-up with brigands. His horse followed me, so I guess she belongs to me now."
            He shook his head. "The brigands have been a lot worse in the past few months, what with the drought down in the Croctaur Empire."
            "Drought? I though the Empire was all desert."
            "It is, but even they need some rain to grow crops in the badlands." He indicated the mare. "Are you selling or keeping the tack?"
            "Selling."
            I dismounted and we started haggling over every piece of tack, but I kept the saddlebags. He wouldn't offer me anything for the contents. I also took the extra weapons and armor. I then stabled my gelding when he said the fees were double inside the walls.
            I collected five gold and fifty silver dinars for the horse and tack. The stabling fee cost me ten copper dinars, and that including a stall and the best feed. For five, I could've bought him a spot in the corral.
            Taking both saddlebags, and all of the weapons, I headed up to the city gate. The guards gave me wary looks. They gave my weapons dirty looks. I approached outwardly confident, but quaking inside. Twenty of them stood guard outside the gate, and I was too heavily burdened to fight. 
            "Mercenary?" one of the guards asked. He didn't sound like he liked mercenaries.
            "No, but I do hire out as a caravan guard if it's going the same direction," I said. "I am Shea. May I enter?"
            "Where are you from?"
            "Buffalo. It's a city far, far away, across the ocean and then some."
            He looked me over again, eyes lingering on my weapons. I spoke up before he could challenge me on them.
            "Brigands attacked me and my companion," I continued with my lie. "I escaped with a few extra weapons to sell and get back some of what I lost."
            They nodded without any signs of suspicion. Just blaming brigands seemed to be the magic answer in that world. Not my fault, Officer. Brigands. Ah, carry on.
            "How long do you plan to stay in Powl?"
            "Overnight, I guess," I said. "No more than a few days at most."
            He finally nodded, and then waved me over to a clerk. I gave him my name and city, which he wrote in a ledger. I got my brass token. As my granddad was wont to say, I was in like Flint. Honestly, I never knew what that meant, except it was good.
            Powl was a lot smaller than Gerako. Even their streets seemed to be narrower, darker. The citizens acted friendly enough, but wary. They all seemed obsessed with my weapons. I didn't know if they were afraid of warriors, or they didn't normally see warrior women. I didn't see anyone else with a sword or bow.
            After getting directions three times, I finally found a shop to sell my extra stuff. The trader gave me twenty dinar for the extra bow. I kept all of the arrows. I got another ten for the saddlebags and everything inside. I only needed one, but I kept both bedrolls.
            I got directions to a good inn before I left. The streets twisted and turned, and sometimes went uphill and down. Coming around one corner, I stopped in my tracks. Seven young men were kicking an old man on the ground.
            Part of me wanted to turn and leave, but that poor old man was wailing. He had to be ninety years old, but looked wealthy in red silk robes. The young punks looked mean and poor, so it was probably a mugging.
            "Hey, stop that!" I shouted, but didn't approach. The muggers turned to glare at me, before they started grinning with mercenary glee. "Uh-oh."
            I had a bad feeling that if I got in a fight, the local police would side with their citizens over an outsider. Yet, I couldn't just stand by and let them beat that old man. At the same time, I was heavily burdened with saddlebags, bow and arrows, heavy saber, and my sword. I couldn't outrun them. Even though I didn't see any weapon larger than a belt knife on the thugs, I wasn't sure I could take on so many even with a sword.
            So when they started coming toward me, I dropped everything but the bow. I nocked an arrow, and they stopped.
            "We aren't scared of you, wench," one of them shouted.
            "Then you'll be brave with an arrow in your eyeball," I shouted.
            I drew back the bow, and they scattered. In five seconds flat the streets cleared of bad guys. Blinking, I stood there a moment longer.
            "I wonder how much faster they run when they're scared?" I muttered. 
            I grabbed my stuff and hurried over to help the old man sit up. He leaned back against the wall, nose bleeding and one eye starting to blacken. He had long, tousled, snow-white hair and beard. I'd never seen anyone with so many wrinkles. If he wasn't so tall, I'd call him a gnome. He looked just like one.
            "Thank you, young woman," he said at length. It took him a while to catch his breath. "Those worthless bastards have been trying to waylay me for three years, and they finally surprised me."
            I nodded, but couldn't imagine anyone having any trouble waylaying him. Then he closed his eyes, sucked in a deep breath, and softly chanted in some strange language. For a second he glowed blue. When the light went away, his injuries were all gone.
            "I feel much better now," he said. "Help me up and I will reward you."
            I helped him to his feet. "No reward is necessary, sir. Are you some kind of mage or something?"
            "Or something," he said, chuckling. "I'm a wizard. I am Friduric, formerly High Wizard of the Royal Court of Barmora. I would reward your kindness. What is your desire?"
            I think I stared at him open-mouth a long moment. Long enough for him to become uncomfortable and clear his throat, at any rate. I pulled myself together, thinking of something a wizard could do for me.
            "Honestly, I don't have any idea what a wizard can do," I said. "So I don't know what to ask for. Unless you can magic me straight to the town of Gerako."
            "Teleportation? Oh no," he said. "I can't do that anymore. Never was very good at it, actually."
            "Well, unless you can enchant a draken noble into giving me back my property, I can't think of anything. We're good."
            He frowned, looking off into space a moment. I just wanted to leave, but he didn't say he couldn't.
            "I hope you know that all draken; indeed, all shifters, are noble and it's illegal to attack any of them," he said. I shrugged. He smiled and shook his head. "Do you have anything of this draken's person? Like hair, fingernail, or even a scale?"
            "No, she did all of the taking," I said.
            "If you ever come into possession of anything of her body, bring it to me and I might be able to help you," he said.
            I walked Friduric to his home. He owned a three-story rowhouse, quite narrow and tall. For the life of me I couldn't see how anyone full-sized could live there. I'd go crazy with claustrophobia within a month. From there it was a short walk to the inn.
            The Shady Grove Inn squatted all by itself. The street completely circled it, which didn’t seem that uncommon in this town. The half-timbered inn stood three floors tall, with a thatched roof. The windows' shutters were all open, no glass to be seen anywhere.
            "Greetings, stranger," a chubby young man greeted me. I guessed his age around thirty. "I am Goser, the proprietor of this establishment. How may I serve you?"
            Goser reminded me of a kid I knew in grade school. He stood a few inches taller than me, with a mop of curly brown hair and friendly brown eyes. The innkeeper wore all white: shirt, trousers, apron. He was the friendliest looking person I'd met since being sold into slavery.
            "Greetings, Goser. I am Shea of Buffalo," I replied with a short bow. "I am pleased to meet you. I need room and board for the night."
            "Welcome indeed," he said. "Let's get you a room to stow away all of your gear, and then I have a nice rabbit stew on the fire. That'll warm your bones and put some meat on them, too."
            "Lots of veggies in the stew?"
            "Yes, and potatoes," he said. "It's very thick."
            "Are you taken? Because I think I love you."
            He laughed, and then ushered me upstairs to the next floor up. Goser carried half of my stuff up for me. I got the room just two doors from the stairs, and the door had a lock. I received a large iron skeleton key, and it came on a long loop of leather cord so I could hang it around my neck.
            I examined the room critically. It looked remarkably clean and cozy by that world's standard. The bed had a wooden frame with a straw mattress, but was dressed with nice linens. A lone straight back chair sat in the corner. Glancing under the bed, I found a ceramic chamber pot.
            "Nice," I said.
            I had eaten jerky on the ride to town, so wasn't hungry until I smelled his stew. It tasted even better. The meat might've been a little gamey, but barely noticeable. Delicious didn't come close to describing it.
            "Hello, sweetheart," an attractive man in tunic, trousers, and boots said. He was large and well-muscled, with more than a few battle scars. He screamed soldier or mercenary, with a straight sword on his hip, and then he took the seat opposite me at the long trestle table. "What direction are you traveling?"
            At first sight, I wanted him. I wanted to crawl all over him, and then let him have me in every way imaginable. And I have quite an imagination. But his question brought up my red flags. He wanted to know too much, too fast.
            "Don't know," I said. I offered my hand. "I'm Shea. Where are you from? Where are you going?"
            "I'm Ray of Upper Joss," he said. "And I just completed my military service, so I'm headed home. I have a farmstead just out of town."
            I leaned in, voice dropping, "You're not one of the shifter nobles, are you?"
            Ray barked a laugh. "I wish. The day before I left, a draken noblewoman took command for the next month. Lady Uma makes every man want to be a shifter."
            My breath caught. Heart hammered. Lady Uma? My Lady Uma?
            "I met a Lady Uma once, up in Gerako…"
            "That's her. Draken as they come, so gorgeous and arrogant beyond belief. And rich."
            I struggled. I had a thousand questions, but he was probably a loyal Barmoran. If he even suspected I had ill-will toward one of their nobles he might turn me into the local authorities. But he could guide me straight to Lady Uma. I had to know.
            "So, Ray, I'm not from Barmora, but it seems odd that your fortress commanders only stay a month at a time. Is this a special kind of fortress?"
            "Yes, Dragon's Eerie Castle is a major part of the kingdom's magical defenses against the Croctaur Empire. Draken are very powerful, but they can't really maintain that level of spellcasting for more than a month at a time. So they rotate, serving every fifth month on the border."
            "Is the border that close?"
            "Dragon's Eerie Castle is eight days hard march from here."
            I could cover that distance in four days on my horse. She was serving a month, and I assume she arrived at least nine days back. I had plenty of time to reach her before her month ended.
            "How much farther is your farmstead?" I asked so he wouldn't become suspicious.
            "Another eleven days on foot," he said. "Why, are you heading that way?"
            I laughed. "I don't know what direction you are headed."
            "West, north-west," he said.
            So that meant Dragon's Eerie Castle was to the south-east. I had a direction, and I could get further directions on the road. Tingles rippled through my body, and I felt my face heat up. I could be within striking distance of Lady Uma. It might be my best, only chance to get my magic bangle back. If I failed, then I'd be stuck in that world forever.
            "Buy me a shot of house hooch, Ray," I said, wagging my brows at him. "I feel like we should celebrate."
            "What are we celebrating," he asked, looking a little suspicious.
            "Your freedom, my friend," I said. "It's good to be free."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
            What I thought would be four days ride, turned into six days. Ray's "hard marches" covered far more ground than I thought, and I wasn't easy on my mount. I bought good feed for him along the way, but I demanded a brutal pace. He lived on forage part of the time, which he didn't have a lot of time to do. It didn't help that the trip was mostly uphill.
            "Thanks, old boy," I said, leaning forward in the saddle to pat his sweaty neck. "We made it. You're about to enjoy some rest and a much bigger meal than usual."
            The terrain had become increasingly mountainous. I didn't know when hills officially turned into mountains, but Dragon's Eerie Castle appeared to sprawl atop a forested mountain. It was the largest castle I'd ever seen. Hell, it was so big I thought it was a walled town at first. Could still be, because even from a distance I could see rooftops within the outer walls.
            I nudged the horse on, letting him pick his pace. The guards might be suspicious if I rode up on an exhausted mount. I wanted him nice and rested when we approached the gatehouse.
            "Tell you what," I said, feeling good despite my chances of success. "I'll give you a proper name if I survive. Be grateful you aren't a mare. I might name you Uma and ride you twice as hard."
            I laughed at my own joke. Hey, I found myself funny, despite what others thought. The gelding was not amused.
            A wagon train preceded me up the road. The forest came right up to the edge of the fairly well-defined road, a road barely wide enough for those wagons, so I had to slow further. The mounted caravan guards gave me and my weapons hostile looks, so I hung back.
            It took hours to reach Dragon's Eerie Castle. I even dismounted and walked my horse most of the way, and effortlessly kept up. The trade road passed beneath the castle, and I hoped they'd continue on, but prayers went unanswered. The traders turned up the twisting and turning road to the castle. I sighed wearily and followed them. What's a girl to do?
            Heavily armed and armored soldiers guarded the gatehouse, with more up in the battlements. The soldiers all wore chain mail and helmets, with a white surcoat over their armor, a red dragon embroidered front and back. They stopped the wagon train, checked papers, and then searched every single wagon, letting them in one by one after the searches. That's when I got a look at their cargos. Food. Lots and lots of sacks and barrels of foodstuffs for the castle garrison. Since there weren't any villages or farms around, they had to import all provisions.
            "Bet that's expensive," I muttered. "I bet room and board is even more expensive."
            Finally it was my turn.
            "Declare yourself, warrior," a soldier said.
            I smiled at him. He called me "warrior" and not "wench" or "traveler." I noticed they were all staring at my long red braid, hanging before me. So I tossed it back over my shoulder, bringing their full attention back to me.
            "I like you. You're my favorite right now." I glanced up at the castle looming over me, made entirely of a dark gray stone. "I am Shea of Buffalo. A traveler. I didn't actually want to enter your great castle, but there's no village here. So, if there is a place to stay the night and stable my horse, I would enter."
            "Do you have coin?" Why should he care? I patted my purse, which wasn't that full. He looked at it, and nodded. "Welcome to Dragon's Eerie."
            "Is this a walled town with an especially large castle in the middle?" I asked. "Or a really big castle with a small village inside?"
            They rewarded me with some chuckles, but I wasn't trying to be funny.
            "The latter, warrior," he said. "Almost everyone in the 'village' works in the castle, so…"
            I nudged the horse toward the gate. "I thank you, and my horse really thanks you."
            After passing through the long, tunnel-like gatehouse, I emerged into the hustle and bustle of the castle. I discovered far more people inside than I expected. The wagon train had lined up at a postern gate of the huge central keep, the unloading already begun. A single wagon stopped before a three-story half-timbered, wood-shingled structure that I assumed was the inn. I saw only a few standalone structures, and none of them looked like homes.
            So everyone lives inside the castle? I sat back in my saddle and looked up, up, up at it. Yeah, it's certainly big enough to house them all.
            "Hey there, handsome," I called to a young man walking past. He looked me over with interest. I indicated the three-story building. "Is that the inn?"
            "Yes it is, beautiful. I'm Yank. What's your name?"
            "Shea," I replied. "Yank, you say. Interesting. Where I come from, people call us all Yankees. Are you from New England?"
            He laughed, shaking his head. "Never heard of the place. Are you staying long?"
            "Depends on what room and board cost," I said. "Where can I stable my beast?"
            He pointed forward, "The public stable is behind the keep, up against the wall."
            "Thanks, Yank," I said, giving him a little wink as I urged my mount onward.
            I made eye contact, nodded, and waved at others. Everyone would think I'm a nice, friendly person by the time I reached the inn. No one would suspect someone as sweet and friendly as me would wish ill-fortune on the Lady of the Castle. Oh no.
            The enticing aroma of roasting meat greeted me outside of the inn, but I had to tend my mount first. My stomach growled and rumbled, but I stayed on the task at hand. Being the only one riding, I received lots of glances and more than a few long appreciative looks. That short ride did wonders for my ego. Of course, I only spotted seven other women, and most looked middle-aged.
            "I could have a good time here," I muttered, checking out a pair of soldiers checking me out. They looked young, strong, and eager to please. "It might be hard to keep my mind on task."
            The public stable was a ten-stall affair, backed up to the outer walls. The second floor had a wide balcony providing shade in front of the stalls. The farrier's shop sat next over, and on the other side another shop with the sign "Lorimer & Saddler" above the door. I wasn't sure if that was the shop owners' names or occupations.
            It appeared they'd divided the second floor into several residences, since I saw multiple doors and quite a few young children played up there, with their mothers tending them. A weathered old man greeted me as I dismounted.
            "Greetings, stranger. I'm Nate Colson. How might I help you?"
            "Greetings, sir, I'm Shea," I replied. "How much to stable and feed my horse?"
            Well, that depended on what he ate. So me and the stable owner discussed and haggled. In the end, I paid him fifteen dinars for a stall, a measure of oats, and hay. He'd get a ration of oats right off, and then he'd be allowed to eat all the hay he wanted thereafter. I had to pull him out before sundown the next day, or it would cost me another fifteen dinars. And that was twice what I'd paid during the trip over.
            After I washed and groomed my gelding, to save a little on the fee, I took my saddlebags and headed for the Dragon Inn. I greeted and casually flirted with workers and soldiers, leaving behind a lot of smiling faces.
            Instead of returning the way I came, I continued my circumnavigation of the castle's main keep. I covertly studied it from all angles. That monster proved intimidating, looking far more formidable than I had anticipated. I didn't look forward to figuring out how to gain entrance.
            "Maybe I'll get lucky and the Lady will come out for a stroll," I whispered while checking out the security of the main entrance. Ten alert soldiers stood between me and Lady Uma, one and all heavily armored in chain mail, round shields, and helmets. "I'm not feeling lucky."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
            I smelled the inn before I reached its door. I got hungrier and thirstier the closer I got. I noticed a few civilians loitering in front of the inn, dressed in blue, green, and red tunics and loose trousers. They all nodded greetings, while watching me like hungry wolves. I spotted two I wouldn't mind hunting me down.
            The common room smelled even more enticing. I stopped just inside the door and acted like I owned the place, despite all of the faces that turned toward me and stared. The patrons slowly returned to their plates and conversations when a late-thirties, early-forties looking man hurried my way. His friendly face, chubby body, and stained apron told me he was the innkeeper. Really, I hadn't seen many overweight people in that world other than rich merchants or innkeepers.
            "Greetings, stranger," he called. "I am Vic, the proprietor of this fine establishment. Are you seeking accommodations, or just a meal?"
            I gave him my name and asked about his prices. Room and board cost ten dinars; again, twice what I'd paid for such previously. Dragon's Eerie Castle proved to be more expensive than I feared. But I paid happily, and even more hungrily. After getting my large brass key on a cord, locking my stuff in the room, I hurried down and took a seat at a long table, as far from others as possible.
            A preteen boy, looking like a miniature version of Vic, brought me a tin plate piled high with roasted venison, fried potatoes, and a chunk of what I'd call a baguette. The bread wasn't hot, but everything else steamed on the plate. After a week of mostly trail rations, that hot meal hit the spot. I devoured it, and then relaxed to enjoy my tin mug of beer.
            They served beer, ale, and wine at room temperature in that world. I wasn't a drinker, for good reason, but I still preferred it ice cold. Yet, it had so much more flavor than my world's commercial beers.
            "I could really enjoy becoming an alcoholic in this world," I whispered, and took another long drink. "Mmmm, good shit."
            I enjoyed that beer, and ordered another, while secretly watching a small table of soldiers. The soldiers covertly studied me, too, and not in a hostile way. None of them were in armor or uniforms, just red tunics and trousers. I figured them for soldiers due to the swords they all carried on their hips. One and all appeared to be just a few years older than me, and they were big, strong, and manly. Just my kind of men.
            After that long, hard trip I deserve to have a little fun before I get to work.
            Before I could decide which one I liked best, one of the soldiers decided for me. With some encouragement from his friends, he stood, took another drink of beer, and headed my way.
            "Hello. I am Tam."
            "I'm Shea," I said, looking him over with relish. I bit my lip before I could stop it, which made him stare hungrily at my mouth. Oh yeah, he wanted a taste. So did I. "Join me?"
            Mister broad shoulders and narrow hips sat across from me. It took all I had to not squirm. He pushed all my buttons, physically speaking. Baby-blue eyes. Just enough scruff on his face. Big, powerful looking hands. And Tam had the thickest shoulders I'd seen on a man who wasn't a weightlifter. I knew just enough about that world to know they didn't lift weights.
            Oh baby, baby, I thought.
            "We don't see many fire-haired women down here," he said. "Are you from the Great Forest up north?"
            "Pretty much," I said. "I'm from a place an impossibly long way away."
            "How'd you get here? Magic?"
            "Yes." I bit my lip, giving him my most interested look, "And for the first time I'm glad I haven't found a way home."
            That made him smile. Bliss rippled through me. I decided we would hook up right then and there. The fact he soldiered in the castle helped, because he would know the best and easiest way to enter the main castle. I just had to coax that information out of him, without him suspecting I had bad intentions.
            "Buy me something stronger than beer," I said, holding his gaze. It was intense. "I'll be a lot friendlier with some good hooch warming my belly."
            Our small cups with clear liquid fire arrived quickly. It went down well. At least I didn't gasp and gag, and feel like I was going to die. Vic watched me expectantly.
            "Good…um…stuff," I said. I tossed a coin down. "Another round."
            I didn't drink it right away, so Vic wandered off to tend his patrons. Tam and I talked, getting to know each other. He had a deep, bedroom voice. I wondered if that was natural, or he was really good at picking up women. It worked for me.
            "How long have you been a soldier?"
            He paused to think. "Six years."
            "All six here?"
            "No, I've only been stationed here six months," he said. "Before that I served with the 7th Royal Army, Heavy Infantry."
            "Have you fought many battles?"
            "More than I want to remember," he said. "And you?"
            "Not so many," I said. "I'm not a soldier. Mostly, I defend myself against brigands and in tavern brawls."
            "Are you any good?"
            I leaned forward, holding his eyes with a sultry gaze. "Oh, I'm good. I'm real good."
            He started squirming. A wicked little smile tugged on the corners of my lips. My lips started tingling, anticipating his kisses. Butterflies rioted in my belly, and it got hot and wet down there. Rubbing my thigh together, I struggled to breathe normally, and then guided his eyes toward the stairs with my own. And then I gave him a questioning look.
            "Shall we retire to somewhere more…" he paused, with the hungriest look I'd ever seen on a man. "Private?"
            "I thought you'd never ask."
            I led him up to my room by the hand. Why play coy now? He knew I wanted him as much, or more, than he wanted me. Actually, I found it quite thrilling. I'd never seduced a man before. I felt so naughty, yet so liberated and free. Of course, he didn't put up any fight.
            My trembling hand fumbled the key, but I got the door unlocked and led him inside. I slanted a nervous smile back at him as the door swung open. His hands grabbed my waist, and it felt like lightning shot through me.
            I've never been this sober and this horny before. I led him inside. Please be as good as you look.
            I didn't know if my mind could handle a man as good in bed as Tam looked. Then the door closed. He released me to place the bar across the door. We would not be interrupted.
            My vagina clenched and throbbed at that thought. Only my first time was that scary, and all of the other times I'd been pretty drunk so hadn't worried about anything.
            "You are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen," he whispered.
            His voice had dropped another octave. His words sent tremors through my body and soul. Tam wrapped me up in his arms, and then slowly claimed my lips in a soul-numbing kiss. My mind went blank. I vaguely realized he unraveled my braid, fluffing out my hair. When I finally came fully back to my senses, my hand was wrapped around something long, hard, and…
            "Oops," I said. I released his sword's hilt. He looked amused. So embarrassing. "Maybe we should remove the hardware before we go further."
            We separated, and quickly disarmed on opposite sides of the bed. I leaned my sheathed sword against the wall, just like he did. If Tam did it, it had to be right. I dropped my purse next to the sword. Since he'd already pulled off his tunic, and was busy unlacing his boots, I started stripping, too.
            We finished at the same time.
            "Oh my goodness, sir," I said breathlessly sexy. I batted my eyes, and then lowered them to his erection. "Someone seems eager to make my acquaintance."
            "Forgive my little friend," Tam said, grinning with wicked glee. "He is over-eager, and not the least bit subtle."
            I held Tam's eyes, bit the end of my tongue with delight, and teased, "I appreciate his enthusiasm."
            We slipped into bed, pressed up close, and started kissing. My hands began to explore, while his did the same. Everywhere he touched me lit my skin on fire. Tam had hard and rough hands, the hands of a man who lived a brutal life. I felt his strength and endurance in his touch. There was nothing sweet and delicate about him. A thrill rippled through me, knowing things were about to get rough.
            Rolling atop him, I straddled his waist and smothered his whiskered face with kisses. His hands kneaded my boobs, feeling amazing and making my sex ache. The most incredible sensations coursed through my overheated body when he pinched, pulled, and rolled my hard, rubbery nips. He made it impossible to think, and I needed to pump him for information before he turned my brain to mush.
            "Tell me, loverboy," I purred. "What's the obsession with dragons here? I saw dragons on the uniforms, on the banners atop the battlements, and even carved in the hitching posts. Is this an ancient holy place for dragons or something?"
            He chuckled. "Probably. No, the draken nobles rule here. You do have dragon-shifters where you come from, right?"
            He pinched my nipples a little too hard, making me wince. So I raked my nails down across his chest. The look on his face said he loved it. Yeah, Tam liked it rough.
            "Only wolf-shifters, that we called werewolves," I said. "And they are in no way noble critters. Monsters, really." I bent down to kiss and lick the red welts I inflicted upon his warm skin. "So there's a dragon lord of some kind what rules here?"
            He gave me a look, so I started kissing my way down his body as if I didn't know anything was amiss. Tam's navel proved quite sensitive, and his back bowed when I tongued it.
            "They rotate. Lady Uma is the Guardian this month."
            "This month? They rotate every month?" He nodded, both hands pushing my head lower down his body. Men were the same in both worlds. "How do you deal with a new commander, with a different personality, every month? That would drive me crazy."
            "We have a commander, Colonel Fureth. He deals with the Guardian."
            I considered that while I wrapped a hand around his long, thick erection. I stroked him firmly, making him gasp and stiffen even more within my grasp. Then I rolled my tongue around his dark purple head, getting it nice and wet and loving the way he cried out and sank his hands deep in my hair.
            I went down on him, moaning and groaning with him. He was big for a human, but not anything like Mofo and Olar. I actually preferred his size, perfect for what I wanted. Honestly, I didn't have much experience with sex, much less oral. I've had more sex in this world than my own, but every single man, and a few of the croctaurs, really insisted on blow jobs.
            Tam accepted my efforts nicely. At first. As he neared his peak, Tam's hands tightened on my head. He thrust harder, deeper. Soon he forced his cock to the back of my throat. My eyes widened when he gave a mighty thrust, and pushed down into my throat.
            "Uggh!" I grunted.
            I didn't have any plans for deep throat, but my lips wrapped around the base of his cock and I felt him coming down my throat. A girl can't stop it at that time. His seed went down. Tam kind of reminded me of Mofo at that time. Rough ass bastard. Still…
            "How was that, baby?" I purred, finally allowed to pull off and catch my breath.
            I snuggled up next to him, my face in the crook of his neck and shoulder. Kissing and nuzzling, I let my hands return to roaming his powerful body.
            "You're great, Shea. Give me a few minutes to recover, and I'll return the favor."
            I giggled, skin goose-fleshing at the prospect. Did Tam mean he would go down on me? Or that he would take good care of me in a more traditional manner? Either way, I waited with bated breath.
            "While you're recovering, maybe you can help a poor traveler," I said, and then kissed his ear. I gave it a nibble before continuing. "Traveling isn't cheap, so I need to earn a little more money before I move on. Is there anyone that might hire me?"
            "I'm sure Vic could use a serving wench," he said.
            I frowned at him. "And every patron will be plying me with alcohol and luring my drunken butt upstairs for something-something. And you know it. That's not my idea of a good job."
            "Good point," he said, chuckling. "Really, unless the caravan that came in today needs another guard, the only place to get a job is with the castle staff."
            Yes! The opening I wanted. Thank you, Tam!
            "Does it pay well?" I asked. "I supposed it would be menial work since I'm a woman." I acted all offended and scowled off into space. "But beggars can't be choosers, my ole pa used to say."
            I reined it in. That last comment sounded like something from an old western movie. He didn't look suspicious, but I still had to play it safe.
            "The Lord Steward is always looking for cleaning staff," he said. Tam glanced at my sword. "It's probably not what you are looking for, Shea. I suggest checking with the caravan."
            I frowned and scowled. "You're right. If the caravan is going in the right direction, I'll try to hire on with it. If not, my pride might take a little battering."
            "Speaking of battering, my ram is ready," he said.
            I looked down and saw him rising again. Bending over it, I used hands and mouth to get him solid as a rock. Tam then forced me to all fours and yanked my hair. I realized what he wanted a second before he nestled his cock into my tingling, needy folds.
            "Uggh," I grunted when he thrust deep inside. He stretched me out so sweetly. "Oh yes. Let's play rough."
            Tam began thrusting, forcing himself deeper and deeper. My body responded to the pleasure he sent rippling through me. Clutching the bed sheets in my hands, I cried out with every thrust. He showed no mercy, bless his heart. Okay, maybe the swats on my butt were a little hard.
            I glanced out the window. I smiled, seeing the castle's entrance. I had my way in. Lady Uma was as good as mine. She would pay for stealing my bangle. And I would have it back before the sun set tomorrow.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 16
 
            Tam left sometime during the night, so I awoke alone. Shame, because I really wanted another go at him. After chamber pot and clean up, I dressed in my "warrior clothes" and went down for breakfast. Or as they said it, to break my fast.
            Within an hour of waking, I stood outside the stables. Nate wasn't there, so a teenage stablehand got my mount. He helped me saddle the gelding, and I gave him a three dinars tip. Then I led my horse back to the inn and tied him to the hitching post.
            Back in my room, I changed into a simple linen dress. I picked it up on the trip over to Dragon's Eerie Castle. Okay, I saw it out hanging to dry and stole it. It was a nice faded blue color, with a skirt to my ankles and matching blouse. Most common women wore something similar. That dress helped me to blend in more, though my red hair seemed to fascinate everyone. Also, I didn't have shoes, so had to wear my boots.
            I approached the castle's entrance feeling naked without my sword. My only "weapon" was the common belt knife that everyone carried. It had a seven-inch blade, so maybe a little longer than average. The guards didn't even glance at it.
            "Hello, big, strong, and metallic," I greeted them. That took them aback a second. I graced them with my brightest smile. "I'm supposed to see the Lord Steward today about a position within the staff. Could you give me directions to him?"
            One of the guards just shrugged. "He could be anywhere. Start asking around inside. He's constantly on the move."
            "Nothing's easy," I muttered with a frown, though deep down that news thrilled me. I had an excuse to roam around. Just looking for the Lord Steward, I am. "My thanks, Captain."
            "Sergeant," he corrected me. "I work for a living."
            I laughed as I moved past them and went up the wooden stairs. The main entrance wasn't at ground level. The stairs could be smashed to thwart invaders. It also made entering more difficult on a daily basis. My boots sounded loud on those steps.
            "I really need to gets some proper shoes or slippers."
            I plunged into darkness the second I stepped through the door. My eyes adjusted, but it took a moment. The open door stood as the lone source of light for a rather small room. The ceiling was high, with a simple iron chandelier of unlit candles, but I saw nothing grand about it. Utilitarian came to mind. The outer wall was stone, but everything else inside was wood. Stone shell with soft wooden center.
            "I could burn this place down," I whispered.
            Could I slip out of the burning keep without drawing attention to myself? I could, since everyone would be trying to escape. Mounting up and just riding out of the castle might prove more difficult. That had to look suspicious. Still, the thought of setting it afire warmed my heart, preferable with Lady Uma trapped inside.
            "Jeeze, this world is turning me into a homicidal maniac," I muttered. Torching the keep could trap and kill a lot of innocent people. "I need to calm myself down."
            Two open doors and a stairwell exited off that entry. They built the circular stairs into the thick walls. I could hear men and women through both doors. Where would Lady Uma, the so-called "Guardian" of this castle, be that early in the morning? Still in bed? She was rich, pampered, and very noble. But Guardian sounded like a military position, so she might be out flying on patrol. Really, what exactly did Guardians do? One of her jobs, at least, was to maintain the defensive spells.
            "Top of the tower," I said, turning to the dark stairwell.
            I headed up, and stumbled on the fifth step. Whoever built it was incompetent. First, the steps and risers weren't uniform. It made using them a chore, constantly forced to pay attention to where you stepped. And then they built it clockwise. Every spiral staircase I'd ever seen rose counter-clockwise.
            The only light came from narrow windows. Open doors at each level allowed me to peek onto that floor. Some floors were divided into up to four rooms. Others were big storage rooms. The top floor looked like Lady Uma's chambers to me, and stood empty. So I continued to the roof to see if any soldiers stood guard up there. No guards on the roof made me smile.
            Returning to her chambers, I entered cautiously. "Hello? My Lady?"
            No answer.
            After closing the door, I searched the place. Actually, I think the term is I tossed her chamber. I found two tall chests of drawers, and yanked out every drawer and dumped them on the floor after rifling through them. I did the same to several trunks. I tore the bed apart. Then I checked a massive wardrobe opposite the door.
            "Holy crap, this thing's built like a tank," I said. There was nothing delicate about that wardrobe. I pulled out and dumped both drawers at the bottom, and then pulled out, searched, and tossed all of the hanging clothes. "Nothing."
            Well, not exactly nothing. I found a smaller chest inside the wardrobe. I struggled to carry it over to the bed. The brass padlock took quite a few blows before it broke open, and I cried out in victory when it opened to reveal a fortune in jewelry.
            "I hit pay-dirt."
            Just like the trunks, I went through that jewelry chest piece by piece looking for my bangle. I found twenty-three silver bangles, but none were mine. Once the chest was empty, jewelry piled around my feet, I fished out a few of the most expensive looking pieces and stuffed them in my purse. I also found a small gold bar inside its own purse, which I immediately tied to my belt.
            "A little something for my time, effort, and trouble," I said. "Punitive compensation."
            I looked around. It looked like a tornado hit that room. Every drawer was dumped. Every trunk emptied. I didn't see anywhere else the dragon bitch could've hidden my bangle.
            And then the door opened.
            My jaw dropped as I wrapped my fingers around my belt knife. Would I die for real if a guard killed me? I didn't want to find out.
            My heart thundered so loud I couldn't hear the squeaky iron hinges. All I could do was stare at that swinging door. And it didn't reveal a guard at all.
            "You escaped?" Lady Uma asked.
            "Apparently," I said. "I had better things to do than work in a brothel."
            Lady Uma showed no fear or hesitation. She stepped into her chamber and looked around. I smiled as her infuriatingly calm demeanor slowly transformed into rage.
            I remained planted while she slowly walked toward me, looking all around. Despite myself, I admired her grace and beauty. The draken Lady wore a fortune in purple gemstones, set in silver. Earrings, necklaces, rings, and lots of bangles adorned her perfect body. There was nothing modest about her fashion choices, either. She wore what looked like a silk midriff-baring bustier, matching silk skirt that really was nothing but an ankle-length flap in front and wider one in back, and sky high stiletto gladiator boots. Everything she wore was a deep purple, with golden dragon designs on the skirts.
            She still looked like an Indian Goddess in my head, just without all the extra arms.
            "I shall not be so merciful as my brother," Lady Uma growled, a sword appearing in her right hand. It wasn't my sword, but a very fancy curved sword with a purple hilt. "Submit or die."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
            I pulled my belt knife and glided into a defensive stance. The enchanted bangle/sword had taught me a lot about sword and unarmed fighting in the brief time I possessed it, but nothing about fighting with a knife. So I treated the knife like a very short sword. Lady Uma didn't look impressed.
            "You look ridiculous."
            "Have you seen yourself?" I asked. "Who thinks that outfit is proper attire for a military commander? What skills are you teaching your troops? Catcalling? Groping? Gang banging?"
            That last one made her eyes widen. Score one for me. Her eyes went from dark brown to purple for a second. My breath caught, afraid she was going to change into a dragon.
            "Since your mind is already in the gutter, maybe I won't kill you outright," she said, voice soft and cold. "Maybe I give what's left of you over to my soldiers and let them gang bang you to death."
            I stood at the foot of the bed. Jewelry and clothes littered the floor around me, and every step crushed more of her delicate pieces. I changed stances, watching her eyes drop to my booted feet destroying her precious beauties.
            Catching and holding her gaze, I slowly reached down and picked up an elaborate necklace with a dozen faceted diamonds. She froze in place, eyes locked on that gorgeous necklace. So I flung it out an open window.
            "No!" she screamed.
            "Some poor commoner just struck it rich," I sneered. "Where's the silver bangle you stole from me? It's a family heirloom, and I want it back."
            "All you'll get is my sword through your heart."
            I threw another piece of jewelry out the window. She stared after it. I took that opportunity to grab and throw the jewelry box at her head. The Lady ducked, avoiding any injury, but I followed it. Thrusting my knife at her face, I forced Lady Uma to backpedal away. I pressed my attack, slashing and stabbing at her face, breasts, and belly. She parried with her sword, before spinning backwards and landing a painful kick to my hip.
            "Bitch," I grumbled, rubbing the spot.
            "I'm just a little impressed, little warrior girl," Lady Uma said. She circled to my right, forcing me to turn in place. "It's quite obvious that you've not received any training in knife fighting, but did remarkably well against me despite that. It was a sucker attack, but still impressive. Maybe I'll grant you a warrior's death after all."
            "I was wrong about you," I sneered. "Give me my damned bangle, or I'll beat it out of you."
            Lady Uma smiled. She suddenly moved toward me. The dragon bitch put me on the defensive with lightning thrusts and cuts, which took all my skill and concentration to parry. It didn't take long before I conceded she outclassed me as a swordsman. I might not be able to defeat her in a fair sword fight even with the bangle.
            So I spun around and ran out the door.
            As soon as I cleared the turn into the stairwell, going up to the roof, I stopped and pressed my back to the wall. She came after me sword first. I grabbed her sword arm's wrist the instant I saw it, and wrenched the blade free.
            "A-ha!" I cried, threatening her with the sword at her throat.
            Lady Uma froze, blinked at the sword inches from killing her. She looked up with a little more respect, and then grinned. With a single spoken word, another sword appeared in her hand and smashed my blade aside.
            I turned and ran up to the roof. Lady Uma charged through the roof door so hard and fast I couldn't stop her. She tore into me, forcing me back, back, back across the flat roof. It took everything I had, with both sword and knife, to keep her blade out of my flesh.
            "You can't win, little flame-haired girl," she taunted me. "I'm a better sword fighter, and my battle magic is even greater."
            My breath caught. I'd forgotten about her magic. Her only reason to be there was to maintain the defensive spells against their enemies. Damn stupid luck of the Irish, always getting me in trouble.
            Lady Uma stepped back, an infuriating smirk on her too beautiful face. "Maybe a small demonstration of my magic is in order."
            "No," I cried, and threw the knife.
            Her parry attempt missed, and to both of our surprise the knife hit just above her right boob, half the blade inside her. I froze. She froze with an incredulous look. Death wound? Was it low and deep enough to pierce a lung?
            The draken slowly pulled the blade out and threw it over the side. She looked stricken for a second, but then gave me a cruel smile.
            "I am draken," Lady Uma said. "And not so easily killed." Her eyes turned purple. "If you don't kill us instantly, we morph into a dragon. The morphing always heals all injuries."
            And she morphed before my eyes. I watched that beautiful woman stretch out, blur, and coalesce into a huge black dragon. I think my eyes bugled out. Magic was amazing. Her change both delighted and horrified me. Suddenly, she became big enough to eat me alive.
            "How come you're black this time?"
            The first time I saw her in dragon form, Lady Uma had golden-hued scales with purple tips on her many horns and spikes. Her dragon form looked stunningly beautiful, but as a black dragon she looked fiercer, spikier, and just scarier.
            "I'm in battle rage," she said. Yeah, she could speak while a dragon. "I'm going to chew your bones to mush, and swallow you whole."
            She loomed over me, opening her vicious looking mouth to reveal sharp teeth. Teeth meant for ripping and tearing. Dragons didn't chew with those bastards. Then I saw the back of her throat start to glow. 
            "Fire!" I screamed, and attacked.
            I should've run, but that had to be what she expected. I had to do the unexpected, so charged up and swung my sword. I failed to chop her lower jaw in half, but I did manage to knock a small tooth out. Small for her, but it was still the size of my fist.
            The dragon roared in pain. Yea, for tooth pain! The monster rose up on her hind feet, shaking her massive triangular, horny head. I never hesitated. Stepping in close, I thrust my sword through the small, smooth scales of her belly. Three times.
            "Son of a bitch," I cried when she leapt straight back and off the keep. Her massive wings buffeted me across the roof. I struggled into a fighting stance, expecting her to attack. "Did I kill her?"
            Lady Uma fell straight back to the ground, still writhing in agony, entrails hanging out of her belly. I raced over to look through the battlements. She hit the ground with quite an impact, groaned miserably, and began to morph back to human.
            "Dammit," I cried. "Bitch is healing herself again."
            I took off running. Something caught my eye halfway to the roof access. A huge dragon tooth. I snatched it up, recalling the wizard asked for something from her body. Maybe I still had a chance to get my bangle back after all.
            Half running, half stumbling, I raced down the uneven spiral stairs. I stopped just before I reached the first floor, debating on whether I should keep the sword or not. I finally decided it would be too suspicious looking to guards, so left it in the stairwell. I didn't go in with a sword, after all.
            I hurried through the door and into the bright sunshine. The guards, and everyone else, had rushed around to the other side of the castle. I moved quickly, rushing up to my room at the inn. My riding clothes lay on the bed, so I quickly changed. Lady Uma's dragon tooth went into my saddlebags. I buckled on my sword belt, grabbed those saddlebags, and went down to get my mount.
            With everyone still behind the keep, I calmly as possible led my horse to the gatehouse and out. The guards outside the gate milled around, looking agitated.
            "What's going on in there?" the sergeant asked.
            I shrugged as I mounted. "All I know is I heard a crash behind the keep, and then everyone ran over. Big crowd. Lots of angry shouting, so I avoided it. Besides, I'm running late, so didn't have time to check it out. What's the shortest route to the Croctaur Empire?"
            "Go down to the trade road, turn left," he said. "You'll reach the badlands by noon, and good luck getting through them."
            "My thanks," I said, nudging my mount down the road at a pace not so fast as to get the guards' attention.
            Once out of sight, I kicked that horse to a run. I turned right on the trade road, and rode like the wind. Hopefully, my question would send the pursuit in the wrong direction. Thoughts of Lady Uma's impotent rage made me smile.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
            Even though it was mostly downhill back to Powl, the return trip took a day longer. I wore the poor horse out on that first day, so I walked the entire second day to let him rest up. So seven days after my fight with Lady Uma, I stabled my horse with Ekkar and entered the town of Powl again.
            "Back already?" a gate guard asked.
            "I ran into trouble," I said, and shrugged. "Brigands. This direction seemed easier."
            They laughed and let me enter. It was market day, so farmers and traders packed the plazas, all hawking their goods. The actual streets didn't have any vendors. It looked like every neighborhood had its own market. Mostly, they sold produce. I saw chickens, pigs, and cattle for sale, as well as cloth, jewelry, and other goods.
            I got a little turned around, so I failed to find the wizard's house before dark. Shortly after sunset, I lucked upon the Shady Grove Inn. Goser greeted me like an old friend.
            "Beautiful Shea, you return to us!" Goser cried, and gave me a big hug.
            "Yeah, my friend. The road became choked with very unfriendly men. I remembered all of the friendly people in Powl, turned around and came back." I winked. "Very quickly, I might add."
            "Yes, warrior, the roads are treacherous of late," a tall, gorgeous man said.
            He sat alone at a table, back to the wall. I noticed fine chain mail under his red and gold silk surcoat. A sheathed two-handed sword leaned against the wall beside him. My libido went into overdrive.
            "And you are?"
            He gave me a slight tip of the head. "Sir Robert. Chevallen knight-errant."
            "A horse-shifter?" I asked, struggling to remember all of the different kinds of shifters in that world.
            "That I am, but the seventh son, of a fifth son," Sir Robert said. "I have no lands, so…"
            "So what?" I asked. I didn't know what that meant.
            "That's why he's a knight-errant," Goser whispered. "A masterless knight."
            "Oh, so a knight-errant doesn't mean knight-mistake?" I asked, holding the shifter's gaze.
            He laughed. It was a great laugh. His dark eyes raked my body a few times, and I saw desire spread across his face. That gave me a little tingle.
            "It might indeed mean that, my pet," he growled sexily. "And you look like my next mistake."
            "Be wary, Shea," Goser whispered urgently. "All shifters have magnetism."
            "I bet he does," I said, more to myself than the innkeeper. Then louder. "Bring us each a beer, my friend. I want to get to know this stallion better."
            Sir Robert cringed, but with good humor. "You're not going to assault me with bad shifter jokes, are you?"
            "Probably," I said, while thoughts of a 'midnight ride' danced in my head.
            "Would you like a room for the night?" Goser asked. 
            I glanced at the horse-shifter knight. He looked like he wanted to wear me out. That both excited and frightened me. I seemed to recall someone mentioning that all shifters had insatiable stamina in bed. The men never went soft. I'd already learned the hard way that long, hard rides at night meant an unfortunate situation in the saddle the next day.
            I wonder if he's hung like a horse? I thought. God, I hope so.
            "Let me spend a little time with Sir Robert, and then I'll decide if I need pay for a room," I whispered.
            Goser shook his head and smiled, then chuckled as he turned away. I noticed a twinkle in the knight's dark eyes, so lifted a curious eyebrow.
            "I hear as well as a horse, so heard everything you two said."
            "Damn shifters," I muttered. I tilted my head, giving him a questioning look, "So…?"
            He just patted his lap. I shook my head, and sat across the table from him. He looked more amused than disappointed. We stared at each other with smoldering eyes until Goser brought our mugs. I paid him.
            "What color horse are you? I'm partial to reds."
            He glanced at my hair, once again in a thick braid. "Me, too." Then he shook himself, smiled, and took a drink. "All chevallen are the same shade as their human hair."
            He had the most beautiful shade of brown. So rich and shiny. Yes, he would be a gorgeous horse.
            "Wouldn't I be a funny looking horse," I said. I unraveled my braid and shook out my hair. Every man in the common room stopped to watch. I looked around with amusement. "Redheads aren't real common where I'm from either, but around here people look at me like I'm some kind of mythical creature."
            I kind of liked it. Instead of being teased and ridiculed, they treated me like I'm special. The way it should always be. I idly wondered if wearing all black would make my hair pop even more. Yeah, if it was shiny black leather.
            "In a way you are. Most redheads are kidnapped and sold into slavery in their teens," he said. "To see an adult of such beauty is rare, especially this close to the border."
            "Ah, the croctaurs. Yes, I've dealt with them before," I said.
            "Crocs are obsessed with redheads," he said. "You hair color is actually sacred to them, and associated with their love god. Fires of passion, and all that. Their brothels are in fact temples to that god."
            "I definitely won't be visiting the Croctaur Empire." I took a sip, while looking him over more closely. "So, what does a knight-errant do? Run errands?"
            "Back to the jokes?"
            "Sorry, but when I'm nervous I make bad jokes," I admitted. "It's a defensive thing for me."
            "You should be afraid of me," he said, giving me a menacing look. I saw humor under that threatening façade. "I'm a vicious chevallen, full of bloodlust."
            "That's okay. I'm a horse whisperer."
            "A what?"
            "A kinder, gentler horse tamer."
            "You think you can tame me?"
            "No, but I want to try." I checked out his broad, thick shoulders, and then shuddered. "I bet you are a beautiful horse. I'd put my saddle and tack on you any day."
            He regarded me a long moment. I don't think he knew what to think about me. When he tried to look too deeply into my eyes, I averted my face.
            "If you're nice, I might shift and let you ride me bareback through town," he said.
            "Sounds like fun," I purred. I bit my lip as I looked him over. "But I'd rather you not shift, and I ride you all night."
            The sound of eating, speaking patrons dropped dramatically. I felt my face heat up. Sir Robert gave me a sizzling look that curled my toes.
            "I have a room."
            I stood up. "Why are we still sitting here?"
            Sir Robert drained his mug, gathered up his weapons and gear, and I grabbed my saddlebags. I accepted his arm and we headed upstairs. His room was across from the room I used on my previous visit. It looked exactly the same, just with the window on the opposite wall.
            He proved the perfect gentleman, until the door closed and he locked it. We dropped everything on the floor and crashed into each other. I'd never felt so out of control. Yeah, it felt glorious. Dangerous. So wickedly good.
            His hands went straight into my hair, and then to my breasts and butt. His chain mail thwarted my explorations, even protecting his crotch from my hungry attack. So I just kissed him. Kissed and nibbled his ears and neck, while his hands whipped me into a frenzy.
            "Strip," I commanded, stepping back and unbuckling my sword belt.
            In my rush to get naked, I failed to remove my boots. I found myself in the middle of the room, trousers around my ankles, and trembling fingers frustrating my best efforts to remove those stupid boots. Sir Robert finished first, swept me up in his arms and carried me to the bed.
            "Let me," he said, setting me on the side of the bed.
            He dropped to his knees and began unlacing my boots. When the first boot came off, he paused to admire my foot and gave it a little kiss. "Lovely." Then he removed the other, and finally pulled my trousers off.
            He stopped me when I tried to scoot back to the middle of the bed.
            "I'm not finished," he purred, holding my gaze with some intensity.
            My handsome knight kissed my ankle, and then ran his tongue up to my knee. I sighed as my insides turned into hot mush, and my sex tingled and throbbed. He took his sweet time kissing, licking, nibbling his way up first my right, then my left leg. By the time he reached my upper, inner thighs I'd begun gasping and writhing.
            "Oh Robert," I whispered when he pushed my thighs wider.
            I'm not sure I'd ever felt such need. His tongue pressed into my folds, giving me a long, firm lick. I cried out, jolts of pleasure rippling up into my body. My hands seized his hair as he nibbled all around my tingling folds. I couldn't guide him into me. He chose to drive me crazy with his teeth, lips, and tongue until I started bucking.
            "Oooooh, yes."
            His finger penetrated out of the blue. Totally unexpected, but wow. My sex was so riled up, so tight, that even his finger felt huge. With his finger thrusting into me, he turned his attention to my nub. His tongue circled, flicked, and otherwise stimulated my clit in wonderful ways. And that's when I felt it.
            That glorious rush to climax started. Slow at first, but pushing me closer and closer. My head rocked back and forth and I squeezed his head between my thighs. He tried to push them away, but I couldn't spread them to save my life. So he redoubled his efforts.
            Divine bliss slammed into me. Yes, bliss can slam into you during a climax. The intensity of it sucked all my energy. My back bowed, and I might have screamed. Not sure. My brain kind of shut down for a moment.
            I basked in the afterglow. He seemed awfully pleased with himself, and rightly so. Before I recovered, he slid me to the middle of the bed and smothered my breasts with kisses and nibbles. And it started again.
            My hand went seeking, and found his cock. Long, thick, and hard as a rock, I stroked it faster and faster, my hand tight. All the while, he sucked on a nipple, while he manipulated the other expertly. Yeah, he wasn't a virgin. The man had talent. And then he started kissing his way up. After giving my shoulders some kissy, nibbly love, Robert worked his way up my neck before claiming my lips in a soul-numbing kiss.
            I urged him atop me, between my legs, as our tongues danced deep in my mouth. Guiding him to my entrance, I wrapped my legs around him.
            "Uggh," I grunted when he speared me.
            "I hope you are well rested, Shea," he said, voice an octave deeper. "Because I'm going to test your stamina all night long."
            "I'll win."
            His thrusts pushed him deeper and deeper, sending wonderful sensations rippling through my overheated body. I thrust my hips to meet him, desperate to get him even deeper inside of me.
            "Do you really think you can outlast me?"
            I giggled. "Doesn't matter. Either way, I win."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
            We came down to a packed common room the next morning. Goser served a great breakfast, and locals came in droves. Sir Robert and I had to share a table with a pair of locals, which I learned were apprentices to a cobbler. I didn't mind sharing their table, but the apprentices barely answered my questions, rushed to finish their meal, and excused themselves shortly after we sat down.
            "My fault. Commoners aren't comfortable around nobility," Sir Robert said. He grinned. "I didn't want to sit with them, either, but that's what happens during meals at inns."
            Neither of us was wearing armor, though he still wore his fancy surcoat. Both of us carried swords, so there was still that intimidating factor. Yet, Robert did seem to be the one that concerned the two commoners.
            "Where I come from everyone is free and equal," I said with a challenging look.
            He shrugged. "Then you are all commoners."
            That pissed me off. "We have many great men and women. They are very noble of heart and spirit, if not of birth."
            "Are they rich?"
            "Mostly."
            "Are they leaders?"
            "Yes," I replied much more proudly.
            "Then they are your nobles, whether you chose to acknowledge it or not."
            I started to object, and then thought about it. Politicians did act like they owned the world. The billionaire class pretty much did own the world, and it looked like they owned the politicians. So he might be more right than not. So I just scowled at him.
            "I'll agree to disagree."
            Goser's son delivered our beers first. I drank half before the meal arrived. Venison sausage, fried potatoes, and warm bread were a lot heavier than I wanted, but damn it tasted good. Robert devoured it, and asked for more sausage and potatoes. Twice.
            "Odd, I'd think a chevallen would be a vegetarian," I teased.
            "Is a vegetarian someone who only eats vegetation?"
            "Yes. Just vegetables."
            "No meat at all?"
            "None."
            "That's sick." He looked at my half-eaten sausage and potatoes. "Are you going to finish that?"
            I just pushed the tin plate over to him and watched him wolf it down.
            "Are you sure you aren't part Lupen?"
            "Funny. I grew up with a few wolves. One of them was Carma. To this day I love a yellow-eyed woman." He paused to stare off into space, a blissful look on his face. "Carma was five years older, and my best friend's sister, but she taught me the ways of love on a sultry summer night."
            "Hey, never talk lovingly about a former lover in front of your current," I said. "Lest I decide to continue my solitary journey today."
            I spotted Goser heading our way. Since I didn't pay for a room, I had to pay for my meal. He probably wanted more from Robert as well. I pulled my purse off my belt, and opened it. Lady Uma's tooth fell out. Robert snatched it up before I could grab it. He hid it under the table.
            Goser arrived, all smiles. "How is your meal, Shea?" He turned amused eyes to Robert. "I know you enjoyed it, sir." 
            "Delicious," I said. "How much? I'll pay for his extras, too."
            Surprisingly, the innkeeper didn't want more for extra helpings. My meal cost a single dinar. I still didn't know if prices were high or low, compared to my world, not knowing the dollar to dinar rate.
            Once Goser departed, I leveled cool eyes on Robert. "May I have my tooth back?"
            "This is a dragon's tooth," he said. "How did you get it?"
            "I knocked it out of a dragon," I said. "Give it back. It's mine."
            He passed it to me under the table. "Don't let anyone see it. This is draken country, so that is contraband. You'll be arrested if caught."
            "I didn't realize you loved draken so much," I muttered, angry at myself for that screw up. I should've realized the danger of having a dragon's tooth.
            "No one loves the draken," he said, eyes narrowing as he averted his gaze. "They are cruel masters, but great and terrible magic can be created with that tooth. That tooth is worth a lot of money."
            "Maybe, but I have other uses for it," I replied. "It's not for sale."
            He scanned the others in the common room with suspicious eyes. What made him so tense? Was he angry with me, or worried for me?
            Robert leaned forward, voice almost too low to hear. "Let's go for a walk."
            "I'd rather talk about…it."
            "That's why we're going for a walk," he said. "So we can safely speak about it."
            Now that scared me. Why did the tooth upset him so much? Would he turn me in to the local authorities to collect a reward? Yet, I got up and preceded him out the door.
            He remained silent, frequently checking to see if anyone followed us. Then he guided me into a very dark and narrow street, forcing me in with his hand on my back. My hand itched to hold my sword, or at least a knife.
            "Listen, Shea," he still whispered, despite there not being anyone close enough to overhear. "We're in Burgon, a draken county. Lord Geoffrey is a cousin of the king. Really, he's cousin to every draken lord and lady. They are a close tribe. He will come after you if he learns you have that tooth." He stopped with an intent look. "You will not live long, or die well."
            "Wow, you sure know how to make a girl feel special," I said. He didn't relent. "Fine, I'll be extra careful. But… Never mind."
            "What?"
            "I can't say. If what you say is true, I don't want to involve any innocent bystanders in what I plan to do with the tooth," I said. "I like you. A lot. I won't drag you into my troubles and plans."
            "You're going to go up against a draken?"
            "No comment."
            He rolled his eyes. "Are you mad? They have powerful magic, and can morph into huge, vicious dragons."
            "I know. I fought one of them," I said. "But I fought her off, and came close to killing her." I shrugged. "I don't think I killed her. Maybe."
            Robert looked horrified. "Who?"
            I hesitated. If I told him, then he could get into trouble for that knowledge. But he wouldn't relent, so…
            "Lady Uma," I said. "A gorgeous woman, who turns into a golden dragon."
            "With purple highlights," he finished. "Blessed Mother. The House of Capersal is one of the most vicious in the kingdom. They are vengeful, and wield great power throughout the kingdom."
            "Well, that sucks for me," I said, trying to sound cheerful, but he was scaring me. "She stole a family heirloom from me, and I will get it back or die trying."
            I tried to back away, but he grabbed my arm. I almost pulled my sword, but there was something odd about his expression. Robert definitely was seething, but I didn't think his anger involved me.
            "I have… History with Lady Uma and the House of Capersal." He grimaced, looked all around, and then became thoughtful. "Do you intend to kill Lady Uma?"
            "Only if I have to," I replied. "I just want my bangle back."
            "This is over a piece of jewelry?"
            "The bangle is quite lovely," I said. That didn't amuse him. "It's enchanted, and a family heirloom. If I don't get it back, I'm as good as dead anyway."
            "How do you plan to convince her to return the bangle?"
            "You have a lot of questions for someone with no stake in this fight," I said. "The less you know, the better off you'll be."
            He sighed. "I also seek my pound of flesh, Shea. I will help you, but I don't want to kill her. I can't let you kill her, either. I may hate her with all my being, but I swore an oath not to kill her."
            "Did you swear to defend her or her brother?"
            "No."
            "Then we can continue to be friends," I said. "I know a wizard who might be able to help me, and it won't involve killing her."
            "What wizard? I know of no wizards in Powl."
            "Friduric."
            "He's still alive?"
            "He was two weeks ago."
            If Friduric's spell worked, I wouldn't have to kill Lady Uma. But if it failed, she was dead meat. My vengeance demanded far more than a mere pound of flesh. So I might have to ditch Robert at some point, but I was tired of being alone. I would ride with him until he proved a liability.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 20
 
            I led the way back to the main street. The streets filled with more and more men and women, and quite a few playing children. I saw so many children that I wondered if they had a public school system. Didn’t look like it.
            "How do children learn to read and write?" I asked.
            "Parents and grandparents teach them."
            "Odd, but whatever works," I said. "Where I come from we have schools for them all day, so they learn everything they need. Like reading, writing, and math."
            That shocked Robert. "Even common born children?"
            "Of course. Remember, we don't have nobles."
            "Sounds expensive. Commoners don't need to read and write."
            I started to object, but realized the ramifications of what he said. "You mean only the rich and nobility can read and write here?"
            "Yes. And the clergy and scribe families can write, too," he said. "I'm actually surprised that you can, being common born and all."
            That made me pause. Could I read their language? I spoke it effortlessly, and it came naturally since my arrival. I looked around, spotting signage. Not every shop had a sign out front, but the few that did had one with a picture of what service they provided. And above and/or below the picture their name was written, and sometimes their trade or service. I could read them.
            "Well, I can read and write your language," I said. We turned onto a street so packed I couldn't see five feet to the front, and progress ground to a crawl. "What is this? Medieval rush hour traffic?"
            "You say the oddest things, Shea. I don't know what 'medieval' means, but can figure out what 'rush hour' means," Robert said. "I can make them get out of your way. Time for that bareback ride I promised you."
            I turned to ask what he meant, and saw Robert begin to glow, and then he morphed into a huge stallion in nothing flat. As he said, he had the same shade of brown fur as his hair. Yes, Robert was a splendid example of a horse.
            "You're gorgeous!"
            He just motioned for me to mount up with his head. I slipped up beside him, grabbed a fistful of mane, and jumped up onto him. That thrust me high above the crowd, giving me an unobstructed view down the street. And as he promised, people gave us nervous looks and moved out of the way. A path opened before us as men shouted, "Make way."
            "I ride everywhere from now on," I said.
            I had no reins, or any way to guide and control him. Robert just trotted forward, moving far faster than I could've in the crowd. I worried he might trample anyone slow to get out of the way, but everyone seemed to think the same thing. A few slow to act people scrambled out of the way, but most moved aside well before we reached them.
            "Turn left at the next street," I said. "Can you speak like this?"
            He shook his head. Draken could speak in dragon form, but not chevallen in horse form? I'd have to ask him about it later. I knew draken were the most powerful, and not just because a dragon was the largest of all of their animals. They had the most magical talent.
            "You have an amazingly smooth gait, Robert," I said.
            A sentient horse made riding awkward, but in some ways easier. Tell him where to go, sit back, and enjoy the ride. We made good time with everyone getting out of our way. Before I knew it, we turned onto Friduric's street and I spotted his home.
            A gang of angry young men pounded on his door.
            "Come out, you old fraud!" one of them shouted.
            "Hey! Get lost," I shouted.
            They turned on us. That's when I noticed the cudgels in many of their hands. Others had knives. Their leader carried a cudgel.
            "You," he sneered. "We won't be chased off this time."
            I pulled my sword. "If you don't leave, you'll leave me no choice but to roust you."
            He sneered, and some of his boys laughed. "You and what army?"
            Robert gave a tiny buck, so I slipped off. He immediately transformed back into a man and armed knight.
            "I'm her fucking army, scum!"
            Zzzziiiippp! The sound of his sword coming out made a lot of them jump. Even their leader had huge eyes.
            "I will have your heads and eat your hearts!"
            "Chevallen!"
            As one, they turned and ran away. Many of them dropped their weapons, too. I stared open-mouthed after them. Robert sheathed his sword and grinned.
            "What just happened?"
            "It's a death-sentence to attack a noble," he said. "The king's army would hunt them down like rats if I reported even this minor incident to Count Geoffrey. So everyone's afraid of us big, bad shifters."
            Friduric came stomping out onto the street. "Why'd you do that? I was just about to hit those twits with a nasty little spell that'd make them think twice about walking down this street, much less messing with me again. And then you chased them off."
            "Hit them with it next time they come looking for trouble," I said.
            I hurried over to give him a big hug. He smiled at me and shook his head woefully.
            "You don't understand magic at all, do you, Shea?"
            "No, not really."
            He just shook his head, looking even more exasperated. Then he looked me over, before turning his attention to Robert.
            "Looks like you're moving up in the world," Friduric said. A bemused look spread across his weathered face. "You know he's a horse-shifter, right?"
            "Yes. I rode him over," I said. "He calls me his pet, but I think we know who is really the pet."
            "What?" Robert cried. "I dominated you in bed. You begged for more."
            I looked at the wizard, who smirked. My face heated up. Okay, part of the reason I flushed was memories of the previous night. Yes, I begged for more. Three times. But, holy cow, that man could…
            I sucked in a deep breath to calm myself. "Hmm, I see we're going to have challenges in our relationship."
            Robert laughed. "You are the strangest woman I've ever met."
            I didn't have an answer for that, so smiled expectantly at Friduric. "Hi. I'm back."
            A calculating look filled his eyes. He nodded, before turning a more critical eye on my friend.
            "Have you returned for the reason I think?"
            "Yes. I have something of her body."
            "That's wonderful," he said, turning back to his house. "Come. I have water on to boil. We'll have tea first."
            I wasn't really a tea person. Coffee tasted nasty. Really, I didn't care for hot drinks. A cold soda topped my list. Mostly, I drank water in my world, beer in this one. But if Friduric wanted to serve tea, who was I to be rude and refuse? So we drank a cup of tea and ate cookies.
            "These cookies are great," I said. I licked the crumbs off my fingers, and then pulled my purse off. The old wizard set his cup aside and looked expectant. "Let me tell you, Friduric, it's not easy getting something off Lady Uma's body. She turned into a dragon when I confronted her."
            Both men looked surprised. Probably surprised I was still alive.
            "What did you get?" Friduric asked. "A piece of her scales? Some blood?"
            "A tooth," I said, revealing it. I indicated a damaged spot. "As you can see, I smashed it out of her mouth with my sword." I grinned. "Let me tell you, she went crazy with pain. So I stabbed her in the belly a few times."
            The men stared back at me in horror.
            "She's dead?" Friduric asked.
            "I don't think so. She fell off the tower, but was alive when she did so," I said. "She shifted back to a woman, so all her injuries would be healed." They still looked horrified. "Am I wrong?"
            "No, no, you're right," Robert said.
            "To kill a shifter, you have to stab them in the heart, cleave their head in two, decapitate, or leave the blade in them until they bleed to death," Friduric said. He glanced at Robert. "They aren't easy to kill, and draken are especially difficult to kill."
            "The wounds you describe would incapacitate her for a while," Robert said. "Healing mortal wounds during a shift leaves us weak and drained of energy."
            I had wondered why Lady Uma hadn't come after me, either with troops or as a dragon. She needed time to recover from her wounds, which was good to know.
            "Which explains why I had time to leave the keep, change clothes, and ride out of the castle before anyone came looking for me."
            "Actually, I'm surprised you had that much time," Robert said. "The only thing I can think of is she morphed back into a woman before she hit the ground, and was knocked unconscious. Otherwise, she would've sent men to arrest you." He paused to regard me a long moment. "Also, besides the wounds you inflicted, it takes a lot of energy to shift, and we can do it once without problem. Two times close together is pretty exhausting. If the two shifts were just minutes apart and she had terrible wounds, then I doubt she could've shifted again for at least an hour."
            "Yes, it was definitely the two shifts so close together that saved you, Shea," Friduric said. "And your friend is correct; she probably panicked at her belly wounds and shifted before she hit the ground. Being drained from the two shifts and the healing left her vulnerable, and she probably remained unconscious and unable to tell what happened until well after you escaped."
            "You must be living a charmed life," Robert said.
            I gave Friduric the dragon tooth. He handled it like a precious, delicate piece of art. The wizard stood up and took the tooth out of the room without a word, forcing Robert and I to follow. He led us down a spiral stone stairwell into a pitch-black basement.
            Friduric muttered a short phrase I couldn't understand, and light flared to life. I noticed the light came from eight fist-sized globes stuck to the walls. His basement was a wizard's workroom, complete with a pentacle drawn on the floor in one corner, and two trestle tables loaded with books, scrolls, and what looked like a chemistry class experiment on steroids on the other table. Noxious fumes came from the bubbling fluids on that setup.
            "Alchemy, not chemistry," I said, and received questioning looks from both men. I indicated that table. "Nice little mad scientist lab you got going on here, Friduric."
            He squinted at me. "What is a scientist?"
            "Never mind. Is there anything I can do to help you enchant the tooth?"
            "Be still and be quiet," he said. "I need to concentrate."
            He gently placed the tooth in the middle of the pentacle. Then the wizard consulted a small, leather-bound book. I got a thrill once I realized it was a real life grimoire. This world had dragons, wizards, and were-wolves. Even vampires. Then I remembered Mofo and Olar. Every fantasy creature and being resided in the world. But that was only good if I could travel back and forth between the worlds.
            Friduric returned to the pentacle, with the book in hand. He had to keep his face inches from the page to read. Maybe I'd bring him back a pair of reading glasses when I got my bangle back. That would probably seem magical to the old wizard.
            While reading, Friduric began chanting. The pentacle began glowing a deep purple, slowly growing brighter. He threw a fistful of…magic dust? That dust swirled above the tooth, slowly taking on human form. After a moment longer I realized it was a perfect representation of Lady Uma, only without color, clothes, or all of her jewelry. Colorless, naked Uma.
            The pentacle lines pulsed. Friduric's voice rose, becoming more intense, more strident. The image above the tooth writhed, and as the wizard's voice reached a crescendo, the dust image appeared to be sucked into the tooth in a flash of light.
            And Friduric fell straight back, his book skidding across the flagstones.
            "Friduric!" I cried, jumping to his side.
            He moaned and groaned as I helped him to sit up. Friduric sweated profusely, looked disoriented, and panted. I thought the spell backfired, but then he looked at me and smiled.
            "Got it on the first try," he said. "Thank the Gods of Magic. I might not have been able to attempt it again for a few days."
            "I'm sorry. I didn't know it would be so dangerous to cast the spell."
            "Nonsense, Shea. I'm a Master Wizard," he said. Robert helped me lift him to his feet. I held on until he got his footing and stopped swaying. With a big smile, he walked over to the tooth. "I haven't cast a spell that powerful in ten years. I quite enjoyed myself."
            Friduric handed the tooth to me. I looked it over. There were no obvious changes. Robert, though, gave it a wary look.
            "Powerful magic, indeed, wizard," the knight-errant said. "I'm impressed."
            "Thank you, Friduric, you really came through for me," I said. "What does it do and how does it work?"
            "It's simple enough," he said. "Press the talisman to her bare skin and she will be frozen in place. She will remain in that state until you give her your command, or remove the talisman from contact."
            "Do I have to be touching it, too?"
            "No. It only matters that she's touching it," he said. "But, if no one else is touching it, then she will obey the orders of anyone who commands her. By keeping it in your hand, pressing it against her flash, you will remain the only one allowed to command her." He grew somber. "But remember, the second she completes whatever task you command, Lady Uma will regain her full faculties and be free of your control. She will be insanely wrathful."
            "Can I press it against her again and regain that control?"
            "No, this is a one-shot talisman," he said. "So make sure whatever you want from her is completed far away from your location."
            "Damn. That complicates things."
            "Magic is a two-edged sword," Friduric said. "Good luck. I beg forgiveness, but I have to ask you to leave. I need a nap."
            "Thank you, my friend," I said, giving him a hug and peck on the cheek. "You're the best wizard ever."
            Back out on the street, I headed for the Shady Grove Inn. We walked in silence about half the way. I had to figure out a way to capture Lady Uma with the tooth's magic, get my magic bangle back, and put a lot of ground between me and her before the spell ended.
            "It's early still," I said, looking up and around. "It's a good day to start back to Gerako and my date with destiny."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 21
 
            "I have an idea to help save money on our trip to Gerako, and earn us some nice coin," I said as we walked toward the Shady Grove Inn.
            "Hire on as caravan guards?" he asked. "It's unlikely we'll find a trader heading straight to Gerako, so it could take many times as long to reach our destination."
            "That's not what I'm thinking." I grinned at him. "I thought I could sell my horse, and then ride you. The sale will finance our trip, and you admitted you only eat as a human. So, no stabling fees, no horse feeding costs, no horse to groom every day, and you between my legs all day and night."
            I thought I had him with that last part. He scowled at me instead.
            "I'm a chevallen, not a beast of burden," he said. "Besides, I don't have any enchanted tack, and yours would bind me in my horse form. I couldn't shift to fight beside you if attacked."
            "Why would it bind you? I've seen you shift, and your clothes and sword belt aren't a problem. Why could a saddle and bridle bind you? Is it the same reason you can't speak while a horse?"
            "My clothes and weapons are all enchanted to shift with me," he said. "Your tack is not. Even something as simple as a ring can keep me from shifting. Anything encircling any part of my body keeps me from morphing."
            "Could you enchant my stuff?"
            "Yes, but it's not easy. It sucks me dry when I cast such powerful magic," he said. "Just enchanting your bridle would knock me out like Friduric after enchanting your tooth. We'd have to delay our departure for four or five days, because I could only enchant one piece a day."
            "Hmm. So why can't you speak as a horse?"
            His face reddened. "That requires a higher degree of magical talent than I possess."
            I absorbed all of that as we continued up the street. His answers inspired more questions, but he seemed especially embarrassed by my last question. I decided to give it a rest. For now.
            Most of the earlier crowd was gone. They were all at work. Quite a few men and women still roamed the streets. I always wondered what people out and about during work hours did for a living. There were always so many.
            "I don't know that I want to wait that long," I said. "In that time, we could be halfway to Gerako, but it would be so convenient if…" I stopped, blinked, and shook my head. I saw Tam heading towards us, with about fifty other soldiers. They all wore their Dragon's Eerie livery. "Those are Dragon's Eerie soldiers, where Lady Uma is serving as Guardian this month."
            "They've come to alert Lord Geoffrey to look for you."
            I shoved Robert hard, forcing him through a shop door. We found ourselves in a cloth merchant's shop with five female customers. The shopkeeper looked alarmed by our rush inside.
            "Just avoiding my ex-husband," I said. "He's a mean bastard."
            "Ah," the shopkeeper said, while the women all nodded understanding.
            "It'd be easier to just kill him," Robert said.
            That took me aback a second. Was he playing along with my little lie? Or did he really want to kill fifty soldiers? Had to be the former. Even a chevallen couldn't kill fifty soldiers by himself.
            I gave the women an exasperated look. "Give a man a shovel, he'll dig a hole. Give a man a sword, and he wants to kill everyone."
            They giggled, and pretty much agreed with me. Men loved to use their tools, no matter what that tool was made to do. Some things were universal.
            I watched the soldiers march past. What a relief. I didn't realize how tense I'd become until I sighed and relaxed. I tossed the shopkeeper a dinar for his troubles, and then followed Robert back out onto the street.
            "You're very free with money. How rich are you?" he asked.
            "Not that rich, but I didn't want him reporting us," I replied. "Hopefully that dinar left him feeling good and will help him mind his own business."
            We moved with a sense of urgency. After collecting our stuff from the inn, we headed for the smaller eastern gate. It was only the size of a door, but guarded by just as many soldiers. The traffic passing through looked to be all residents of a nearby village, so farmers. Robert and I got a curious look from the guards, but they just collected our tokens and passed us out of the town. I led the way into the village, before we found a trail through the fields to the trade road south of town.
            We snuck into the stables. "Hi, Ekkar. Can I get my horse, please?"
            "Shea. You're leaving so soon?" Then he spotted Robert standing behind me. The stable owner bowed. "My lord, how may I help you?"
            "Just get Shea's horse saddled and ready quickly."
            Ekkar put three stablehands on the task. Robert examined my gelding.
            "Good, strong horse, though looks like he's been ridden hard for too long," he said, giving me a disapproving look. Ekkar nodded, but said nothing. My face heated up. "Is he trained?"
            What the hell did that mean? "Well, he lets me ride him. That's training enough."
            "Is he battle-trained? Can you ride him into a fight?"
            I didn't want to admit how I acquired him in front of Ekkar, so shrugged. "I haven't owned him long. He wasn't spooked by an ambush, so I assume he's good. I didn't buy him to ride into battle. I'm not a knight."
            By that time the horse was ready. I led him southward down the read, Robert walking beside me. If the authorities questioned Ekkar, he'd tell them we fled south. Robert knew a small, barely-there track we turned onto that looped around the town. It snaked through thick forest, too close and dense to ride. So we walked.
            The town might've been small, but we didn't reach the trade road north of Powl until late afternoon. I mounted my gelding, while Robert shifted into a horse. Again, I paused to admire him in horse form.
            "You are a gorgeous beast, sir," I said, before urging my horse into a trot.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 22
 
            We reached a range of low forest-covered mountains about halfway to Gerako. I reined up just shy of where the road peaked in the saddle between a pair of rocky cliffs. Robert shifted back to human beside me, and we stared at the bloodiest, goriest sight I'd ever seen.
            "What the hell is he?" I asked.
            A blood-covered man-thing swung a ginormous hammer. He was hairless, wearing only a pelt loincloth. He smashed men and donkeys to mush with wicked glee. Blood streamed downhill through the ruts.
            "Is that an ogre or troll?"
            He didn't look much larger than me. Kind of scrawny, too.
            "Just a man," Robert said. "He's using magic to wield that ogre warhammer."
            The warhammer probably weighed more than me. The working end of the hammer was made of wood, banded with iron. The haft was about six feet long, with the blood-smeared man swinging it with both hands. I cringed as wicked glee spread across his face after every splattering strike.
            "He looks quite mad," Robert said.
            "You think?" I looked around. I saw no way to pass undetected. "Maybe we should turn around and find another road over the mountains."
            Insane eyes turned our way. A chill crawled up my spine. He found more victims.
            "I think we're going to fight," Robert said, sounding pleased. He pulled his sword. "Be mindful of the hammer. I'll distract him, so you can sneak up behind him."
            "Honor doesn't demand you fight him face-to-face without help?"
            "That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard."
            I laughed. The whole situation was crazy. But not as crazy as Mr. Hammer.
            Both men took off running toward each other. I gawked at them a second, before pounding my heels into the horse's flanks. He responded without hesitation, raced past Robert, but veered away from the crazy killer before we reached him.
            That horse wasn't as stupid as the rest of us.
            While I struggled to force the horse to my will, Robert met the crazy killer in the middle of the road. Hammer man swung. Robert cut to the side to avoid that deathblow. I swear I felt the warhammer's impact with the ground. How strong was that bastard?
            Robert darted in to end the fight quickly, but that man yanked his hammer around like it was a feather. He smashed the knight aside, sending Robert a good twenty feet through the air. I watched, heart thundering, as Robert hit the ground, rolled, and then lay still. I was just about to go to him when the shifter changed into a horse. A very angry horse.
            "Welcome back," I called, when Robert morphed back to human form.
            He cast an annoyed look at me, and bent over to support himself with hands on knees, before turning his attention back on Mr. Hammer. He looked exhausted. I realized he'd just done three shifts in less than five minutes, and he probably healed injuries, too. Then Robert turned back to me, frowned, and pointed.
            "Use your damned bow!"
            I felt so stupid. Of course. I totally forgot I had a bow and arrows. The bow was unstrung, so I dismounted to string it. Since it was a very powerful, short, recurved bow, I couldn't string it in the saddle. Hell, I could barely string it on the ground. It took all of my strength and weight to do the deed, and the crazy killer charged me.
            I dodged right to avoid him, my horse went left, and that left me with a bow but no arrows. When the hammer started to come down at my head, I lunged straight at my foe instead of to the left or right. That surprised him, but not as much as when I smacked him in the face with my bow.
            "Stupid wench," he growl.
            He grabbed my bow with amazing speed. I swear, I never saw his hand move. That crazy man was that fast. He snapped my bow in two with just one hand. I released it, pulled my sword and dropped into a defensive stance.
            "Jesus, how strong are you?"
            "Strong as a mountain troll," he said, grinning insanely. "My bracers make me invincible!"
            He swung the hammer like a bat. I dropped flat on the ground to avoid being pounded into a pulp. Then I rolled back to my feet and backpedaled beyond his reach. Robert came charging in to distract him, allowing me to escape.
            "His strength comes from the bracers," I shouted.
            I had just enough time to check out his bracers. At first I thought they were leather, but realized they were brown-stained metal when he used them to parry Robert's sword. Robert went flying away a second later, after he kicked the knight in the chest.
            Damn, he's super fast, super strong, and kicks like a mule. I bet he bites, too.
            I attacked his left rear as he headed to finish Robert off. His hammer swung around at me in a blur, but I dropped to all fours. When it whistled past above me, I scrambled straight at him. He was just sane enough to recognize the danger and gasp.
            My sword went straight through his heart.
            "That is…," he looked down at my hand, still holding the sword piercing his heart. "Unexpected."
            His eyes glazed over, and he went limp. I left my blade inside him, afraid he might be some kind of shifter. My hand stayed around the hilt, ready to sweep it through him if he tried to morph. According to Robert, that would make him explode and vaporize. If he was a shifter.
            "I think he's dead," Robert said, smirking and shaking his head.
            We stared at each other a long moment, huffing and puffing. He looked even more exhausted than I felt.
            "I agree, but my people have an old saying," I replied. "Better safe than sorry."
            "There's truth in those words," he said. Robert dropped to one knee beside him. He quickly removed the bracers and handed them to me. "You killed him. What was his is now yours. I suggest you leave the hammer behind. It's heavy, unwieldy, and no one will buy it."
            "Are the bracers valuable?"
            "You can live for a year off what they are worth."
            Using dirt and water, I cleaned the blood and gore off. I then placed one on my left arm, and it magically adjusted to fit perfectly. I may have cried out in delight. So I put on the other, felt the magic ripple throughout my body, and then admired them on my forearms.
            "I think they look great on me."
            "Even dirt looks good on you," Robert said with a laugh. "See if you can pick up the hammer."
            So exciting. I bit my lip, so wanting super strength, but wasn't sure if the magic activated automatically or not. From what little I'd gleaned since coming over to this world, it could go either way. Glancing nervously at Robert, I wrapped a hand around the hammer's haft, and effortlessly yanked it straight up.
            "I'm a super girl!"
            Robert shoved me to the ground. "Don't rely too much on magic, Shea. It'll get you killed."
            "You could've just told me," I grumbled. "There was no call to knock me on my butt."
            "I wanted to make an impression." He held my eyes. "I’m deadly serious. Magic is a tool, and can be a powerful weapon. But even the most powerful wizards and draken are vulnerable."
            "Fine," I said, dusting myself off. "But I still think you're jealous because I'm stronger."
            "Maybe a little," he admitted. "Problem is, Lady Uma will see those bracers coming before she sees you. We'll have to be especially sneaky approaching her now."
            Figures. Every time I gained an advantage, life hit me with another disadvantage. Ultimately, it didn't matter. One way or another, I was going to get my bangle back or die trying. If I had to kill Lady Uma to do it, Robert be damned, I'd do it.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 23
 
            We approached Gerako from the south on foot, leading my horse. Robert wanted to go through the gate like we owned the place. He argued men would accept us exactly as we presented ourselves, until we proved differently. If I acted wary or nervous, they would become suspicious. I wasn't sure, since I had unpleasant history in that town.
            "Thanks for that," I said. "Now I'm nervous. Wasn't before, but am now."
            Telling me to not act nervous just made me nervous.
            "Let me do the talking," he said. "I'm going to tell them you are my servant, so they'll disregard you."
            Robert mounted my horse, forcing me to walk beside him. He wore all of his arms and armor under his knightly surcoat. I walked beside him in my tunic, trousers, and mismatched armor. And it wasn't much armor, either, but every piece helped.
            The guards fixated on Robert the second they spotted him. It was the same at every town. They recognized him as a shifter instantly and treated him with deference. People ignored me when I accompanied him. Since any attention I got from being a redheaded woman was usually unwanted, I enjoyed the anonymity at first. Later, I found being ignored proved a lot more annoying.
            "Greetings, Lord," one of the guards called. "Welcome to Gerako. Please declare yourself."
            "Sir Robert of Corenna, Knight-errant. I am chevallen," he said. Indicating me, "This is my servant, Scotti."
            I froze for half a second. Why did he call me that? I'll beam your ass somewhere.
            The gate guards passed us through quickly, giving each of us a brass token. I never had to say a word. The guards and clerk only wanted to speak with Robert. Being completely ignored sucked.
            "Don't ever call me 'Scotti' again," I snapped once we passed into the town.
            "Why not? That's a common name where I come from."
            "I'm Irish." He returned a blank look. "I'm not a Scot."
            "What's a Scot?"
            "Never mind. Just don't call me that anymore. I don't like it. And warn me ahead of time if you plan to give me a different name." I headed for the Wolf's Head Tavern, feeling foolish for my anger. He didn't know anything about Ireland or Scotland. "Stay mounted so people will get out of our way and follow me."
            Within minutes I felt lost in Gerako's serpentine streets, but we rounded a corner and there stood the Wolf's Head. There seemed to be more soldiers patrolling the streets, but it could've been my paranoia. My skin tingled in anticipation of meeting up with Mofo.
            "I want to see if my friends are here," I said. "Mofo will definitely help me, and probably Olar, too."
            While he secured the horse to a hitching post, I rushed inside. The tavern was pleasantly dark and cool after being on the road so long. I could see quite a few patrons, with a pair of serving wenches tending their needs. I waved at Zoe and Chloe, but didn't see anyone else I knew. No Mofo. No Olar. I didn't see Craktis, either. So I stepped through the door and into the kitchen.
            "Oh," I cried, brought up short at the sight before him.
            Craktis had another bondservant, Gigi, pressed up against the wall while sucking greedily at her neck. The black-haired, black-eyed desert beauty's face was the epitome of bliss. I guessed she was climaxing by the wanton way she moaned and groaned.
            Craktis slanted an annoyed look my way, then did a double-take. "Shea? You escaped Baron Henri's slavery?"
            "How did you know they sold me into slavery?"
            "Word gets around," he said. "Baron Henri won't be happy to see you escaped your sentence. He'll arrest you again as soon as he finds out."
            Another stay in the dungeon, as well as another humiliating trip to the auction block awaited me if caught. Great. That just made it more imperitive I get my magic bangle back so I could go home.
            Craktis released Gigi, who slowly slid down the wall in a blissful daze. I noticed she was topless, too. So the vampire wanted more than just a drink of blood. I stepped back when he took a step towards me. He had a scary look in his eyes. Was he staring at my neck?
            "Um, where are Mofo and Olar?"
            He kept coming, so I backed up. The wall stopped me, and panic welled up within. Then he caught and held my eyes. For the life of me, I could not break free of his gaze.
            "You're very beautiful, Shea," the vampire said, an odd tenor to his voice. His words vibrated through my being. I started to relax, a feeling of contentment filling me. "I can make you happier than you've ever been."
            "Really? I…" I whispered, mouth dry and mind feeling sluggish.
            Mostly, I felt so good. So content and happy. Craktis pressed up close, one hand fondling me while the other stroked my hair. He kissed me, before pushing my head to the side. The vampire kissed his way up and down my exposed neck, before sliding his nose up it and inhaling my scent.
            "You are mine," he said, opening wide to expose long, blood-smeared fangs.
            I smiled, ready for that bite. But a silvery blade slid into his open mouth. Craktis released me and backed away. Then I noticed Robert coming through the door to my left, sword in hand. It was his sword tip in the vampire's mouth.
            "No stinking vampire bites and enslaves my friends!"
            Craktis flung himself straight back so fast it had to be magic. He vanished out a back door in a flash. I blinked at the open door, mind spinning and feeling just a little dizzy.
            "What happened?"
            "That vampire almost enthralled you," Robert said. "One bite, and you'd be his obedient slave and plaything."
            He guided my eyes over to Gigi, still blissfully sitting on the floor.
            "Craktis was going to bite me?" I asked. And then realized how close I'd come to joining Gigi, Chloe, and Zoe as one of his harem of serving wenches. "That's so wrong. I thought he was okay, too."
            "We have to leave fast," he said, seizing my arm and half-dragging me toward the front door. "Shifters are even more vulnerable than humans to vampire bites."
            "Seriously?"
            That was hard to believe. Vampires preyed upon the shifter races, the biggest, baddest people on that planet? Hell, a draken could just swallow a vampire whole.
            "Yes. As a human, you can escape a vampire's power by tasting his blood," he said. "But once bitten, a shifter is a vampire's absolute, obedient slave forever. There's no escape."
            I tried to process that information, but my head was still messed up. Yet, I managed to stop and break free of his grasp. I caught Zoe's attention.
            "Where is Mofo?"
            "He took a job as a caravan guard to the city of Saurburg and back," she said. "Olar went with him. I think it was a job with the merchant Olar works for."
            I waited for her to get the table's order for another round of beer. Two elfmaids and a human female sat at the table. All three were dressed in green and armed with swords and bows.
            "When will they be back?"
            She shrugged, and then headed for the kitchen to fetch the table's order. "They didn't say. It's a short trip, though, so I expect them back any day now."
            And then she disappeared into the kitchen. I glanced at Chloe in the corner rubbing her naked tits in some goblin's face, so she wasn't going to help. Robert grabbed my arm at that time, dragging me outside.
            "Be alert," he said. "That vampire will attack me if he returns. Remember, the only way to kill a vampire is decapitation, but a sword through the heart or head will paralyze him."
            "It's broad daylight," I said.
            "So?"
            "Vampires can come out into daylight?"
            "Of course. Is it different where you come from?"
            I just shook my head. We didn't have vampires where I came from, but that might be hard to explain. Besides, new world, new rules.
            My mind slowly cleared, and I became more and more angry at myself. I knew Craktis was a vampire, so it was partly my fault. I should've been more careful. I probably triggered his hunting instinct or something. He was feeding on Gigi, after all. Because of that incident, I could never go back to the Wolf's Head.
            I remembered seeing an inn near the castle during my initial explorations of the town. The Dragon's Den Inn was a sprawling affair, with a yard and stable in back. I took the lead and found the inn without too many side trips down dead end streets. After stabling my mount, and Robert helping me wash and groom him, we entered the inn through the back entrance. I paused at the sight of a dozen armed soldiers sitting at tables.
            "Don't show any fear or hesitation," Robert whispered, and led the way to a small table in the corner. The common room had both long trestle tables in the middle and what I'd call bistro tables along the walls. "Wench! Two beers."
            Since we claimed a corner table, we both sat with our backs to the wall. Only a few soldiers bothered to look at us, and showed no sign of recognizing me. They were well into their cups, singing and joking.
            "Everyone seems festive," I said to the serving wench. "Is this some local holiday?"
            "For them," she said. "Word arrived today that Lady Uma will return in the next few days. There will be a big feast that the soldiers will all enjoy, but not any of us common folks."
            After the serving wench left, I turned mischievous eyes to Robert. "I'm going to crash her party."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 24
 
            The banging of cymbals woke me. My head throbbed with every crash of those wicked cymbals. Then a man with a deep, loud voice shouted something, before moving on with more clashing of cymbals.
            "What the hell?" I grumbled, sitting up.
            I found myself straddling Robert's waist. We were both naked. It took a moment before I remembered the wild night we had in the common room. We had sang and danced with the locals, and a few travelers. Everyone was in great spirits with the imminent return of Gerako's favorite daughter.
            I went with it, and got thoroughly trashed. Most of the previous night remained a blur, and probably should remain so. Too much alcohol tended to encourage me to get naked and dance on tables. Robert graced me with a lecherous smile, and then started fondling me.
            "That was the town crier. Baron Henri will be throwing a feast upon his sister's return, and is calling for serving wenches to help."
            "You understood what he said?"
            "You didn't?"
            "I got bigger problems," I groaned, rubbing my temples. "Why do I keep getting drunk? I know better."
            My head throbbed in sync with my heartbeat. I had a sour stomach, but the way his thumb strummed my nipple was nothing short of amazing. He was definitely all stallion, because that horn dog was insatiable. Not that I complained, or anything.
            "You had me five times last night," I said. My body started to sway, loving the sexy sensations rippling through it. His cock began to stiffen, rising up to press against my taint. One hand dropped down to fish him out in front, while I leaned over and swept my long hair back and forth across his smiling face. "That wasn't enough for you?"
            "It's never enough."
            Truth. I didn't know if it was something about that world, or I unconsciously relaxed my inhibitions, but I enjoyed sex a hundred times more there. Of course, I'd only done it once in my home world. That proved the most awkward, confusing night of my life, and a little painful. But from that first night riding Mofo's monster cock onward, sex was nothing less that glorious in this world.
            I stroked him to rock hardness, and then bent down to kiss him. We stared into each other's eyes a long moment, before he grabbed my butt with both hands, lifted me slightly, and dropped me onto his erection.
            Impaled, just like that. "Oh my god, how do you do that?"
            My head rolled back as I sat upright. I slowly slid down his enormity, loving the way he stretched me out. Butterflies erupted within, as my belly grew hot and mushy good. Hands in my hair, I bounced up and down. Robert played with my boobs, but mostly pinched, pulled, and rolled my nipples.
            It didn't take long before I felt a slow rise to climax begin. I clenched around him, bouncing faster. Soon, he had me panting, feeling so hot and sweaty wonderful. His fondling became rougher, a little painful. How I loved pleasure and pain!
            I shouted my joy to the heavens. "Yes. Yes. Oh yes!"
            His back bowed, eyes rolling up, and Robert sighed gustily. I felt his hot seed fill me. I loved how that felt so much. His climax always gave me such a sense of accomplishment. But I didn't stop. I was right there.
            "Ohh. Yes," I gasped, body pulsing with insane pleasure.
            "How's your headache now?"
            I smiled down at him. "Gone. You're hangover remedy is so much better than Mofo's." I winked at him, lifted myself off his semi-flaccid cock, and moved down towards his feet. "And tastes better, too."
            "Stop telling me about that damned minotaur," he shouted, and we both laughed.
            Wrapping my hand around his shrinking member, I firmly stroked him. He began to swell again. Holding his eyes, I spun my tongue around his cock head, before sucking him down. Our love juices tasted so good mixed together.
            Robert buried his fingers deep in my hair, massaging my scalp as I bobbed up and down his shaft. I used my tongue, lips, and mouth to best effect, dragging my nails down his flanks at the same time. Yeah, my lover liked a little pain with his pleasure, too.
            And he promptly filled me up a second time that morning.
            "Are all redheads as passionate as you?"
            "Yes." I wagged my brows at him. "Some men are even afraid of us."
            Shifters in that world recovered immediately after sex, so could do it over and over and over. Each time with a full load of seed. It boggled my mind at times, not to mention being messy as hell. Yet, the more we did it, the more I needed it.
            "Has anyone ever studied the addictive affect shifter boys have on simple girls like me?"
            "No, but I'll volunteer to be a part of that study."
            "Me, too." I crawled up his gorgeous body. "Since I'm already addicted to you."
            We lay in each other's arms, enjoying the cool morning breeze coming through the open window, and let our bodies cool down. When it got a little chilly, I rolled out of bed and went over to perform my morning ritual with the courtesy jug of water. Robert enjoyed watching.
            "Hurry up and get dressed," he said after I finished bathing. "I'm famished. Time to break our fast."
            I laughed. "I've already broken mine. You nasty boy."
            I put on brown leather pants and lace-up knee boots, along with a long-sleeved button up shirt. That shirt cost me ten dinars. Apparently, buttons were a new thing and expensive in that world. But that shirt was a gorgeous dark-red, so I had to have it. The fact the long sleeves hid my enchanted bracers helped. My sword belt cinched the shirt tightly around my waist. For once, I left my hair down.
            I'd purchased Robert a beautiful blue button up shirt at the same shop. He didn't like it as much as I did, but wore it for me despite the fact it required him to enchant it first. He also wore leather trousers, but black and not nearly as snug as mine. Shame, because he had a great ass and legs. I convinced him to forego the surcoat over it all.
            "After we eat, we can go scout the castle," I said. I folded my travel cloak over my arm as I headed for the door. "I need to figure out a way to get inside."
            "I'll take you in as my guest," he said. "I can get an invitation."
            "Because you're a shifter, too?"
            "In part, but mostly because I know them," he said. "We don't like each other, but they would still invite me."
            "Interesting, but no," I said. "They dragged me in and out of that castle in chains. There's a good chance the guards will recognize me. After all, I'm the only redhead within a thousand miles."
            We remained silent, keeping to ourselves in the corner, during breakfast. I found the Dragon's Den's common room packed with locals, so knew the food had to be good. They served a breakfast of fried potatoes, cheese, and sausage. Robert ate half my plate, and three of his own.
            "You, sir, are insatiable in every aspect of your life."
            "Shifters require a lot more food than you normal people," he said. He winked at me. "If I shift too many times, and lay on the ground in a daze, shove as much food as you can into my mouth."
            We sat near the door to the yard in back, so slipped out once finished. The least amount of attention I received the better. It was cool enough to wear my travel cloak, hood covering my hair. But that wouldn't last. The days got pretty hot by noon.
            The plaza around the castle was crawling with soldiers when we arrived. That meant we couldn't walk around and study it without being noticed and challenged. Noticing a beer garden, I led Robert over and ordered two mugs. We sipped beer and covertly checked out the castle.
            "If you think it looks daunting now, consider what security will be like during the feast," Robert said. "Every noble within three days travel will be inside, so Lord Henri will want to impress them.
            "No climbing the walls then," I said. My eyes turned to the main gate. "I thought about hiring on as a serving wench, but I can't imagine they wouldn't recognize me. Do you think I'll have to wait for Lady Uma to go shopping before I can confront her?"
            The thought of mugging the dragon-shifter appealed to me. She would be so furious. But the only time I'd see her out without a contingent of guards was when she flew around with her brother as dragons.
            "I guess I'll be going to the feast with my loyal servant, Scotti," Robert said. He grinned at me. "That'll get you inside. I'll be ready to distract everyone if you get into trouble."
            I thought about it. That didn't solve the problem of my red hair attracting unwanted attention, and then someone recognizing me. 
            "How expensive are wigs?"
            It took the better part of an hour, but we found a wig shop. They proved extraordinarily expensive. Or at least the wigs with real human hair cost a fortune. Most of the wigs were made from horse hair. I settled on a wig of long brown human hair. Then I bought some cosmetics to further help in my disguise, along with a necklace and some brightly painted wooden bangles.
            "If nothing else, everyone will be staring disapprovingly at my cheap jewelry and not pay attention to my face." I spotted a silversmith's shop on the corner ahead of us. "Oh, let me check that shop out."
            Robert pointed at a knife shop. "I'll be in here when you're through gawking at shiny things."
            I watched him vanish through the door. Men. He ridicules me, but he's looking at shiny things, too. He's just lucky I don't have a real purse for him to hold while I shop.
            A vision of Robert looking uncomfortable while holding my handbag flashed before my mind's eyes. That made me feel all good inside as I headed for the silversmith's shop. Just before I reached the shop, a squad of soldiers rounded the corner and we almost collided.
            "Watch where you're going…" one of the soldiers growled, but stopped and his eyes widened. "You're that redhead Lord Henri sentenced to slavery. How'd you get free?"
            I didn't recognize him at all, but that didn't matter. I turned and ran like the wind. Angry shouts followed me, before I heard the sound of heavily armed and armored men giving chase.
            How the hell do they run so fast with all of that armor on?
            I headed up another street, leading them away from Robert. The last thing I wanted was to get him arrested, too. After leading the soldiers a merry chase, I'd lose them and return to the inn. We'd decide at that time if I had to depart the town right away, or could stay on task.
            Rounding a corner, I skidded to a halt. Another foot patrol stared suspiciously at me, hands on their hilts. "Oh shit, shit, shit."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 25
 
            The soldiers chasing me slowed and approached with cruel smiles. They had every reason to be confident. The two patrols shouted back and forth, identifying me to the second group. The first patrol forced me to move closer to the other, farther from the intersection and multiple escape routes.
            "Surrender, wench," a Sergeant shouted. "You can't escape."
            I reached for my sword, and felt the bracer on that arm. So how could they help me? They made me as strong as a mountain troll, if the guy I took them from could be believed. And he was unbelievably strong wearing them. But I faced armed men, well-trained in the use of their swords.
            I fought the urge to smile when I realized the soldiers might have swords, but their first weapon of choice was a cudgel. Every one of them held his cudgel. So they meant to beat me into submission.
            Their cudgels ranged in shape from short baseball bats to sticks with a large ball-shape at the end. Yeah, that would do the job.
            "You guys take your clubbing serious in this town," I quipped, mostly trying to shore up my hopes. "But I got a date with fate and I don't want to be late."
            That made them pause to process. I took the opportunity to dart into the closest door. It was a cobbler's shop. An elderly man sat at a bench-like thing, hammering at the sole of a boot with a small hammer. I almost ran into him, but managed to dart aside and race up the stairs that appeared before me. Seconds later I heard soldiers crashing into the shop and bowling over the shop owner. The cobbler wailed in distress, making me feel bad about bring all this crap into his house.
            A single room occupied the second and only other floor. I didn't see any other doors. A small bed was shoved into one corner, with a small table close to the single window. I didn't see a wardrobe, so he must wear the same clothes every single day.
            The soldiers crowded into the stairs, pounding toward me. Panic set in. Trapped like a rat. I raced over to the open window. Four soldiers stood ready below, defending my only escape.
            "Dammit."
            "Halt, wench!" a soldier shouted.
            I spun to face the men flooding in the small bedroom. We stared at each other a long moment, before they smiled grimly and slowly approached. I glanced at their cudgels, at their determined faces, and finally at the window.
            "Buh-bye," I said, and then crawled up into the window. The soldiers below raised their cudgels as the men inside shouted and charged me. I felt the magic from the bracers flow through me, smiled, and pushed off from the window. "Wahoo!"
            I jumped over the waiting soldiers below. Maybe I pushed too hard, because I slammed into the house across the street, about three feet above the ground. Bouncing off, I groaned and rolled to my feet. Seeing the four soldiers running toward me, I cut left and took off to the right. My juke worked, giving me a few more seconds lead.
            Turning right at the first intersection, I stopped immediately, cursing like a sailor. "This town has too many dead ends!"
            The four soldiers came running around the corner after me. I ducked under a swing at my head, grabbed his left arm, and used all my enhanced strength to swing him like a cudgel at the other three. Spinning around twice, I released and sent him into two of his comrades.
            The last soldier gawked at what I'd done, so I took that opportunity to run away. The rest of them picked me up a few seconds later. My luck held out.
            "Shea!" Mofo's voice called.
            "Can't talk," I said as I raced past him and Olar. "I have legal issues!"
            A second later I heard the clash of arms. A quick glance back found Mofo and Olar fighting the soldiers. The cudgels lay discarded on the ground. Everyone fought with bare steel.
            Why did they do that? For me?
            I couldn't abandon them to their fate. My blood ran cold, knowing that if captured I might not be as lucky. But they were my friends.
            "Next time run with me," I shouted, pulled my sword, and charged into the fray.
            "There's no honor in running," Mofo shouted. He kicked a soldier in the chest, sending him back to bowl over two more. "Watch me slay my foes!"
            Olar slanted an amused look at me. "He's quite mad, you know."
            "I know," I said. Racing up, I slammed into one of the soldiers. I body-checked him using my bracers' magic. That sent him flying into others, so a total of five soldiers fell. "A-ha! I am the mistress of magic and mayhem!"
            "Uh-oh, you're crazy, too," Olar said, and laughed. "Don't kill any of them. That'll just make it worse."
            The sound of horse-hooves reached us. "It's worse! The cavalry is coming, and not to help us."
            Despite the size and ferocity of my friends, two squads proved too great a challenge. The soldiers slowly pushed us back, back, back. I started looking for an escape. But breaking free to run would be tough.
            A single horse came around the corner. No rider. No tack.
            "Robert, no!" I shouted.
            Too late.
            The big, beautiful brown horse morphed into an armed knight. Robert ripped into the rear of the soldiers, and he didn't spare anyone. Blood and guts flew. Men screamed and died. Mofo and Olar stopped giving ground, and pushed forward into the suddenly disorganized soldiers. To my horror they cut men down left and right.
            "Run!" I screamed, and took off down the street.
            My friends followed. Thankfully. Robert quickly caught up with me.
            "Are you hurt?" he asked, looking worried.
            "I'm fine." I gave him a fierce look. "You realize by helping me, and then killing so many of them, you are now a wanted man. All of you are. Jesus! What were you thinking?"
            "Just trying to save you," Mofo said. "A little appreciation would be nice."
            "Friends help friends," Robert said. "Consequences be damned."
            "I appreciate the help more than you know," I said. "But I don't appreciate the fact you are all in as much trouble as me now."
            We rounded a corner. I immediately stopped, and chanced a peek back. No pursuit. We got away, but for how long? We didn't kill all of the soldiers. Countless bystanders also witnessed our crimes. Before long all of our names and descriptions would be distributed to the City Watch and castle guards. I doubted we could escape from town through any of the gates.
            "We have to get our stuff from the inn before they find out we stayed there," I said, turning left at the next street. "Then we have to figure out what to do next."
            I didn't factor in how happy my friends would be to see me. Mofo swept me up in a bone-crushing bear hug, before cradling me in both arms and rubbing his face against my belly. No one's ever done that before.
            "I hope that wasn't some weird minotaur wedding ritual," I said, wiggling out of his arms. Olar immediately pulled me into another hug. "Yeah, I missed you guys, too. Where have you been?"
            "We hired on as guards for a quick trip over to Saurburg. Just got back this morning," Mofo said. "We made for the Wolf's Head after getting paid, but ran into you instead."
            "I tried to find you before we left, so you could join us," Olar said.
            I glanced at Robert. He rolled his eyes and looked the other way. No help there.
            "I kind of got into trouble," I said. "I ran into Lady Uma on the street. Her and her bodyguards caught me. She stole my magic bangle, and then threw me in the dungeon." Mofo and Olar looked horrified. "It got worse. Her stupid brother sold me into slavery."
            "Who bought you, Shea?" Mofo demanded. He lifted his sword. "I'll tear his brothel to pieces!"
            "Why do you assume a brothel bought me?"
            He looked me up and down. "I have eyes. And I've been with you."
            "So have I," Olar said. "If I owned a brothel, I'd want you working for me."
            They looked at Robert. He shrugged. "I've been with her too, but she's no brothel slave."
            "Thank you."
            "More like a king's harem girl," he said.
            "Pig." I gave them a withering look. "I'm a warrior."
            "Ah," Mofo said. He grinned. "Who bought you? And did he diddle you?"
            I gawked at him a long second. "Shut up."
            "There's your answer," Olar said. "Lucky bastard."
            My retort died on my lips. The Dragon's Den came into view, and what I saw sank my heart. We watched as soldiers marched up to the inn. Robert started to pull his sword to attack when they stopped, and then one of them went inside, but I stopped him.
            "Does everyone in this world have a death wish?"
            I ushered everyone into a dark alley. My brain raced at a mile a minute. Crazy ideas came and went. Robert argued that he needed to get his armor, but I barely paid attention. I understood everything we owned was in that inn. I didn't want to abandon anything any more than he did.
            "Listen, I have some magic in my bracers that'll help. I have a plan."
            No one liked my plan. Probably because it required them to be nice and stay hidden while I took all of the chances. But my bracers let me run, jump, and do other amazing feats of strength.
            I peeked around the corner, studying the inn and surrounding structures. I thought my plan doable. Maybe. Only one way to find out. My skin tingled the second I resolved to try one of my crazy plans. For a second I worried that world turned me into an adrenaline junkie.
            "I can get up on the roofs and sneak into our room without going through the common room," I said. "I'll grab all of our stuff, maybe get the horse, and come back."
            Our room was in back, overlooking the yard. Someone might spot me, but not from the street where the soldiers waited. No one else liked that idea. I didn't have time to argue.
            "Just wait here," I said. Before anyone could grab me, I leapt up with all my strength. In a flash I stood atop a two-story building. "I love magic."
            The building had a thatched roof. I'd been atop many houses and office buildings in my time, but that was my first thatch experience. I almost slid right off, but got a firm hold on the thatch. I struggled, but I worked my way over the top, and then over to the next building, and then next. The inn had a wood shingle roof, faded gray with age and weather.
            My super strength allowed me to ease over the edge of the roof, hang there, and then swing over to my room's open window. I fumbled the landing, making a god-awful noise that alerted men in the yard. The cry of "Thief!" echoed through the yard and inn.
            "Shit, shit, shit," I cried, scrambling through the window.
            We'd left our stuff in neat piles. Ripping off a bed sheet, I bundled everything within, tied it off, and leapt out the window when the sound of running feet boomed in the hallway. Using the bracers' magic, I leapt out of the window and most of the way across the yard. The men waiting for me under the window could only gawk.
            Hitting the ground almost separated me from the bundle. Yeah, it hurt. Apparently, magic had its limits. Still, I gathered myself and raced for the side wall opposite from the direction I needed to go. Didn't want to lead them straight to my friends.
            I led stablehands, soldiers, and some bystanders on a merry chase through the streets. The bracers did increase my speed a little, but not much. A few men caught up to me, but I bashed them away with the bundle. None of them realized the weight of that bundle, or that it held good steel chain mail. I might've hurt some of them pretty badly.
            I couldn't jump two-stories with my burden, but I finally found a single-story structure, jumped atop it, and that allowed me to move to higher roofs. Soon I left my pursuit far behind. It still took me the better part of an hour to hook up with my friends.
            "Have fun?" Robert asked.
            I just grinned at him, huffing and puffing, a complete tousled mess. Yes, I did have fun. I didn't realize it until that moment.
            "Let's find a bolt hole," I said. "Then we can figure out how to slip out of town without being captured."
            Movement caught my eyes. I looked, and the others followed my eyes up. A gorgeous dragon glided in high above. Seeing the golden-hued scales, with purple horns, made me smile. Lady Uma had arrived. After I ensured my friends were safe, the lady and I had a date.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 26
 
            "Don't worry. I don't plan to confront Lady Uma all by myself," I said for the thousandth time. I paused to double check my long, brown wig. "I'm just going to sneak in and toss her bedroom."
            Lady Uma didn't have my bangle with her at Dragon's Eerie Castle, so it had to be in her room in there. If she'd sold or given it away, Uma would've told me as a taunt. No, she recognized it as enchanted, so would keep it. Since Robert said shifters couldn't wear anything that wasn't enchanted with a special spell to allow them to morph, I didn't think she'd wear it.
            The Lords and Ladies of the land waited in a long line outside the main gate. They rode in upon fine stallions, or inside sumptuous coaches. The baron had a medieval valet service of sorts going on. Handlers took the visitors' mounts at the gate, or led their coaches over to a waiting area on the plaza. The northern and eastern parts of the plaza filled up fast. Meanwhile, the nobles dismounted at the gate and entered on foot.
            The other young women heading into the castle were dressed much more provocatively than my outfit. I chose a plain linen skirt and blouse, similar to what most women wore on the streets. Most of the serving wenches wore similar outfits, but with a lot more cleavage showing than usual. I had my boobs on display as well. Nothing but cleavage, baby. Yet, I looked matronly compared to the other women.
            I spotted a young blonde about to pass close by, heading for the castle. She wore what I thought of as an undyed leather bikini top. Her "skirt" was a dark wine-red, draped oddly, and held up by a wide belt around her hips. She accessorized with heeled ankle boots, lots of colorful bangles, and satin choker.
            I motioned for my friends to be ready. They stiffened, not knowing what danger approached. My heart raced as I alternately watched the woman and the many guards out and about in the plaza. The clack of her heels on the cobbles filled my ears and senses as stress threatened to overwhelm. If I timed it wrong…
            She flashed an automatic smile as our eyes met, and I returned it. Her eyes turned toward the castle, and I lunged at her. One hand went over her mouth, the other grabbed a fistful of hair. I yanked the young woman into the alley in a flash, and then I took her out with a sleeper hold.
            My friends stared incredulously at me.
            "Why did you kill that poor wench?" Mofo asked.
            "She never did anything to you," Robert said.
            Olar looked pale, too. I sighed. "She's not dead. I made her pass out with a sleeper hold."
            "Show me," Robert demanded.
            "Later. I only have a few seconds before she wakes back up," I said, starting to strip her.
            My friends stepped back. Olar spoke first. "You're going to rape her?" 
            "What? No! I'm a woman, you idiot," I cried. "I want her outfit. Mine is too conservative."
            I stripped out of my clothes, tossing them atop her. She wore the first pair of panties I'd seen in that world, but I couldn't bring myself to remove them, much less wear them. Eww. But we were of a similar size, so her clothes fit well enough. The top displayed a lot more boobage than I wanted, but all the skin I showed should keep the guards from looking too closely at my face.
            I told my friends to put her in my dress, tie her up, and gag her. She could be released as soon as they thought it safe to do so. The girl had a small bag with some personal grooming items. I hid my bracers under her stuff and hung the bag across my shoulders, just as she'd worn it.
            "I'll try to get in and out without causing a ruckus. If you are discovered, leave her behind," I said. I sucked in a deep, steadying breath. "Wish me luck. If I fail, then I'm toast. If I'm discovered, you'll know it. Run and don't look back."
            That was met with silence. Yeah, they had no intention of leaving without me. It was good to have friends, but that just added another layer of stress on me. I turned and strode confidently toward the postern gate. 
            I turned it on, too. I felt alive, sexy, and scared out of my wits, all at the same time. My wig was made of fine, silky brown hair so bounced with every step. I felt my barely contained boobs jostling, and noticed guards and other men having trouble keeping their eyes above my shoulders. Okay, no one looked at my face. I swung my hips, and used those high heels to best effect, too.
            I felt like a killer super model on the prowl.
            The line moved quickly. The guards only looked us over, occasionally looking into bags and such. They gave the men a much more thorough check. I graced them with a sassy smile when I reached the front of the line.
            "Hi, big boys. Are you going to be at the feast?"
            "Not this one," the guard on the right said, eyes locked on my boobs. "Name?"
            I hesitated just a second. I almost gave them my real name. "Scotti."
            "That's a dog's name," the soldier on my left said.
            My faced heated up. Even my chest flushed red. The other guard snickered. It wasn't even my real name, yet they humiliated me. What's wrong with guys? Why did they always want to embarrass others?
            "Not where I come from," I snapped. Did Robert give me his dog's name? He said it was a common name. "Why does everyone in this town make fun of my name?"
            They just laughed and waved me through. Me and shifter boy are going to have a long talk.
            I followed the girls that preceded me through the small postern gate. That was the smallest gate I'd ever seen. Even I had to duck to pass through. The long, dark gate went through the wall, which had to be twenty feet thick or more. It opened into the castle's ward. The open-air kitchen sat off to the side, with a roof above only the center. A middle-aged woman gathered the servers together. All were scantily clad young women. The men went straight to the kitchen. 
            "Men will carry the food inside," the woman said. "You're job is to keep everyone's cups full of wine and beer."
            "What if one of the men wants…um…more?" a pretty little elfmaid asked.
            That's when I realized that elves comprised a good third of the serving wenches. They were also the prettiest. I felt just a twinge of jealously.
            The woman in charge gave her a superior look. "That's between you and him. Just don't do anything untoward in the presence of Lady Uma, or she might get involved." The woman's eyes narrowed. "You won't like it if the Lady interrupts you."
            Okay. So Lady Uma didn't like any naughty times happening in front of her. I had no such plans, so that was fine by me. But that also showed me a way to exit the Great Hall without drawing unwanted attention.
            The woman led us inside to the Great Hall. Men filled the chamber, busy assembling and arranging tables. More men and women covered the tables with bright red clothes and decorated them with gold and silver. Fancy ceramic mugs, with matching plates, were placed atop the tables.
            We then went down one level into the basement. Countless silver pitchers and wooden kegs lined the walls. Men staffed the room. We came down to pick up pitchers of beer and wine from them. Once we had emptied our pitcher, we returned to fill it for another round. And that was our only job for the night, and our supervisor kept count. We got paid for each pitcher of beer or wine we took out to the guests. So if you dallied, or were lazy, you earned less. Basically, they wanted pretty women to help get their guests drunk as fast as possible. At least that was my take on the operation.
            "When do we start?" I asked.
            I had high hopes of getting a bite to eat from the kitchen before the festivities started. If not, maybe I could sneak away and confront Lady Uma in her bedchambers. Despite what I promised my friends, I really wanted some one-on-one time with the Great Lady.
            "Now. Our Lord's guests are waiting outside," she said. "They'll be allowed inside once the Great Hall is ready, but in the meantime they would appreciate some nice cool wine. So get to work."
            We lined up, and I received a large silver pitcher. Some of the women received trays with crystal cups. They went outside first, to distribute the glasses. We followed and filled those glasses. The first man I approached held up his empty glass. He held it rather high for me, forcing me to lift the pitcher head-high. The bastard took the opportunity to grope me.
            I smiled and said nothing, marking his face. If I had to fight my way out, I'd be sure to give him some unwanted attention.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 27
 
            Those people could drink. Men and women, nobles and common born men-at-arms, they drank the beer and wine as fast as we could get it to them. About halfway through, I began delivering beer to the hirelings. Apparently, Lord Henri's generosity had limits when it came to commoners. They didn't get wine, just beer.
            If anything, the lower-class attendees proved ruder and cruder. Mostly, they grabbed and pinched my butt. I couldn't complain, because every single serving wench suffered through the same ordeal. That behavior was expected and accepted, but the large bag hung over my shoulder helped to block them.
            Worse, after a while I started to enjoy all of the extra "attention." Okay, I served some pretty handsome, tough looking men-at-arms there. It totally mattered who sexually harassed me. So I tried to avoid the creepy old guys, to some small success.
            "What's your name, beautiful?" an especially attractive man asked. He looked stunning in chain mail and bright blue and white surcoat. His long blonde hair and trimmed beard gave him a Jesus on steroids look I liked. Liked too much. The fact he only glanced at my tits instead of grabbing them was a point in his favor.
            "Scotti," I purred prettily for him. His eyes glazed over, and a smile started to spread across his face. "I don't want to hear about your damned dog."
            The group of men with him laughed. He laughed, but much more sympathetically.
            Feeling emboldened, I grinned wickedly. "And I don't want to hear any, 'Who's a good girl? Who's a good girl?' either."
            That really made them laugh. So I hung out with them a little while, but had to leave when I ran out of beer. Time to get a refill, but I'd probably get detoured upon my return. Shame.
            I realized it was almost sunset. How many hours had I been there?
            The crowd grew thicker as I neared the keep. The guests started getting antsy, eager to get inside. I couldn't believe they'd been forced to wait that long. To relieve their stress, the men became even more handsy. Butt pinches and slaps were their favorite. I realized why the serving wenches all draped their skirts just so. To buffer the butt spanks. Of course, some of the men lifted the longer backside of our skirts to apply open palm to naked buttocks.
            "Pig," I whispered after one of the latter. That sucker stung like crazy. "Excuse me! Please let me through."
            I wiggled and forced my way through that packed nobility. I worried about my return trip through them. Could I do it without spilling beer all over them?
            "Have a rest, Scotti," our supervisor said. He was a rail thin old man. His primary job appeared to be to keep count of how many pitchers each of us delivered to the guests. Since I didn't plan to be around long enough to be paid, I didn't feel the same sense of urgency as the other girls. "Lord Henri is about to call the guests inside."
            My stress level skyrocketed. For some reason, "Do or die time" kept coming to mind. The "die" part frightened me. So I sat on a keg and considered possible scenarios. Best case, Lady Uma came down not wearing the bangle. I could then go up to her bedroom, toss it, and find… My precious. Oh my god, when did I turn into Sméagol?
            Others looked at me when I giggled. 
            I heard a distant cheer, and a moment later the sound of hundreds of people coming into the castle reached me. Finally! The feast could get started, giving me a chance to slip away and find my stolen bangle. Once I had the bangle, I had to find a way to escape from the castle, get out of a city full of soldiers looking for me, and then get far enough out into the country that it would be safe if I ever returned to this world.
            "Easy as pie," I whispered. "Not."
            We lined up and got our pitchers refilled. I remained on beer detail. The girls serving wine acted all superior, since they would be dealing with nobles. All of the elfmaids got pitchers of wine. Fine with me. I wanted nothing to do with the nobility, especially with Lord Henri and Lady Uma. Full time servants served the High Table. I served the riffraff, or Low Table. The lowest of the Low Table.
            We filed up to the Great Hall, with me bringing up the rear. The serving wenches entered through a side door, and I realized we passed through the same door I'd once been dragged through in chains. The only difference in the hall was the tables and all of the courtiers were sitting instead of standing.
            The table setup created an elongated U-shape. The High Table was the shortest, at the apex of the setup. It sat in front of the dais. Two long, red-cloth covered tables stretched the length of the Great Hall, facing each other. The guests sat on the outside of the tables, and the servers moved around in the middle. Well, the food servers stayed in the middle. The serving wenches went behind the tables to lean over the guests when filling their empty mugs.
            "Oh great, we have to keep being way too up close and personal."
            My butt would be sore and red for a week. A table between me and the handsy guests appealed to me. No one said we had to serve from the other side. If even one other serving wench stayed in the middle, I would follow her example. None of them chose discretion. Dammit.
            I glanced at the High Table. The two middle chairs remained empty. So I hurried around to start filling glasses. I called them glasses, but the High Table had long stemmed gold chalices. The lesser nobles sitting at the upper Lower Tables drank from silver chalices, and the lower Low Tables drank beer from fancy ceramic mugs.
            "Whoa, thank you for that, milord," I gasped out when a callused hand slid up my inner thigh. Yeah, he went for my pussy. I almost dropped my pitcher. Twisting my hips to keep him from penetrating, I quickly filled his mug and barely escaped in time. The next man tried to motorboat me. "Oh my, you are a frisky bunch."
            Truth was, I thought everyone already had a buzz before coming inside.
            I wiggled, giggled, and struggled through three more pitchers before Lord Henri and his sister deigned to join the feast. The baron looked gorgeous. Why do the evil ones always look so amazing? He wore gold silk robes that did nothing to hide his powerful body. My eyes may have lingered a moment longer than acceptable. His sister dressed in all silver: halter top, long slit skirt, and a silken wrap across her shoulders. Her jewelry was understated for once: silver choker and a single silver bangle.
            My eyes locked on the bangle. Even from across the Great Hall I could see it was mine. My blood ran cold. There was no longer any reason to toss her bedroom.
            It just got real, I thought. How do I get that away from her and escape in the middle of a room filled with her loyal subjects?
            My interest in it probably inspired her to wear it. Now she considered it special enough to adorn her wrist. Lady Uma would fight harder to keep it. And there I stood in a skimpy outfit and no weapons.
            But I still have my bracers.
            "Girl, give me a taste," a big, burly brute demanded. He drained his mug and slammed it on the table. I grimaced. He placed it so that I'd have to lean across him to fill it. Bastard. "Are you deaf?"
            I remembered him from the plaza: Sir Hecal. He stood six feet five, about three hundred pounds of muscle and attitude. Just from what I saw of his interactions with other men-at-arms, he was mean-spirited and a bully. Sir Hecal also liked to molest the serving wenches.
            My life sucks rotten eggs, I thought, but said out loud. "Coming, milord."
            I tried to move up on the other side of him, but Sir Hecal shifted with a cruel smirk. I paused to level a cool gaze on him, but that didn't help. He indicated his mug, so I had to go for it. Moving up close, I felt the heat from his body as he snaked a huge, callused hand up under my skirt and grabbed a handful of butt cheek. Stretching out, I managed to reach his mug and fill it while his other hand felt me up. Really, he yanked my top down and openly groped my tits. All the while, the other men laughed and encouraged him.
            "Give me some lip, wench."
            "Milord, please," I begged. "I have to refill my pitcher."
            "Kiss," he demanded.
            I released an exasperated sigh, which didn't discourage him in the least. There was no way to escape his grasp without causing a major scene, which I couldn't afford. So I kissed him. It was just a quick peck, but then he palmed the back of my head and pulled me back in for a long, deep kiss that went on forever.
            His free hand continued to explore my body during that kiss, mostly between my legs. He rubbed me hard and long enough to get me slick down there, which encouraged him to greater efforts.
            "Milord, please, I have children to feed," I lied.
            His hand left my slick folds to cup an exposed boob. He squeezed, thumb strumming my tingling nipple. "I'd like to feed off your teat, wench."
            "Get a son off her, and you can suckle all you want," another man said.
            That wasn't helpful.
            "Come on, wench. Me and you," Sir Hecal said, and kissed me again. "It won't take long. I know a nice dark corner to do it in."
            At least he asked, and didn't just drag me away and take me like the barbarian I knew him to be. I had a bad feeling if I said no he would cause trouble. At best I'd get kicked out of the castle. Worse, my identity would be discovered.
            A cry and then a shriek echoed through the Great Hall. Everyone froze, including Sir Hecal. That gave me the chance to escape his clutches. Then fierce cursing filled the room, and I realized it was Lady Uma.
            The scene would've been hilarious if I wasn't so worried about the poor servant. Lady Uma jumped to her feet, red wine staining her fabulously expensive outfit. From what the female servant kept saying, another servant bumped into her and caused her to spill the wine on the Lady.
            The draken noblewoman didn't listen. She slapped the poor servant, and then a guard grabbed the girl by the hair and start dragging her out. It was so sad. She lost her job, at the very least, because of some stupid accident.
            My breath caught. Lady Uma headed for the exit. No one left with her, so she'd be alone in her chambers. If I hurried, I wouldn't have to search for her bedchamber, either. I could just follow her. So I headed for a different exit, knowing both doors connected by a narrow passage. I knew where the stairs where, so could catch up quickly.
            Sir Hecal grabbed my wrist. It could take another five or ten minutes to get free of him. Or I could let him think we were going to do it, and lead him out of the Great Hall. My pitcher was solid silver and quite sturdy. Pitcher to the side of head would equal naptime for Sir Hecal.
            "Shall we go, milord?"
            I led him by the hand to the side door. The bastard took his sweet time, allowing Lady Uma to get a longer head start. My heart pounding in my ears, while I tried to tease him into moving faster. My top barely hung from my shoulders, leaving me exposed and open to catcalls as we left the hall.
            "Time is money, milord," I said.
            The second we passed through the door, Sir Hecal shoved me against the wall. I cried out when my head bounced off. I cried out again when he lifted me up, and held me against that wall, my boobs at his face level. And he went after my tits with gusto.
            Feet dangling, feeling helpless and vulnerable, all I could think about was I might miss my only chance to get Lady Uma alone. After a moment of stewing in my misery, and rising anger, he bit my nipple. Not hard enough to break the skin, but hard enough to send a jolt of agony ripping through my body.
            "Pig!" I cried, and smashed the silver pitcher into his head.
            Sir Hecal dropped like a rock. I found myself sprawled atop the unconscious knight. After untangling myself, I fixed my clothes, and grimaced down at him. Yeah, if I got caught I'd be in twice as much trouble. Sir Hecal might buy me just to get his pound of flesh.
            Lady Uma had to be in her chambers already. I had to take the time to drag Sir Hecal to a dark corner, and put on my enchanted bracers to do the job. Yeah, he was that big and heavy. Hopefully anyone who passed would be too focused to spot him, or think him passed out drunk. But when he woke up, which I didn't think would be that long; the big bastard would raise hell looking for me. He'd probably get the entire castle up into an uproar.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 28
 
            I quickly reached the stairs, which spiraled up clockwise, with those annoying uneven steps. Robert had explained why they were designed like that, but I still found them frustrating. It had to be just as rough on the men defending the stairs as the invaders.
            Every level of that castle was a single room off that stairwell. I could tell the rooms didn't fill the entire level, so there had to be one or more other stairwells leading up to the other rooms. Just another annoying aspect of that damned castle. All of the doors were open as I ascended, so a quick peek showed Lady Uma remained above me. I figured she owned the top floor, but alas I was wrong. She lived one floor down from the top.
            I almost raced past, with just a glance through the open door. I froze when I spotted Lady Uma changing clothes. Okay, she was actually naked and staring into an open wardrobe. She had her back to me, so I slipped in quietly and closed the door. She turned around when I set the heavy wood bar across it.
            "No interruptions," I said.
            Her eyes widened. "You!"
            "You remember me? I'm touched."
            I looked around at her sumptuously furnished and decorated quarters. There was just the one room, with a large copper tub in one corner, a queen-sized bed between two very narrow windows, and lots of fur rugs over the wooden floors. It wasn't the fine hardwood flooring of my home world, but something I'd expect to find in a barn. I counted five large wardrobes, and a dozen trunks. She had a lot of stuff, befitting a noble lady.
            Lady Uma snarled, her eyes turned purple, and then she tensed. First she glanced at the bangle, and then around at the close confines.
            "Aw, not enough room to shift into a dragon? So sad," I taunted her. I gave her a blistering look. "Give me my bangle, bitch."
            "I don't take orders from slaves."
            "Ooh, burn," I said. That confused her. "What do we have here?"
            I walked over to a rack of sheathed swords. I counted seven swords. She had two curved swords on display, and three of the straight swords I was used to wielding. The sheaths and hilts of all but one were encrusted with gemstones. I selected one with rubies, pulled it from its sheath and tested the edge with my thumb.
            "I'll cut it off you if I have to, bitch."
            Lady Uma shook her head woefully, and then extended an open hand toward me. She smirked, spoke a few words, and my sword flew out of my hand and into hers. I stared for a second, and leapt for the other swords. She came screaming at me.
            I barely had time to grab a sheathed straight sword, and then get it up in time to parry her blade. I backed up, defending myself as best I could. She finally relented long enough for me to sling the sword sharply, sending the battered sheath flying across the room.
            "You are full of underhanded tricks, aren't you, bitch?"
            "Stop calling me a bitch!"
            "Stop being a bitch, bitch," I said. "Give me back my property, and I'll leave. I'll be happy. You'll still be alive. Everyone wins."
            She lunged at me. I attacked. We met in the middle, blades a blur as each tried to break through the other's defenses. Thanks to what I'd learned during the brief time I wore the enchanted bangle, I understood she wasn't a natural swordsman, but technically quite good. She was still a lot better than me, and soon I found myself being backed toward the door.
            Maybe I shouldn't have barred the door. I paused to look her up and down. All she wore was a pair of heels. Damn, she looked good. Worse, she wasn't the least bit winded, while I panted furiously from just that short fight. I also shouldn't fight naked people. Too distracting.
            The draken noblewoman backed me up against the door, her smile slowly growing wider. Her jostling tits kept pulling my eyes in, and I didn't even swing that way. The bitch worked her nakedness, too, understanding it distracted me.
            Angry shouts came up the stairs, barely discernible through the thick door. We stopped, listened. My heart sank, while she seemed to swell with confidence. It wouldn't take long for men to come looking for me.
            "Looks like there's a small kink in your great plan," Lady Uma taunted.
            "Aw, you're such a mean girl," I said.
            I swung at her face, which she parried. So I followed up with a kick right between her big, stupid tits. She fell straight back with a yelp. Rolling to her feet, she dropped into a defensive stance before I could exploit my short-lived advantage.
            I grabbed a straight back chair and threw it at her. Lady Uma didn't expect that, and I swear I left a big knot on her head. She cursed like a sailor, threatening to do unspeakable things to me.
            "You have a nasty temper," I said. "And an even nastier mouth."
            The draken glared daggers at me, rubbing the rising knot. A trickle of blood oozed down the side of her face. Her eyes went purple, and she flung her left hand out to the side. Then she clenched her hand into a fist, and threw it at me. Nothing came from her hand, but a vase across the room suddenly streaked at my head. I ducked and dodged left.
            The draken sorceress started magically throwing anything and everything at me. She battered me bloody. I was reduced to swinging my sword like a baseball bat at flying things. I only blocked them half the time.
            Again, she forced me back against the door. A chair to the knee took me down. When she came at me with the sword, I lurched straight up and smashed my head into the bar across the door. I plowed through it, forcing it up and away.
            Parrying her thrust at my heart, I ducked and tackled her. She released her sword and went crazy on me. Worse than an angry cat. It took all I had to escape her fury. But the door was open, and I took off running.
            The pounding of boots and the jangle of armor came up the stairwell. I headed upward to escape. Why I thought the roof was an escape, I don't know. Lady Uma came fast on my heels.
            "You won't escape again," she snarled. "I won't allow it."
            "Oh, sweetie, I know you can't shift into a dragon as long as that bangle is around your wrist," I said, making her glance down at it. I lunged, burying my sword tip a good inch into her left tit. "Ouch. I bet that hurts."
            Lady Uma howled in pain and rage. She stepped back, hand over her boob to stop the bleeding. One shift and she'd be healed, but to do that she had to remove the bangle. I'd be all over it the second that happened.
            Hearing men shouting just below us, I turned and rushed over to the door. I slammed it shut, and put the bar across to lock it. Lady Uma tried to stop me, but she proved inadequate for the task. I smirked at her.
            "This is between just you and me," I said.
            "I'm finished playing with you," Lady Uma said, backing away from me.
            I let her go, hoping she did what I wanted. Take off the bangle! That would allow her to morph into a dragon, but I had a plan. When her attention dropped to removing the bangle, I quickly yanked my purse off and pulled out the enchanted tooth.
            Men began pounding on the door, shouting for Lady Uma to open it. I smiled. They were going to be so disappointed. I moved toward the draken noble.
            "Hey, Uma, remember the last time we danced atop a castle?"
            She glanced up, and I tossed her the tooth. The fool reached out and caught it.
            And froze with startled eyes.
            "Gotcha," I said. "Yes, I had your tooth enchanted just so I could capture you. Afraid? You should be."
            Only the tiniest of sounds escaped her lips. Sounded rather pathetic.
            "Now you understand just a little what I felt when you unfairly arrested me, and then sold me into slavery," I snarled into her ear. "You and your brother sold me to croctaur slavers, bitch. They forced me to do really sick things."
            Was that a little more fear I saw in her eyes? I hoped so.
            I laid the edge of my sword across her throat. "It would be so easy to slay the dragon right now. I get my stolen property back, and you die. And there's not a damned thing you could do to stop me."
            She swallowed. Yep, that was one scared witless woman. I couldn't image she'd ever been so close to death. Fortunately, she didn't understand that I found the thought of murdering her even more frightening. Not something she needed to know.
            Something big and heavy hit the door. I heard wood cracking.
            "Times up," I said. I pulled the bangle out of her hand. Then I took her sword away, throwing it across the roof. As it clattered away, I slipped the bangle onto my right wrist, before throwing my sword away. "I don't need that anymore."
            The only thing that would free her from the spell was for me to give her a task. I almost ordered her to change into a dragon and fly me away. But stopped myself. Was that one or two commands by the spell's rules? Would that command allow her to be free once she morphed, and before she flew me away? After all, Friduric said it would make her do one task.
            "Lady Uma, I command you to fly me to safety."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 29
 
            The noblewoman groaned, dropped the tooth, and shook herself. She appeared to struggle for a brief moment, and then relaxed.
            "Yes."
            That's all she said. Lady Uma's eyes turned purple, and then she blurred out. I jumped back as that glowing blob expanded and reshaped itself into a huge golden dragon. She lowered her head and neck to the floor, and I climbed on. I straddled the base of her neck, sitting on her shoulders as she turned, spread her vast batlike wings, and then leapt into the air with a roar of frustration.
            I hung on for dear life as she rose higher and higher. Then I shouted directions, trying to get her over to my friends. But as she swooped down toward the plaza, I spotted Robert, Mofo, and Olar battling soldiers. Best I could figure, they heard the uproar inside and tried to fight their way into the castle. They didn't even get halfway across the plaza.
            Mofo spotted me and pointed. He shouted something. Robert turned and ran, before morphing into a stallion. He led my friends away, with the guards following close behind. I tried to get Uma to breathe fire on the soldiers, but she ignored me.
            The stupid dragon tried to land. Panic slammed into me. The spell might end the second she landed. Damn bitch would probably devour me five seconds later.
            "Not here! I ordered you to take me to safety."
            Hopefully, since I did use the word 'safety' the magic would keep her from killing me after completing her task. Maybe I should've asked more questions of the wizard, not to mention spend more time working on all possible tasks to ask.
            She rumbled deep within, but turned up and flew just above the rooftops. I spotted my friends up a street below, so got her to follow that street. Then I spotted a familiar place, with a street wide enough for her to land.
            "Land down there," I shouted.
            I spotted my friends just a short ways back, and the town walls weren't that far, either. Best of all, it was right in front of the Wolf's Head Tavern. There might be friends within willing to help me, or at least help Mofo and Olar.
            Lady Uma banked her wings, flapping furiously. It was only wind, but she made a god-awful amount of noise. Her back legs dropped low, and she was almost in a standing position when she touched ground. The dragon dropped to all fours, and lowered her head and neck to the street.
            I slipped off warily.
            The dragon looked up the road as my friends approached. They'd left their pursuit behind. Then more people filed out of the Wolf's Head, including Craktis. I still couldn't believe vampires could walk around in broad daylight in this world.
            Our eyes met. I saw a reptilian coldness in his gaze, before he turned his eyes on the dragon. For a second darkest desire spread across his face, before he regained control and stared at the dragon with cool eyes. Everyone else looked uncertain and restless.
            Mofo, Robert, and then Olar came running up, slowing as they studied the dragon warily. Robert shifted back to human as soon as he stopped. He looked at her with wonder.
            "The spell worked."
            "Like a charm," I said, grinning. "No pun intended."
            Lady Uma roared, spewing fire all around, before she quickly morphed back into a human woman. She sucked in a deep breath, slowly let it out, and smiled at me.
            "Fool. I'm free of your little spell," she said, eyes narrow. The draken looked around at everyone. "Now I'm going to kill you and all of your friends!"
            "Weeeell, that sucks," Mofo shouted, and threw a battle-ax at her.
            She deftly avoided the thrown ax and dropped into a defensive stance.
            "Ua Dergae," I said, turning the bangle into a sword.
            Lady Uma gave the sword a sharp look. "So, to activate the enchantment I just have to say 'Ua Dergae'? Perfect."
            "Attack!" I screamed.
            Everyone lunged at her. Lady Uma spun around, rising up into the air. She shouted strange words, and lightning bolts rained down upon us. 
            Boom! Boom! Boom!
            Mofo moved to her left flank, Olar to her right, and Robert raced around behind her. We had her surrounded, but I didn't know if that was helpful. She was a friggin' dragon! And then her eyes turned purple.
            "As soon as she starts to shift, throw everything you have at her. Make her explode into nothing!" I shouted. She froze. I wagged my brows. "I've learned a thing or two…bitch."
            Craktis shifted, waving his girls behind him. Zoe, Chloe, and Gigi ran back into the tavern. The other patrons began slowly moving away. So they weren't going to help us.
            "Stay away from me, vampire!" Lady Uma growled, giving Craktis an evil look. "Or I will end you." She looked around at me, Mofo, Olar, and Robert. "Friends of yours? Maybe I'll end you anyway."
            The vampire turned angry eyes on me. "You had to bring her here?"
            I shrugged. "Sorry."
            "Soldiers coming," Robert said. I looked up the street. Nothing. "I'm chevallen. I can hear them running."
            "I will end your entire family, Sir Robert," Lady Uma said, voice low and menacing. "Unless you assist me fighting this common scum."
            "Who are you calling common?" Mofo cried. "I am a minotaur warrior in his prime!"
            "And I still have a pound of flesh to carve out of your ass," Robert snarled. "Chevallen never forget or forgive a betrayal, Lady Uma."
            "Then you will all die," she cried. The draken spoke something I couldn't understand, and a sword appeared in her hand. She smiled at me. "I only have to defend myself a short time before my soldiers arrive to slaughter you all."
            My heart froze. I could hear the jangling tread of running soldiers off in the middle distance. Any second they would come around the corner. Then I looked past her, past Robert, and Craktis caught my eyes. He held me for a second, than looked at Lady Uma with intensity. I understood, but a chill slithered up my spine.
            "Just one thing you should know, Lady Bitch," I sneered, gaining her undivided attention. "You're not going to end anyone. Bye-bye."
            Craktis surged into the street, right between Robert and Mofo. Lady Uma never saw him coming. The vampire slammed into her, staggering the draken sorceress. I watched in a mixture of horror and satisfaction as he grabbed her hair, yanked her head to the side, and sank long fangs into her neck.
            Terror flashed across her face, before fading into a look of bliss. He sucked and slurped a moment, before releasing her. Lady Uma swayed before us.
            "You are mine, Lady Uma," Craktis said. "Forever. Come."
            The vampire turned and strode into the tavern. The draken noblewoman followed him in a daze.
            "Looks like Craktis is leaving town," Olar said. "Shame. He runs a good tavern."
            Soldiers came running around the corner. There had to be a hundred of them. I didn't hesitate, and took off running in the direction of the town walls.
            "Run!"
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 30
 
            The soldiers chased us. At first, I was the slowest due to wearing heels. Silently, I swore they were coming off at the first opportunity. Unfortunately, the ankle boots didn't have zippers, and were laced snugly to my feet. It would take several minutes to rid myself of them.
            I glanced back to see if any of the soldiers stopped at the Wolf's Head to rescue the captured Lady. No one did, so they really didn't know. Not yet. Lord Henri would go crazy when he finally figured it out.
            Everyone on the street gave us dirty looks as we plowed through them. They raced for the closest door when the soldiers came into view. No one wanted to get involved. I didn't blame them. 
            We had to stop after rounding a corner. A cart had lost a large, solid wood wheel. The driver had already removed the ox from the cart full of wine barrels, while others struggled to lift the axle up onto a block of wood. Our arrival scattered them, frightening them into dropping the cart and snapping the wooden axle.
            The driver started cursing a blue streak.
            "Take that alley," Robert called, and ran into it.
            He vanished before I could stop him. Neither Mofo nor Olar would fit. So I stayed with them. Mofo was quite fast, but Olar struggled to keep up. The half-ogre's short legs weren't built for running.
            "Leave me behind," Olar said, slowing down. "I'll hold them long enough for you to escape."
            "If you don't escape, then neither do I," I replied, stopped and turned to face the soldiers.
            "Nor I," Mofo declared. "We fight!"
            "Why are women so crazy?" Olar cried to the heavens.
            "It's part of our charm."
            Olar barked a laugh. "Charm isn't the word I'd use."
            "Notice he didn't care that I'm staying to fight and die?" Mofo said.
            He and Olar laughed. I just shook my head. The soldiers were almost upon us. Everyone else on the street ran for cover, including the cart's owner. He abandoned his ox between us and the soldiers, with the cart behind us. I didn't think the ox would do anything to block our pursuers.
            I looked around for anything to throw at the soldiers, or fight behind. My eyes kept being drawn back to the ox, just standing there without a concern in the world. A wicked smile tugged at the corners of my lips, but I felt bad at the same time. What I planned really wasn’t nice or fair to that innocent ox.
            Calling up my sword, I stepped forward and jabbed the point into his hindquarters. The beast bellowed, and took off running straight at the soldiers.
            "Ha! That scattered the craven curs," Mofo said.
            Just releasing my sword made it turn back into a bangle. I then went over to the cart and lifted a wine barrel out. Mofo did a double-take. Olar's jaw dropped.
            "I'm stronger than I look."
            "I have to get me some magic bracers," Olar said.
            I threw that barrel with all my enhanced strength. It didn't quite reach the soldiers, but shattered upon impact and splashed them with red wine.
            "Roll the barrels at them, Shea," Mofo said.
            "You're right. It's not dodge ball," I said. "It's bowling."
            I counted nine more barrels. I rolled seven of them into the soldiers and completely destroyed any semblance of order within their ranks. They cursed and threatened bloody retribution, but I kept on sending one barrel after another down the road.
            "They’re closing," Mofo said. "To arms, Shea!"
            I picked the next one up, and hurled it at the closest soldiers. That blow was devastating, removing a good fifteen to twenty men from the fight. And then I followed that with the last barrel, and took out another ten men.
            "Behind the cart," I shouted.
            Mofo and Olar moved back, and I flipped the cart toward the soldiers. They fell back, so I flipped it again, and again. The cart started to fall apart, so I flipped it one last time and took off running.
            "Follow me," I said as I passed my friends.
            A riderless horse met us at the next intersection. "Robert!"
            He motioned with his head for me to mount. Grabbing a fistful of mane, I jumped up to straddle his back. Now that I had my enchanted bangle back, it was streaming fighting styles, tactics, and such into my head. It didn't seem to like the idea of bareback sword fighting.
            Just my luck.
            "Faster. Follow me," I cried. Olar gave me a dirty look. "Follow this street to the city walls. Robert and I will delay the soldiers."
            Robert turned his head to give me a what the fuck look. I smiled back.
            After Mofo and Olar left, I yanked on Robert's mane to turn him around. I applied heels to flanks to get him moving.
            "We're going to lead the soldiers on a merry chase," I said. "Away from our friends."
            Robert kept just ahead of the soldiers. They came after us with a vengeance, looking so fierce, so angry. After a few minutes, not so much. They might be in better shape than me for such a long run, in full armor, but even they had limits. When they started to slow and stop, Robert turned around and attacked.
            I leapt off at the last second and slammed into the huffing soldiers. Robert shifted back to a knight before joining in. We cut them down left and right. But when their officers started to rally them, we turned and ran away. Robert shifted, and I jumped back on again.
            "Baron Henri will hang you all for being such lazy girls!"
            Oh, that pissed them off. And here they came.
            "Was it something I said, Robert?"
            I urged him on a little faster, widening the gap between us and our pursuit. We moved southward, mostly. Those damned twisting, and sometimes switchback, streets made it hard to know for sure. Then I spotted men working on the thatch of a roof.
            "Stop!"
            I slipped off and ran over to the workers' ladder. I took it, getting a lot of angry threats from the now trapped roofers. Ignoring them, I held the ladder horizontally, and took off running at the soldiers. They stopped, and a second later I slammed into them using the full power of my bracers.
            "A-ha! Dorks!" I cried, after knocking the leading soldiers down. I created a writhing pile of humanity across the narrow street. "You were all defeated handily by a girl! Live with it!"
            Robert came back to get me, and I rode him away at a run. Men, women, and children leapt out of our way. We started taking all right turns, and soon were moving westward. After retracting our steps a few times, we finally reached the western wall. Soldiers atop it pointed at us, shouting back and forth.
            I dismounted. Robert quickly shifted.
            "They got word to the walls before we reached them," Robert said. "It's going to be a lot harder to get past them."
            "Thanks for that update, Captain Obvious," I replied. He gave me such a look. "Do you think Mofo and Olar have already gone over?"
            "Can't tell. We're considerably south of where they would've reached the wall."
            I studied the soldiers, some of which were heading for the stairs down to fight us. We couldn't stay there. I glanced northward, before catching Robert's eyes.
            "Are you up for another hard run north along the wall?" I asked. "I want to hook up with Mofo and Olar before we go over the wall."
            "Normally, I would refuse," he said. "But those two will be helpful clearing a path over the wall."
            "I know. They're huge."
            So he shifted into a horse, and I rode him northward along the wall street. Soldiers threw spears at us, but Robert was fast, and did an amazing job of varying speed and zigzagging. Our friends came out from cover after only a few minutes.
            "Up the wall!" I shouted, pointing at a stone stairway up to the catwalk.
            Mofo raced over to it, and started swinging his battle-ax. Olar followed, but the stairs were too narrow for two men side-by-side, much less a half-ogre and minotaur warrior side-by-side. But the soldiers had the advantage of high ground. The huge minotaur warrior's progress remained steadily upward, but quite slow.
            "Be ready," I said, releasing my sword to vanish.
            Taking a running start, I launched myself up to the stairs above Mofo. I smashed into one man. He bounced off the wall, and then fell to the ground. I scrambled to catch my balance, and called up my sword.
            "Death to one and all!" I cried, slashing and stabbing men above and below me.
            I caused fear and confusion, allowing Mofo to dispatch the distracted soldiers above him, while I took out a few others. But then I was forced to jump. Olar and Robert caught me.
            "That was impressive," Olar said.
            "Yeah?" I asked, thrilled that I'd impressed veteran warriors. "Watch this."
            Once again, I leapt up high. The bracers let me jump high, but not as high as the siege boots I lost when Lady Uma captured me. My efforts got me to the top of the stairs, where I spun, kicked, slashed, and stabbed soldiers all around me. I continued upward until I reached the stone catwalk, and that afforded me a little more room to fight. It also allowed more than one soldier at a time to come at me.
            "Help!" I shouted, cut off from the inside edge.
            They backed me against the battlements. It took everything that bangle taught me to fend them off. Three soldiers at a time came at me, and they were all bigger, with greater reach. My bracers gave me more strength, and better speed, but it was still a close fight.
            "You heard Shea," Mofo shouted. "Kill them all!"
            The minotaur charged up onto the catwalk. He went left, away from me. Olar came up right behind him, and went right. Robert came up behind them.
            "Kill them from behind," I said, making two of my foes pause to glance back over their shoulders. Big mistake. The tip of my sword pierced one of their throats, and a savage chop took off the other's sword hand. "I am the Goddess of DEATH!"
            I don't know if I frightened him, or the fact Olar and Robert charged toward us, but my last opponent turned and ran. He crashed into more soldiers coming to join the fight.
            I looked back and forth. My friends and I held a small section of wall.
            "It's now or never," I said. "Over the side. Jump."
            I crawled up into the crenel, that space between two merlons, and looked down. I knew the walls stood twenty feet high. It looked like a hundred from my perspective. Jumping down that far in heels frightened me.
            "I'll probably break an ankle," I cried, and pushed off as soldiers charged us.
            I saw Robert jump a second before me, with Olar and Mofo following me down. The ground was soft, so my tall heels pierced deep. The goal of tucking and rolling didn't work out so well, but I only twisted my left ankle.
            "Jesus Christ," I cried. "When I get home, I'm burning all my heels."
            Limping, I headed for the treeline a good twenty feet away. Spears fell all around us. One caught Robert in the leg, so I limped over and pulled it out.
            Arms around each other, we helped each other reach the cover of the trees. Robert stepped back immediately, shifted into a horse. That healed his injuries, but not mine. Mofo came up behind me, lifted me up, and sat me atop the horse.
            "The sick, lame, and lazy get to ride," he said, and laughed.
            Robert moved wearily, but didn't complain. I patted him on the neck.
            "I know all that shifting and running exhausted you, baby," I whispered. "I'm sorry. I'll make it up to you."
            Mofo led the way through the woods. We made a god-awful noise, but he set a brutal pace that Robert handled fine, but Olar began huffing and puffing. I made him slow down so the half-ogre could keep up.
            We kept that pace until the wee hours of the morning. My ankle swelled up so badly I refused to remove the boot. That would just allow it to swell even more, and I'd never get that boot back on. I'm not a barefoot kind of girl, especially in the forest.
            "We'll make a cold camp here," Robert said while we rested next to a gurgling brook. "We have water and cover. Once we find a good game trail, I think we'll make good time. We might even have a fire tomorrow night."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 31
 
            We sat around and discussed all that happened. Mostly we laughed and joked about it. Olar took a ribbing for being slow. The guys got to know each other better. It looked like Robert would get along fine with Mofo and Olar. I worried there would be tension, since I'd slept with all three. Which Mofo pointed out in his blunt way.
            "Hey, can't a girl have fun, too?" I asked. "Is it only the men who get to carouse and have fun?"
            "Chastity and the cult of the virgin is a human thing," Mofo said. "Minotaurs don't play those stupid games."
            "Neither do ogres," Olar said. He wagged his brows at me. "We'll do anyone."
            "I'm not even sure that's a compliment," I replied. "I'm not just anyone. I'm Shea."
            "Shea, mighty Goddess of Death, if I remember correctly," Robert said. He looked at Mofo. "Are you happy? See what a bad influence you've had on her?"
            They threw sticks at each other, and we all laughed. After a while when everyone quieted down in that nice and pitch-black forest, I excused myself.
            "Don't go anywhere," I said, limping away. They probably thought I was going off to relieve myself. Exactly what I wanted them to believe. I had bigger plans. "I'll be right back."
            "We'll decide on the guard rotation when you get back," Robert said. 
            I frowned. That world was so dangerous a guard had to be posted all night. The more people in your group, the shorter the length of the guard duty. With just four, we'd each spend a quarter of the night on the lookout for trouble.
            The trees were pretty large, leaving enough room to ride a horse through. Of course, the overhead branches made that treacherous. I worked my way a good distance away from camp, wanting to be beyond hearing.
            As soon as I felt it safe, I said, "Mag Mell."
            And I swayed for a second, looking around in delight. HOME! Or at least back in my dorm room. The feel of AC on my overheated body felt divine. Even better, my "transition" between worlds healed my aching ankle, as well as all of the cuts, scratches, and bruises.
            "I love magic so much!"
            The bracers covered my forearms, so I tested my strength. And discovered their magic didn't work in my world. At least the bangle worked in both worlds. So I stowed the bracers and ankle boots in my bag. I took out my L.L. Bean hiking boots.
            "I need a special pack to carry my stuff on the other side," I muttered. "Something not too flashy."
            That decided, I stripped, put on a bath robe, and grabbed my shower kit.  I made it halfway to the shower room before she stepped out of Terry's room and spotted me.  Emeraude's eyes scanned my barely clothed body and a wicked smile spread across her face.
            I tensed when she moved to block me.  "Get out of my way, Emeraude.  I'm not in any mood for your sick games."
            "Lose the robe, and I'll show you a game you'll like," she purred.  The smile left her eyes, and then she bit her lip.  The raven-haired beauty reached for my face.  "We're going to have so much – Aaaiiee.  Stop it!"
            My hand moved almost before I thought, coming up behind her right. I grabbed her thumb, and twisted it back hard and fast.  And then I gave it another sharp twist, making her cry out again.
            "I said, leave me alone."
            "Okay.  Fine," she gasped.
            I released her and scowled as Emeraude quickly backed into Terry's room and slammed the door.  A tiny part of me felt bad for hurting her, but I grinned and giggled.  It felt good to fight back.  She'd think twice before messing with me again.
            I enjoyed a long, hot shower. Then I put on jeans, sneakers, and a tank to go get a burger and fries. A chocolate shake washed that heavenly meal down. After that, I had to go to classes.
            At the end of the day, I returned to my dorm room. Locking the door, I pulled out all of the clothes and stuff I brought back with me. The purse was the big thing. I had gold, silver, and copper coinage. Coin collectors might be interested in them, but how did I explain where they came from?
            "It's probably best to keep those for use in the other world."
            The gold bar was another matter. I didn't consider it all that big, but it had to be several ounces. I googled the price of gold.
            "$1278 a troy ounce? Sweet Jesus, I'm rich."
            So I looked up places in the area that bought and sold gold. I found a place just a mile off campus. They were already closed, but I could get my gold bar appraised first thing the next day. All of my classes were in the afternoon on Tuesdays.
            "If this is worth a couple thousand dollars, maybe I can earn a nice living going over to the other world and bringing gold back." Of course, I stole that gold bar. Did I want to be a thief or robber? Not really. "Well, I'll think of something."
            I considered returning to my friends in camp right away, but decided to spend the night in comfort. And it ended up being the best night of sleep I'd ever known. I wasn't even sure how many weeks or months I spent in the other world, but no bed there matched up with that lousy dorm room mattress. I slept through breakfast in the dining hall, getting up midmorning.
            "I got lazy," I grumbled. 
            A hot, steamy wonderful shower woke me up. I picked up a breakfast sandwich at a fast food place. Beyond delicious. And then I found Gold & Silver Exchange. Mr. Harvey Goldsmith was the only one there.
            "Really? Goldsmith at a gold and silver exchange?"
            He laughed. "I do get a lot of strange looks and jokes," he said, chuckling. He was a short, heavyset man with lots of fancy diamond rings and necklaces. "How can I help you today, Ms O'Malley?"
            I pulled the small gold bar out of my purse and placed it on the counter. "How much is this worth?"
            "We pay top dollar, miss," he said, trying to act casual. But his eyes almost bugged out when I pulled that bar out. "Is this pure gold?"
            "I think so, but I'm sure you can do tests. Right?"
            "Yes," he said cautiously. "Are you looking for just an appraisal? Or do you wish to sell?"
            "If the price is right, I'll sell."
            He put it on a scale, and then whistled. "I thought so. This is almost exactly ten troy ounces. I don't keep that kind of money on hand. Will you accept a check?"
            "At twelve hundred dollars an ounce? Hell yes, I'll take a check."
            He laughed. And the haggling began. We settled on eleven hundred dollars an ounce, but only because he wanted me to bring any more gold I had. I didn't deny having more, but remained coy on the subject. Getting more gold became imperitive. If I had to, I'd sell the gold coins I collected.
            I walked out with a check for $11000 exactly. After depositing it in the bank, I headed back toward the dorm. Yeah, I was giddy. I'd never had that much money before. Then I spotted a pharmacy, which reminded me of someone in need.
            Going inside, I found the reading glasses display, and bought two pair. They still had a selection of back-to-school book bag packs, so I bought a black one with lots of pockets. After returning to my room, I waited for the dining hall to open for lunch. I stuffed myself, and then headed to classes for the day. I ate a nice dinner after classes, and retired to my room.
            "Tomorrow, after the check clears, I'll go shopping," I said, and almost giggled. "I'm going to get some really nice clothes and shoes. And a new handbag."
            I put on a pair of nice black leather pants. Not too snug, not too loose. Everyone said my butt looked amazing in them. Then I put on a pair of over-the-knee boots with sensibly flat heels. I finished my outfit with a black sports bra under a dark blue button-down shirt.
            After braiding my hair, I put the pack on my shoulders, and slipped the bangle around my wrist. "Mag Mell."
            And I looked around at the dark forest with a big smile and a tingle in my belly. Laughter erupted, reminding me which direction I needed to go. A few minutes later I rejoined Robert, Olar, and Mofo.
            "Where did you get new clothes?" Robert asked.
            "It's a secret," I said. I dropped my small pack. They gawked at it. "Magic. Don't ask."
            I pulled out a paper bag, which also fascinated them. Their eyes grew wide when I removed three hamburgers from the bag.
            "They're cold, but still delicious. This is what I eat most of the time back where I come from," I said. "It's ground-up meat, lettuce, tomato, and other delicious things between two pieces of bread. We call it a hamburger."
            It looked like Olar might eat the paper for a second, so I told them to remove the burgers from the paper wrapping. They sniffed at their burgers, before taking small bites. I grinned with glee as their faces lit up.
            "Stick with me, boys, and that won't be the only delight I give you." I watched them tear into those burgers with gusto. "Tomorrow, we head down to Powl. I have a gift for Friduric. And then, we head for the nearest border not bordering the Croctaur Empire. I want to see everything in the world. Twice."
 
THE END
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