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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      As the magic of Simon’s trap crackled away, Logan found himself standing in a forest, his disorientation fading as he took in their surroundings. Dawn, Eris, Evelyn, Gwen, and he were in the middle of the small clearing with a brook babbling through it. Species of trees surrounded the clearing that Logan didn’t recognize, and he could feel blades of a strange stiff grass sticking between his toes.

      They were in a small valley with mountains on one side and low hills on the other, just rising over the treetops. From their slightly elevated position, Logan could see the thatched roofs of a village at the far end of the valley, with thin lines of smoke rising into the air from several of the huts.

      He was dressed in a simple set of linen pants and shirt, without shoes or sandals to cover his feet. In one pocket was a chunk of flint. At his waist was a small knife with a blade no longer than the width of his hand. Feeling at the other pocket, he found a small cache of silver and copper coins, with a single piece of gold. Each was stamped with an odd symbol in the shape of a throne, cracked down the middle and bottom.

      Closing his eyes, Logan tried to summon the golden armor he’d grown so comfortable drawing upon and the magic which he felt less comfortable using. When he reached for it with his mind, however, nothing happened, and the place where it should have been in his mind was empty. Pushing down the panic that threatened to rise within him, he drew in a slow breath, fighting for control.

      This world, so similar to earth in every way, felt more alien than the magical grottos of the Darkened, where water ran up walls and gemstones sang haunting songs in deep caverns. Logan felt cut off from everything he knew in a way he hadn’t felt when he arrived in Fae. But he wasn’t alone and the women he cared about depended on him.

      Pushing away the sense of loss, he focused on their situation.

      There was a faint penumbra hovering about the three witches, glowing with an ominous light that troubled him. Dawn looked the most lost, but she didn’t appear scared, which he was grateful to see. Of the four, he was most worried about how she would handle the trials to come.

      Dawn plucked at the dagger resting at her side and fumbled with the coins in her pocket, dropping several on the ground and slicing her thumb on the knife in the process. Logan winced at the sight, but kept his worries about his friend’s mom surviving to himself as he helped her gather the coins. He noticed one coin was larger than the others and had a strange symbol marked on its surface. When he handed it back, Dawn frowned at the odd coin, but slipped it into her pocket.

      “Where in the Nine Hells are we?” the redheaded witch growled as she pushed her curly locks back from her face. “Logan… both of your eyes are blue here. Ouch! Why is my magic acting so strange?”

      Sparks were flaring from her fingertips and from the glow about her, and the other three darkened dangerously. Logan couldn’t worry about the color of his eyes at that moment, and he pushed the worry aside.

      “I think we’re trapped in Simon’s game,” Logan said.

      “We need to figure out the rules and escape, or beat it, as quickly as possible.” Eris frowned at her fingertips, which were glowing with a dull violet color.

      Something else caught Evelyn’s attention, and she pointed at the far end of the valley. “What’s going on over there? Is that a fight?”

      Logan noticed the faint sounds of metal on metal, and the faint cries of people in distress. Half expecting a quest prompt to hover before his face like some LitRPG novel, he was relieved when it never showed.

      “We need to save that village,” Logan said, frowning as he considered Gwen. “If this is a game, then that would be the natural next step and if it’s not, then it’s still the right thing to do.”

      “I agree,” Dawn said, her face turning a sickly green as she contemplated charging into a battle.

      “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Gwen said. She gave a sharp nod, but her lips curled into a frown a second later. “I feel… suddenly ill.”

      “Logan…!?” It was Evelyn who spoke, but he could see Eris and Gwen’s eyes widening as well. The aura around the witches flickered. “What is…” The witches themselves flickered in and out, moving towards one another without having taken a step. “Oh Goddess, what is happening!?”

      Before Logan could reach out for them, or take a step in their direction, the three women merged into one another.

      That was the only way he could describe it. One second, they’d been wavering in and out of existence, their forms collapsing in on one another, then a flash of magic left him blinded for a second. When he blinked his eyes clear, he found a single woman standing where three had been a moment before.

      She stood the same height as each of the witches, and with a similar figure, though perhaps a bit larger in the bust. Her face was a merging of the three, as was her hair. The thick tresses hung down her back and over one shoulder in mingled red, black, and gold. The colors blended into one another perfectly and made her hair look like it was on fire.

      “Are you… ok?” Logan asked. Stepping forward cautiously, he reached out and steadied her as she put a hand to her head and swayed on her feet. The woman blinked up at him and he saw familiar pale blue eyes and a surge of relief swept through him.

      “It’s… all three of us… but not.” The woman shook her head and Logan had a flash of déjà vu. “Oh goddess… The curse placed on us at birth… splitting our soul into three bodies… I think it’s been removed. But how?”

      “A curse… Fascinating.” Dawn’s dark eyes sparkled with curiosity as she took in the new woman from head to toe. “Three minds and memories trapped in one body… What I wouldn’t give to study you… Can you think as all three? Remember? Or are they in tension with one another?”

      “No, I feel whole,” the woman said with a frown. “But… how can that be?”

      A scream in the distance drew Logan out of his thoughts. “We can figure this out later, first we need to save that village.”

      “With what?” the merged woman asked. “You don’t have your sword, and my magic’s broken… oh, what’s this?”

      The woman brought her hands up and grinned when sparks danced between her fingertips. Unlike the small popping explosions from earlier, each line of energy of her magic was neatly formed and controlled.

      “The mana pool is tiny… but I can work with this… It’s similar to our old powers, with a mixture of Eve’s new magic… but now, unbound from the hovel.”

      “Follow me,” Logan called back as he took off in the direction of the village.

      He could feel Dawn’s fear as she hurried behind him. The clothes they wore were well made, but simple. The pants were looser than he was used to and when he didn’t pay attention, they folded beneath his toes as he ran and tripped him up.

      He kept shooting glances back at the merged woman. Her expression was troubled and her steps awkward and uncoordinated as she stumbled beside Dawn. He wanted to stop, for her sake, and figure out what had happened, but the screams and clash of arms pulled him forward.

      Passing a deadfall tree, he ripped a dry limb free and knocked off the decaying bark until he had an arm's length of wood. It felt sturdy, but he knew he couldn’t trust the club for long when it came to a fight. It was Dawn and the witches he worried about as they got deeper into the thin stand of trees and bushes.

      He didn’t recognize any of the trees here either, but their wide flat leaves offered good shade and the large, coconut bulbs at the crook of each branch and bole looked like they might make good eating. He spotted berries on several stands of bushes and filed the information away for later.

      The sounds of fighting rose as the three of them hurried through the thin forest. Logan spotted the shapes of buildings through the trees and turned to the women. Dawn was close on his heels, but the other woman had fallen behind.

      “Shelter here until I return. It won’t be safe for you out there.” He was about to turn and charge for the village when the witches threw up a hand, halting him in place.

      “Wait! I have a spell that should aid you… If I can just figure out how to… Hmm.” Stopping at Logan’s side, the woman got a look of fixed concentration before saying, “Goddess, I hope this works.”

      The witch’s brilliant blue eyes lit up in delight as she waved a single hand and magic awoke from her fingertips. Three of her fingers trailed streamers of red, green, and dark blue magic that wove into an elegant patter. The magic wafted through the intervening space without haste, settling on Logan’s shoulders, chest, belly, and back.

      Unlike the golden armor he could call up, this magic had weight. It felt like heavy plates of steel settling around his torso, weighing him down, while leaving his limbs free to swing and move. The armor was invisible, other than faint blue flashes of the surface when caught in the right light. Logan grinned at the witch and hefted his club.

      “Remember to stay back,” he cautioned, then was off, his long legs carrying him quickly through the underbrush.
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      Logan didn’t have the magic he’d begun growing used to, but he still had the training Becca and Ly’Synthia had beat into him. He felt a strange elation as he held the club down low, his nerves calm and his eyes scanning the green shapes ahead. It wasn’t until he burst from the tree line and saw a group of four goblin archers to his right turn on him with startled expressions that he knew why he felt such joy.

      Logan felt absolute confidence in his ability to kill or dominate these creatures.

      The realization gave him pause, and he stood for a half second, amazed at the lack of self-doubt. Then a goblin archer whipped his bow up and Logan felt the familiar fear return in a cold wash down his back, sending his feet moving.

      Overconfidence is death, he thought to himself, as the archer fitted a crooked arrow to his bow.

      The goblins stood a little over half his height, with stick thin limbs and bloated torsos. Their hook-nosed faces were covered in warts and boils that oozed puss from multiple places. Short tufts of black hair stood out from their heads and chins, the goatees braided and stuck through with bits of bone or feathers.

      If not for the vicious claws and fangs, and their hate-filled eyes, he might have felt sorry for them. Then he noticed the first villager’s corpse near a hut, its body macerated, and the guts torn free. A goblin still crouched over it, the battle having moved away, its needle-sharp fangs tearing into one of the dead mans calves as it worried the meat.

      The first arrow flew wide, and the second goblin was still fumbling with its bow by the time Logan waded into their midst. His club whistled forward, clipping the quicker creature on the side of the head. The air split with a mighty crack, and bright green blood and gray brains sprayed across its companion. The second goblin’s hands shook with terror as it fumbled the arrow onto its line, giving Logan enough time to drive an elbow into its temple and drop it like a stone.

      Logan stabbed his club into the third goblin’s midriff, feeling guts tear and dancing aside as it heaved up a pile of acidic bile. The leaves and dry grasses smoked where the sputum landed, and he made sure to club the retching creature solidly on the back of its knobby skull before it could turn the acid-puke on him. The fourth archer turned and tried to race away, but Logan tripped it with a kick to its ankles and put the wretched thing out of its misery with a blow to its skull.

      “Ooga boo! Barum kadrump!”

      A giant of a goblin emerged from the smoking village, gathering a flock of its bravest warriors around them. Logan could see several villagers had noticed him and raised a cheer, but none moved to help him. He looked down at his club and knew no amount of magical armor would save him from the dozen monsters advancing his way.

      Searching the archers, he swore when all he found at their belts were rusty daggers that looked more likely to harm their wielder than any opponents. He thought about grabbing one of their bows and trying to retreat in a circle, picking them off one at a time, but one look at the crooked arrows filling their quivers and he knew he’d have little chance of hitting his targets.

      A rustle in the tree line and a dark head of hair told him either Dawn, the merged woman, or both hadn’t stayed in place. The giant goblin spotted the movement behind Logan, and the young man saw avarice and lust enter the creature’s gaze. One sight of the creature’s obscene parts dangling freely between its legs told Logan all he needed to know about their intent.

      A familiar feeling of rage and lust pounded through Logan’s veins as the hairs rose on the backs of his arms and neck. Grinning savagely, Logan advanced on the party of goblins. For the first time since arriving in this strange world, Logan felt comfortable as the old warning of imminent danger awoke across his skin.

      The giant goblin faltered when it noticed the look of determination on the lone human’s face as he charged them. Something foreign snaked into the goblin warrior’s belly as the human’s lips curled into a hungry rictus smile.

      Letting loose a wordless battle cry, Logan drove into the midst of a half dozen goblins. His club whistled through the air, tearing a green skull from its shoulders as his foot launched another into the treetops. Spinning around a stabbing goblin spear, he tore hooked fingers through the monster’s throat, acidic bile spilling across the ground in its death throes.

      Logan exulted in his dominance. The young man had never fought a battle where he dominated the enemy so completely, and it was intoxicating.

      More than intoxicating, it felt right.

      Three more goblins rose to challenge him and, with a flicker of his arm, fell dead at his feet. His club had broken at some point in the battle, its splintered ends serving as a makeshift spear until he left a nub of wood in a goblin’s heart, his hands black with its blood.

      Blinking, Logan spotted the torn remains of the giant goblin, a look of naked terror filling its monstrous face. He looked down at the corpse in his hands with a growing dissatisfaction in his enemy. Tossing the broken creature aside, he grabbed the nearest weapon, an obsidian dagger with gut wrappings as a handle.

      The village was arranged in a loose circle around a large green. The huts, made of mud bricks and thatched roofs, were set close together on the outer ring, but more spread out near the center of the village. The first thing he saw when entering the village was a large crowd gathered in the center green. Children and a few women huddled in the center, while men and women armed with pitchforks and shovels fought off goblins.

      As Logan came running in, he saw a pair of green monsters rush the huddled mass and yank a girl from her mother’s arms. The pair screamed and tried to cling to one another, so the goblins hauled the mother off, too. The defenders tried to turn and stop the wicked pair, but the goblins dragged the mother and daughter away before they had a chance.

      Angling to meet the two goblins, Logan’s long legs carried him halfway through the village before either monster noticed him approaching. Dropping their prize, the pair drew their short swords and snarling curses in their language spread out to attack him from two sides.

      The woman and her daughter clung to one another, too frightened to flee back to the villagers. A cry from the defenders drew their attention and Logan saw the mother and daughter turn and scream, but there wasn’t time to check what had them so frightened. Avoiding a wild swing from one of the goblin’s short swords, he parried the other’s blade. His attack was so strong a bone in the creature’s arm snapped and it dropped the weapon with an agonized cry.

      Slashing the second goblin across its throat, he drove the tip of his rusty blade into the other’s back as it hopped around, clutching its arm. A roar of rage and pain drew Logan’s attention back to the villagers, and he found a bear of a man falling beneath a half dozen flashing goblin blades. The man had been keeping the bulk of the monsters at bay, and when he fell, the rest surged forward to meet the screaming villagers.

      Logan saw a goblin dagger stab down into a woman’s back as she crouched over a child, and something snapped in him. Through a red haze, Logan watched the goblins torn in two one by one as he ripped his weapon through their little bodies. He must have been screaming or shouting because the humans were all staring at him with nearly the same fear they reserved for the goblins, and the monsters were forced to turn to deal with the giant young man tearing his way through their ranks.

      Black blood flew, pumping out and spraying him as he waded through green corpses, hunting the leader of this troop. When he finally spotted the feather-studded goblin, standing a good half foot taller than the others, he felt savage glee fill him.

      The white-faced goblin raised its hands, mount incanting a spell of some kind. Logan ignored the flash of bright green magic that shot out from the goblins chieftains’ hands and skipped off his shoulder. There was pain, but it was a distant thing as the rage filled him.

      There was no great confrontation when Logan met the goblin chieftain. The fetish-covered creature was scrambling to get off another spell, its voice tight with fear, but it was too late. Reaching the monster, Logan’s hands closed over its neck and squeezed. Bones crackled and flesh tore as the head popped off to roll to the ground, the chief's eyes vacant and tongue lolling out.

      Silence reigned on the battlefield when Logan held the chieftain’s corpse up in his hands. The eyes of the humans shone in awe as they stared up at their savior and the goblins with naked terror. Throwing the corpse aside, he raised his arms and gave a terrible roar. The terror-filled goblins broke, turning and fleeing into the forest.

      The thrill of triumph he felt was tempered when his eyes fell to the large, bearded man who’d been holding the goblin’s back. He’d been stabbed and cut in a half dozen places, his skin pale as he bled out.

      “Gwen! I need you!”
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      The villagers shied back from the tall young hero. All but the mother and daughter he’d saved were huddled in a tight pack outside the largest hut, where more children hid within.

      “You’ve saved us, Lord Hero,” the soot-and-ash smeared woman said, resting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Worry not about Elder Garm, our wax witch will see that he passes to the beyond without pain.”

      The woman turned and an old woman with a stooped back and a nest of white curls on top of her head stepped from the crowd. The ancient woman wore a sad expression as she approached the large man, and Logan noticed her pulling a pouch of herbs from a pocket in her robes.

      “Put those poisons away!” snapped a stern voice, and Logan spun, hearing Evelyn in that voice, but she was still somehow merged with the other two.

      The wax witch opened her mouth and from her expression Logan guessed she was about to bark something rude, but when she took in the two women hurrying forward through the village, her expression shifted to one of hope.

      “The Goddesses servant! Praise be to Her!”

      “Praise be to Her,” intoned the villagers, and most of them made a circle sign above their hearts.

      “Goddess? Servant?” the merged woman asked, turning a frown toward me and Dawn. “What are you talking ab—”

      “It’s me,” Dawn said, stepping forward with the iron symbol in her hand.

      Muttering to herself, she raised the strange symbol above the wounded man and immediately it glowed with a silvery light. Dawn’s look of consternation melted into awe as the magic passed through. The villagers showed similar awe as they watched the MILF kneel beside Elder Garm.

      Logan expected to see Dawn puzzle her way through the magic, but she moved without hesitation. Heedless of the blood she got on her simple woolen robes, she ran her fingers around the edges of each cut and puncture. Silvery light emanated from her fingertips, and he saw the flesh knitting closed ever so slowly. Elder Garm’s color returned after a minute and Dawn sat back on her haunches with a tired sigh, a look of triumph on her beautiful face.

      “He will live,” Dawn said. The wax witch gave a sigh of relief and a ragged cheer rose from the watching villagers. “I think he’ll still need to rest for several days. His wounds are cleaned out, but I’ve exhausted my magic and he’ll need to heal the rest on his own.”

      “How did you know to do that?” the merged woman asked, and Dawn gave a shrug.

      “When I saw his injuries and thought about wanting to heal him… I don’t know… I just knew I could do it.”

      “The same as I felt with the shielding spell,” the merged woman muttered to herself, tapping her chin in a way that was reminiscent of Evelyn in thought.

      “Thank you, Heroes, for saving both our people, and their wise elder,” the wax witch said in a quavering voice. “Jalice, will you see the heroes to a hut where they might clean up and rest from the battle and their travels?” The woman Logan had saved nodded eagerly. “I fear we don’t have much to offer, but what we have is yours, Lord Hero.”

      “That is very generous of you,” Logan said, “but we don’t want to be a burden.”

      “No burden at all, my lord,” Jalice said with a bright grin. “Come right this way.”

      He glanced at the merged woman and saw a troubled look on the woman’s face. They needed a place to rest and think, and he couldn’t pass up the offer. Nodding for Jalice to lead the way, they followed her as the villagers picked their way through the burned wreckage of two huts, salvaging what they could.

      The villagers kept shooting awed looks at the heroes as they passed through, leading Logan to guess it wasn’t common to have armed men or spellcasters visit. He was happy to see only scrapes and bruises on most of the villagers, and he even heard laughter from some of the children as they ran around playing.

      “Your people are very resilient,” he commented to Jalice as she drew abreast of a hut on the edge of the village.

      “We’re on the kingdom’s frontier,” she said with a shrug. “Such things are common out here.”

      “The kingdom?” Dawn asked.

      “You must be from far off to not know about the kingdom,” Jalice said, pushing open the door of her hut and motioning for the three to follow. “Bonwin, we’ll need washing water after the meal. Could you get it started?”

      “Ok, Momma!”

      Logan hadn’t noticed the woman’s daughter and two of her friends trailing after them. The girls flashed eager grins and darted off towards the village’s well. Their short dresses flashed around slender legs and Logan found himself admiring their backsides as they ran off. When he turned back, he found Dawn’s eyes on him and an amused expression on her face.

      “What’s the morality in finding computer generated people attractive, or even charming?” She winked up at him before slipping into the hut. “I could write a paper on that, if you’re willing to be my guinea pig.”

      “I think we have more important things to worry about right now,” Logan said, his eyes resting on the merged woman as she took a seat on a stool.

      “I think you’re right,” Dawn said, then turned to Jalice with a warm smile. “Thank you for inviting us into your home.”

      “For a servant of the Goddess to enter my home… It is a great honor not just for me, but for my ancestors.” Jalice’s eyes shown with a reverence that made the MILF uncomfortable. “Please, be at home. I will have food brought in a minute and once you’ve eaten, Bonwin will see that you have a bath, if that’s your wish.”

      “Thank you again, Jalice,” Logan said, offering the woman a brief smile of dismissal and ignoring her lingering stare and heated blush. “If you would give us a few minutes alone, I know we’ll have some questions for you when you return with food.”

      “Of course, Lord Hero.” The woman gave a start as if goosed, cheeks reddening further, and she retreated from the hut.

      The three sat in silence for several seconds, and Logan took in the small hut. The mud bricks were fit tight, and the space had a cozy feeling. There was a single pallet in one corner with a pile of thick blankets, and a hearth in the other. The chimney was fashioned from ill-fitting curved metal plates that leaked smoke, causing the air to be hazy.

      “Would you like to tell us what you’re feeling?” Dawn asked the witch carefully, as the woman stared into the flickering flames of the hearth. “I imagine you’re experiencing a tremendous amount of dislocation and disorientation at the moment.”

      “That’s the thing,” the witch said with a shake of her head. “I’m not… at all.”

      Logan sat back, knowing patience was his best asset in this situation. He wanted nothing more than to pull the witch tight against his chest and promise everything would be ok, but that wasn’t what was needed now. The psychologist sitting next to him was far better suited to helping the women he loved, and he trusted her to do it.

      “Can you describe what happened?” Dawn asked, her professional interest piqued.

      “I was three… I can remember being each of me… or them… It’s just a little confusing. I can remember having conversations with myself and… other things.” Her eyes flickered up to Logan and her pale cheeks colored pink. “When it first happened, they were a tangled mess in my head, but that faded as we neared the village.”

      “And how are you feeling now?”

      “I feel good. It’s hard to explain, but I feel whole and complete.” She grimaced. It looked to Logan like she didn’t know whether to be upset or not. “We were always one soul, born into three bodies. But now I’m three lives trapped in one… and it shouldn’t feel as comfortable as it does.” Raising her head to fix a hard stare on Logan, she said, “I’m going to have a long conversation with your friend Simon when we get back, and I don’t think he’s going to enjoy it.”

      “It will have to wait until we get free of this place,” Logan said, shifting forward to rest his arms on his knees and fixing the witch with his own hard stare. The woman before him reminded him so much of the witch that he felt a pang of loss that the three of them weren’t there. “And we can’t be certain it’s only a game. It feels far too real for that.”

      “I agree,” Dawn said. “My son has hidden layers but this…” She gestured to the world around them. “This seems outside of his abilities… Don’t you think?”

      “Gwynivere,” the merged woman blurted, blinking rapidly and gaze turning inwards as she once again muttered to herself. “How do I know what my true name is?”

      “Gwynivere,” Logan said, feeling a chill run down his spine when her pale blue eyes rose and met his. “I like the name. It suits you.”

      The silence stretched, Dawn’s eyes shifting between the pair as they gazed into one another’s eyes. Logan searched the woman’s face and saw the strength and fire he’d always seen in her, but also a fear hidden deep inside she was trying to mask. He knew that fear, because he was experiencing it himself in relation to his own blood, a crisis of identity.

      Reaching out and taking her hands in his, he stood, pulling her into a warm embrace. The feel of her was familiar and welcoming, as was the smell of her hair as it pressed against his cheeks. Turning his head, he reached out an empty hand and Dawn leaped up and stepped into his other arm.

      “We’ll get through this together.” A wry smile found its way onto his lips. “I was about to say, ‘how hard can it be?’ but why tempt the fates?”
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      A polite cough from behind made them aware of their surroundings once more, and they released the overly familiar hug. Turning, Logan found Bonwin entering with a platter of food. The woman blushed and wouldn’t meet his or either of the women’s eyes as she set the tray of food down and murmured an apology for intruding.

      “Bonwin, do you mind if we ask you some questions?” Gwynivere asked, her blue eyes trapping the girl in place as surely as if her shoes were pinned to the ground. “Come, have a seat.” She patted the last empty stool, pulling it beside herself. “We don’t bite.”

      The girl couldn’t stop staring at the gorgeous woman as she took a seat beside her. Eyes round and wide, she trembled as Gwynivere lay a slender arm around her shoulders. In moments, the charming woman had the girl spilling all she knew about this place. For a simple village girl, she knew a surprising amount. When she first started speaking her voice wavered and trembled, but she grew more confident as she spoke, Gwynivere’s reassuring smiles and gentle touches easing her fears.

      The girl spoke of the kingdom with pride. Of how it had been formed from the wild lands by a hero of old. How the kingdom had grown over time, spreading across the continent. The kingdom was a place of order on a continent filled with monsters.

      “The greatest honor any villager can have is for one of its sons or daughters to be accepted into the Praetorian Guard or the Adventurer’s Guild,” she said, having relaxed enough around Gwynivere that she spoke without hesitation. “It was my dream to go off and become an Archer, or a sorceress and help my people. But I failed the trials.”

      “Trials?” Logan asked.

      “Aye, milord,” the girl said, her cheeks reddening as she tried to meet his eyes. “Once a year, the king’s seekers come to the village. Anyone whose reached their majority can test to join one of the four adventuring professions.” Lips turning down in a sour grimace, she shook her head. “But I had no experience with the bow, and I couldn’t find the source the sorceress spoke of.”

      Logan shared a look with Gwynivere and could see she was having the same thought as him. If they hadn’t arrived, the villagers would have been overrun, their men killed and women hauled off to the gods knew what fate. He saw the same conviction in her pale blue eyes that filled him, and he turned to the girl.

      “Bonwin,” Logan began, “would your people be willing to learn from us?”

      “Milord!” the girl blurted, her excitement clear as she bounced on her stool. “The guild and its Adventurers guard their knowledge and powers jealously. If you’re willing to teach us… Milord, I would do anything to learn magic! I know there are others who would love to learn, too.”

      “Go get them, child,” Gwynivere said with a warm smile. “We know little, but what we know, we’ll freely pass on.”

      Bonwin looked from Gwynivere to Logan and finally to Dawn. When she saw confirmation in their eyes, she let out a squeal of glee and wrapped her arms around the sorceress before darting out of the hut.

      “This could work to our advantage,” Dawn said with a sardonic grin. “The villagers might know something about the Grail.”

      “Let’s hope,” Gwynivere said. “From what I can tell, the magic I can access here is similar enough that I can teach it, but only if they have the spark.”

      “And your healing magic?” Logan asked Dawn. “How did you know you could heal?”

      “It’s just… there.” Dawn shrugged. “When I saw his open wound, and knew it needed to be cleaned and sutured, the knowledge of how to do it with magic was in me. All I had to do was… pray.” The doctor blushed at the admission and looked down at her food.

      “Anything you can impart to these people will help,” Logan said. “We won’t stay long, but I’ll feel better if we leave them able to defend themselves.”

      “Describe what you felt again, Dawn,” Gwynivere said with a curious frown. “In detail.”

      Logan listened to the pair work through their differing experiences with the magic. It was interesting, but the more he heard the more he felt an ache of loss. His own magic had been a burden but not having it to call upon felt like he was missing a limb.

      As the three finished their meal of flatbread, smoked goat and spicy peppers, Logan began informing the two older women about the modern world of role-playing games and the intricacies of non-player characters. It didn’t feel like it, but he couldn’t be certain they weren’t in a game and the knowledge could prove useful. It was a new concept to Gwynivere, but Dawn knew some of it from things she’d picked up around Simon.

      When they heard a crowd gathering outside the hut, Logan and the women stepped out to find a large group had gathered. After conferring with Gwynivere and Gwen for a minute, he turned to address the milling crowd. Raising his hand, they quieted.

      “We’ll divide you into three groups. Those who wish to learn to heal you can go with Dawn. And those who want to learn to fight can come with me.”

      “What about sorcery?” called a young woman from the back, her face reddening and shoulders curling in when others turned glares on her for speaking up, but she remained, her eyes locked on Logan.

      “Those who wish to learn sorcery must be tested first,” Gwynivere said, in a tone that commanded attention.

      The villagers seemed to have a special reverence for the magic users. Dawn, they called a holy woman and gave her the respect and deference a priest might get, but with an added layer of awe because of the magic she commanded. That awe was magnified when it came to Gwynivere. The gorgeous woman commanded by sheer presence and Logan caught several villagers whispering that she must be a noblewoman, despite her simple garments.

      Once separated out, Logan found he had the largest groups of villagers. All the men, being less than a quarter of their population, and many of the women were eager to learn how to defend themselves, while fewer followed Dawn to the village green. The smallest, but perhaps the most passionate, group remained behind to be tested.

      Gwynivere’s spell list was even smaller than Dawn’s, but she had several cantrips that could be cast at will and required no mana. Simple spells that wouldn’t be useful in battle but could be used in any number of ways in everyday life, one of which was a spell to test for magical resonance in others.

      Organizing his class of villagers into pairs, he had them set aside the tools and rusty weapons they’d brought to train with.

      “The first thing you need to learn isn’t how to swing or stab a sword, or how to hold a spear. It’s how to stand without being knocked over, then how to move in the same manner.” A couple of villagers nodded in understanding, but most frowned or outright scoffed. “It seems a demonstration is in order.”

      Pointing to the largest and strongest of the villagers, and one of the smaller women, he directed them to face one another before the class. Asking the man to push the woman over, he did so with a laugh and a simple shove. After helping the woman up, Logan set her feet, and showed her how to crouch down and absorb the force of an opponent’s blow.

      “Now, push her over again.”

      The man suspected a trick and set himself, pushing the woman from a firm stance with all his weight behind it, but her legs absorbed the force and she remained on her feet. The villagers seemed impressed with the demonstration and paid close attention as Logan instructed them on how to stand and step when in combat.

      It was an odd reversal of position for the young man. It felt like only weeks before that he’d been so bumbling with a blade he was as much a danger to himself as others. He was far from being as skilled as Becca or Iyllia, but he’d learned enough to feel confident teaching these villagers.

      Once they had the basics down, he broke them off into pairs and had them work on drills where they tried to push and trip one another. As they worked, he moved through the crowd, fixing stances and correcting bad forms. The simple villagers learned remarkably quickly and had the basics of stance and movement down by the time the sun set.

      With the sun setting, Logan promised the villagers they would continue their instruction in the morning and let them head back to their huts. Gwynivere had slipped into the woods with her small crop of students, flickers of enchanted light pointing out their location. Logan headed to the village green, curious about how Dawn was getting along.
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      He found the older woman sitting with legs folded beneath herself. Her simple woolen dress, bulky and misshapen most of the time, was molded to her curvy figure as she sat. He felt his mouth go dry as his eyes traveled up the swell of her hips, and the heavy roundness of her massive breasts, forcing his attention onto her words, and away from the thickness of her lips and the dancing light in her eyes as she spoke.

      Dawn hadn’t been sure she would be able to offer the villagers anything before they’d begun, but from the rapt attention of her audience, it seemed she had something to offer after all.

      “Perhaps it comes from a goddess, or faith… But where it comes from is less important than why it’s being used. Intent is the key to accessing the power, and fidelity to the belief that all life is sacred and precious is imperative.”

      “Thus is the teaching of the goddess,” said a woman with a warm smile. “All life is sacred and must be protected.”

      “A wise goddess then,” Dawn said. Sitting up straight, she indicated the others should do the same. “I wasn’t able to access the spell list until I felt the need to heal someone. Focus on that desire and let’s try it again. Nella, you did excellent on the last prayer, but this time let’s see if everyone can heal their branches, ok?”

      A murmur of agreement met her question as the seven women focused on the sticks held in their fists, each with a crack halfway down its length. The women closed their eyes, faces fixed in concentration as they murmured silently to themselves. After a few seconds, Nella’s hands began to glow with a faint silver light, as did two others.

      Nella’s branch shivered in her hands, the broken piece twitching. Then, ever so slowly, the fibers of the branch began to knit themselves together, the stick straightening until it was whole once more. Beads of sweat rolled down the woman’s face, and the two others who’d managed to heal their sticks, and they sagged in exhaustion when they opened their eyes. But all three beamed with pride when they saw what they’d accomplished.

      “I felt it, Holy One!” a pretty woman with white-blonde hair said. “I could feel the spirit of the goddess moving through me!”

      “Me too,” the woman beside her said with a faint blush. “It… tingled.”

      Several of the women laughed, but Dawn beamed at her and nodded. “Then you’re doing it properly. I feel a… tingle… when I access the magic as well.”

      “I think I know why the priestesses never marry,” snickered a woman from the back. “I was feeling things my husband never made me feel. Who needs a man when the goddess can scratch your itch?”

      “I’d take that young hero over ‘goddess tingles’ any day,” said Nella. “He’s the finest man that’s ever stepped foot in the village.”

      The women murmured approval and the blonde in the back spoke up, “Are you and the sorceress his lovers, priestess?”

      Dawn’s cheeks heated a cherry red, and she seemed unable to meet the women’s eyes as they waited expectantly. Her blush, and the nervous way she picked at her dress, was all the answer the women needed as they shared envious looks with one another. Dawn’s cheeks turned an even darker shade of red when she saw the women’s knowing looks, then she noticed Logan standing in the shadow of a hut and beamed a smile at him. Her students looked around to see what had caught her attention and stiffened when they saw him. The blonde ducked her head, unable to meet his eyes, her cheeks as red as Dawn’s had been a moment before.

      “How’s the training coming along?” he asked, not wanting to torture the women with embarrassment by continuing their conversation. Relief passed over several faces, but not Dawn’s, he noted with curiosity.

      “Surprisingly well,” Dawn said as he approached. “The powers are rather intuitive, and that makes it both easy to instruct and learn. I must say I’m surprised at the efficacy of the interface between desire, thought and action. For something I’ve only just learned myself, it’s remarkably easy to have facility with the power.”

      He made a mental note to tell the psychiatrist to moderate her vocabulary in the future. From the puzzled frowns on several of her student’s faces, it was clear they were having a hard time understanding her.

      “I suppose this is a good place to end for the night,” Dawn said, rising and brushing off her skirts. “It doesn’t feel like we did much, but a couple of you can heal minor cuts and scrapes now. But more importantly, you can cleanse wounds and prevent infection.”

      “We will be staying tomorrow to finish up the instruction,” Logan informed the women, who grinned in excitement to one another. “Make sure you study hard and learn everything you can from Dawn. She has more wisdom and knowledge to share than you could fathom. Pay attention, learn it, use it.”

      The grins slipped as he spoke, and the women stared at him with sober expressions. Each was nodding by the time he finished, and Dawn ducked her head to hide the pleased smile that worked its way onto her lips.

      “Thank you, mistress, for the instruction. The little we’ve learned already will save so many of our family and friends,” Nella said, the others nodding along. “Jalice has prepared her hut for you—”

      “I thought the Lord Hero was staying in my hut,” the blonde asked, a thread of jealousy working its way through her words. “My girls, Enith and Zenid, have turned down the covers for the Lord Hero— and his women,” she added with an afterthought. “Come, Lord Logan, I have a small cask of Reach Red and spices from the jungle. My girls and I would love to hear about your exploits while we enjoy a pot of mulled wine… or two.”

      “Keep it in your pants, Lyniss,” Nella said with a sour frown at the eager blonde. The other women snickered and Lyniss’s cheeks heated, and she opened her mouth to speak a hot retort that died when she saw Dawn’s raised eyebrow.

      “Apologies, mistress,” Lyniss said, ducking her blonde head before Dawn. “I meant no offense.”

      “No offense taken,” Dawn said.

      “Come, mistress, I have a bath set up for you and the sorceress to wash yourselves.”

      “Oh, that sounds lovely.” Dawn wore a dreamy expression as she followed Nella through the village, but the look fell when she found out the “bath” was little more than a half-barrel filled with lukewarm water and a bar of lye soap.

      “I’ll pin up sheets to give you privacy,” Logan said to the woman’s obvious relief.

      The villagers didn’t have the same modesty when it came to functions like bathing or relieving themselves. Thankfully, they were situated on the edge of the village and didn’t draw much attention as he hung two white sheets up to protect Dawn and Gwynivere’s modesty.

      Logan sat on a stool before the small hearth fire, the sounds of his companion’s quiet conversation washing over him as his mind drifted farther afield. He wondered what Becca was up to at that moment, and the irascible Meryl. He hoped they were getting along with Ly’Synthia and Vel’Mistra. Being away from his friends and lovers was hard, but knowing he was missing out on their teasing conversations and ribald jokes made the pain much sharper.

      There was a chance all of this was happening in an instant. Time compressed by the speed of computing. Logan couldn’t count on that being the case, so he fretted and worried until convincing himself to set the worries aside for now. There would be time to deal with the future, in the future. He needed to worry about his present circumstances.

      He was stuck in a new world without a map or guidebook to help learn the rules and parameters. The Grail was hidden somewhere in this world, but so far they had no clue where to find it. All they could do was keep their ears and eyes open as they progressed through the game world.

      Gwynivere returned from her bath first. The sorceress entered the hut holding her plain white dress in one hand and using a strip of cloth to dry her hair. Logan’s eyes widened when he took in the woman’s naked body. She looked identical to each of the witches in nearly every proportion, except her breasts were a tad larger, and the color of her hair was different.

      Wet, the hair appeared darker than usual, but the blending of black, red, and white was so beautiful he found his eyes wanting to travel its thick tresses as much as they did her incredible body. Gwynivere smiled a small, pleased little grin when she felt her lord’s attention on her.

      “Jalice’s daughter showed talent with the magic of this world,” she said, swinging the thin towel about herself as she hung her dress to dry. “It’s intuitive and much easier to teach and learn than any of the magic I’ve used before, and she was able to get off a cantrip on her first attempt.”

      “That’s good to know,” Logan said, shifting over to the pallet of blankets and stifling a yawn. “Hopefully we can finish training them tomorrow and head towards the capital. That’s probably the best place to find information about the Grail. And I’m interested in the Heroes Guild.”

      “It’s called the Adventuring Guild,” Dawn said helpfully when she stepped in.

      His friend’s mom wore a large towel wrapped around herself in her modesty, and her words cut off when she took in Gwynivere in the nude. The sorceress shook out a shift Jalice had lent her before pulling it over her head. The village woman wasn’t nearly as busty as Gwynivere and the garment hung short, showing the bottom curve of her ass as she slipped onto the pallet beside Logan.

      The moment Gwynivere lay beside Logan, the mood in the tent shifted and Dawn shivered when she saw the heated look pass between the two. The young man seemed nervous about touching Gwynivere, while the other woman appeared more confident and surer of herself than either of the witches had.

      “Who knows how long we’ll be trapped here?” Gwynivere asked in a soft voice, her pale blue eyes locked on Logan’s. “I was… or we, I should say…” She blushed prettily. “Never got to go on one of your adventures and I…” She laughed softly. “This gets confusing when I remember the past.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” Logan said. “Ever.”
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      The way he said it, each word pregnant with added meaning and layered with a depth of emotions Dawn had never heard from him before, made her flush with embarrassment.

      I shouldn’t be witnessing this intimate moment, she thought to herself, but her feet were rooted in place as she stood in the hut’s shadowed corner watching. At first the psychiatrist had thought of Gwynivere as a patient, one with multiple psyches trapped in a single body, but that wasn’t a proper analogy Gwynivere was something else. After, in those first initial hours, she hadn’t shown signs of distress or conflict within her mind, just the opposite in fact. She seemed to grow more certain of herself as the day passed.

      Dawn didn’t know the three witches well, having only met them for a few hours before being whisked off to this strange world, but she could see hints of each with Gwynivere. The way she twirled a curling strand of hair around one finger as she thought reminded her of the redhead, Eris. And the calm certainty she exuded when dealing with the villagers had been all Evelyn.

      “The connection still exists between us,” Gwynivere murmured. “Just as strong as the first night you bonded… us.”

      “That was one of the most incredible nights of my life,” Logan said.

      “Mine too,” Gwynivere breathed. The woman lay on her side, the tips of her breasts brushing Logan’s chest, but neither dared touch the other. “But are you disappointed? I know how much you loved having the three of us to play with… I might not be enough!”

      The woman’s words cut off in a sigh of pleasure as Logan’s arm pulled her against him and his lips smashed against hers. Dawn shivered, the air crackling with sexual energy as the two lovers made out. Embarrassed to be witnessing such an intimate moment, her mind told her she should leave them to enjoy one another in privacy, but her feet wouldn’t move from their spot.

      Dawn had never experienced voyeurism, but her breathing grew ragged, skin prickling, and a heat grew in the center of her being as she discovered a hidden fetish.

      Logan forgot all about his best friend’s mom standing in the corner. With Gwynivere in his arms, thought was difficult to come by. Her lips were fire on his, her tongue a lightning bolt that sent a thrill down to his hardening manhood.

      The thin towel she’d covered herself with fell away, and his rough fingers glided over skin smoother than silk. The swell and curve of her hip and ass drew his hands like a lodestone. Gripping the perfect roundness, he pulled her tight against himself.

      The closest thing he could equate her body to would be one of the goddesses he’d been with, but unlike those celestial beings, there was warm flesh and blood beneath his hands. Breaking off the kiss, he trailed his lips down her neck, gasping when her hand reached up between his legs. Fingers fumbled with the tie that held his pants closed and then he was free.

      There would be time later to touch and taste. To properly enjoy. Right now, the couple needed to be one, to feel each other.

      Gwynivere trembled beneath Logan as he rolled atop her, her bright blue eyes round and filled with a touch of fear as she pulled the head of his manhood against her wet lips. Pausing for a moment, he ran his fingers down her cheek, pushing a stray lock of colored hair from her face. Staring into one another’s eyes, he saw her fear fade.

      Marveling at the woman’s beauty, Logan sank into her tightness with a sigh of pleasure. Gwynivere cried out gently, burying her face in his neck as she clung to him. The pair rested there for a long moment, the young man buried to the hilt in her, the tip of his cock pushing against her cervix and sending ripples of pleasure throughout her body.

      It wasn’t the pleasure that made them cling to one another, but the deep sea of emotion they’d tapped into. Logan saw tears form in the gorgeous woman’s eyes and felt his own threatening to do the same. The love he’d felt for Evelyn, Gwen and Eris was still there, but all those emotions now poured into a single being, and it was the same for her.

      Gwynivere felt like she was going to burst with the love and warmth flooding through her. The memories and desires of three women came into perfect alignment when his cock filled her. Breathing out slowly, she released the last of her fears surrounding this new form and felt her lover throb deep within her.

      That breath broke the spell, locking the pair in place and with a desperate cry, they were kissing once again. Dawn heard a soft gasp escape her lips when she heard the first wet sounds of Logan’s cock moving within Gwynivere, and another louder one when he kicked away his pants and she could see the place where their sex met clearly.

      I shouldn’t be here, she thought to herself, shame washing over her skin as a hand slipped beneath the thin towel to find her wetness dripping down her thighs.

      The clinical side of her mind told her the shame wasn’t helpful or necessary. But a larger part of her knew it was adding to the pleasure washing through her body. Just as the shame she’d felt for sucking off, and then sleeping with her son’s best friend, had done before this.

      Logan let out a growl that shoved the recognition to the back of her mind to be analyzed later. Her attention riveted on the young man’s striated muscles as he rose on one hand and ripped off his shirt. All the while, his hips kept their steady thrusting, not fast or slow, but steady and hard. Each time the wet sound of their sexes joining filled the small hut, Gwynivere let out a whimper, her massive, firm breasts swaying obscenely.

      Dawn’s hand played with her sex, the other sunk fingers into her own breast. When Logan bent down and pawed at one of Gwynivere’s tits, sucking hard on the nipple and drawing a cry of shocked pleasure from the sorceresses’ lips, Dawn pulled on her own. Imagining it was his handsome face latched onto her breast, she had her first orgasm, stifling a gasp and feeling a flood of shame when Gwynivere’s eyes shifted from the young man’s face to hers.

      “Take me, Logan,” Gwynivere husked out, her brilliant blue eyes locked on Dawn’s. “Fuck me… oh goddess… Goddesssssss Yesssssss!”

      A silver light flashed beneath the thin blanket covering Dawn’s body, and this time she couldn’t stifle the scream of pleasure that escaped her. Without meaning to, her desire had awakened the magic within.

      In similar fashion to the sorceresses cantrips, Dawn had discovered a loving force that could awaken pleasure within herself or others. It didn’t tap into the mana pool as her other spells did, and when the magic flourished in her, she felt connected to something vast and benevolent.

      As the fledgling priestess collapsed into a heap of sweaty blubbering, Gwynivere rolled her lord beneath her. Flush from her recent orgasm, and hungering for his seed deep within her womb, she rode Logan with slow, deliberate gyrations of her hips. Each roll of her soft hips made her massive breasts sway and wobbly, which in turn made the cock within her throb.

      Reveling in Logan’s eyes and hands upon her body, Gwynivere came with another shuddering scream as his fingers dug into her ass. Falling forward, she grasped the back of his head, clutching him to her breast as he took over, thrusting into her from below. Body limp, all she could do was moan as his steely hard cock swelled within her.

      Euphoria flooded Gwynivere as the first hot blasts of cum flooded her womb, carrying her away into a dreamy state. The young man still throbbed within her depths, and she felt his eager hips rocking against her, trying to tempt her into more lovemaking, but the sorceress rolled to the side, sighing as his thickness slid from her, leaving her feeling empty.

      “You aren’t done yet, young hero,” Gwynivere purred, grinning when she saw Logan’s eyes light up.

      He pulled her tight against himself, his lips finding hers, and she swelled once more to know such love from him. Then she grinned into the kiss when she heard a whimper of desire from the woman swaying on her hands and knees at the foot of the pallet.

      “I’ve never been the jealous or possessive sort,” Gwynivere said to Dawn. “And I’d hate for either of us to be left out… But can you share in the same way?”

      “I would do anything… anything to feel this… again.” Her eyes were locked on the throbbing spear of flesh as it stood up from Logan’s prone form as she rested on her elbows, hands hovering between his thighs.

      “Not good enough,” Logan said, pinning her in place with a hard stare. “We’re to be partners, all of us in this endeavor. I want to know you’re willing to care and love Gwynivere as you do me.”

      Dawn opened and closed her mouth several times without sound coming out and cast a helpless look at Gwynivere, but found no sympathy there. Closing her eyes and drawing in a deep breath, she sat back, ignoring the scent of their recent sex that tried to cloud her head. Pushing aside the chatter of her mind, she drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, letting her true desire surface in her mind.

      Shame and embarrassment washed over her, and her eyes snapped open, but it wasn’t at Logan, lounging like a lion with his throbbing member, that drew her in, but that of Gwynivere. Feeling like a wicked harlot, Dawn slipped between the gorgeous sorceress’s creamy thighs. The woman raised an eyebrow, luscious lips curling into a smile that made Dawn shiver as she parted her legs slowly.

      A whirlwind of emotions swept through Dawn as she pressed thick lips to the sorceress’s creamy smooth thigh. Her first kiss of feminine flesh awoke goose pimples all over her body, and the hot feeling of Logan’s gaze on her as she submitted in this most profound way was electrifying. It awoke desires in her Dawn hadn’t known and she trembled as her overactive imagination dreamed up possible futures for herself. Pushing those aside, she caught a hint of the boy’s musky aroma and found her tongue eagerly diving into Gwynivere’s sex.

      “Dear goddess!”

      Gwynivere’s hand gripped Logan’s arm and her back arched, the other fist gripping the rough blanket that made up the pallet, twisting it. He felt prickles of pain where her nails dug into his arm, but the sensation was distant, as he watched euphoria sweep over not only Gwynivere’s face but Dawn’s too.

      His friend’s mom seemed to get off on him watching her. Her eyes met his for a moment and the lids fluttered, her hips rolling uncontrollably. The sight put further steel into his cock, and he rose, taking the hand that gripped his arm and transferring it to Dawn’s thick dark hair. The MILF whimpered eagerly as Gwynivere pressed her face into her sex, and he saw a thick line of wetness track down Dawn’s thick thighs.

      Kneeling behind his friend’s mom, hearing the wet sounds of her tongue lapping away, he pressed the head of his cock to her dripping pussy, but she bucked so hard, cumming so violently that he had to give her a good slap before she settled down. That nearly set her off again, but Dawn mustered the control to let his dick slide inside her before cumming again, her pussy writhing around his dick in near ceaseless orgasms as he took her with hard thrusts.

      Outside of the hut, the sounds and cries of the lovers rang out. The normal rituals of their village broken, bottles of spirits and instruments normally reserved for festival days made their way to the green. And an impromptu party erupted, with dancing and good cheer for all, but the few men in the village found themselves trapped beneath suddenly randy wives, whose minds were filled with the image of a young blue-eyed hero.
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      Logan woke refreshed and full of energy. The village was late in rising and once he prized himself from the pile of naked limbs and dressed, he wandered down to the stream to wash up.

      He found Bonwin there, washing a pile of linen sheets against a board. The girl thrust her hand up and down along the ridged board, but the agitation in the water and the extra sudds boiling up from between her fingers weren’t from the force of her slender young limbs alone.

      “Are you using magic to help with the task?”

      The girl blushed and ducked her head. “I can only command a thimble full, but it’s enough to heat the water a couple degrees and add to the motions of my hand. Mistress Gwynivere is a brilliant teacher, milord.”

      “That she is,” he said, but when he smiled affably, the girl ducked her head and scrubbed so furiously, he couldn’t manage another question. He’d have liked to press her for more detail about the surrounding lands but figured he could to it later when he ran his own class.

      Returning to the hut, he found the villagers rising slowly, their movements delicate and signs of hangover obvious. A part of him felt saddened to have missed out, but he wouldn’t have traded his night for anything. A wild buzzing filled him as he pushed back into the hut and saw Gwynivere rise on one elbow. Dawn rolled into the woman, mumbling something in her sleep, but his eyes were locked upon the creature that had stolen his heart.

      Her eyes shifted away from his and he saw her lips tighten. Sensing something amiss, he waited, and Gwynivere rose, pulling on her dress. Dawn grumbled louder, pulling the thin blankets around herself as she curled into a ball and tried to escape the cold and light. Gwynivere drew him out of the hut where they wouldn’t be overheard.

      “I discovered something in your blood that you should be aware of,” Gwynivere said, speaking carefully. “I can’t be sure what it means, and there might have been a mistake in the spellcasting—”

      “Gwynivere, it’s ok. You can tell me anything.” Taking her hand in his, he felt her grip it, and began to grow uneasy as she took a deep breath before continuing.

      “You don’t understand. This truth once revealed to the peoples of Fae, will turn them against you.” Her fingers dug into his as she gripped his hand tighter. “You see, we believe your true nature is that of a dragon.”

      “The elves were right,” Logan said, not sure how to take the information but remembering those strange moments when the world turned alien, and he felt more himself, more in control than ever before.

      “This isn’t something to make light of,” Gwynivere admonished, linking her arm in his and drawing him around the village as curious people drew close enough to eavesdrop. “The history of dragon’s isn’t a pleasant one, and their natures are unknown to all but the God above. If the people of Fae know they’re letting a dragon, and the black one, gather the broken throne and plop his fine butt on it, they’ll revolt, or worse. They’d probably accept the High Elves before they’d accept you.”

      “All because they fear what they don’t know,” Logan said with a sad little smile.

      “You’re taking this remarkably well,” Gwynivere said with a glance up at her man. “You aren’t upset to know your parents might not have been human?”

      “I’ve never known who my parents were.” Logan shrugged. “And with everything else that’s happened the past couple of months, this is just one more thing. Thanks for telling me. I appreciate knowing rather than not.”

      “There is tremendous power locked in the blood of dragons, or so the ancient texts say. I haven’t experimented with it—before yours, that is.” She flashed him a grin, and he wondered at how quickly she was thinking of the three witches as herself. “And it’s too dangerous to deal with in my lab. I wouldn’t want to risk the lives of all those innocent townspeople if something went wrong, so I’ll have to cease my experiments.” Logan grew alarmed when she said that, only then beginning to realize the fear the witches had felt. “It will be up to you to learn what you can about yourself, but the elves have an ancient prophecy about a black dragon. When we return, I’ll track down that elven prophecy and see what I can learn there.”

      “I’d like to speak with Iyllia again. She knew more than she let on about it.”

      “That would be wise.” Gwynivere nodded, her cool blue eyes scanning the group of young women gathering for instruction on the edge of the green.

      “We don’t know what we’ll have to face in the future,” Logan said, scanning the gathered women. “If you find any who might aid us, we may bring them along.”

      “They’ll need more than a day or two of instruction before they're ready to follow us into a fight, but I’ll keep my eyes open. Bonwin is showing talent, but you’d never get the minx out of your sheets if she journeyed with us.” Gwynivere snorted a laugh and Logan felt his face redden. The girl was adorable, but far too young. The morals of this land were different from his own, but he was uncomfortable seeing a girl who should be in high school or even younger being treated like an adult woman.

      “Make sure they’ve seen at least eighteen summers if they’re going to join us then,” he said, and felt his cheeks heat when Gwynivere let out an even louder bark of laughter.

      Her students grew nervous when she approached, and soon Gwynivere was herding the tittering group out of the village to begin her lesson. Logan found those he’d trained the day before waiting for him, and he soon had them broken off into pairs, reviewing their stances.

      By the late morning, his class of villagers were sparring with poles cut into the length of spears. The pairs danced back and forth as they practiced block, parry, and thrust.

      Logan grew to know and like many of the villagers, finding that he enjoyed teaching. Seeing his students learn and grow from the instruction he gave them was rewarding, but seeing them take that instruction and learn on their own filled him with pride.

      At noon, he called a halt to their instruction. Gwynivere and Dawn’s classes joined him on the village green for a large meal, the villagers sharing stories about their training. Several from Dawn’s class had progressed to casting their first healing spells on each other, sealing cuts and cleaning wounds, while Gwynivere’s class had each cast their first Magic Bolts.

      Bonwin and her mother had each excelled in their classes, and the women sat near Logan, exchanging information on what they’d learned. The girl made a crackling ball of energy dance across her fingertips, while her mother healed an old scar on the girl’s wrist, the joint now moving freely.

      “We can’t thank you enough for what you’ve given us,” said the village elder. “Give a woman a fish and you feed the family for a night, teach her the art, and you feed that family forever.” There was a murmur of agreement from the gathering villagers, and the man’s wife emerged from their hut with three cloth wrapped bundles. “That is an adage all frontier people know, but before you three arrived and gave us the knowledge to defend our little ones…” He rested his withered hand on a child's head with a fond look at the waif. “I didn’t fully understand its meaning. You have our undying respect and gratitude, and you’re welcome back anytime. Not as guests, but as family.”

      “Please take these items as a symbol of our gratitude and a reminder that you always have a home with us,” the old woman said. She held out the bundles and three girls ran forward to carry them to the heroes.

      Logan had grown comfortable being the center of attention, but he noticed Dawn and Gwynivere shifting uncomfortably as every villager watched them carefully unwrap their bundles. Pulling aside rough woolen cloth that seemed ubiquitous in this land, he was startled to find a dyed blue cloak within. Unlike the rough woolen cloth, this had been carefully spun and woven, giving it a smooth but sturdy feel.

      Pulling the cloak, he felt something heavy within and pulled it free. A short hilt worked in silver, and a scabbard with the same delicate filagree down its side came out Logan could smell the fresh oil worked into the leather hilt and scabbard and noticed small scrapes where rust or verdigris had been ground off.

      “It was my grandfather’s blade,” the old woman said, smiling a gap-toothed grin as Logan pulled the silvery blade from its sheath and tested its edge. “Silver edged for destroying undead, and with a core of mithril to ensure it never breaks. Tis the weapon of a hero.”

      “I’ll wield it with pride,” Logan said, bowing low to the old woman and the rest of the villagers. “You’ve all been gracious and kind hosts and we won’t forget our time here.”

      “If you’re ever in the region, you have a place to stay!” Bonwin piped up from the edge of the crowd.

      “They heard girl,” the old woman snapped with a frown, then muttered loud enough for everyone to hear. “Girls in heat are the worst. Give them the chance at a hero between their thighs, and they lose all sense.” Bonwin blushed and Logan felt bad for her, but the rest of the villagers, including the girl’s mom, laughed good-naturedly.

      Gwynivere and Dawn received matching cloaks that they pulled over their shoulders. Running their hands over the smooth material, they peppered the women with questions about their construction as Logan gathered up the supplies.

      The village had kindly provided enough food to make it to the next major town, and full waterskins with a crude map of where they could be refilled along the way. There wasn’t a road into the heart of the kingdom, but a cart path had been started and Logan could see the twin tracks, faint but distinct, leading north through the thin forest.

      Strapping the sword belt around his waist, he had to adjust it several times until it rode comfortably on his hip. He felt a pang of loss, not having Excalibur’s comforting weight strapped to his back. For something that had been a burden when he’d first found it, and a tool as he learned to use it, he missed it in the same way he missed Becca.

      If thinking of a sword as a friend isn’t crazy, Logan thought to himself, then I don’t know what is.

      “Are we ready?” Dawn asked, a bracing smile stretched across her narrow mouth.

      “Ready,” Gwynivere said with a firm nod.
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      Logan moved to the fore and let the sorceress take the rear as they headed down the cart path. He could feel Dawn’s nervous energy affecting him, and hoped she calmed down as the afternoon wore on. Putting her out of his head, he focused his energy on staying aware of their surroundings.

      The forest was thinned out the farther they went north, the landscape changing to rocky hills. By this point, Logan had grown comfortable with the strange trees, and their broad leaves, or the brightly colored flowers that grew in thick clumps. The sky overhead was clear blue, but on the horizon dark clouds threatened and Logan worried about finding shelter in case a storm hit.

      Gwynivere and Dawn paused several times to inspect strange trees and plants, commenting to one another on their natures. The women bonded as they began piecing together the evolution of this strange world, pointing out to one another how the brightly colored birds had evolved with elongated beaks to reach the nectar in a particular fluted flower, or how the broad leaves of the trees had caused the flowers to grow in dense bushes where sunlight passed during the day.

      “Keep your eyes peeled for a good place to set up camp,” Logan said as they hiked down the backside of a small mountain. The climb had set his legs burning and a sheen of cold sweat coated his brow as he gazed down into the valley below. “I’d like to find someplace to shelter from that storm.”

      “What about those cliffs?” Dawn asked, pointing at a line of cliffs that faced a river on one side of the valley.

      “The river has probably cut under them in places,” Logan said with a nod. “That should do.”

      He led the women down the cart path as it wound its way into the valley and left it near the river. Following the bank, they approached the cliffs as the sun neared the horizon. Logan could see fat fish swimming in the river. Several swam right up, curious, and didn’t dart away when Dawn dipped a hand in the water. Oddly fearless, they let her touch their scaly flesh before lazily swimming back into the heart of the river.

      “They have no fear of predators,” she said with a frown.

      “We haven’t seen a bird larger than my hand,” Logan said. “And if people aren’t fishing these rivers, they wouldn’t know about threats from dry land.”

      “True,” Dawn said, nodding and frowning at the curious fish. “This ecology seems far too complex for Simon to have created; don’t you think Gwynivere?”

      Spying a likely place, Logan crawled up the loose dirt. An old tributary of the river had wound beneath a section of the cliffs. Over time, silt had built up, choking off the water’s exit, leaving a cavern of soft sand. Lumber for a fire was scarce, but Gwynivere built a fire with sorcery that burned through their meager supply slowly.

      Dawn and Logan went about setting up the blankets the villagers had given them into a bed. After testing it, and finding bugs crawling up through the soft sand, Dawn declared it unacceptable. Logan wasn’t bothered by a few bugs, having slept in worse circumstances over the past couple weeks, but the older women hadn’t lived as roughly.

      “Gwynivere, I’m going to need your help with this… We have to figure a way to keep the bugs from crawling onto the blankets.”

      “Perhaps we can work out a warding.”

      Logan watched the pair work and was reassured by how easily they communicated. Their brilliant minds worked on the same wavelengths, and in minutes were working out how to combine their magic in new and interesting ways.

      Pulling out their food supplies, he began slicing up sausages and onions and dropping them in the pot over the fire. Logan had never been more than a passable cook, but he found the task relaxing as he sat by the fire, tending to the food. Pulling out flatbread, he cleaned off a stone and warmed them on the coals.

      It irked him that he no longer had his mage sight and couldn’t see the flows of the women’s magic. The break from the pressure of having to learn and not waste the talents that were growing in him was a welcome one. And he was all too happy to offload the responsibility onto the women.

      Dawn was rapidly growing efficacious in the use of her own magic. Gwynivere commented several times as they designed the warding that she spoke about the concepts as if she’d been using them her entire life.

      “In a way, I have been,” she said with a modest shrug. “Learning complex systems and how they interact with one another is at the core of my profession. More importantly, I think I’ve always known there was more to the world than what I could see and feel. I feel… more complete here than I ever did back on Earth. Isn’t that strange?”

      “Less strange than you might think,” Gwynivere said, nodding sagely. “You know about Logan’s… bonding… and the resonance he felt within you.”

      “Do you think that has something to do with it?”

      “Logan?” Gwynivere asked him with a raised eyebrow.

      Pausing in his stirring of the sizzling vegetables, he regarded the beautiful doctor for a long moment. The connection with the woman was still there, but it was submerged under something, as if smothered. It could be connected to the loss of his powers, but he wasn’t certain. The women grew thoughtful when he relayed this, Dawn tapping her chin before speaking up.

      “I don’t suppose it matters, does it?” Dawn said with a shrug. “We have to take this reality for what it is, a real world, until we see proof otherwise.”

      “Wise words from a wise woman.” Gwynivere nodded sagely as she flourished the blanket and let it drop into place. “And I think our task is done. How’s the food coming along, chef?”

      “It isn’t burnt,” Logan said, peering into the small iron pot, then wincing when he saw the first signs of char on the onions.

      “Spoke too soon.” Dawn laughed.

      The pair brought over water, and the earthenware dishes the villagers had packed for them. They ate with the last rays of sunlight kissing the cliffs above the sky painted purple and pink. The food was simple but filling, and Logan ate two helpings before he was full.

      The women cleaned up while Logan banked the fire for the evening and crawled under the covers. The blankets were warm and clean, the sand beneath him blessedly bug free and soft as a new mattress. He was nodding off when the pair finally finished up with the pot and plates, but roused himself when he felt a warm body crawl under the covers on either side of him.

      “Are you asleep?” Gwynivere asked, placing a gentle hand on his naked thigh.

      “Not yet,” Logan grumbled. Then the sorceress let out a yelp when he rolled atop her, burying her beneath his heavy, muscular body.

      Kissing her soundly, he felt his manhood respond as she moaned and wiggled beneath him. The woman’s warm hand found his cock and drew it between her thighs. But Logan had other ideas. Reaching over with his free hand while he kissed Gwynivere, he grabbed Dawn and pulled her over.

      Pressing the two women together, he trapped both beneath his bulk. Shifting between kissing Dawn and kissing Gwynivere, the passion and intensity rose every second. Grinning, he slipped his legs between their thighs and loved it when both women gasped as one when he felt their wetness touch his leg.

      In moments, both were grinding their hips up and down, their lips hot and desperate as they each sought his touch. Drawing his head back, they were forced to reach up for him, causing their cheeks to press together. Both women gasped as Logan rose, his hands slipping between their thighs, and they clung to one another as he found their tender parts with calloused fingers.

      “Oh, goddess!” Gwynivere moaned.

      “Yesss!” Dawn hissed at the same moment, her small hand joining Gwynivere’s around Logan’s stiff cock.

      The women glanced at one another when their fingers touched, then interlocked as they stared into each other’s eyes. As Logan’s fingers dipped into their tightness and his thumb made little circles around their clits, he felt their trembling orgasms building, but his attention was riveted on the pair of gorgeous MILFs as their lips drew closer and closer.

      Gwynivere wanted it, but Dawn hesitated for a second, then with a whispered, “Fuck it!” she threw herself into the other woman. Logan’s cock throbbed as he watched the women kiss. Their soft lips joined, tongues locking as their bodies shook beneath him, twin orgasms rolling through both at the same time.

      Dawn growled a moan into the kiss, and it was Logan’s turn to groan in pleasure when her hand bloomed with silvery light. The nice feeling of their fingers gripping him transformed into the sensation of pure pleasure radiating from his groin throughout his entire being. Gwynivere whimpered in pleasure as well, her sex gushing fluids onto Logan’s thigh as she came again.

      “Take me!” the priestess cried when she felt the young man’s hand grab her soft hips roughly.

      Loving being man-handled by his strong hands, Dawn found herself flipped onto her stomach, with Gwynivere beneath her. The sorceress’s hands slipped into her black hair, and she found herself kissing Gwynivere as Logan pressed the fat head of his cock to her dripping pussy. Already sensitive from her orgasm, and still not used to so much sex, Dawn groaned into Gwynivere’s lips as she felt him stretching her sore pussy out. The soreness faded in moments, as the pleasure stole her away, loosening the last of her inhibitions.

      Gwynivere rolled her legs up, loving the feeling of Dawn’s body pressed against her and slid a hand down to press on the woman’s lower back. Gasping, she felt their sexes press together, Logan’s driving cock grinding against her clit. Then she gasped again when Dawn kissed her way down and sucked hard on one large nipple.

      The psychologist glanced up at Gwynivere’s pale blue eyes and felt a thrill of joy to see the pleasure washing over the woman’s face. Running her tongue around one silvery-pink areola, Dawn felt like she was doing something wrong, and it only added to her wicked pleasure. Her focus on Gwynivere kept getting derailed as Logan’s insistent cock caused explosions of pleasure to bloom within.

      “Oh god… oh god… oh goddessssss yesssss!”

      Logan had to struggle to stave off his orgasm, as his friend’s mom came on his cock. The woman’s tight pussy felt like a teenager when she came, and he was forced to bury himself to the hilt and wait for his own intense pleasure to subside. It gave him the chance to hold Dawn, as she shook, his hands joining Gwynivere’s as they slid over her soft skin.

      “Need… I need a break… oh my… that was…” Dawn’s eyes blinked in shock when she picked herself up on shaky arms and glanced down at Gwynivere.

      The sorceress watched the other woman carefully as her hands slid up to cup her cheeks. Dawn flinched at the intimate contact, cheeks heating beneath Gwynivere fingers, but she didn’t pull away and her lips curled into a shy smile.

      “I’ve never done that before… It was… nice.”

      “It was better than nice, for me,” Gwynivere purred, and Dawn blushed harder and nodded. Then the conservative physician shocked herself by pushing forward and brushing Gwynivere’s lips with a soft kiss. The kiss drew out, and she let out a whimper when she felt Logan’s steely, hard cock throb within her pussy. Breaking the kiss, she swung her leg up and over Gwynivere, hating the empty feeling when Logan left her depths. The sorceress blinked and frowned when she moved, then sighed in pleasure when Dawn’s hand pressed Logan’s still throbbing cock against her dripping pussy.

      Stealing another kiss, Dawn lay beside the gorgeous woman, in awe of her beauty, brilliance and incredible life. She barely watched Logan’s striated muscles rippling as he slid into Gwynivere. Instead, she watched the woman’s gorgeous face transform from gentle joy to eyes-rolling-back-into-the-head euphoria in seconds.

      Logan was lost in his own world of pleasure. Gwynivere’s sex writhed around his cock as she came, and his heart fluttered with emotions as he gazed down at the beautiful couple. Gwynivere and Dawn’s kisses only grew hotter as his orgasm drew closer.

      Gwynivere’s eyes flashed open wide when she felt her lover’s hips falter, and she wrapped her legs around him, ankles locking as she pulled him deep within her. Dawn watched the euphoria washing through the woman crest when Logan grunted, and her body tense as another massive orgasm swept through her.

      Collapsing atop the blankets together, Logan found himself pressed between two warm bodies as he caught his breath. Thanking God above once more for the bounty he’d been given, he turned and found Dawn staring up at him. Meeting the older woman’s dark eyes, she offered him a warm smile before pressing her lips to his.

      “This was the best day I’ve had in years,” the psychiatrist breathed. “Maybe my whole life.”

      “I was worried you hated it here.” He smiled, and felt Gwynivere shift on his other side, leveraging herself up on an elbow.

      “At first.” Dawn nodded. “I was worried about Simon, and my job… But how often does someone get an opportunity like this?”

      “Around Logan?” Gwynivere asked with a cocked eyebrow. “About once a week.”

      Dawn laughed and pulled herself even tighter against Logan, smiling secretly when she felt him responding to her body. Reaching over and gripping the sorceress’s hand, Dawn met the woman’s brilliant blue eyes. “I want to thank you, too. I didn’t think I’d make a… friend out here.”

      Gwynivere gripped her hand back with strong fingers and Dawn thought she wanted to say something, but Logan yawned, breaking the spell of the moment. Blushing shyly, Dawn pressed her head to the young man’s warm chest and felt sleep dragging her down. Her last thoughts as she heard Logan’s breathing slow were of the beautiful woman resting on his other side and how much she looked forward to continuing their conversations.
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      Logan woke as the eastern sky was stained light blue from the rising sun. He rose and stretched, feeling surprisingly refreshed and rested. Gwynivere and Dawn huddled together, holding one another under the blankets as they watched him stir the fire and set new logs on it.

      Filling their pot with fresh water from the river, he set about making tea and heating a few biscuits for breakfast. The women whispered quietly to one another, their eyes following the young man as he worked. Ignoring their stares, he stepped into the light as the sun broke the horizon and stretched for the day.

      “Now he’s doing it on purpose.” Dawn laughed.

      “Put some pants on before you give us a heart attack.” Gwynivere laughed, rising from the blankets, and taking the cup of tea Logan had made for her and sampling it. Frowning, she dug through their bags for the small crock of honey Jalice had given them and put a few drops in her cup. “Honey?”

      “Please,” Dawn said, rising and pressing the blanket to her nakedness as she held out her cup.

      The psychiatrist never enjoyed camping, the couple times her husband had taken her, but there was something romantic about waking up with the sky above, and the crisp chill of morning dew on your blankets. She pushed the sand into a comfortable seat, and leaned back, enjoying the view as she and Gwynivere sipped their tea and nibbled on warm biscuits.

      Logan moved through the Sword Dance, letting his muscles remember the familiar movements in their own time as he warmed up. In minutes he was dancing across the sand, his arms sweeping up and down with the silvery short sword the village had given him. The blade’s weight and length were unfamiliar, but he found the dance adjusted itself depending on the weapon he held.

      “Should we be practicing too?” Dawn asked Gwynivere, her eyes locked on Logan’s lean, sweat slick muscles as his short blade flashed around him, reflecting the morning light.

      “I wish we had mana to spare,” Gwynivere said with a frown. “But perhaps there are things we can test.”

      The pair rose and moved out near the river. Thus began a morning ritual where Logan would dance, and the women would test their spells with one another. In their testing that morning, they discovered something interesting. If the women were in physical contact, they could share mana pools. Gwynivere could cast spells using the other woman’s energy, and vice versa.

      “This will be incredibly useful,” Gwynivere told her. “But we’ll have to remain near one another to make the most use of it.”

      “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Dawn said with a faint blush.

      The women shared a moment, both a little confused at the powerful emotions swirling between them so quickly. When the sounds of Logan breaking down the camp reached them, they released one another’s hands and, blushing in embarrassment, went to help the young man pack up.

      Less than an hour after the sun broke the horizon, they were back on the cart path, making their way through the small valley. The land was green with life, and birdsong filled the air as they climbed into low hills.

      Dawn surprised him, showing no signs of fatigue even as they climbed through the early afternoon. Then he spotted the glow of silvery magic about her on a water break and she confessed she’d been using her powers to ease sore muscles. She offered to wash away their fatigue as well, and Gwynivere accepted gratefully, but Logan declined.

      He enjoyed the burning in his muscles and the sweat he’d worked up, finding it pushed back the dark thoughts that threatened to edge in whenever he was reminded of Becca, Meryl or the others left behind. He especially missed Becca’s calm confidence and her quick wit. The girl had never failed to put him at peace on their adventures and out of all those they’d left behind, he wished she was with them the most.

      When the sun was high overhead, they stopped to eat a brief meal where they had a view for leagues in every direction. The mountain ridge they found themselves upon overlooked three valleys with glittering rivers winding their way through their centers. The rivers met in white water and were lost in the distance. The pieces he could see of it were thick enough to be more of a flowing lake than a river.

      Down the mountain slope, they spotted the winding trails of smoke from fires rising into the air. They rose from several locations, villages, Gwynivere guessed, and the others agreed. In the far distance, little more than a glittering speck, was a towering city surrounded by massive white walls. They couldn’t make out any more details, but a straight white line led from the city towards the three, disappearing into the forests and lowland hills before they could see where it ended.

      “Incredible,” Dawn said in an awed voice as she took in the land stretching out below. “The detail is absolutely incredible.”

      “I agree,” Gwynivere said, nodding, then she turned to Logan and handed him a biscuit stuffed with peppers. “Do you think we should aim for that city?”

      “I’m curious about it,” he said with a nod. “What do you think?”

      “I think we should,” Gwynivere said, her smile turning into a frown as she grew thoughtful. “I’m also curious about the lack of direction in this ‘game.’ It seems to me, from your description of most role-playing games, they lead the players along a storyline.”

      “Isn’t that what we’re on?” Dawn asked, motioning to the faint cart path they sat next to. “A single road leading from the village we were dropped near? Only one direction to go in, and that’s toward the heart of this kingdom.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Gwynivere said, her frown remaining. “It still feels like there’s something… oh goddess… what is that?!”

      Something pushed down on their senses, a blanket of crackling energy, invisible and untouchable but impossible to ignore. The mountain slope, dotted here and there with a stunted tree or clump of bushes, had been alive with birdsong a moment before, but silence reigned now, so complete Logan’s heartbeats were deafeningly loud.

      Thu-thump, thu-thump.

      Thu-thump, thu-thump.

      Blood rushed through Logan’s ears and his thoughts scrambled and scratched for purchase within his cavernous mind. An alien coldness swept over him as he gazed toward the heavens, baring his teeth, and throwing back his arms. The air would not carry him as he demanded, and that alien part of his mind gnashed its teeth in anger. How dare the skies defy his dominance?

      Thu-thump, thu-thump.

      Thu-thump, thu-thump.

      “Logan?!” Gwynivere felt the presence above, a predator that struck fear into the heart of her being, but it was the expression on Logan’s face that filled her with the most terror.

      She’d seen something similar before when she’d thought it was demon blood awakening within him. A sound like cracking trees filled the air, drawing her gaze heavenward, and she fell upon her ass, staring in awe at the massive creature sailing above.

      The witches had never seen a dragon in the flesh. A sight none on earth, and few in Fae, could claim to have seen. She had no doubt that’s what she was seeing, with its long sinuous neck, body and tail, and great wings stretching a football field across.

      It took a full second before the dragon’s colors registered and Gwynivere frowned in confusion, having never heard of a bone-white dragon in all of her years. The great wings beat a second time, the sound startling birds and beasts from the forests below. It moved with a hypnotic grace, magic bleeding from beneath it, lofting the great beast and causing Gwynivere’s fingers to twitch as she felt the edges of its vast power.

      “Here, baby… relax… let me take care… wait… oh god, Gwynivere, we have to help him!”
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      Dragging her eyes off the soaring dragon with difficulty, Gwynivere found Logan on his knees, eyes bulging, and arms throw out to either side. His head was back, neck arched, and his body shook and trembled. Though her powers were at novice level in this world, Gwynivere could read some of the magic swirling around Logan.

      Something inside the boy was trying to break free, to soar with its kin in the skies. The power was held at bay by something within Logan, as well as the world around them. The very nature of their reality resisted, unable or unwilling to let a simple human fighter become a colossal dragon.

      Dawn had tried to press herself against Logan, but the crackling magic around him had singed her skin. Her hand had undone the top lace of his pants and his throbbing manhood tore through the rest as the women watched.

      “We must redirect the energy,” Gwynivere said, her words coming out in a rush as she pushed the healer down to the dusty ground.

      “Wha… what are you doing?” Dawn felt embarrassment heat the skin of her face as the other woman began pulling up her dress unceremoniously.

      Reaching down to stop her, she looked back over her shoulder to find Logan’s eyes locked upon her heaving breasts. Hie eyes burned with an inner heat that should have scorched her, but melted her embarrassment instead and awoke memories of a glorious afternoon. The priestess frowned when one of his baby blue eyes flashed golden for only a moment.

      “The energy must be redirected,” Gwynivere said with some trepidation in her voice, Logan’s growl of desire nearly drowning her out. “We may need your healing powers before this is done… Oh goddess!”

      Dawn shivered when the gorgeous sorceress offered her whispered prayer. Silently sending her own to a goddess she knew nothing about, Dawn cried out when powerful hands gripped her hips. Then her world exploded with pleasure, narrowing down to the feeling of Logan’s thick young cock filling her again and again.

      Gwynivere was a toy in her lover’s arm, fears fading as his arm circled her and instead of pawing and mauling her busty body, he gripped her tight, hungry kisses stealing away her breath. Fingers sank into her firm ass as the wet sounds of Dawn’s sex filled the air, and Logan’s tongue drove into her mouth, its every touch awakening the last of her own desires.

      Logan was a man possessed. Mind sunken in a sea of hungry need, he rode the tiger of his own lust without fear of consequences. For one terrible second it had felt like his soul would rip free of his body, tearing himself to bits in the process. Then the scent of willing sex presented itself and hot, wet warmth carried him back from the edge.

      Dawn couldn’t support herself for long with the powerful thrusts driving into her from behind and whimpering mindlessly, her arms gave out. Face in the dust, her lips curled into an eager grin, eyes squeezed tight as the third orgasm in as many minutes shot through her body. The pleasure crested even higher a moment later when hot cum flooded her depths.

      Gasping, she collapsed onto her side, sweat turning the dust into mud as she shivered with pleasure. High-pitched cries drew her attention back up to find Gwynivere held in Logan’s powerful arms as he drove up into her. The gorgeous woman’s fingers were locked around the back of his neck, thighs over the crook of his elbows, feet flopping as he pounded her again and again.

      The sight of his thickness, coated in Gwynivere’s frothy white juices as it spread her tight lips, was so hot Dawn slipped a hand between her thighs. Finding a mess between her legs, she drew the fingers of one hand to her lips as the other teased her clit. Logan was a man possessed as he fucked Gwynivere like a doll. The woman’s sharp cries rose in pitch, then cut off as she bit down, cumming hard, then gasped and shook when Logan never slowed.

      “Yes!” The word came out more a hiss than anything else, as Gwynivere clung to Logan as his ass cheeks flexed, cock throbbing. “Goddess, I love this man!”

      Logan wasn’t through with the women, nor would he be for many hours to come. As their cries of pleasure filled the air, the dragon disappeared, continuing his endless hunt over the distant horizon.

      He came back to himself slowly, as if surfacing from a powerful dream to find Gwynivere and Dawn lying atop and clinging to one another. The women’s hair was slick with sweat and their bodies were covered in their combined fluids.

      As his cock slipped from between their pressed pussies, he felt them shudder and heard their whimpers. The pair were exhausted from near constant orgasms for the last several hours, and fell into a deep sleep, clinging to one another as he stood. Pulling a blanket over them, Logan staggered to a rock outcropping and sat down, staring off in the direction the dragon had gone.

      He’d been filled with worry since arriving in this world. Every minute that passed by felt like one he missed out on back home. He worried about Simon and Becca, about Ly’Synthia and the other elves. He felt the weight of his last major decision, accepting the responsibility for countless souls in purgatory.

      The dragon’s presence here put those worries to rest.

      Logan had felt a kinship with the colossal beast as it soared above and knew it had sensed him as well. Its indifference stung, but the fact that he’d somehow known its emotions excited him. There were truths to be learned in this place, about his true nature, and possibly the truth about his parentage. And he couldn’t leave until he learned them.

      As the sun sank beneath the peaks, Logan pulled out their gear and set about cooking a simple meal. The women slept through the noise of banging pans and flapping tents, with sublime smiles on their faces. Logan tried not to notice how closely the pair clung to one another, or the mumbled words of affection in their sleep.

      He was happy they were getting close, but every time he thought of the beautiful MILFs together, he felt the heat rising up once more and knew if he let it out, he might spend another few hours indulging and neither was ready for that.

      Sleep didn’t come for the young king. Instead, heavy thoughts pressed upon his mind as he watched strange constellations wheeling slowly above. This was the fourth such sky he’d seen in as many months, and Logan wondered how many more there were.

      How many worlds could there be between heaven and hell? Could one man explore them all? Could a dragon?

      That last thought left him uneasy, because of the longing it awoke. The half-remembered dreams of soaring through strange skies, beast and monster alike, scattering as his shadow passed beneath. Or perhaps they had been fantasies as a boy, and he misremembered them as dreams. Logan fell into spiraling thoughts and only crawled out of them when Gwynivere stirred awake and found him watching the fire burn down.

      “You nearly broke this world… or maybe yourself,” the sorceress said, settling beside him and wrapping her arms around her bent knees. “It wouldn’t allow your ascension into…”

      “Is that what the problem was?” Logan asked, his voice raw but a faint smile finding its way onto his lips. “Are you sure I’m not broken?”

      “Hmph.” Gwynivere’s bitterness woke Logan from the last of his self-pity and he focused on her. “We’re all broken. Look at me. I have the memories of three women, but I’ve… I’ve never felt more solidly me than I do now.”

      Logan held his tongue, sensing she had more to say and waiting several minutes in silence. Feeding more wood into the fire, he watched the flames hungrily lick the dry sticks and climb higher. Gwynivere huddled closer, slipping an arm around his waist, and resting her head on his shoulder.

      “This isn’t our reality, and we must remain vigilant about letting it seduce us with its simplicity. But we can learn a lot if we keep our hearts and minds open while we’re here.” She glanced at Dawn, who still slept soundly. “Fate works in mysterious ways.”

      Logan watched the woman sleep and realized he hadn’t thought of her as just his friend’s mom for some time. She was more than that to him and growing in more ways than he would have guessed. Especially in this place. Taken from the comforts and safety of home, from all she knew and loved, and thrust into rugged wilds, she’d been brave and stalwart.

      “We’ll see where the fates take us then,” Logan said, shivering as if something had walked across his grave.

      “Fell words to utter on a night such as this,” Gwynivere said, glancing over his shoulder.

      Logan looked up at saw the full moon hovering behind him. The surface was smooth, and it looked too big as it shone down upon them, the silvery light no longer comforting, as it had been in other worlds.

      “Come back to bed,” Dawn said, yawning, rising on one elbow and letting the blanket fall away from her naked breasts. “The sun still isn’t up.”

      “I shouldn’t,” Logan began, then cut off when Gwynivere covered his lips with her fingers.

      She and Dawn wore the same frown, but it was the healer who spoke. “Chafing takes no mana to heal, and I want to try that thing again… where you had my legs over your shoulders and…”

      Even in the darkness, Logan could see the woman’s cheeks turn a bright shade of pink. Her words trailed off, but she didn’t shrink away as her nipples hardened. Laughing, Logan scooped Gwynivere up in one arm and dove into the blankets. Dawn let out a quiet yelp of laughter that shifted into a growl of desire as she felt the young man’s hardness press against her hip. Then Gwynivere’s lips cut off the growl, and the women were moaning into their kiss.
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      When the sun rose, Logan still hadn’t slept, but he felt at peace as the first warm rays struck his naked flesh. The three let the morning sun dry them as they cooked a meal, laughing and talking like old friends. Something had shifted between the three, and they relished in the newfound closeness.

      The sky looked bluer and the air fresher as Logan started down the mountain trail with Gwynivere and Dawn. The women chatted easily, their conversation ranging from memories back on Earth, to theories about the nature of this world’s magic.

      Their powers sprang from different sources and followed different paths, but the raw substance they used was the same, both believed. Their brilliant brains came up with experiments and theories they wanted to test when time allowed.

      They stopped for lunch beneath a spreading oak tree, listening to a brook babble over boulders nearby. Logan munched on a cold sausage wrapped in stale biscuits and watched a red bird flit through the trees above. Gwynivere hummed softly to herself as she braided Dawn’s hair, the pair seated on a moss-covered boulder near the water’s edge.

      In that serene moment, a scream cut through the gentle sounds of nature, raising the hairs on the back of Logan’s arms and neck. Leaping to his feet, he reached over his shoulder for a sword that wasn’t there and cursed when another higher-pitched scream rose and cut off in sudden silence.

      “Logan, wait!”

      Dawn’s voice rose behind him, but his long legs had already carried him out from under the oak and into denser brush, headed in the direction the scream had come from. He ignored the healer. His every instinct screamed that action was called for and the pounding footsteps behind told him the women had decided the same and were hot on his heels.

      Crashing through underbrush, Logan drew his short sword and was prepared when he emerged into a small clearing to be met with the bared blades of a pair of brigands. Curved, rust spotted swords swung for him and he deflected one with his blade as the other whistled over his shoulder.

      Rushing forward, he used his weight to throw one man off balance, slamming his shoulder against him as he stabbed at the second’s throat. The brigand parried with surprising skill and threw a dagger with his off-hand as he rolled away.

      Logan grunted when the slender steel blade struck him in the side and instantly felt hot pain reach into him where it hit. He didn’t have time to look down, but he could feel the weapon sticking out of his side, fouling up his blade arm.

      Nice move, he thought to himself with grim appreciation.

      The first man was still off balance, and Logan took the opportunity to slash him across the belly. The brigands foul smelling rags parted with a screech, revealing glimmering steel beneath. Ignoring the man’s grin, Logan whipped his sword back around faster than he could react, tearing an inch wide gash through his throat.

      “They’re armored!” he called back when Gwynivere and Dawn pushed through the underbrush.

      The sorceress had a spell working, but Dawn knelt beside the dying man as Logan engaged his companion. A nimbus of silver light appeared around her hands, but faded a moment later as she closed the dead man’s eyes. Rising, she crouched behind Gwynivere as the woman flung a bolt of magic at a brigand charging Logan.

      The second man was quick and wily, but Logan’s strength and reach won out. Smashing the man’s defenses down with powerful chops, he avoided fencing and got the satisfaction of his enemy breaking before him. Grabbing a shield from one of the fallen men, Logan scanned the area.

      A tight knot of half a dozen brigands fought with half as many red coated guardsmen at the doors of a coach. The screams he’d heard before must have come from within the coach, where he could see a red and white-haired head cowering together.

      A bolt of magic, flung by Gwynivere, flew over his shoulder, striking one of the brigands in the back. The man spun away, rags torn to reveal gleaming chain mail beneath. Those in the rear turned to confront Logan, who charged ahead with his sword raised. Something heavy thudded into the thick oak, and another, sending shivers of pain up Logan’s arm that he ignored.

      The young warrior felt a thrill of exultation as he barreled into the brigands, bowling two over with his momentum, then smashing a third down with brute strength. The enemy reacted with skill, attempting to roll clear, or grapple with his legs, trying to spill him on his ass.

      With brutal efficiency, he stabbed down with his shorter blade, feeling flesh and viscera part as blood spurted up, coating his arm and side. A sharp pain in his side, followed by a snapping twig, told him he’d broken off the arrow in him, but he couldn’t afford to let the pain overwhelm him. Hardening his will, Logan threw all his weight behind an overhand chop that shattered a brigand’s upraised sword and buried the blade in the man’s skull.

      The weapon wrenched from his hand as the body tumbled away, but Gwynivere was there, fires flickering from her hands and igniting the brigands’ oily rags. It wasn’t seeing half their numbers dead in as many seconds that scattered the brigands but Gwynivere’s magic. One look at the fire reaching for them and their eyes went wide, whites showing as they turned to flee.

      “Seize them!” shouted a feminine voice from within the carriage when the brigands broke and began racing for the woods. “In the crown's name, capture those criminals!”

      Gwynivere cast Logan a questioning frown, but he shook his head, then bent to pick up one of the brigand’s steely long swords.

      “You! Adventurer! Did you hear me?!”

      Logan looked up to find an older woman standing in the broken door of the carriage. She had a stern, flat-featured face with thin lips and a tight bun of white hair atop her head. She wore a stylized uniform in red, white, and gold, which was torn and blood spattered. From the imperious way she looked down at Logan, she clearly expected to be obeyed and her face was purple with rage when he shook his head.

      “They could have more men waiting in the woods.” He pointed to the denser part of the forest, where most of the “brigands” raced off to. “If it’s questions you want the answers to, we’ve captured one man alive, he should be—”

      “What questions would I have for deserters and thieves?” the woman asked in an angry hiss. A small round face poked out of the carriage from behind the woman’s back. “Get back, Princess. There are roughnecks about, and your virtue isn’t safe.”

      “You saved my life, Adventurer,” said the girl in a quavering voice, raw from emotion. “I hesitate to ask another boon, but my Knight Protector lies dying within the carriage from grievous wounds taken as he defended our lives.”

      “Dawn!” Logan yelled for the older woman, but she was already moving where she’d been bent over one of the brigands.

      Skirts raised, Dawn hurried over to the carriage. The lady’s maid stepped down, making way but never losing her frown of disapproval as she tugged the young woman along with her. A pair of bloody boots flopped out of the cracked door, followed by a groan and a flash of silvery light from within when the healer crouched down. Logan could hear the older woman muttering to herself about gut wounds, but his attention was riveted upon the young woman the maid tried to keep hidden behind her skirts.

      Try as she might, the maid couldn’t hide her brilliant red hair, or the bright green eyes that peeked at him from around the maid’s bosom. Her features were delicate, nose upturned and lips so red and plump they looked bee stung. Her coppery locks were worked into intricate braids that wrapped around the back of her head and were held in place by glittering gemstones.

      “Thank you for saving his life,” the girl said, in a trembling voice that tugged at Logan’s heartstrings.

      “Thank Dawn,” Logan said, eyeing Gwynivere, who’d finished checking the last brigand for signs of life. She shook her head sadly, then frowned and flicked back the man’s rags to reveal gleaming chain links beneath.

      “Father will hear about this,” the girl went on, her voice heating with anger. “Attacked by thieves a day’s ride from Eligarth!”

      “These weren’t thieves, my lady,” Logan said with a frown, crouching next to the dead man whose sword and sheath he’d taken and pulling back his rags to reveal another set of chain. “Starving men don’t have soft bellies, or expensive chain mail hidden beneath their rags.”

      When the girl saw the matching sets of armor, she hissed in anger and muttered a quiet oath that earned her a frown from the maid.

      “Language, your highness.” The instant she said the honorific, she flinched and grew tense, glancing at Logan and Gwynivere with frowns, and Logan guessed she was angry at herself for revealing the young woman’s status.

      “The knight will live, but he’ll need rest before he can be moved.”

      “Your deeds shall be rewarded, Adventurers,” the maid said, still fearful as she clutched the young woman close and edged away. “And reported to the Guild. However, your services will no longer be needed—”

      “We aren’t registered with any guild, and we aren’t leaving you ladies alone,” Logan said, ignoring the maid’s frown as he approached the carriage’s two-horse team. “We’ll take you three back to this town… Eldrath was it?” The young woman was watching him with sharp eyes that seemed to weigh and measure him down to the gram. Her expression was unreadable, but she offered a single nod, whether in thanks or approval Logan couldn’t say.
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      The maid frowned down at her charge, clearly disapproving, but she drew herself up to her full height to address Logan, her voice raising an octave with every word. “This is Lady Eloise, a lady of impeccable breeding and pedigree. She is not to be addressed in such a baseborn manner as you have this day, and we demand an apology!”

      “Nice to meet you, Eloise,” Logan said with a wink for the young woman, who chortled into her hand when she noticed the maid’s face turn apoplectic with anger, purpling. “I’m Logan, and this is Gwynivere and Dawn.” He motioned to the older woman stepping out of the broken carriage, wiping sweat off her brow.

      “You aren’t registered with the Guild?” the maid servant asked with a waspish tone. “You should know it’s a crime to avoid paying the king's taxes.”

      “Forgive Mrs. Petunia,” Eloise said, finally extricating herself from the woman’s clutches as a white bearded knight staggered out of the carriage. “Sir Reginald, you’re up?! You should be abed!”

      “Nay, my lady,” the older man said, his pale blue eyes settling on Logan. “The priestess worked her wonders; I feel fit as a fiddle.”

      It was clear from the grimace tightening his lips, and the shuddering way he gripped his guts when he tried to bend down and retrieve a dagger from a downed foe, that he wasn’t fully healed. Logan knew the type and guessed the man wouldn’t admit to being in pain, no matter what. Dawn frowned at him but kept her disapproval to herself, making angry little sounds in the back of her throat whenever he staggered and nearly toppled over.

      “These weren’t brigands,” Logan said as they began unhitching the carriage team. “Unless steel is cheaper than clothing around these parts.”

      “Assassins,” Sir Reginald grunted. “Sent by one of the barons most likely. The girl’s father has many enemies.”

      “Men in power usually do,” Logan said.

      The old man’s flinty eyes sized him up with slow calculation, and he wondered just how dangerous the knight was. A half dozen brigands lay dead, and three guards who had been protecting the carriage. He couldn’t be certain, but he guessed the majority had been put down by this grim-faced old man.

      “You’ve the bearing of nobility yourself… sir,” Sir Reginald said with a narrowed gaze.

      Logan didn’t acknowledge the comment, cautious about revealing too much. Instead, he turned and helped with the bodies. By the time the horses were free of their harnesses and strung together, the bodies had been moved into a large pile.

      “Would you say a prayer, sister?” Mrs. Petunia asked, frowning at the pile of corpses. “They were wastrels and thieves, but all souls deserve the Goddess’ grace.”

      Dawn considered for a moment, then nodded, composing her features as she waited for the rest of them to gather around before raising her hands and intoning in a deep, sonorous voice, “Here lie men who were once sons and brothers, who might be husbands and fathers. Every life is precious, and we ask you… Goddess,” she stumbled over the term, but when she said it a dim glow of silvery light appeared around her upraised hands. “To bless these men and ease their passage into the beyond.”

      The silvery light rained down upon the corpses, covering them in a shimmering shroud of magic.

      “More powerful a blessing than they deserve,” Mrs. Petunia said with a frown as she turned and ushered Eloise away. “Come, my lady, let’s gather your books. At least we can continue your education once we arrive at Baron Jarlis’ castle.”

      “Can’t we say they were destroyed along with the carriage? Father will never know.” She let out a sigh when she saw the maid’s grim faced frown and dug through the carriage’s wreckage, coming out with a pair of books and a sheaf of notes trapped in a folio.

      Logan spied the title of the book on top, and his heart thudded in his chest. The Art of Rule.

      What are the odds it’s the same book that Dawn gave me to study? he thought to himself, but before he could ask the girl about it, the old knight stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

      “You’ve shown us honor this day, young sir, and you have my gratitude.” He shot a speculative look at Logan’s two companions and continued. “It’s obvious you three have your secrets and I can respect that, but I could use your aid in seeing the girl to Eldrath, for which I’ll see you handsomely rewarded.”

      The man offered a stiff, formal bow and stuck out his hand. Logan had known the type in his life. Had been raised by a foster father like the old knight. A man of stiff pride and blind to the feelings of others, his belief in his own goodness and nobility would be impossible to pierce without crushing the foundation of his life.

      “That’s very kind of you,” Logan said as he situated the new hauberk over one shoulder, adjusting the belt so it wouldn’t get in the way when he ran or fought.

      “Forgive my impertinence, but your accents are queer. Where do you and your companions hail from?”

      Logan noted a hitch in the man’s voice when he caught the old knight gazing after Gwynivere and Dawn. “We aren’t from around these parts,” he said. “We’re in search of something and our quest has brought us to your kingdom.”

      “The kingdom,” Sir Reginald said, with emphasis.

      The old man walked with difficulty as they set out along the trail, but refused to ride the horse until he stumbled an hour later. Then the maid and Eloise badgered him until he agreed, riding the saddleless horse as if it were a war horse, stiff backed and proud.

      The girl wore a silk gown and slippers, and the going was difficult until she agreed to ride the second horse. If anything, it took longer to convince her than it had Sir Reginald, but she avoided the imperious air as she rode.

      She pestered Gwynivere and Dawn with endless questions about being adventurers. The women deflected where they could, not having much to offer about their past. Dawn told them about the goblin attack they’d thwarted, and their time in the village. The girl knew its name, or the name marked for it on a map. Logan suspected the villagers would be surprised to learn it, or how much the young noble knew about it and its people.

      “Saving a village and rescuing a princess… there will be songs sung about you three before long,” the girl said. “Uncle is always looking for powerful warriors and casters to join his Knights.”

      “Leave the man be, Lady Eloise,” Mrs. Petunia said with a disapproving frown and a sniff for Logan. “I’m sure he must remain vigilant on keeping us safe, and not on flirting with someone above his station.” A snort of laughter came from Dawn, who blushed, then laughed harder when Mrs. Petunia’s frown grew frosty. “Did I say something amusing, sister?”

      “Yes,” Gwynivere answered.

      The simple statement and the steely eyed gaze she shot at Mrs. Petunia wiped the sour expression from the maid’s face. After that they rode in silence, the forest slowly changing around them as the land flattened. The maid and her charge kept throwing glances at Gwynivere when they thought she wasn’t looking, and Logan suspected the gorgeous, self-assured woman intimidated them in a way they never had been before.

      Their glances fell upon him more than he would have liked. Until that was, he saw the color in the princess’s cheeks, and her impish smiles whenever he caught her looking. He shouldn’t have been aware of how adorable she was but couldn’t help himself and from the sly smiles Gwynivere sent his way, she’d noticed him noticing.

      Logan felt fate’s hand was at work here, and he was curious to see where it all led.
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      The thin forest track widened into a country lane, and they broke clear of the forest, entering rolling grasslands. Here and there patchwork crops covered flatlands, usually with a small farmhouse nearby, or a larger structure for the bigger plantations.

      The buildings were built of stone, with flat-topped roofs made of wooden shingles. There were trails of smoke rising from all, including a few smithies at the larger plantations. The farmers and shepherds wore plain, unadorned wool, and looked much like the humans from the village, with dark hair and eyes.

      Gwynivere was the first to break the silence, asking Mrs. Petunia why the farmers didn’t use animals to help with the tilling. Eloise answered her, saying horses and cattle were rare in this quarter of the kingdom. To the north and east, horses were common, but never so common as to be used for farming.

      The women probed Eloise and Mrs. Petunia about this world, learning much in the hours they spent on the road. The town of Eldrath, where they traveled, was the heart of the Holy Knights, the order Sir Reginald was a member of. It was also a thriving trade hub of artifacts and items looted from the wilds. The Adventurer’s Guild handled the auctions that saw traders and collectors come from far and wide.

      To hear Eloise and Mrs. Petunia tell it, Eldrath was the center of light and reason, except for the capitol, of course. They knew little about the town itself, but they had nothing but kind things to say about the old baron and his household.

      “Baron Jarlis is a kindly man,” Mrs. Petunia said with a beaming smile. “Honorable and good like his brothers aren’t. Why, it was he who tasked Sir Reginald with protecting her ladyship and me. Without him, I don’t want to think what would have happened to us!”

      She whipped out a kerchief from somewhere within her livery and dabbed at dry eyes. Sir Reginald frowned, his cold blue eyes never ceasing their constant scan of their surroundings for threats.

      “Why were you riding through such dangerous lands, my lady?” Gwynivere asked.

      “It was my fault,” Eloise said with a frown. Her maid cast her a troubled frown and waved the girl to silence, but she went on. “We were heading to Falstaff for the annual harvest blessing. But our path would have taken us through Lord Falstead’s lands. I overheard the baron’s advisor before we left talking about how Lord Falstead wanted my… my maidenhead and that he would stop at nothing to have it if we passed through his lands.”

      “You traveled the wilds to skirt his lands?” Gwynivere asked. When the girl nodded, she frowned. “And you were attacked not a day’s ride from the seat of this baron’s power?”

      “You can’t think the baron had anything to do with my attack?!” The princess looked at her maid, who shook her head emphatically.

      “Baron Jarlis is a great man,” Mrs. Petunia said as though that closed the subject.

      “Listen to them, lass,” Sir Reginald said, earning himself a sniff from Mrs. Petunia.

      “Sir Reginald?” Eloise asked, and Logan was reminded of Becca when she frowned. Not because the pair resembled one another, but how both could look beautiful even when frowning.

      The taciturn old man didn’t speak for several minutes and when he did, it was with obvious reluctance. “Politics is a dirty business and one the Holy Order is happy to leave alone… I can’t help but wonder why I, the oldest knight in Eldrath, and with the least about of friends, was tasked with your protection, when there were younger, more powerful knights to choose from.”

      “I’m sure there’s an explanation,” Mrs. Petunia said, but her assurance had faded, and she cast a worried frown up at her charge.

      “Baron Jarlis is my father’s youngest brother. He wouldn’t do anything to harm me,” the princess said with a disbelieving laugh. “You worry too much, Sir Reginald.”

      “What would it hurt if we waited to confirm?” Logan asked, drawing the attention of all three to him. “We can disguise your red hair and face behind illusions and sneak you into town. While we hole up in an inn, Sir Reginald and I can ask around and see what we can find out.”

      “You’ve already helped us enough, sir.” Princess Eloise said with a gracious smile. “I couldn’t in good conscious accept such generosity. All will be well, you’ll see. I trust Uncle Jarlis with my life.”

      It was clear the old knight didn’t like it, but her lady’s maid gave a sharp nod of approval. Logan tried two more times to get the girl to listen to sense, but she wouldn’t hear of it. He dropped the topic, and soon the city came into view when they crested a rise in the road.

      Surrounded by stone walls thirty feet tall, every building but the castle was built of the same slate, gray stone and roofed in red tiles. The castle was built of white and pink stone, with soaring towers topped with snapping pennants. The buildings and homes were tightly packed, and even from this distance Logan could smell the press of humanity. Dawn and Gwynivere managed not to flinch at the scent, but he wrinkled his nose and almost gagged.

      The smell grew worse as they approached the walls, but Logan put it out of his mind. She wouldn’t be swayed, and the old knight glared when Gwynivere pressed the issue too much. The gate guards were surprised to see the princess and sent a runner ahead. By the time the party had made it down two narrow streets, a contingent of palace guards arrived on horseback.

      “My lady!” their captain said with obvious shock. “The baron has been worried ever since he heard you failed to arrive at Lord Falstead’s manor. Let’s get you to the castle and behind safe walls.”

      “Sir Hightower, this is Logan, Gwynivere, and Dawn. These adventurers saved us when the brigands attacked.”

      “You have my thanks, sir,” the captain said, without giving the young man or his female companions more than a cursory glance. “Come by the castle gate tomorrow morning and I’ll have a reward waiting for you.”

      Before Logan could say anything in response, the man barked an order for his soldier to move out.

      The princess was tugged after the man, Mrs. Petunia almost ignored as she was bounced between destriers. It was Sir. Reginald who rescued the woman before she could be trampled by the castle guards, who ignored the princess when she asked them to slow. In moments, the girl turned a corner and was gone from Logan’s sight, leaving an empty pit in his gut.

      “There are anthropologists who would kill to be here,” Dawn said, unable to hide her curiosity as she peered into stalls and through the windows of houses.

      “Let’s find an inn,” Gwynivere said, frowning at the attention they were attracting. “Or someplace we can rent a room and maybe get a bath.”

      “A bath sounds lovely!”

      Logan led the way through town, asking several vendors where the best place for travelers was. He got strange looks but the men offered directions. When the three finally stood outside a three-story building with streamers of black lace and riotous music spilling out of the windows, he understood the reason for the odd glances he’d gotten.
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      The Lusty Lady was most definitely not an inn. But it offered rooms for the night at a reasonable price. He said they should keep looking, that there must be an inn where they could get a room, but Dawn and Gwynivere were curious. Both blushed a deep shade of red when they heard giggles and shouts of laughter from within, warning them what to expect, but they wouldn’t leave without a peek inside.

      “Come on, Logan, how many times will we get the chance to see a medieval brothel in action?” Dawn seemed far more excited than the situation called for, but he had to admit he was curious himself.

      Pushing their way in, they were assaulted by sweet smelling smoke and the scent of raw alcohol. The common room was full of carousing men and women, and from the look of the uniformed workers, they catered to both sexes equally. A busty young woman swung by the three with a tray half filled with tankards.

      “You want a room, or a good time, talk to Helen at the bar. If you’re just looking to drink, grab a table and one of us will be by shortly!”

      The woman let out a yelp of surprise when a bearded fellow leaned out from his table and goosed her ass. A well-placed kick sent him sprawling and his buddies guffawing as the waitress sniffed and stalked off.

      Gwynivere and Dawn drew plenty of hungry stares as they wound their way towards the bar. Even in their simple woolen clothing, it was impossible to hide their incredible assets. Even a few women called out, entreating the pair to ditch their handsome young companion and join them at their tables. Gwynivere sniffed in annoyance, but Dawn delighted in the attention.

      The MILF had never felt like a beauty, and it had been decades since she’d attracted this kind of attention walking into a bar. Her cheeks turned a rosy red, but her back straightened and chin came up as well, and Logan was happy to see her confidence grow.

      “What’ll it be?” asked a bulky woman who looked like she would be more comfortable chopping wood than pouring drinks. She barely registered Logan, offering Gwynivere a hungry grin as she reached beneath the bar. “Well, ain’t you the prettiest peach I’ve seen in a while. You lookin’ for work, love? Because I know a few ladies who would sell their firstborn to snag you as a ‘maid.’”

      She made quotation marks around the word, and from her crooked sneer it was clear there would be no cleaning involved with the position.

      “We would like a room for the night,” Gwynivere said, trying hard to ignore the lascivious glances the bartender gave as she took in the sorceress’s curvy figure.

      “It’s like that, is it?” the bartender said, slapping a key atop the wooden surface and coming up with a bottle of blue liquid in the other. The woman eyed Logan, her sour expression shifting to grudging approval. “You’re a lucky man.”

      “I know,” Logan said with a wink that earned him a chortle from the bulky woman.

      She dug out four small glasses and poured the blue liquid in them, “Two silver a night, unless you want the Orgy Room, then its four.” When Logan dug out six silvers and set them on the table, the bartender motioned to the glasses. “On the house.”

      “What is it?” Dawn asked with a wary frown that shifted in curious delight after a brief sniff. “It smells like cherries and cream!”

      “Elven fruit wine,” the bartender said, winking lasciviously at Gwynivere once again as she downed her glass. “You three will sleep well after a glass of it.”

      “Thank you,” Logan said, warily sipping his glass, then drinking it down once the sweet taste hit his tongue.

      Gwynivere frowned but drank hers after a moment’s hesitation, and instantly felt a flush to her skin. Not the afterglow of alcohol, but something deeper, burning in the core of her body and causing her cheeks to heat, skin to tingle and eyes to stray to the powerful and beautiful young man beside her. Giggling, she found her fingers hooking into his belt before she yanked him close.

      “Logan, have I ever told you how beautiful your eyes are? I find myself missing the golden one… so alien and odd.”

      “All these men keep staring at me,” Dawn mumbled, pressing into Logan’s other side, and staring up at him with the same mindless devotion as Gwynivere. “But it’s your eyes I want on me! Ever since you first came over, baby, I’ve spent so many nights imagining your hungry touch… Jesus, what’s wrong with me?”

      The healer blinked, pulling back from where she’d been draped atop the young man. Realizing where her fingers had been, she glanced around in embarrassment, but other than the bartender, who watched them with an amused expression, no one was paying them any attention.

      Dawn had never done drugs, but she imagined they would have felt something like this. Her skin was alive, the slightest breeze sending waves of sensation cascading through her body. Gwynivere was practically crawling atop Logan, her fingers already slipping within his waistband as she pulled him close, chest heaving and great breasts straining against the confines of her woolen dress.

      Logan’s chest heaved as he stood there. The elven wine had awakened the endless sea of desire he kept tight wraps on, but not the consuming madness. It took him two seconds to master the desire, willing himself into control. It was made difficult by Gwynivere rubbing her large breasts all over his arm and chest, but when he glanced down at Dawn, he saw she’d managed some control as well.

      “What did you poison us with?” he asked the bartender, hand closing around the grip of his sword.

      “Poison?” The woman barked a laugh and waved around the room. “Love, everything in this place is a poison. I’m just ensuring that pretty bit of yours has a good time tonight.”

      Winking, she flipped the key up at Logan, who was forced to snatch it before it hit him in the chest. “Room twenty-three, top of the stairs and end of the hall… Have fun, gorgeous.”

      “Hmm?” Gwynivere didn’t bother looking over when the bartender addressed her, letting a staggering Logan lead her towards the wide staircase.

      Dawn reached over the bar and snatched up a bottle of elven wine, saying. “Put it on our tab!”

      The three stumbled up the stairs, careening off walls as the effects of the elven wine worked its magic on them. By the time Logan got the door unlocked, Gwynivere had his britches unlaced and a warm hand wrapped around his manhood.

      Blood rushed through Logan’s ears, drowning out the cries of pleasure and rocking beds in other rooms. All he could hear were the desperate panting breaths of Dawn and Gwynivere as lust overtook them. The three managed to shut the door and stumble over to the narrow cot before falling into a pile of limbs, tearing the clothing off one another.
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      The elven wine loosened their inhibitions and ramped up their desire to the point none of them cared how loud they got, or who might be overheard. Dawn was in heaven as Logan’s powerful arms threw her and Gwynivere atop the straw-stuffed mattress. Gwynivere rolled into her, the gorgeous woman’s fingers lacing in Dawn’s hair as she pulled her into a passionate kiss.

      Head light, the MILF almost didn’t register the thick fingers digging at her panties and hauling them down. Moaning into Gwynivere’s lips, she rolled atop the other woman, letting Logan manhandle her wide ass and yelping in delight when his heavy hand laid a firm slap across the sensitive flesh. Then he was inside her, the ache of desire fading as he took her with powerful thrusts.

      Hands ran up Dawn’s sides, tugging free her dress and caressing her massive breasts. Gwynivere broke off the kiss, her fiery lips trailing their way down Dawn’s neck and across her breasts, until she latched onto one inverted nipple, suckling hard.

      “Oh goddess, yes!”

      A silvery glow erupted around Dawn as the first of many orgasms crashed upon her, causing Gwynivere and Logan to convulse with pleasure as the magic heightened what they were already feeling. As the MILF came back to herself, she felt Gwynivere moving rhythmically beneath her and grinned when she heard the wet sloshing sounds of their sexes joining.

      Rolling off Gwynivere, she watched the gorgeous sorceress reach her peak as Logan took her with powerful thrusts, his narrow hips jackhammering into her as he gripped her thighs. The look of pleasure on his face awoke memories of Dawn’s early fantasies, imagining what the handsome young man would look like taking her with such force.

      She stood beside him, letting his hands maul her body, as he gripped her tight, hot tongue slipping between her lips. Gwynivere’s loud yelps of pleasure rose into a high-pitched shriek that must have been heard by the entire building when Dawn laid a glowing finger atop her clit. She felt Logan shuddering when her fingers slid along the shaft of his cock, causing it to throb and flood Gwynivere’s pussy with cum.

      The young man wasn’t sated, she saw, and giggling like she was back in high school, Dawn let him drag her atop himself as he fell beside Gwynivere. The dark-haired sorceress was lost in a sea of pleasure as she writhed beside them, her beauty drawing Dawn’s eye nearly as much as Logan’s.

      She threw one thigh across his hips and wrapped her fingers around the base of his steel hard cock. Taking a moment to marvel at its turgid length, she bent low and placed a gentle kiss on the head, shivering when she tasted her friend upon him. Eyes meeting Logan’s, she watched the emotion in his lone blue eye deepen as she ran her tongue around the head, then sucked him deep.

      His hand guided her as she sucked hard, letting the slick young cock fuck her mouth. The MILF loved when a man took control, and Logan never failed to use her as she desired. Hearing a kiss, her eyes flew open, and Dawn gave a little shiver of pleasure to see Gwynivere and Logan watching her with hot eyes as they made out.

      “Gluk! Gluk! Gluk!”

      “Fuck her, Logan,” Gwynivere purred in his ear, her pale blue eyes locked on Dawn’s. “I want to watch her gorgeous body riding you.”

      “Mmmgh, me too,” Logan said, his voice deep and commanding.

      Dawn shuddered in pleasure when his fingers laced in her thick hair and hauled her up his body. Whimpering like a puppy returned to its master, she pressed her wetness against him until she felt a sturdy, steel hard cock dig into her hip. She couldn’t be sure if the growl was his or hers, but they both let out hisses of satisfaction as she sank upon him.

      With a hard thrust, Logan buried himself to the hilt in Dawn’s soft pussy, and he watched in delight as her massive breasts shook. She rode him for a long time, loving their eyes and hands upon her body, in between their deep make out sessions. By the time Logan flooded her womb with his cum, she was covered in sweat and weak from her own string of orgasms. As she recovered, Dawn took Gwynivere’s place and got to watch the gorgeous sorceress take her pleasure from their handsome young lover.

      The three passed out on the itchy mattress, sated, exhausted and with the beginnings of pounding headaches from the elven wine.
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      Logan woke the next morning with a crick in his neck and a pounding headache. Prizing himself from between the women, he pulled on his clothes and set about finding the baths. He returned to find Gwynivere and Dawn up and chatting happily as they combed out one another’s hair.

      When the women learned of the bathing room downstairs, they were up and out of the room before he could blink. Then he spent a boring three hours waiting until they finished. The room had a small window that Logan stared out of, watching the goings on of the town with curiosity. The women were ecstatic when they came back, their hair and skin smelling of floral soap.

      They decided to explore the town while they were there. The women quickly came up with a list of supplies they wanted, and they set out to purchase what they could. They stopped at a vendor and soon the pair were haggling with the shopkeeper.

      Logan found himself laden with half a dozen bags before they left the market. On their way back to the Lusty Lady, they spotted the Adventurer’s Guild. A small stone building with a neatly appointed office, they found the inside empty save for an officious-looking man behind the counter.

      “Greeting’s, travelers,” the man said, straightening the small stack of papers before himself until they were precisely aligned, before looking up.

      He blinked in surprise when he took in the three standing before him. Adjusting his spectacles, Logan noticed him mutter silently to himself as he scanned the three from head to toe. He took particular interest in himself and Gwynivere, pausing on them the longest.

      “We wanted to sign up for the Guild,” Logan said, feeling as though the little man had stripped him naked, then weighed and measured him down to the ounce.

      “I hazard to say you’ve already done your fair share of adventuring. I’ve seen people from every corner of the kingdom but yours is an odd accent… Where do you hail from, strangers?” Logan had found it easier to say nothing than to make up a lie. When they didn’t respond, he harrumphed and pulled a sheet from the stack before him. He held it out and motioned to one of the small desks along the walls. “Please fill this out in triplicate, one for each member of your party.”

      “If I may ask,” Dawn said, interrupting the little man’s spiel and causing him to frown. “What’s the benefit of joining? We would have to pay dues, or a tax, I’m assuming. And what do the members get?”

      The little man looked offended as he sat up straight, adjusting his spectacles and speaking in a rush, “Ma’am, unless you were raised in the wilds, outside the kingdom, you would know the Guild is a sanctuary to all. Once a member in good standing, all previous crimes and indiscretions are no longer binding. With the understanding, sad as it is, that most will lose their lives in service. Often in dark dungeons where no grave can be dug, or dirge sung to ease their passage. But the kingdom will be safer and her boarders ever wider for their sacrifice.”

      Adjusting his spectacles, he continued in a less sonorous voice. “Yes, we collect a yearly fee to maintain our… independence. But it’s nominal and only used to run our offices such as this one and the occasional bribe. Now,” he said, glowering at her, “If I may finish.”

      “Please do,” Dawn said, giving the man a flirty wink that caused his anger to fade, but his cheeks stayed red as he adjusted his spectacles once more and continued, unable to meet her eyes.

      “As I was saying, once the paperwork is on file, you’ll be given your medallions and a guidebook on the Guild’s laws and traditions. Flapjack breakfasts are on the first morning after a dark moon. They’re free for members in good standing. Also, when you’ve completed a quest, you visit one of these branches to receive the King’s Reward.”

      “What if we’ve already completed quests?” Logan asked.

      “If you aren’t a member of the guild, you’ll get experience, but no rewards,” he said with a shrug of apology. “The king allots the Guild a fixed stipend for quest rewards. The laws governing such things are arcane, but if you’re interested, we have a barrister in the capital that can explain in further detail.”

      “I understand,” he said, eager to get away from the officious little man as he took the papers and retreated with Dawn and Gwynivere to a desk along one wall.

      Logan felt like he was at the DMV as he filled out his forms. There were several boxes they left blank, not wanting to make up names for home villages and the like. When they handed the forms back, the man scanned them, frowning when he saw the blank boxes. It didn’t seem to matter for their membership as he rose from his seat; he retreated behind a narrow door, returning a minute later with a silver medallion and a small leather-bound tome.

      They were all eager to read through the guidebook, but when they got outside and cracked them open, they found crude drawings inside, the meanings of which were only puzzled out after much squinting and debate.

      It made sense to Logan, if not the women. The guild couldn’t be certain of its members’ literacy and the drawings were an easier way to communicate. It became a game to figure out what the prints meant, and the three found themselves back at the Lusty Lady as the evening meal was being served.

      The meal of roast duck packed into trenchers of dark brown bread and covered in gravy tasted better than it looked, and Logan found himself ordering another trencher entirely for himself. While Gwynivere and Dawn discussed what they’d learned about the Church and Order of Sorcerers, Logan heard something that caused him to eavesdrop on his neighbor’s conversation.

      “Aye, it’s happening Sunday,” grumbled a swarthy man. “Lord Falstead has already made the announcement and the baron’s supposedly going to make it a week of celebration after the wedding.”

      “Poor lass,” a second man said. “Lord Falstead is a hard man… You heard what he did to the cat-girl servants?”

      “Aye,” said the first man, spitting to the side and grimacing. “They aren’t rumors either. My cousin Barl helped dig the graves… Poor little kittens looked like a beast had gotten to them… It’s going to mean war, when the king learns what Baron Jarlis is letting the man do to his girl.”

      “What happened to the princess?” Logan asked, earning a frown from the pair.

      “Mind your own busine—NGK!”

      The man was cut off when Logan seized him by the collar. The young warrior wasn’t aware of his own strength and the little merchant shook like a rag doll in his fist, the chair snapping beneath him. A dozen heads swung to see what the commotion was, then turned away quickly when they saw Logan haul the little man up, holding him so his feet dangled a full foot off the ground.

      “What happened to the princess?” Logan asked through gritted teeth, anger flooding him hot and fierce.

      “Inghh daghh twogher!” The little man tried to speak, but Logan’s grip on his collar choked off the words.

      “Peace friend,” said his companion, blinking up owlishly. “The girls been snatched by the baron.” He pointed up towards the ceiling in the vague direction of the castle. “S’pposedly she’s in the keep… hic… under guard. She’s a pretty bit, but nothing to do ‘bout it now… hic… Lord Falstead will have her maidenhead, so’s the king can’t marry her off… hic… and the baron will take the crown.”

      “Logan?”

      He felt more than saw Gwynivere’s concerned gaze, but Logan’s mind was already made up. There were others looking their way, and he didn’t want to say more. Releasing the small merchant, he motioned for the women to follow him up as he made his way back to their room.

      “We’re going to rescue her, aren’t we?” Dawn asked with an excited grin once they were inside the small room.

      “I will be,” Logan said, pulling on his hauberk and cinching the belt tight. “You two will wait for me near the gate—”

      “Ha!” Gwynivere’s barked laugh didn’t sound amused, and when he glanced over at her, she was glaring dangerously. “You aren’t thinking clearly, f you assume we’ll let you go alone.”

      He opened his mouth, intent on putting his foot down about not letting the women put themselves in harm’s way, but realized the folly before he could. With Becca and Meryl, it had been easy, but something about the older women made Logan more protective and fearful of putting them in danger. Gwynivere’s frown shifted into a smile, and she patted him on the cheek.

      “Be a good boy and head down to the common room. Gather a basket full of ash and soot from the hearth.” When Logan frowned in confusion, she swatted him on the shoulder. “That is, unless you have a plan for getting over the walls?”
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      Logan hurried to accomplish the task, aware of the strange looks he got from the cook and her helpers when he dug through the ash pile out back. His hands were coated in soot when he got back to the room.

      “Good,” Gwynivere said, when she saw the bucket of soot. “This will help, but we’ll need information on where the girl is being kept.”

      “Mrs. Petunia will know,” Dawn said, “if we can find her.”

      “That’s our priority, then,” Logan said, reaching down to grip her hand. “Are you sure you’re ok coming?”

      “Of course,” Dawn said with a nervous nod. “I’m scared, and part of me wants to turn around and run away, but I can’t let you two go in alone. I’d never forgive myself if anything happened and I wasn’t there to help.”

      “She can help us get to Mrs. Petunia,” Gwynivere said, stuffing the last of her things in her pack and strapping it to her back. “We need some vestments, like we saw at the church today.”

      “I think I know how we can get some.” Dawn’s cheeks heated a fiery red, but she wouldn’t say more as she slipped out of their room.

      “Let’s hope she’s right,” Gwynivere said.

      “What did you need the ash for?” Logan asked.

      “To blacken that hair of yours,” she said with a snort. “The girl’s red locks too, if we get her free. I can get us up and over the walls with a levitation spell, but we’ll be naked to the eyes of every guard along them if we aren’t careful.” Gwynivere eyed Logan up and down, a speculative light in her eyes. “What is it about this girl? Have you felt a connection, like you did with Becca, Meryl and the rest?”

      Logan shook his head but felt his cheeks heating at the amusement in his lover’s eyes.

      “I haven’t,” he said, but guilt chafed at him, and he found himself speaking thoughts he hadn’t admitted to himself. “But there is something there… plus, she had The Art of Rule… And… I don’t know, Gwynivere. It just feels important.”

      Her amused smile shifted to warmth as she pulled him into the circle of her arms.

      “We’ll get her free and figure it out.” Her hot breath tickled his neck as she whispered in his ear, “The reflection we saw in the Goddess’s mirror said there would be a dozen brides.”

      “But if this is all a game made by Simon—” He began, but she silenced him with warm fingers across his lips and, pulling back, gazed up at him with soft, loving eyes.

      “We don’t know what this world is, only guesses. We can’t let assumptions guide us, right?”

      Logan nodded, chagrined, then turned when the door burst open. Dawn’s excited grin slipped when she saw the pair embracing, turning lascivious, but only for a second as the excitement bubbled back to the surface. Pulling a bundle from behind her she shook out a complete set of priestess’s vestments, identical to what they’d spotted at the cathedral.

      “I figured they must get men with a fetish for priestesses,” Dawn said, her cheeks turning a darker shade of red.

      “Brilliant,” Gwynivere said. “Pull them on, we’ll have to hurry.”

      As Dawn disrobed and pulled on the vestments, Gwynivere described her plan to them. Logan only had a couple of qualms with it, insisting on wearing his sword, even though it would complicate the lie she’d constructed. After some practice, Gwynivere was able to hide the weapon by disguising it behind a simple illusion, giving the tall young man a hunch on his back.

      “You’ll have to stoop and lean forward, or the hilt will poke through the illusion,” Gwynivere said with a critical frown as she inspected her work. “It should fool any but the sharpest of minds, but you’ll have to take care.”

      “I will,” Logan said, offering her a grateful smile before turning and leading the way out.

      Evening in the city of Eldrath was a quiet time. Shops and stalls were closed and the only activity they passed were men carousing in taverns and families streaming home from the temple district. The couples nodded to Dawn and Gwynivere respectfully and cast wary glances at Logan before hurrying away.

      “If we can’t get through the gates,” Gwynivere said as they made their way through town, “our second option will be going over the walls, but that has a lot of risk.”

      Logan couldn’t see a problem with the plan, and kept his mouth shut as the ladies led him between them. He hadn’t seen the face Gwynivere gave him, but it must have been an awful sight. Even the guards frowned warily at him, though not out of fear he was happy to see, but revulsion. The group wasn’t stopped until they tried making their way into the district just outside of the keep. Ringed by a low wall, it was guarded by two portly fellows who stopped the three with a lazy wave of their hands.

      “Where are you taking the man, sisters?” one asked with a frown for me and a grin for Gwynivere when he caught her features beneath the hood. “Ain’t you a looker, sister? If you ever want to forget your vows for a night—”

      “Show some respect, Garith!” the other guardsman barked, a knot of rank on his shoulder denoting he was in charge. The first speaker looked mollified, but his eyes never left Gwynivere’s face and body, and he licked his lips in a way that caused Logan to grow uncomfortable. “Sorry, sister. Garith’s been out on a march with Lord Falstead. Can I help you with something?”

      “We’re taking this young man from the sanitarium to the dungeons.”

      It was Dawn who spoke, drawing their attention to herself. The MILF trapped their attention by clasping her hands and pressing her elbows together, causing wonderful things to happen to her enormous bosom. The two guards didn’t even notice Gwynivere muttering quietly under her breath, or her fingers working a spell. All they could see was Dawn, who suddenly grew more charming and attractive to their eyes.

      “That’s very irregular, sister,” the sergeant said, rubbing the back of his head as he frowned.

      “I understand,” Dawn said, her voice oozing charm. “But we all know the baron has the best dungeons and guards in the kingdom. This man’s madness needs solid walls and steel bars to keep others safe from him.”

      The second guard palmed the hilt of his sword and took a half step forward.

      “Want us to handle the problem for you?” He grinned evilly as he began drawing the sword.

      “That won’t be necessary!” Gwynivere said, drawing their attention to herself.

      Logan blinked and felt his mouth go dry. Had he ever noticed how bright blue and sparkling her eyes were? Or how her hair hung in perfect loose curls about her perfect face? Heart racing, he nearly lurched over and pulled the sorceress into a kiss but at the last second recognized the influence of her magic on his mind and senses.

      Shaking his head, he tore his eyes away from Gwynivere, but noticed the two guardsmen were deep beneath her spell. They stared with slack jaws, eyes vacant, and drool pooling in their mouths and dripping out the sides.

      “Could one of you gentlemen escort us to the cells?” Gwynivere asked in a coquettish voice. “I fear this is our first time in your fair city.”

      “I can!” Garith offered at the same time his sergeant shook his head.

      The older man shot the younger a frown of disapproval, but Garith shot him a wheedling look and pressed his hands together in the universal sign of pleading.

      “Come on, Sergeant Horbut, ain’t nothing going on tonight… You know who and his men won’t be here until morning.”

      “Lord Falstead?” Dawn asked, and I wanted to curse under my breath when she revealed her knowledge, but the older sergeant just chuckled.

      “Words already gotten out, eh? The gossip mongers are working overtime today.” He gave a sigh. “I suppose it’s fine. You can keep this one,” he said, motioning at Logan with a frown of distaste, “from bothering the sisters. But hurry back. If you’re caught, Captain will make you stand guard during the wedding festivities.”

      Garith flashed Gwynivere a flirty grin and motioned for them to follow him. He and the sergeant were respectful towards Dawn and Gwynivere in their habits, but from their leering glances and hinting comments, it was clear celibacy wasn’t universal amongst the clergy.
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      It became clear as they made their way through the bailey and down a narrow set of stairs that Garith thought Gwynivere’s invitation was for more than just an escort. The man took control of Logan with a rough grip at the back of his neck. There was a nervous moment when the hilt of Logan’s sword nearly hit his arm, but he didn’t notice anything.

      Trusting that Gwynivere and Dawn could handle themselves with the amorous guardsman, Logan trained his focus on the interior of the castle. The walls were two paces thick, and the inner gate had a large bailey with a murder hole in the roof. There weren’t any guards posted on the inside, but he spotted two pairs walking around the top of the walls on opposite sides of one another.

      The last thing he noticed before the guard shoved him into the narrow stairwell was his reflection in a horse trough. The moonlight was bright, but only half of his hideous mug was illuminated. It was enough to cause Logan to flinch. Eye mismatched and drooping, with a forehead sloped and a jaw jutting, he looked deranged. The guard noticed him flinch at his own reflection and barked a cruel laugh.

      “‘Fraid of his self! You see that sister?” He elbowed Dawn roughly, earning a grimace in the shape of a smile. “You two must be sick of his ugly mug. Reckon, you’re hungry for a real man, eh?”

      He waggled his eyebrows at Dawn, leering down her neckline, but before the MILF could give away how revolting she found him, Gwynivere stepped in and slipped an arm through his.

      “You’re so right,” she purred. “And the faster we ditch him in one of those cells, the sooner we can all find ourselves a nice little nook.”

      “The both of you…?” He stared with naked greed at the pair of them, not noticing how their smiles never touched their eyes, and nodded eagerly.

      The bottom of the stairs ended in a narrow passage beneath the keep. The walls were damp, and the air was heavy with the reek of refuse and unwashed bodies. After growing used to the stench of the city, Logan had thought he was toughened to any smell, but the Black Cells were worse by a large margin. Even the guardsman coughed and choked when he took in a deep breath.

      A small room was at one end of the hall, lit by a lantern’s glow. An old guardsman sat at a desk in the room and picked his head up when Garith pushed his way in.

      “Ain’t you supposed to be on gate duty, Garith?”

      “Aye.” The man nodded, then motioned behind him to Gwynivere and Dawn. “Sisters need to drop off a madman. Wanted to dump him in the Black Cells.”

      The old guard’s eyes narrowed on the women. Logan's heart thudded when he leaned back in his seat and repositioned a heavy crossbow that had been hiding beneath the desk. The draw on that weapon looked heavy, and though Logan knew little about them, what he’d learned from the dark elves told him one of those steel bolts could tear through his chest as if it were paper.

      He wanted to move out of the way of the deadly weapon, but wasn’t ready to draw attention to himself. Luckily, the man let out a sigh as he kicked up and out of his chair and pulled out a heavy ring of keys on his belt.

      “Is the princess down here?” Garith asked, a note of curiosity in his voice.

      At mention of the princess, Logan stiffened and noticed Dawn and Gwynivere do the same. The two men didn’t seem to notice their brief hesitations and went on speaking as if they weren’t there.

      “Naw, the baron only threatened her with it. You should’ve heard the cunt caterwauling. He ordered that knight of hers to stuff her in a cellar somewhere and shut her up. Isn’t that ironic?”

      “And they said the baron was stupid for taking vows,” Garith sniggered. “Ain’t stopped him from enjoying those elven girls.”

      “Here we are, sisters,” the older guardsman said, pulling open the heavy steel door, its rusty hinges squealing. Even he flinched at the reek that wafted up from the Black Cells, and Logan felt his gorge rise and prayed he’d be able to keep it down in there.

      It wasn’t the smell that affected Logan the most, but the aura surrounding these cells. It was almost like he could feel the ghosts littering these hallways, their pain and torment twisting their minds forever after. He’d been in deeper places in Fae, with millions of tons of rock pressing down on him, and tighter passages. But in all his time in the Darkened, Logan had never felt the terror of suffocation and entrapment that claustrophobia engendered till now. Hands clutched at his arms and back, holding onto more than guiding the prisoner. Logan sensed the women’s terror, but he couldn’t afford to give them reassurance now.

      “Why don’t we dump the retard in here,” Garith said, hooking his thumb into an empty cell. “Then we can get down to enjoying ourselves.”

      When Gwynivere tittered and glanced at Dawn, eyes widened in what appeared to be excitement, but was really a question about what to do next. Logan gave her the answer when he drove his fist into the side of the man’s face as he ogled the sorceress’s cleavage. The guardsman was wearing a helm that did him no good as his skull bounced off the inside and he crumpled into a wordless heap at their feet.

      “Help me drag him in,” Logan said to the women, who stared at him in shock.

      Dawn moved first, grabbing one of his feet, and with a shake, Gwynivere took the other. The three dragged the man inside the empty cell.

      “We’re going to need another illusion,” he said, motioning down at the guardsman’s face, and Gwynivere brightened.

      “Brilliant.” She looked relieved and when Logan frowned in question she admitted with chagrin, “For a moment there I thought you’d gone mad with jealousy.”

      “I enjoyed it more than I should have,” Logan said, wincing when he saw the dent in the man’s nose.

      That’s never going to look the same, he thought to himself as Gwynivere worked.

      Logan and Dawn stripped the guard of his clothes and as Gwynivere fixed the illusion onto the slumbering guardsman. He pulled on the sweat stained and stinking uniform. It was too short in the arms and legs, but he hoped that went unnoticed in the darkness.

      The Black Cells were aptly named. The only light that reached them was faint rays from the lantern in the outer room. Gwynivere couldn’t risk casting a magical light and had to pray the illusion didn’t need any final touches. Logan pushed the guardsman to the back of the cell and stuffed a strip of cloth torn from his shirt into his mouth and tied it in place.

      Dawn checked and made sure the man wouldn’t accidentally swallow the rag and choke to death, then the three slipped from the cell and closed and locked the door behind them. Logan pushed down his fears of being detected and presented with confident excitement as he pulled the two women close.

      “You lucky bastard,” the older guardsman said when he glanced up at the three. His eyes passed right over Logan, not seeing through the illusion, and he licked his lips lasciviously as he stared at Gwynivere’s tits and ass. “If you need help with them two, let me know.”

      “Mhmm,” Logan grunted, not wanting his voice to give the lie away, and flashed the man a grin as they hurried through the room and down the hallway.

      It wasn’t until they started to climb the narrow stone steps that Logan breathed a sigh of relief.

      “We got past the guard, but how do we find the princess?” Dawn asked. “It’s not like we can knock at every door we come across.”

      “No,” Logan said, pausing at the top of the steps to check that the coast was clear. “But we can look for the door Sir. Reginald is guarding.”

      “I suppose that works,” Dawn said and when Logan turned back and raised an eyebrow at her, she hesitated until Gwynivere motioned for her to speak. “It’s just this is a large place, and we could easily get lost inside the castle, or find we can’t get past a guarded door.”

      “What are you thinking?” Gwynivere asked.

      “If we split up, we can cover more ground.”

      “Too risky,” Logan said with a shake of his head. “What if one of us gets caught or worse? Rule number one: never split up the party.”

      “I don’t know where that rule came from but Dawn’s right,” Gwynivere said, mollifying Logan’s fears with a calm voice and a warm hand on his arm. “The two of us can move around easier inside the castle than you can, even in that uniform. I can’t be certain someone with a keen mind won’t see through the illusion.”

      Grinding his teeth, Logan tried to see the problem with clear eyes. His fears about the women being captured and taken were powerful and, with an effort of will, he was able to see things clearly. With a sigh of frustration, he nodded and ignoring the bright grins Gwynivere and Dawn flashed to one another, pulled them both into a quick hug.

      “Be fast and return here at the next bell no matter what you’ve found, ok?”

      They agreed, and he watched them hurry across the courtyard and into the castle with his heart in his throat. Watching the pair of women, each holding a piece of his heart, disappear into a dark doorway, with who knew what on the other side, was one of the most painful things Logan had ever endured.

      Leadership required patience and trust in those you led. It was easy to know this is the right way to lead, but harder to put it into practice.

      Every second that passed was agony, but Logan focused on his breathing, letting the breaths flow into the back of his lungs and out. It was only because he was calm, and the blood wasn’t rushing past his ears, that Logan noticed the faint sound of weeping. It came from one of the lower windows of the circular tower on the other side of the clearing and he made his way over warily.

      Two guards passed by overhead on the wall and Logan thought he could feel their eyes boring into the back of his skull. He felt exposed as he drew closer to the window, then he heard the voice clearly and a rush of excitement pushed aside his fears. He could hear the raspy sounds of an old woman crying, and he was certain he knew who they came from.
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      “Mrs. Petunia?”

      “Hello?” Mrs. Petunia’s white head pushed near the narrow window as she peered out the opening. When she saw Logan, she recoiled, and anger clouded her features. “Does your master have more demands for my mistress?”

      He’d forgotten the illusion masking his features, and an idea presented itself.

      “I’m to check on her and see that she’s well,” Logan said, trying to roughen his voice, so she didn’t recognize it.

      The woman glared at him, and he could see the frustration practically steaming off her, but she was a proper lady’s maid and couldn’t ignore his request. Waving for him to come in, Logan circled the tower until he found the entrance. A single guardsman stood there and frowned when he appeared, but Mrs. Petunia shooed the man aside when she pushed the door open.

      “My lady will be trying to get her rest, so let’s make this quick.”

      “What’s this?” the guard asked, frowning at Logan.

      “Orders from the baron,” Logan said, his skin crawling as he waited for the guard to see through his illusion and all hell to break loose. If he was forced to fight his way free of the castle at this point, he’d surely die or end up in shackles, but he prayed Gwynivere and Dawn could win their way free. “Gotta make sure the girl hasn’t hung herself.”

      “Hmph!” The guard laughed. “Little minx might do it too, just to spite his lordship.”

      “Step aside, you oaf,” Mrs. Petunia growled.

      The guardsman turned to the elderly maid and with a casualness that took Logan’s breath away, smashed the back of his gauntleted hand across her face, sending her careening against the doorjamb. Every fiber of Logan’s being wanted to smash his own fist into the man’s face, but he stilled his arms with a monumental act of will, even managing a sickly grin, when the guard turned to him and chortled.

      “That’ll teach the old bit from making demands… Hey, if those knights are willing, we might get us some princess-puss tonight. What do you say?”

      Logan grunted non-committally as he pushed into the tower, his fear of this man gone, and he almost dared him to challenge them.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Logan said, trying his best to imitate Garith’s rough voice, but he wasn’t paying attention to the edges of his illusion. The front part of its protruding belly pushed past the guardsman’s arm, and he frowned in confusion, but it was Mrs. Petunia who spoke.

      “Assassin!” the crone squawked, her weak limbs flailing against Logan, who grunted in annoyance as he stepped over her.

      The guard was still trying to puzzle out what he’d just seen and, thankfully, was ignoring the old woman’s cries, letting Logan plant a solid blow to the side of his head. His unhelmeted skull bounced off the rock wall with a sickening “splat” and the man fell in a boneless heap just inside the doorway.

      Unfortunately, the young warrior felt something break in his hand when he contacted with the guard’s skull and the fingers wouldn’t work when he tried to pick up a terrified Mrs. Petunia.

      “Help! Guards! Assassin in the tower!”

      “Quiet woman,” Logan growled, swiping a hand through the illusion, masking his face, letting the magic smear for a second, revealing his face. “I’m here to rescue your princess. Where is she?”

      “Wha— The princess… Logan?” The elderly woman ran a hand down the front of her dress, smoothing it out and pressing her white hair back in an attempt to make herself more presentable.

      Logan wasn’t paying attention as he’d put his head to the narrow arrow slit and looked around to see if her shouts had alerted anyone, and he cursed quietly when he saw the two wall guards had circled back. They spoke to one another, the taller man pointing and in moments the shorter took off at a trot, presumably coming down to investigate.

      Motion on the other side of the courtyard alerted him to Gwynivere and Dawn’s presence. He couldn’t make out much in the dark shadows beneath the bailey, but he could tell it was them at the barest glance.

      “Bartram! Is all well in the tower?” the wall guard called down and Logan cursed again beneath his breath.

      If he screwed this up and the guards went on high alert, they would fall upon him and the women with overwhelming odds. There wasn’t a chance to escape, not in the heart of the baron’s power. Nerves on fire, Logan stifled a grin that threatened to find its way onto his face.

      Perhaps I am mad, because this is fun, he thought to himself as he motioned Mrs. Petunia to silence and stepped next to the open doorway. Reaching down, he undid his belt and pulled out his manhood. The old woman’s eyes widened, and her mouth gawped, but nothing came out and he cautioned her to silence once more.

      His guts twisted, and he felt sickened with himself for the necessity, while at the same time his heart thudded, and he felt alive. Time slowed around him, the old battle focus taking over, then stepped into the open doorway with an exaggerated swagger.

      “Bartram’s busy.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder and spoke in the gruff voice once more. “Old lady didn’t put up much of a fight.”

      He heard a snort of amusement from the wall and saw a figure climbing down a set of nearly invisible steps, the shorter guardsman. The man’s attention wasn’t on Logan’s face, but on his nakedness as he covered his mouth in amusement.

      “Knew it,” the man said with an evil chortle. “Bart’ll stick his cod piece in anything with a pulse. Didn’t know you were so hard up, Garith… Come by the barracks some night and we’ll see that hog taken care of.”

      The man at the top of the wall made a sound of disgust and Logan saw his hands twist on the haft of his spear. His disgust didn’t seem to be for Logan’s lewdness, or his partner’s open regard, but for what he thought was taking place in the tower. Surprised to find a man of honor in this den of thieves, he felt for the man when he held his tongue as the shorter man went on about the things “Ole Bart” was getting up to.

      The pair walked off on their route, waving to others that all was well. His relief tempered, Logan stepped back into the tower and set his clothes to rights, then helped Mrs. Petunia up to her feet.

      “They’ll discover the lie any second. Where is the princess being held?”

      “The third floor,” the woman said, finding her words with difficulty. “But… but you’ll never get to her… unless you can fly to the roof! Ha! Ha!”

      Logan stifled her wild laughter with a glare and spun when he heard footsteps nearing the doorway, reaching up and drawing his sword.

      “It’s us!”

      Gwynivere darted into the room with Dawn on her heels. The pair threw their arms around Logan, gripping him in an iron-tight embrace that lasted all of a second, before they sprang away. Mrs. Petunia infuriatingly looked upon the two women with profound relief.

      “She’s on the third floor,” Logan said, turning and leading the way with his sword out ahead.

      “Sir. Eustace guards the door!” Mrs. Petunia hissed from the rear. “Shouldn’t the Holy Sister, or the sorceress, fight such a worthy adversary?”

      Logan ground his teeth together and tried to ignore the comment, and the three more that followed. Comments about his youth and humble origins being insufficient to deal with the vaunted Sir Reginald. By the time they climbed the narrow set of curving stairs to the third floor, Logan couldn’t wait to be done with it. Then he stepped into the half circle room and took in the elderly knight.
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      Sir Reginald stood at attention, sheathed sword held in one hand at his side. His face was composed in a peaceful countenance that set a trembling of worry deep within Logan.

      “Step aside, Sir Reginald,” Logan said, lowering the tip of his blade as he edged into the room. “You know what the baron and Lord Falstead have planned for the princess, right?”

      “I am aware,” he said with a solemnity that further troubled Logan.

      “Then you know there’s no honor in keeping the girl locked up and forcing her to marry. Or is rape something your order holds in high esteem?”

      The noble knight was untroubled by Logan’s words as he drew his sword with effortless grace and set the scabbard carefully against the wall. Stepping smoothly into a ready stance, his eyes fell upon Logan’s, and the young man saw with a troubled heart that the old knight was ready for death.

      “From where you stand, young warrior, there could be no other choice.” He dipped his head towards Logan. “You have my respect for putting your life on the line for her majesty and honor’s sake. I pray you protect her with that life, as I will, should I triumph this evening.”

      “Step aside, you fool!” Logan growled, his frustration reaching a breaking point as he stalked forward.

      “I have made vows, Logan Pendrake. Vows to my order and the god who founded it… One of those vows is obedience and though I might wish it not, Baron Jarlis’ commands are as the words of my god… I cannot disobey.”

      He said it with such helplessness that Logan grew even angrier. He shifted his grip on the steel longsword, pain sharpening his senses as he moved the broken fingers. Before he could launch into an attack, Dawn spoke up, trying one last time to reason with the stalwart knight.

      “Sir Reginald, the goddess wouldn’t want this for the girl, nor for you… Step aside, sir, please. If you force Logan to do this…”

      Mrs. Petunia made a sound in the back of her throat of disbelief, but it was Sir Reginald who held everyone’s attention. The old knight stood straight and raised his sword, hilt to heart in salute, then launched himself with a silent scream at Logan.

      The attack was fast as lightning, but Logan had been waiting for it. Deflecting the strike with a riposte Ly’Synthia had taught him, he saw the old knights’ eyes widen at the unfamiliar attack. Side and neck open to Logan’s counterattack, he hesitated, unable and unwilling to cut down the honorable old man.

      He regretted the hesitation almost instantly, when Sir Reginald took advantage of Logan’s hesitation and swiped the deflected tip of his sword across the young man’s cheek. The two combatants circled, launching probing attacks to test one another’s defenses. The longer the fight went on, the more Logan’s injuries pressed in on his thoughts, distracting him.

      “You’re good, Logan Pendrake,” the old man said between deep pants after a particularly brutal attack. He wiped a line of blood from the corner of his mouth where Logan’s pommel had dislodged a few teeth. “A blade-master has taught you, and taught you well… Are you some foreign prince, in disguise perhaps?”

      “You fight a king, Sir Reginald,” Gwynivere said, her tone so commanding it forced the two men to pause in their attacks. Her anger was plain, and the gorgeous woman commanded the room as few queens could. “Commanding more souls than you can imagine. Holding their fates, their very lives in his hands… Do you still seek violence?”

      “Honor compels me, dear lady,” the old knight said, a new fire lit in his eyes as he took in Logan’s tall form, the illusion now having completely gone. “Though I wish it weren’t so. To know who and what you are, boy, fills me with relief. Treat her well.”

      “Don’t do this,” Logan growled through his teeth, sweat and blood making his grip unsure on the hilt of his blade.

      “May you have as honorable a death as I, Logan Pendrake.”

      Blue eyes sparkling, the old man kissed the cross-guard of his sword, where the holy symbol of his order was inscribed and, with a shout that rattled the stones above their heads, threw himself at Logan. The attack was an all or nothing, two handed chop that left him open to Logan’s thrust.

      Staring down at his hand, the young king staggered back, the sound of a dying animal piercing his ears. He would have demanded someone shut it up until he realized the voice was his own. Wet blood soaked through his knees as he cradled the old man in his arms. Weak fingers reached up and tapped his heart as a tired smile graced Sir Reginald’s lip.

      “You have a good heart… ghk… let it guide you…” Panic set into the old man’s eyes as he gazed off into the distance, and steely strong fingers gripped Logan’s arm. “Daughter… in Helveworth… see her well—”

      “I will,” Logan ground out, his tongue too thick for speech and his every muscle stiff as he fought back the overwhelming emotion.

      Then the man was dead.

      Body relaxing, the room filled with the scent of his death, but Logan paid it no mind. Picking the old man up, he stepped toward the closed door. It was Mrs. Petunia who rushed forward, her face white as a sheet and eyes red rimmed with emotion, but she moved with purpose now. Keys rattling, she pulled the heavy wooden door open, revealing the princess kneeling on the other side.

      The girl stared up at Logan, her face twisted with emotion, but instead of crumpling, she rose smoothly and stepped aside.

      “You need to make me look like her majesty,” Mrs. Petunia was saying to Gwynivere.

      Her words went on, but Logan tuned them out. He should have been focused and in charge, but he trusted Gwynivere to handle things for the moment, as he lay the old knight down on the room’s single cot. All they’d given the princess was a single cot and a bucket to relieve herself in.

      “He was a good man, a good knight,” Eloise said at Logan’s side.

      The young man didn’t respond until the girl reached over and rested a hand on his shoulder. Then he turned to her with such a baleful expression she gasped and took a half-step back, her heart racing.

      “Logan, stop.”

      The young man had turned and, gripping his sword hilt, began stalking for the door with fixed determination on his face.

      One man was responsible for this, and Logan couldn’t let him live to hurt more people. His purposeful strides didn’t stop until Dawn spoke again. “You’ll kill Gwynivere and I, not to mention the girl… We’ll never be able to return to Becca and the others… is that what you want?”

      “Monsters like him shouldn’t be in power,” Logan growled, knuckles whitening on the hilt of his sword as he took a deep breath, calming himself.

      Turning, he found two princesses. One watched him warily, while the other’s lips were pursed into a familiar frown.

      “We need to leave this place as fast as possible,” Gwynivere said. “The guards could be alerted any minute, and this illusion won’t hold for long.”

      “You have my undying gratitude, Mrs. Petunia,” the real princess said, gripping her magical twin’s hands, eyes filled with emotion.

      “Go on with you, girl,” the masked old woman said, brushing a tear from one cheek as she pushed the girl along. She turned to Dawn as she did. “Keep her safe.”

      A shout from somewhere in the castle brought a chilling silence to the room and Logan felt coldness wash down his spine, chilling his fury with the baron and his men.

      “We need to go. Now!” Logan said, hustling the women before him.
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      He looked back and gave Mrs. Petunia a final nod of thanks and found her staring at his ass and licking her lips. Her illusion-covered face went white as a sheet, then blushed a furious shade of red when she spotted him watching. Then he heard another shout from the guardsmen outside and brought his attention back to the task at hand.

      Logan wasn’t sure what they’d be stepping out of the room into, but he gripped his sword hilt, prepared for anything. He pushed down the steps and out into the castle’s bailey, only to find it empty. Shouts and commotion came from the entrance to the Black Cells, and Logan knew they must have discovered the man he’d struck. It wouldn’t be long before a cry of warning went up, and the gates were locked shut.

      Pushing the girl in her illusionary mask behind him, he felt Gwynivere and Dawn press in close behind him as they hurried across the open square of ground. He felt exposed under the bright moonlight, and every step felt like an eternity until his fears were realized. Then the world rushed forward, headlong.

      “Intruders! Lock the gates! On guard!”

      Logan couldn’t help flinching when the shout rose from the Black Cells, and immediately steered his group of women towards the shadows beneath the castle’s wall. He could already see the gate ahead dropping into place, the creak of its hinges joining the general commotion of a castle coming alive to defend itself.

      More shouts rose from deeper in the castle and Logan heard men rushing into the tower. In moments, they would discover their deception and the entire castle could come down upon them. A sound caused him to turn as a pair of guards crossed by overhead. Spying the nearly hidden staircase from earlier, Logan signaled Gwynivere to remain in place.

      Keeping to the shadows as best as he could, he hurried up the steps. Men burst into the courtyard, but he refused to look their way, knowing some might be able to feel his gaze upon them from the shadows. The party split, with half rushing into the Black Cells and the other half entering the tower. Knowing time was short, he pushed to the top of the wall and peered around the stone ledge.

      “Think the king’s got men in town? Lord Falstead had Jarlis kill every spy he knew about… Might be he missed one or two.”

      The second man, who Logan recognized from earlier, spit to the side, his grimace of distaste plain in the bright moonlight.

      “Bad business… all of it.”

      “Lord’s right, Butch. You’re a coward. Man’s gotta take a risk if he wants to make something of himself. Lord Falstead promised me a keep when this is over.”

      The other man didn’t respond, but Logan could see the anger plain as day upon his features. A shout from the tower set the hairs raising on the back of his neck and arms, signaling they were entering real danger now. He was about to retreat down the steps, planning to make a break for the front gates and see if they could pass out from a sally port, when he spotted a thick coil of rope near the guard’s tower at the corner.

      The rope was laid up alongside a pile of scrap wood and tool, left behind by a laborer and ignored by the guards. If he remembered correctly, there were craggy cliffs beneath this section of wall, then the market district of the town spread out beneath. He glanced down the steps to see the three women huddled in the shadows and knew they could be spotted any second.

      Deciding, Logan left all doubt behind and let his legs propel him forward. Something alerted the guardsmen to his oncoming rush because the pair spun on their heels. The smaller guard sprang forward, a yell of warning coming to his lips, but his feet tangled together. Tripping, the man avoided Logan’s heavy chop, and instead of taking the sharp edge of his blade in the neck, he took the pommel to the back of his head.

      Body thudding into the ground, Logan advanced on the second guardsman with a pleased smile. Feeling confident in his swordsmanship after easily dispatching the first guard, he advanced on the second but failed to wonder at the man’s confident silence. Older and weathered, the guardsman shifted to the side, his stance resembling that of Iyllia.

      “Assassin or thief?” the man asked in a gravelly voice.

      “Thief,” Logan said, letting his confidence show as he advanced.

      The guard gave a grunt, nodding, then his shoulders shifted, and Logan felt a sharp stab in his chest. Gasping, he staggered back and looked down at the blood coating his side, finding it difficult to draw breath.

      “Picked an odd night to rob his lordship, boy. But I can’t let you…” The guardsman was sliding forward on balanced toes, eyes hardening as he angled his saber for a thrust at Logan’s heart. Then he froze, eyes widening as they shifted over Logan’s shoulder. “Princess Fiona!”

      The guardsman’s voice was shocked, and Logan nearly took the man’s life when the tip of his saber dropped but stayed his hand. The women had come to Logan’s aid, and the princess, seeing her rescuer about to be killed, had smeared the illusion with a violent twist of her head.

      A shout of anger, followed by an old woman’s scream, reached Logan’s ears, coming from the tower.

      “This man rescues me, sir. Wilt thou kill mine own hero?”

      Footsteps pounded on stairs, as more shouts rang out, this time with the princess’s name.

      “My lady.” The man sounded as though his soul was being flayed, and his heart torn asunder as he stared at the beautiful young girl. “I served in the Praetorian Guard for seven years… before the drink caught up with me. I would serve your ladyship still.”

      “Then step aside, sir. If thou ever loved my father, do not murder his only daughter.”

      A look of agony passed over the man’s face as shouts grew. An arrow clicked off the stones nearby, and Logan’s hackles rose. Knowing they only had seconds, and that he couldn’t beat this man with a blade, he sank into a linebacker’s stance, intent on bull rushing the smaller man off the wall. The guardsman took the option away by stepping aside, sword flashing into a salute.

      “Praetor Jonos Hillgarden, at your service, your highness.” His face was serene as he turned and stepped past Logan and the women, who were crouched low to avoid incoming missiles. “Better get her free, young hero. This wall will be too bloody soon.”

      Jonos sounded eager as he turned, swishing his saber, setting himself to block off anyone who might come after them. Logan wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. Scrambling forward, he snatched up the rope and a sturdy plank, tying the end of the rope in a quick knot around the center of the board.

      Boots were already scraping on the steps below, and Logan could hear the heavy breath of guards as they prepared for a fight. Throwing the coils of hemp over the wall, he breathed a sigh of relief when it fell past the rocky cliffs to the darkened street below. Turning, he began puzzling through who should go first, but Gwynivere had made the decision already.

      “Follow behind me, girl,” the sorceress said, flexing her fingers before gripping the rope and swinging her legs over the wall.

      “Wrap your leg around the rope and press it in place with your foot,” Logan said, gripping Gwynivere’s arm and not releasing her until she was secure. He met her pale blue eyes and saw something soften in her expression when she read his.

      “I’ll be fine, Logan,” Gwynivere said softly, then throwing him a wink, she twisted out of his hand and plummeted down the rope. A delicate foot kicked the wall, pushing her away from the cliffs, and then she landed on the ground in an easy crouch, skirts billowing around her.

      “To the wall!” The shout came from behind, followed by a brief clash of arms before a body fell with a soft thud.

      Logan didn’t have time to make sure the girl got a good grip on the rope as he turned to confront the guards piling onto the wall. Instead of the furious clash he thought he’d find, Logan found a squad of wary men eyeing their comrade with fear. At Jonos’s feet lay two dead men, including their captain.

      “Get an archer on that tower,” one of the guards said, pointing to the other end of the wall, then he turned to Jonos. “Put down the blade, Jonos. Baron Jarlis took you in when no one else would have you. This is how you repay his faith?”

      “Faith? The man wanted killers.” Jonos swished his saber and slid a step forward. “And killing’s all I’ve done for him. Letting that monster Lord Falstead take her majesty and… I’ve made peace with this decision.” Turning to Logan, he hissed, “Go, boy, now!”
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      Logan gritted his teeth, wanting to stand and fight with the old man, but knowing archers could be in place at any moment. When Jonos took another sliding step forward and parried the first attack, Logan did one of the hardest things he’d ever done—turn away from the fight.

      Dawn was nervously trying to find a grip on the rope that was comfortable as she watched the young woman slip and slide down the last third. Logan knew they couldn’t afford the time and sweeping the MILF off her feet with one powerful arm, he gripped her tight and, taking a hold of the rope one after the other, threw his leg over the edge.

      “Oh heavens, I can’t look!” Dawn screamed as they teetered over the edge.

      Logan stole one last look at the man, throwing his life away to save theirs. Three bodies lay at his feet now, and blood coated his side, but the other guardsmen couldn’t stand against him. Then the door on the opposite side banged open and more guards poured out.

      THWANG!

      A steel tipped crossbow bolt skipped off the crenellation near Logan and he let their weight carry them over the side. The sounds of furious fighting and the screams of dying men added strength to his limbs as they plunged down the rope. His palms warmed, then burned, the skin peeling off in sheets as they plunged past the wall. Dawn clung to Logan with all of her strength, tearing at his clothes more than she held herself in place, and kept her eyes squeezed shut until they hit the ground with a bone jarring slam.

      “Follow me!” Gwynivere shouted, and Logan followed the three as they hustled into an alley.

      He wanted to look back up at the wall, but the click and clack of arrow heads kept his head down. Hot pain lanced into his side moments before he plunged into the dark alley and when his arm swung back, his elbow hit the arrow protruding from his back and even through the rush of battle juices, pain lanced through his side. Gwynivere hadn’t stopped, though, and he was forced to chase after them as they passed through the street beyond and into the darkened market.

      Shouts from the keep above had alerted the market’s night guards, one of whom spotted the four dashing through the darkness and raised a cry of warning. Boots pounded after them and with a grunt of pain, he snapped off the arrow to keep it from snagging on his arm when he ran.

      Logan felt hunted as they raced through the darkened city. Shouts and cries in the night came from all sides and behind, giving the impression they were being herded. Furthering his frustration, Gwynivere was moving them in a circling path that was bringing the four closer to the heart of the town. He was about to shout a question at her when he spotted the arching bridge.

      “I’m not getting in there,” the princess said, her face scrunching in distaste at the sewage smell as they came to the brick-lined edge of the river.

      The waters slid past with sluggishness as they pulled the town’s reeking filth away. Logan could see no other way out of the town and meeting Gwynivere’s eyes, he gave a firm nod. The sorceress turned and, taking a deep breath, stepped off the brick-lined bank, plunging into the water with a silent splash. The princess began backing away, but Logan grabbed her around the waist with one hand as he clapped a hand over her mouth with the other.

      “Take a deep breath, Fiona,” he growled in her ears. The pain of his wounds had made his temper short, and he felt a grin tug at his lips when the girl’s slender form stiffened in his arms as the freezing waters closed around them.

      When they surfaced, she wiggled free of his broken-fingered grip and gasped in a breath.

      “Quiet,” he growled, and for a wonder the princess stilled as the current gripped them.

      Around them, the city rose beside the river. Small docks extended out from warehouses and buildings, their shadows extending across the water like reaching fingers. The town still slumbered, but not for long, as shouts and cries rose from all corners. The baron was calling up all his troops, flooding the city in their search for the stolen princess.

      The waters were icy cold, but the shadows were deep beneath the building’s overhangs, and the four slipped through the night. The occasional guard stepped out to the river, waving a torch over its passing waters, but finding nothing, they moved on.

      Only one came close to discovering the party. A guard perched at the sluice gate where the river passed out of the city, but Gwynivere spent the last of her mana on an illusion that masked their presence. His eyes swept over the four without seeing them. Then they were over the wall, spilling into the waters below and floating into the dark night, the city walls retreating behind them.

      As the shouts and sounds of the city faded behind them, and the night’s stillness took hold, Logan breathed his first sigh of relief in hours. Blood still pounded in his ears, and the battle juices coursed through his veins, but they faded as the calm waters carried them to the north.

      Trees crowded close to the river’s edge once clear of the cities surrounding lands. Hanging over the placid waters, they gave cover to Logan and the women as they slid past. Cottages with short docks sprouted up here and there, but the river wound deeper and deeper into a forest, making such sightings less frequent as the night passed. Eventually, the placid waters picked up speed and Logan signaled they should head for the shore.

      When he planted his foot on the muddy bank to climb free of the waters, the wounds in his side and chest shot a lance of pain up and down his back. The world doubled and, try though he might, Logan couldn’t get the leg to stiffen beneath him. Dawn heard his gasp of pain and stepped over to see what the issue was. The healer’s palm glowed with a faint silvery light as she ran it across his brow. When the magic swept through him, her eyes widened and she called out to Gwynivere.

      “He has a fever and his kidneys pierced. He’s been losing blood. Shit!”

      Hearing the gentle woman curse brought a smile to Logan’s face that quickly twisted into a grimace when he tried to stand. Gwynivere got under one shoulder and Dawn the other, while the princess glanced around the dark forest with fear filling her expression.

      “I need a place to work,” Dawn was saying, her hands already alight with silvery magic as she began muttering under her breath. “Infection is already spreading from that filthy water. Need to remove the arrow without rupturing the organ, then we can deal with the poisoned blood, the pierced lung, and the broken bones… Dear me… Calm down, Dawn, and think. Think!”

      It was her frightened voice that made Logan realize how serious his injuries were. He’d been proud of himself as they floated down the river for dealing with the pain, but perhaps that wasn’t the best option. When cold ground hit the back of his head, and Gwynivere’s frightened shouts grew distant, he didn’t stop falling. Sinking deep within his mind, the world shrinking around him to a pinprick, he found the alien remoteness once more, only this time he wasn’t alone in it.

      Another presence… burned.

      That was the only way Logan could describe it. Not a man or woman, perhaps it wasn’t even a thing at all, but a concept? Or a god? Whatever it was, he couldn’t deny it had awareness. And that it was watching him.

      “YOU PLAY AT PETTY GAMES, BROTHER.”

      Logan felt every syllable, like a hammer blow to his psyche. Similar but different to the voice of the gods he’d spoken to.

      “I AWAIT THEE IN THE SKY, BUT HURRY. MY TIME HERE GROWS SHORT. THE ENEMY I HUNT IS WILY. WAR COMES. YOU WEAR THE CROWN. YOU GATHER THE THRONE. HOW LONG WILL YOU WASTE WITH ANTS?”

      The voice added a last word, laced with a dozen emotions at once, in a way no human, or fae mind could. Logan wasn’t sure he picked up on everything wrapped in it, but he could feel the disdain. Not for the individuals, but for the smallness of his problems.

      Then the prismatic presence withdrew, and Logan sank into the darkness of oblivion as blood loss and his injuries caught up with him.
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      Gwynivere watched Dawn work, but she didn’t feel the other woman’s fear. The situation was dangerous, with Logan drained of blood and already coming down with a high fever, but she trusted in the other woman’s knowledge and skill.

      Turning her attention to the young woman who sat, clutching her arms about her wet and dripping body, Gwynivere felt at her pool of mana. There wasn’t enough to dry them all, but she had enough to kindle a small fire. Pointing into the forest, she turned to the girl.

      “Find us some dry wood and I’ll make a fire.” The girl turned frightened eyes on the sorceress, her bravery gone without a knight nearby to pull her from trouble. “He wanted to save you, girl. We could not care less if you freeze to death out here. Get wood if you want to live. Keep feeling sorry for yourself if you don’t.”

      Gwynivere affected an indifferent shrug as she pulled her wet dress off and hung it to dry on bare branches, before turning and preparing their campsite. They wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon if they could help it, and she wanted something that would mask their presence in daylight as well as night. It only took the princess five minutes of shivering before she moved off into the darkness, the underbrush rustling as she scrounged for dry wood, bringing a smile to Gwynivere’s face.

      “That’s all I can do for now,” Dawn said, leaning back and knuckling the small of her back before pushing a stray strand of dark, damp hair from her face. When Gwynivere moved close, the healer held out a hand to stay her. “He’s resting. We shouldn’t move him until he wakes on his own.”

      “We should bring him into shelter,” Gwynivere said, and after a moment’s hesitation, Dawn nodded in agreement.

      It was easier said than done and required the aid of Princess Fiona. Logan wasn’t only tall; he’d also put on pounds of muscle in the last couple months. Gwynivere held him under his shoulders and Dawn took his boots, while Fiona did her best to support his middle. Logan groaned in protest when they lifted him, but didn’t wake.

      Fiona felt her cheeks burn in the darkness when her hands strayed to the unconscious hero’s firm buttocks. The girl had never been this close to a man before, let alone put hands on him and she let them wander as the two older women began stripping him. Face heating, her eyes took in every detail of him before the women tucked him under a blanket from their pack.

      “He should be comfortable,” Gwynivere said, her eyebrows raising when she noticed the girl’s stares and red cheeks. The sorceress’s pale blue eyes regarded the young woman for a long moment before she turned to her friend. “If he wakes… in one of those moods… what do we do about her?”

      “Hmm,” Dawn grunted in concerned agreement.

      “What ‘mood’?” Princess Fiona asked, but the older women weren’t forthcoming, and she sat in uncomfortable silence, feeding sticks into the growing flames as they worked.

      When the young hero was resting comfortably beneath a blanket, Gwynivere pulled cold rations from her small bag and passed them around. Fiona munched on a biscuit and hard cheese, watching the two women warily as they settled in around the fire.

      “We’ll need to dye your hair,” Gwynivere said, pointing at the girls’ coppery locks. “You’re the only redhead I’ve seen in these lands, and it stands out.”

      Fiona reached up and ran her fingers through the loose curls and frowned, but nodded, understanding the need.

      “Baron Jarlis will fill the countryside with searchers, but he won’t be able to be as obvious once we leave his lands,” Gwynivere continued.

      “I wouldn’t trust my father’s influence to hold even there,” Fiona said with a frown, gripping her slender legs tightly as she wrapped her arms around them, pressing her chin to her knees. “If the baron felt he could move against the king so openly… His influence is gone with the barons and powerful lords. We’ll find enemies all the way to the capital.”

      “Then we don’t go to the capital,” Dawn said with a shrug. When the pair looked at her, she blushed faintly, but the confidence that had been growing in her over the past few days in this strange land asserted itself and she spoke up. “Not right away, at least. We can play the party of Adventurers, like we planned. Maybe look for a quest that will take us near the capital.”

      “That’s wise, Dawn,” Gwynivere said with a warm smile for her friend. “Then we’re agreed. Unless Logan has any objections, we’ll plan for that.”

      “Is he… Is he really a king?” Princess Fiona asked, her eyes straying to the handsome young man sleeping beside the fire.

      Gwynivere smiled fondly down at Logan and pushed a lock of golden hair back from his brow with gentle fingers. The princess found her own gaze locked upon the smooth planes of his face, and the breadth of his powerful shoulders. In slumber he resembled one of her ancient ancestors, whose busts lined a colonnade in the palace, with the patrician nose and commanding aura.

      “He is the King Who Was Promised,” Gwynivere said, her voice a whisper that barely reached their ears over the crackling flames. “Of that there can be no doubt… But what exactly he is… We’re still trying to figure that one out.”

      Fiona glanced at Dawn, but the gentle woman held up her hands. “I’m not the ‘we’ she means.”

      The princess frowned at the pair when they glanced at one another.

      “How much do you know about magic, girl?” Gwynivere asked, turning to Fiona.

      “I don’t have the talent, but my tutors gave me the basics… why?”

      “There are some things you should know about us if we’ll be traveling together.” Gwynivere’s cheeks colored lightly, and she rested a hand on Logan’s shoulder as if for strength as she drew in a deep breath. “It’s become so normal lately that I find myself forgetting it at times… but the truth is… I’m not the woman you see before you, but three separate individuals who share the same soul.”

      The girl’s face scrunched in confusion and Gwynivere began explaining. She told the girl how they’d come from another world, arriving in this one with new magic and powers. She told her about the quest and the spell that how three became one. When she finished, the princess sat in silence for a long moment, processing what she’d just heard.

      “There is more you should know,” Dawn said, resting a protective hand on Logan’s chest. “Several days ago, a dragon flew overhead…”

      Fiona’s eyes widened when the healer described what happened after that. She found it difficult to picture the sweet young man being capable of such barbarity, but when she managed her heart quickened and thighs pressed firmly together as it awoke a heat in her she’d never felt.

      “The dragon’s centuries old,” Princess Fiona said, sounding somewhat distracted. “but I have not seen it in my lifetime. Its lair is in the mountains to the north of the kingdom.”

      “Good to know,” Gwynivere said, meeting Dawn’s knowing smile with her own. “Logan will want to investigate it.”

      “Only the king is allowed through the Travertine Gates,” the princess said, eyes shining as they remained locked on Logan.

      “Get some rest,” Dawn said, handing the girl a blanket. “Logan should be up in the morning and will want to get as much distance between us and the baron as he can. I’ll take the first watch.”

      Fiona and Gwynivere crawled beneath their blankets, but Dawn noticed the girl’s breathing took hours to slow and deepen. She felt for the child, alone in the wilderness with strangers after such a traumatic experience. She’d seen signs the trauma wasn’t deep and could only pray the girl bounced back from the night’s events.

      Dawn suspected the willful child they’d met in the woods wouldn’t last the coming weeks of hardship. She wasn’t looking forward to the backslides, but watching a spoilt princess grow up would be fun. Letting her eyes pass over the girl’s slender stomach and high, firm breasts, Dawn had to wonder if it was this world and its magic, or Logan that was changing her so much. Because she found herself eager to see him claim her and even wondered what that smooth young skin would feel like under her own touch.

      “I need to get laid,” Dawn grumbled to herself, her frown curling into a grin when she realized she would be, and soon. Celibacy had been easy when her only memory of sex was awkward fumbling in the dark. But now, with memories of the pleasure Logan could unleash in her, and the intimacy and love she’d found with him and Gwynivere, Dawn found her desires reawakened and broadening.
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      Gwynivere relieved the healer at midnight, and she crawled beneath the blankets, eager for sleep. Her dreams were heated things, and she woke at dawn with a warmth between her legs. Gwynivere sat by the fire, stirring a pot of gruel, and wearing a knowing smile on her lips.

      “A search party passed by on the river,” the sorceress said when Dawn sat up, pulling the blankets around her shoulders to keep off the morning chill. “They didn’t spot us, but we should get moving as quickly as we can.”

      “How’s Logan?” she asked, accepting a mug of steaming tea with a grateful nod.

      “He’s been resting, and the fever hasn’t returned.” She glanced over at Logan and pursed her lips. “I worry about how strong he’ll be when he wakes, though. If we have to fight…”

      “I can help if we get into a fight.” The voice surprised both women coming from the princess as she picked up her head. Pushing back a disarrayed mass of red curls, she frowned. “If we can find a bow, that is.”

      “Good to know,” Gwynivere said, giving the girl an encouraging smile. “How did you sleep?”

      “I’ve never slept on roots and rocks before,” the girl said, rising with a wince. “It could have been better.”

      “You’ll sleep well tonight,” Dawn said, chuckling when she remembered her own first night’s sleep on the ground.

      The girl didn’t respond as she clambered free of the blanket and went in search of a place to relieve herself. When she returned, Dawn was checking on Logan, her hands glowing with a faint silver light as she worked the magical flows. Determining it was safe to wake him, she shook his shoulders and felt her heart melt when his pale blue eyes fluttered open and met hers. Sitting up, Logan let out a gentle grunt of pain. His wounds were healed but their memory left a dull ache that was slow to fade.

      As he moved around their small camp, the stiffness in his side and back faded. Without a map of the area, they were at a disadvantage in hiding from the search crews, but Logan had a plan that would let the party travel in the open without fear of being spotted.

      “You want me to what?” the princess asked, incredulous when he offered the proposal.

      “Just until we get to the capital,” Logan said. “They’ll be searching for a man and three women traveling together. It’s the only way I can think of to keep them off our tail and still be able to use the roads.”

      “It could work,” Gwynivere said, turning her head to the side and regarding the little princess. “The hair would have to go, but with the right clothes and some dirt on her cheeks, she’d pass for a squire.”

      “My hair! Britches were bad enough but my hair?!” Fiona kept her voice down, but she couldn’t keep the emotion from it. “Besides, no one would believe I’m a boy. I’m far too pretty.”

      “I’ve seen boys prettier than you,” Gwynivere said, her lips curling into a sly grin when the princess let out an indignant squawk, speaking before the girl had a chance. “It’s worth a try.”

      The princess wasn’t ready to agree with the sorceress on that point, but she saw the wisdom in it. Gwynivere took her belt knife to the girl’s hair, cutting off thick chunks of red curls. Fiona felt her eyes sting with hot tears when the hair piled up around her feet, but she pushed down the emotion, not wanting to appear weaker than she already had.

      Her anxiety spiked when she had to change, but Logan slipped from their camp, heading out to scout the area, he said, giving her privacy. With the women watching on, Fiona pulled on her first pair of britches, grimacing when the rough material scratched at her inner thighs. It felt strange having material between her legs and somewhat illicit, but she felt free in a way she only did when in her own apartments, as she strode around the camp.

      “It will be an adjustment, but I think you’ll come to like them more than your skirts in the end,” Gwynivere commented to the girl.

      “My thighs are chafing,” Fiona said, frowning. “And it’s strange not kicking skirts with every step, but I can’t wait to try riding a horse.”

      “I think it will be awhile until we get that privilege,” Dawn said. “I wish we’d been able to bring the horses. It was a dream come true to travel on horseback.”

      “There are traders poling barges up the river. We might be able to flag one down and catch a ride. It would be faster than walking.” He paused when he noticed Fiona in his spare britches, taking her in from head to toe. “I don’t think the plan’s going to work.”

      “Why not?” Dawn asked, turning with a huff of frustration. When she saw the young man’s expression, her words of reprimand dried up and she found Gwynivere matching her amused grin.

      Logan stared with his jaw hanging open, mouth drying out as he stared at Fiona. Slender as a willow branch, her firm young breasts had been tied down, giving her a boyish appearance but doing nothing to take away from her beauty. Features that had been cute in a gown looked heartbreakingly adorable when she wore the ragged shirt and loose britches. She swam in both, more than a foot shorter and dozens of pounds lighter than Logan, but that only made her look cuter to the young man.

      “You look like an eighties starlet.” It was all he could think to say, and the girl’s hurt look faded into confusion.

      “A what?”

      “It will work, I promise,” Gwynivere said, stepping over and dropping a loose straw had she’d woven in minutes. “Hunch your shoulders, girl. There… like that.”

      Logan had to admit it might work, but he still couldn’t get that first image of her out of his head. The women weren’t done with the girl and as Logan packed up their camp, they made a pallet of dark colors out of mud and clay, then used them like makeup on the girl, changing the contour lines of her face. When they were done, she did have a boyish look, and so long as she didn’t speak, they had a chance of passing with her.

      Dying Fiona’s hair proved more difficult, but the sorceress had discovered a sap that, when mixed with soot, colored it black as pitch but left the hair a sticky mess. She kept on a brave front as Dawn washed the sticky mess from her shorn locks. When Logan asked Gwynivere to dye his hair, the girl felt somewhat better, and gained a measure of confidence, smiling at Logan in thanks as the sap was combed through his hair. The young man wasn’t surprised at the girl’s attachment to her hair, but he was when she looked even more adorable with the shorter cut.

      It wasn’t until they dropped a floppy bit of cloth onto her head, Gwynivere tying it into a hat, that he began to think their ruse might work. Even then, he found it difficult not to notice the girl’s slender curves, or her plump, bow-shaped lips. He kept his hand near his sword hilt as they made their way to the river’s edge, wary of being recognized.

      His fears proved unfounded, as they were able to hail down a passing barge without difficulty. The captain took them for Adventurers straight off and was overjoyed to offer them a ride. Apparently, it was normal for adventuring parties to hitch rides up and down the river, their presence offering free protection from the rare bandit.

      They passed a patrol of the baron’s guardsmen kicking their way through a fishing village. Their sergeant hailed the barge’s captain, but when his eyes passed over the party, Logan caught the sergeant frowning sourly and waving them past.

      They must be looking for golden and red hair, Logan mused to himself, and noted Dawn and Gwynivere smiling in satisfaction when they saw their plan work.

      Logan wasn’t ready to breathe a sigh of relief yet and kept a watchful eye on their surroundings. The barge was laden with bushels of wheat and barrels of beans. Its captain was a laconic fellow who didn’t offer more than a word or two in response to Logan’s questions. The man couldn’t keep his eyes off Gwynivere and Dawn, though, and the pair were able to wiggle more information out of him as the morning passed.

      With the pilot blushing under the beautiful women’s attention, Logan settled next to the princess near the prow of the barge. The girl glanced up when he took a seat, before resting her chin on bent knees and watching the rippling waters slide past.
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      “Do you want to talk about what happened?”

      The girl looked back up, her upturned nose scrunched as she frowned. “Talk about what?”

      “What you’re feeling… what happened to you… I don’t know,” he said with a shrug when her look of confusion deepened. “You went through a traumatic experience. That’s bound to screw with anyone’s head. If you need to talk… I’m here.”

      “How will talking fix anything?” the girl asked, anger turning the words into a snarl as it rushed up to choke off her words for a moment. “Father will have Baron Jarlis and that monster Lord Falstead’s heads on spikes!”

      Logan grit his teeth, hissing for the girl to quiet herself as he glanced around to see if they’d been overheard. The captain wasn’t paying attention, spinning lies from his simple stories as he tried to charm the women.

      “Do you want to be dragged back to them?” he growled, and though she didn’t let it register on her face, he saw her cheeks color in embarrassment.

      “I’m not some useless peasant girl,” Fiona said, an edge entering her tone. “If they come for me again… I won’t be taken easily.”

      Logan couldn’t be certain if it was bravado, but he liked this edge he was seeing in her and wasn’t about to squash it. The girl took his silence for something else, her back stiffening as she glared up at him.

      “I’ll have you know I’ve trained in the bow and blade since I was a girl.” The captain glanced over when he heard her angry hiss, but was wise enough to look away after a commiserating smile at Logan. “I might not be Praetorian Guard level, but I can feather a man at a hundred paces.”

      “Peace, Fiona,” Logan said, catching himself before he could call her princess. “I’m not your enemy.”

      The girl blushed and seemed to catch herself before she could utter another loud outburst. Her face was still red with emotion, and he noticed the tightness around her eyes and realized she was terrified and hiding it behind anger. Trying a new tack, he spoke again.

      “I saw something when we boarded… I hope what you said earlier wasn’t bravado.” She frowned at him suspiciously as he rose and approached the barge captain.

      Logan spoke with the man for a minute and Fiona saw Dawn hand over some coins. When he returned, he had an oilcloth-wrapped bundle in his hand. Her curiosity piqued, she frowned up at Logan when he returned.

      “We can’t act the part. We’ll need to be real Adventurers. You can use one of these, right?” Flipping the cloth aside, he pulled free a short, recurved bow and a sheath of arrows. The girl stared from the bow to the tall young man with a strange expression.

      “You would trust me to guard your back… in a real fight?” Fiona asked, her tone incredulous as she reached out to take the short bow from him. Her fingers brushed the dark wood and a thrill of excitement coursed through her.

      The weapon was crudely made and couldn’t compare with the masterwork bows she’d trained with, but the princess had never been given a weapon of her own, nor had the trust placed in her this man was doing. Without fanfare, Logan pushed the bow into her hand, followed by the sheath of arrows.

      “You can join me in training this evening to brush up on your skills, but I expect you to fight alongside us if it comes to it.” She glanced up into his brilliant blue eyes and found he was dead serious. “This won’t work if you’re not going to contribute to the party.”

      “I’ll contribute!” Fiona said, indignation awakening in her at his questioning frown. “You really want me to, though? I mean… you’d trust me? A girl?”

      Logan’s frown deepened, and the world seemed to fade as his blue eyes bore into hers. For a heartbeat Fiona thought he was angry with her, then he spoke, and her worries melted, and she was filled with gooey warmth.

      “You aren’t a girl. You’re a woman. A woman on the cusp of becoming herself and you have a choice to make. Let your beauty, brains and charms pave a path of sloth and manipulation of others. Or use the gifts the gods gave you to become something great.” Logan’s heart thudded as he reached down, tilting the girl’s chin up so her gaze met his. “I’ve known queens, and women who shake the foundations of worlds and you belong amongst them. But if you don’t reach forth and take it, make yourself worthy of it, you’ll arrive home the same spoiled girl we found in the woods.”

      Her eyes shone with anger, or some other emotion Logan couldn’t be sure of, but she’d heard him, and he let his hand fall away. Fingers still buzzing from where he’d touched her, he retreated to the other side of the barge, Gwynivere joining him.

      Fiona looked down at the crude bow in her hands, fingering an arrow with gaps in its fletching. All her life things had been handed to her, often on a silver or gold platter. A part of her was thrilled at the prospect of standing on her own, but another part was terrified. What choice did she have?

      I can find a local lord or garrison and hope they aren’t bought by Baron Jarlis or Lord Falstead… Fiona thought to herself. But then she’d be in the control of other men, and even if they were loyal to the king, her freedom would be lost. For a girl who’d spent her entire life dreaming of this chance, the first step was nearly impossible to take, but the tantalizing taste of freedom was too sweet to ignore. Fitting a crooked arrow to the bow’s string, she sighted a tree along the shore.

      Twang! THOCK!

      The arrow landed off center, but Fiona pictured one of the brutes who’d thrown her in a cell being pierced and a thrill of energy shot through her. Pride and pleasure in equal measure filled the girl, and she spun, eyes searching and finding Logan watching the arrow vibrate in the trunk. Seeing his proud grin, Fiona didn’t even mind the possessive way Gwynivere’s hand rested on his thigh, and her heart swelled to near busting when he shifted that smile to her.

      “We need to find better arrows,” Fiona said, raising her voice over the water breaking against the hull. Out of the corner of her eyes, Fiona spotted the captain’s face sour and switched tack. “The bow is brilliant, though. Never dreamed something so short could have so much power.”

      That mollified the man and his chest puffed out as he poled them along. Logan didn’t miss the diplomatic comment and was pleased to see the girl growing more aware. She spoiled it a minute later by cursing the railing for tearing her pants, and the captain went back to his glower.

      “We still have to find the Grail,” Gwynivere said softly, her presence a comforting warmth. “You can’t let yourself get distracted by a pretty face.”

      “I haven’t forgotten. The best clue we have is the dragon, who lives behind a pass guarded by the palace.” Logan leaned back against the pile of grain sacks, letting the morning sun warm his skin as he scanned the shore for threats. “I’ve been thinking about it, and you were right, the other day… We’re here. We might as well make the best of it. We don’t know when we’ll get a chance to have it this… relaxed.”

      “True,” Gwynivere said, leaning against his side and resting her head on his chest.

      The sorceress breathed in her lord’s scent as the barge floated down the river and tried to remember when she’d last been able to relax and enjoy the journey. Her memories were odd, looking back on three separate lifetimes, but in all of them she’d never been this free. Witches were tied to the land and their homes, finding it difficult to travel far, or at all.

      Her first few days in this world, she’d been consumed with fear and worry. First about having three bodies trapped in one, and then with the immediacy of their adventures. The first problem was proving to be far less of an issue for Gwynivere. This form felt as natural to her as she’d felt as Evelyn, Eris, or Gwen. That fact carried its own worries, but she’d deal with them when they got free.

      Her second worry was still there, but feeling Logan’s heart beating powerfully in his chest, she couldn’t muster her typical fear. In his presence she couldn’t help feeling that everything would work out in the end, and even if it didn’t, it was she on this adventure with him, not Becca or Meryl. And Gwynivere planned to enjoy every second while she could.
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      Turning, she glanced up and smiled at Dawn’s approach. Reaching up, she pulled her new friend down beside her. She noticed the tightness around the woman’s eyes, evidence of her insecurities seeing Gwynivere and Logan seated together. But Logan smiled when he saw her sitting down, and in his eyes, she saw his genuine affection and joy at her company and the older woman’s worries faded.

      We’re both plagued by insecurities and fears, Gwynivere thought to herself. But around him they fade to nothing.

      Turning to glance over her shoulder, she caught the princess watching the three of them with a hint of jealousy tightening the corners of her mouth. The girl glanced away quickly when Gwynivere caught her staring. The sorceress was about to call the girl over, but Logan pulled her hand back down.

      “Leave her be for now.” Logan’s frown was sad when he glanced back at the girl. “She’s got a lot on her mind.”

      “I’ll talk with her this evening,” Dawn said with a concerned frown. “If she was traumatized, we can begin working through it. My magic might help with that. What are we going to do, though?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Logan said. “And I think we stick with the original plan. We can travel as Adventurers until we reach the capital. Then we dump the girl off with her father.”

      “Won’t we be obvious? The baron knows the three of us are Adventurers. They’ll be searching for that.”

      “I was thinking about that,” Logan said, grinning and nodding.

      As he spoke, the women grew nervous, then excited, then nervous again. His plan was bold and high risk, but there was a chance it could work, and she didn’t want to crush his excitement.

      In the late afternoon, the barge captain poled her alongside a dozen others, moored outside a large walled town. Logan had been expecting a heavy guard presence, but there was only a single fat port authority guardsman whose eyes passed over the four with bored indifference when they exited the barge and headed into town.

      “I thought Eldrath would be chock-full of soldiers looking for us,” the princess commented as they pushed their way through the wharf market crowds. “Eldrath is ruled by the baron’s son-in-law.”

      “I wonder…” Logan mused. “The baron went to great pains to hide his villainy behind the ruse of marriage.”

      “He fears the Praetorian Guard. Their loyalty to the crown is famous,” Fiona said, her adorable features pinched into a fierce frown. “But he must have the allegiance of at least some of the army or he wouldn’t have made his move. We can’t trust anyone.”

      With her page-boy haircut and baggy men’s clothing, she looked like the prettiest boy he’d ever seen, and noticed others give Fiona a second glance when they passed. Spotting a tailor’s shop, he pointed at it and Gwynivere lit up in a bright grin.

      “Your plan might work after all.”

      “Plan?” Fiona asked.

      “Logan had a brilliant idea while we were on the barge,” Dawn said, hooking her arm in Fiona’s as though the “young man” were leading her behind Logan and Gwynivere. “Do you know anything about misdirection?”

      “The court jester plays those games.” Fiona frowned in distaste.

      “Not the sleight-of-hand kind, but you’re on the right path.”

      The tailor was an older woman with elegantly coiffed hair, and a gown so ruffled and big he wondered how she managed to get any work done. Then he spotted the half dozen young girls in the back, their fingers flashing through fabric as they cut, stitched, and hemmed with a facility that awed him.

      “Welcome to Carissa’s Cuts,” the heavily made-up woman said with a sweeping bow. She glanced up at the nadir of her bow, eyes twinkling merrily when she caught Logan’s eyes appreciating the shadow her plunging neckline highlighted. “Have you come to attire yourself in the finest garb Eldrath has to offer?”

      As she rose from her bow, she took in Logan and his companions with a critical eye, and he held his breath, but her gaze swept over the princess with only a small frown of distaste for the slender man. The women she took in with growing appreciation, her lips quirking into a delighted grin when she spied Gwynivere. Then her eyes settled on Logan, and she took him in from head to toes with a gleam in her eyes.

      “You’ve the garb of a peasant, but the presence of a prince, young sir, or my name isn’t Carissa. Mmmhmm Mhmm Mmm, what can I do for you?”

      Logan described what he wanted, and the woman got to work, pulling coats and riding skirts out and asking them to try them on. Every minute that passed, Logan feared guardsmen would rush into the shop and arrest them, but none came, and he breathed in relief when the sun sank beneath the horizon several hours later.

      Carissa was a wonder with needle and thread, hemming and fitting garments in minutes that would take another person hours to finish. She understood what Logan was after even better than he did and offered suggestions for their outfits that seemed ridiculous until the princess confirmed they were fashionable. Fingering a colorful puff of fabric sticking out of his coat pocket, Logan looked at himself in a standup mirror while Carissa fit a dress to Fiona in the adjoining room.

      A soft gasp drew his head around and he found Gwynivere in the doorway, staring at him with a hand over her mouth.

      “What?”

      “Oh, Logan,” she breathed, stepping up to him and running gentle fingers over the front of his lace-covered jacket. “You look so dashing…”

      He caught the hungry gleam in her eyes and felt his manhood throb. It had been too long since he’d enjoyed the feel of her or Dawn, and with her standing so close and looking up at him with those eyes, he found his hands slipping around her waist.

      “Stop that,” Gwynivere warned, though her lips quirked into a pleased smile as she stepped back. “You should wear yellow more often. It suits your coloring.”

      “Nngh,” Logan made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat as he turned back to the mirror and took in his outfit with a sound grimace. “I look like a fool.”

      “It’s a brilliant plan, and you’ll pull it off perfectly in that outfit,” Dawn said, slipping in from Carissa’s workroom. She pulled a silver cloak emblazoned with a holy symbol over her shoulders as she turned to Gwynivere. “Your dress has finished steaming. Do you want me to iron out the cloak?”

      “No, I’ll see to it,” Gwynivere said, moving over to the workroom’s door. “How long until Fiona’s finished with the armor fitting?”

      “I’d be done already if she wouldn’t stop fidgeting! Damnable girl doesn’t know how to take direction!”

      Carissa’s annoyance was obvious, and Gwynivere pasted a diplomatic expression on her face as she slipped into the workroom, pulling the door closed behind her. Before disappearing inside, she turned and threw a wink at Dawn, her eyes straying over to me with a wink as the door clicked shut.
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      Carissa had figured out Fiona wasn’t a slender boy quick enough but hadn’t made a fuss about it. ‘The safest thing for a pretty girl like you is if the brutes think you’ve got a cock.’ She’d gone on to tell stories about noblewomen who dressed like a man and boys to go carousing, or sleep with whores.

      “How do I look?” Dawn asked, drawing Logan’s attention away from the mirror.

      He turned to find her dressed in a white gown, chased with silver. The skirts were knee-length and divided for riding, and the top conformed to her curvy body, with a plunging neckline that revealed a stunning expanse of pale flesh. His mouth dried when he took her in from head to toe, and Dawn let out a tinkling laugh of delight at his reaction.

      “Fiona said they’re traditional for a warrior priestess… But I think they’re scandalous.” She didn’t act like she thought they were, twisting her hips so the skirt flared and bending forward so he got an eyeful of the shadow between her cleavage.

      As he stared at her, Dawn took in his outfit and felt her own blood begin to heat. She watched his slacks tighten around the growing bulge and her knees trembled, mouth salivating, and she nearly dropped down right then and there, but the seamstress stepped out of her workroom, breaking the moment.

      “That’s the best I can do with him,” Carissa stressed the last word and stepped aside as Fiona walked into the room.

      All signs of the beautiful princess were gone, and in her place stood a sullen squire. Logan grinned at the girl’s sour expression and guffawed when she stuck her tongue out at him. Then Gwynivere stepped out of the room and his laughter dried up.

      “Well?” the sorceress asked, holding her arms out to the sides and doing a little twirl so he could take her in.

      “I think it’s perfect,” he said, and she dipped a shallow curtsey, smiling in appreciation as his eyes lingered on her curves.

      Like Dawn, Carissa had dressed Gwynivere in the regalia of her profession. Sorceress robes billowed around a purple dress, divided for riding, the dress more outrageous than Dawn’s for the amount of flesh it showed.

      “No one will recognize you four as the bedraggled party that entered the city,” Carissa said, taking in the four with a critical eye. “Now, who’s got the purse strings?”

      Dawn settled up with the woman, passing over an outrageous amount of coins that the seamstress dropped into the neckline of her dress. She stopped Dawn as the group was heading out and whispered something in the healer’s ear as her eyes lingered on Logan. Dawn chortled and patted the woman on the shoulder.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Dawn replied with an amused smile.

      “What was that about?” Fiona asked in a quiet voice as they stepped back onto the darkening streets.

      “She offered her services,” Dawn said. “In case we find ourselves… over-matched this evening.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” the girl asked, her frown deepening when she caught Gwynivere and Dawn sharing a knowing grin. “I’m not a child, you know. Father would have married me off two years ago if I’d let him and I’m not innocent in the ways—”

      “Quiet girl,” Gwynivere said, voice calm but with an edge to it that caused Fiona to snap her teeth together. “Do you want to get caught before we’ve even begun? You’re a mute, so play the part.”

      Chastened, Fiona’s shoulders drew in on themselves, but she wasn’t to be deterred so easily. Slowing her walk, she fell in beside Logan. He was happy to see she didn’t speak until the surrounding street was empty. Then her question registered.

      “They’re your lovers, aren’t they?”

      Logan stiffened, but there was no accusation in the girl’s voice and when he didn’t respond right away, she nodded her head as if he’d confirmed her suspicions. The girl threw her head back and stalked up to join Gwynivere and Dawn. The older pair parted, allowing the girl to slip between them, and Logan thought he heard hushed whispers passing between the three, but couldn’t make out their words. His curiosity was stifled when they stepped before a raucous inn, golden light spilling out of its windows across the road before them.

      “Remember,” Logan said, “we’re an adventuring party from the east, looking for work in town. Keep your eyes and ears open.”

      The women gave nods of affirmation and Fiona’s lips pressed into a firm line. Logan could read the fear in her. The girl hadn’t been sure about Logan’s plan of hiding in plain sight, but she’d gone along with it thus far. Reaching up to run a hand through hair that was no longer long, her lips curled into a grimace before she stuffed her hands into the pockets of her britches.

      Leading the way, Logan stepped through the swinging doors and found a common room taken straight out of a fantasy game before him. Long wooden tables, filled with rough-looking men, scattered around the room while barmaids scurried between them and the bar along the far wall.

      Several heads glanced up when the four stepped into the room, and instead of the respectful nods he saw chortles of laughter, which was exactly what he’d been going for. The laughter died down to heated stares when Gwynivere and Dawn entered in their regalia, and Logan wondered if this was such a good idea as men licked their lips and stared at the busty women with avarice in their eyes.

      The one positive as he saw it was that none had given the princess a second glance. Dozens of eyes passed right over her, dismissing her as the youthful squire she appeared to be.

      “You lot fall from a mummer’s wagon?” a gruff voice asked Logan, as a large, booted foot extended across the aisle before him, cutting off his path to the bar. Glancing up from the boot, Logan found a swarthy man with wide shoulders and a wild beard glaring up at him.

      “Excuse me?” Logan asked, feeling the hairs rise on the back of his neck and arms, and cursing himself for dragging the women into this situation.

      “Tain’t a party from the Guild in fifty miles with a priestess, let alone a sorceress, too.” He turned his head to the side and spat on the rush strewn floor, before his dark, beady eyes scanned Logan, Dawn and Gwynivere. “Suppose you expect us to give you pride of place, and a percentage when we ride out tomorrow? Just cuz you show up in a pretty outfit?”

      The man snorted in laughter to his comrades who joined and before Logan could think to react, he’d reached out and plucked an errant thread from Logan’s new cloak, laughing even harder at the evidence of its newness.

      “You doubt my master’s strength, and the ladies’ efficacy, sir?”

      Logan pressed his eyes closed, wanting to curse when he heard Fiona speak up. The girl had roughened her voice and pitched it lower, but to his ears she still sounded like a female, pretending to be a boy, and a wave of relief swept through him when the thick-set man spoke again.

      “I do, boy, and you’d do well to let your betters speak. Hmph, if a tall lad in shiny new threads could be called better, ha!” The man turned and elbowed one of his comrades, grinning at his joke.

      Logan was contemplating how poorly his plan had gone in the first few seconds when Gwynivere stepped up to his side and waved her fingers before the man’s face. Flames danced along her fingertips and the man’s laughter cut off in a surprised hiss when he looked up into the beautiful sorceress’s pale blue eyes.

      “Careful how you talk about my master, sir. Or, I’ll be forced to prove my powers… and no one likes the smell of burnt hair.”

      “Ngh! Watch it!” The man jerked his head back when the flames flared, and the common room quieted as eyes turned warily to watch the magical flames.

      “The poor man doesn’t need flames, Gwynivere. Not with those boils.” Silvery light awoke in Dawn’s hand as she waved it before the heavy-set man and his fear dissolved into wonder as the red boils on his face and neck faded into pink flesh. Reaching up he scratched at his neck, jerking in surprise when he felt the new skin and Logan was surprised at his reaction.

      Scrambling off the bench, the man dropped to his knees, hands clasped before him, and eyes squeezed tightly shut.

      “Forgive my foul words, sister. Blessings to the goddess and to you for your benevolence.” Dawn’s face stiffened, and she glanced at Logan for direction as reverent eyes shifted to her around the room. The healer hadn’t wanted to cause a scene. She’d only meant to prove herself like Gwynivere. “It’s been three years since my company met a true sister, one with the Goddess’s powers to heal, and we’re sorely hurting… If you could see it, to spread your grace amongst my men, sister. I would be forever in your debt.”

      “Of course, good man,” Dawn replied, her voice a touch breathless as she felt the eyes of everyone in the common room on her. “I’d be happy to offer what aid I can.”

      “Praise the Goddess!” His eyes shone as he stood and threw an arm around Logan’s shoulders. “Forgive my impertinence, sir. I could have sworn you were a party of pretenders looking to scam the mayor out of the quest reward.”

      “I don’t know anything about a quest,” Logan said, breathing shallowly through his mouth to keep from inhaling the man’s sour scent. “We’re just looking for a room for the night before we head south.”

      “You don’t want to head down there,” the man said with a firm shake of his head. “Troubled times in the baron’s lands. The fool’s guardsmen came through this afternoon with a word. Princess Fiona was either killed or kidnapped last evening by a mage-assassin. Man waltzed right into the keep and snatched her out from under the baron, if you can believe that.”

      Logan tried his best to keep his shoulders relaxed, but he caught Fiona’s shoulders rolling in on themselves as the girl tried to make herself as small as possible. No one gave the squire a second glance, their eyes on either the busty women or the tall, handsome hero who seemed a bit lost in the commotion.
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      “This quest you mentioned,” Logan said, eager to change the subject. “Is it open to anyone? Or do you already have the contract?”

      The heavy-set man’s eyes narrowed, and he pulled back, lips twisting, but just when Logan thought the man might haul back and hit him, he burst out in a guffaw of laughter, slapping Logan’s back with surprising power.

      “Straight to the point! And not shy about it either! You’re a man after my own heart… Sorry, what did you say your name was?”

      “Logan Pendrake,” Logan responded, but wanted to bite his tongue when he heard himself speak. They’d planned to use fake names, as they had in Eldrath, but in the commotion and clamor as they pushed to the bar, he’d answered without thinking.

      “Pendrake… Is that a patrician name? Has the ring.” The man nodded with a smile. Slapping the bar, he signaled the matronly woman for drinks and turned back with his hand raised. “Slade Jorvikson and no, I’m not that Jorvikson.”

      He smiled as he said it, but Logan could feel a tension in him as he grasped his meaty hand.

      “Can’t say I know the name,” Logan said with a shrug. “But if it’s a famous relative, I know a thing or two about that.”

      “Imagine you do,” Slade said with a nod, as he lifted his tankard for a sip.

      Logan passed tankards back to the women who were parrying a half dozen suitors and their questions. He picked one up for himself, but Fiona slipped between him and the man on his other side and snatched the tankard out of his hands. Logan wanted to be mad, but seeing the girl’s pale face, he figured she must be terrified around all these rough men, so he let her cower against his back and sip her ale.

      Grabbing his own, he took a long draw and turned with his back to the bar, taking in the common room. For all that they were in a strange and foreign world, he felt remarkably at home in the lantern-lit room. In one corner, a group of men tossed dice against the wall, coins trading hands with each toss, and in another, two plump women tickled the coins from men around them with flirty looks.

      As he watched, one took an eager-looking lad by the hand and led him through a curtain. Dawn noticed the whore leave and Logan saw her cheeks heat and pupils widen as she watched the couple disappear.

      “Mayor posted the quest two weeks ago,” Slade said, drawing Logan’s attention back to the man. “A party with a high-level warrior went out two days later and they haven’t been heard from since.” He gave a heavy shrug. “Wyverns, we think, or maybe a basilisk. Farmers have been reporting missing sheep for a couple months and now two children have gone missing after playing in the woods. Either monster could be bad business and the truth is I could use your healer and sorceress.”

      “Count us in then,” Logan said, barely keeping himself from staggering when Slade clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Will you be wanting rooms for the night, young hero?” the barmaid asked, her lids fluttering as she leaned forward to flash him her expansive cleavage. “I can have one set aside for you and the boy… right next to my own… In case you’ve trouble sleeping, I can help relax you.”

      The woman winked lasciviously, her eyes raking him from head to toe as she leaned against the bar. Slade smiled at the woman’s forwardness, but Logan saw something hardening behind the grin, and read it as envy. The barmaid was attractive, and he caught other shocked glances turn his way, but his attention was on the tiny little fist that sank into his kidney, causing him to grunt faintly in pain.

      Turning, he found Fiona glaring up at him, eyes indignant and expression insistent that he not take the woman up on her offer. Toying with the girl, Logan pursed his lips, pretending to mull the idea over. Fiona’s tiny fist sank into his side again, and he let out a faint chuckle. He wasn’t the one to answer the barmaid, however; it was Dawn. She turned back from watching the whores ply their trade to press herself up against Logan without a thought to who was watching.

      “Would you purchase me if you saw me in a… hic… tavern like this, Logan?” He blinked in surprise at the tipsy healer and felt more than saw the barmaid’s sweet smile turn sour. “I’d offer a handsome young lad like yourself everything on the menu.”

      She giggled like a schoolgirl, cheeks and upper arms flushing red from the ale she’d drunk. The movement did incredible things to her soft flesh and Logan felt his anxiety calming as she pressed herself against him. The barmaid let out a sound of frustration from the back of her throat as her eyes raked the gorgeous healer’s stunning figure and turned to go, but before she could, Dawn held up a hand.

      “We only need one room this evening, but could it be in the attic? Sometimes we make a lot of noise.” Dawn’s cheeks colored a faint shade of red, but her pupils swelled, and her nails dug into Logan’s arm, shocked by her own forwardness.

      “It can be arranged, milady,” the woman replied, her grin growing amused. “Will that be all? Or will you and the other lady be requiring water for bathing? I ain’t got maids or nothing. Just old Sandra who does the cooking and chops wood.”

      “Squire,” Gwynivere said, with a negligent wave of her hand for Fiona. “Have fresh linens delivered to our room and a bottle of this establishment’s finest red.” The sorceress turned and ran a hand lovingly down the side of Logan’s face. “Your master gets a thirst when he’s been ridden well, and after the long journey here, we plan to ride all evening.”

      Fiona’s back stiffened, but Logan couldn’t read her expression as she ducked her head and turned to go. Before he could stop her Slade let out another guffaw of laughter and slapped him on the back.

      “Maybe I should dress like a popinjay, too, eh? Is that your secret, Pendrake?”

      “If I told you my secret,” Logan said, letting Dawn and Gwynivere haul him towards the stairs, “I’d have to kill you.”

      That only made Slade laugh all the harder, and he called out after the three before they disappeared. “We ride at dawn, swordsman! Just make sure yours still holds an edge!”

      A swell of laughter followed Logan, and he breathed a sigh of relief that he hadn’t roused suspicion. Making a fool of themselves had worked better than trying to go under the radar, and all they had to do was join this quest.

      It would be dangerous with the three women, amongst a large party of rough men. And the risk of Fiona being discovered would be high, but that was preferable to jumping from hedge to hedge all the way to the capitol, being chased by hired assassins and whatever else the baron could throw at them.

      “The barmaid will keep watch for us if you do your part well,” Dawn said, her smile tight with nerves as she pulled Logan into their small room. “And I know you will.”

      “You’re outrageous,” Logan laughed, letting his friend’s mom tug off his cloak and jacket.

      “That woman will be salivating outside the door,” Dawn chuckled, her hands sliding over the muscles of his chest and stomach.

      “What do we do about her?” Gwynivere asked with a cocked eyebrow for Fiona.

      The girl stood in the corner of the room, linens in a pile at her feet as she stared at the three with round eyes.

      “I’m fine,” she breathed, sounding anything but. “I’ve seen worse at court. It won’t be—” her breath caught when Dawn tugged Logan’s britches down and her eyes traced his turgid length. “Anything I haven’t… seen… before… Oh, my!”

      “Long as you understand,” Gwynivere said, trying to unhook the back of her dress. “We gave our word to Mrs. Petunia to return you to your father with your innocence intact.”

      The girl stiffened, her features registering indignation as she turned to the sorceress.

      “I know my duty, thank you very much, and don’t need reminding. Especially from—” Wisdom won out and her teeth clicked shut before she could finish the statement and cheeks flushing scarlet, she spun and threw herself on one of the room’s narrow cots facing the wall.

      Gwynivere only laughed and fell onto the mattress beside the girl, grabbing her shoulder and pulling her back so she could see the good humor on the sorceress’s face.

      “I’m only teasing, child. You’re a grown woman, capable of making her own decisions.” Her eyes flickered up to Logan and her smile grew lascivious. “And if you’ve never ridden before, you’re in for a treat.”

      Instead of relaxing, the girl’s cheeks darkened further, and she drew back into herself. With a wail of emotion, she threw herself from the cot and out the door, her small, booted feet pounding a rapid beat down the hall. Logan moved to follow her, but Gwynivere rose and stopped him.

      “It was my mistake,” she said, her expression softening as she patted his arm. “I forgot what it was like to be young and have a storm of emotions swirling within…” With a sigh, she gathered her skirts and cast Dawn a regretful look. “I’ll have to miss tonight’s entertainment, but let me know how it goes.”

      With a final wink for Dawn, the sorceress followed Fiona down the hall.
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      Logan wanted to go after Fiona, his anxiety spiking the second she got out of his sight, but that would only rouse suspicions. It served his purpose for the weakling squire to run off in a huff, while the hero stayed behind, selfish, indulgent, and oblivious. And he trusted Gwynivere to keep the girl safe.

      Turning to Dawn, he flicked the door closed with a hand while the other pulled the older woman close.

      “Now that we’re alone… Have I told you how beautiful you look in that outfit?”

      “Yes,” Dawn grinned up at him mischievously as her fingers slipped within his drawers. “But you can tell me again. A lady never tires of hearing—OH! Mhmm—”

      She let out a whoop of joy when Logan dipped her back, his lips stealing away her words. With confident hands, he peeled the garment off her, eyes drinking in every curve of pale flesh, as it was revealed. Their time in this other world had melted the softness from thigh, belly, and upper arms, leaving her even more beautiful than she had been.

      Dawn trembled when his eyes raked her naked body and, unable to help herself, she bent at the waist to wrap her lips around his stiffness the second she had it free. Moaning in pleasure, the MILF fell to her knees, gazing up at Logan with intense eyes as his hands gripped her shoulders and he hissed in a breath. Eagerly taking him deep into her mouth, Dawn’s mind flashed back to their first wild encounter and the night after it when she’d lain in bed dreaming of doing just this. In her dreams she wasn’t in the attic of a fantasy-world inn, but the look on his handsome features was the same, as was the feel of his throbbing hardness as it filled her mouth.

      Running his fingers through her dark hair, he groaned in appreciation of her talents. A spike of pleasure shot through Dawn when his voice rose, and she imagined they could hear him downstairs. Excited by the idea, she threw herself into the act of worshipping his cock, using every trick she knew.

      Logan had other ideas and, growling in desire, he reached down and hauled the MILF to her feet. Her yelp of surprise shifted into a moan of pleasure when his hand slipped between her thighs, and the other gathered a massive breast and drew the firm nipple to his lips. The narrow cot creaked alarmingly beneath their weight, but Logan didn’t pay it any mind as he pushed himself between Dawn’s firm thighs. The feel of her soft sex reminded him of home, and he gave himself over to the pleasure and need as he took her with single-minded focus.

      Dawn was in another world of pleasure as the cot creaked and shook beneath her. Itchy woolen blankets scratched at her back and legs, while the room’s lone candle cast a flickering light above them. The foreignness of her surroundings only added to her excitement, letting her sink into a fantasy she’d had since a girl.

      “Fuck me,” Dawn hissed in Logan’s ear, his fingers sinking into her ass, drawing another groan of pleasure from her throat before she could say, “Take what you paid for, baby… NGH! Make me yours!”

      Logan met her eyes, lifting himself on one hand as he ground his cock deep within her. Dawn’s cheeks turned cherry red when he cocked his eyebrow at her, but he grinned before she could turn away in embarrassment and snatched a kiss from her lips.

      “You better be mine. I paid enough for it,” Logan growled, grinning wider when he felt Dawn’s sex shiver in pleasure around his cock. But he hadn’t been prepared for just how powerful the fantasy was for the older woman.

      “Yes!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the rafters. “Yes!”

      With each thrust of his thick cock into her, she screamed in release, her orgasms rolling through her body like waves. Her pussy squelched and squirted around his cock as he took her, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before he lost control and flooded her with his cum. Wanting to draw out her pleasure as much as possible, Logan tried to think about sports, or Simon, anything to keep him from blowing his load, but Dawn was too sexy and the feeling of her tightness gripping him in orgasm was too much. With a shudder, he lost control of his rhythm and felt his cock throbbing.

      As he did, Dawn’s arms and legs encircled him, drawing Logan down into the mattress with her. The woman whispered soft loving words into his ear as she brushed his sweat slick hair back and planted gentle kisses on his brow and cheeks.

      “Thank you, Logan. I love you so much. Rest now, baby, and dream.”

      He let her words lull him to sleep and only woke sometime later when the door opened, letting a bar of light in across the room. Gwynivere and Fiona entered, moving carefully so as not to wake the sleeping couple. Fiona glanced at the pair, but only for a second, spinning her back to Logan before he could read her face.

      There wasn’t room for Gwynivere to join him and Dawn on the narrow cot, so he watched from the darkened corner as the sorceress slipped out of her outfit. Fiona had crawled beneath the other cot’s blankets and was pushing her squires clothes out from under the bed, but Logan caught her eyes shining in wonder as they took in Gwynivere’s incredible body. A hint of envy touched the girl’s lips when the sorceress bent low, her breasts hanging and swaying, but the envy turned into an excitement as the girl’s eyes lingered, and Logan’s cock throbbed when he recognized it.

      Gwynivere slipped in beside Fiona, mumbling a goodnight, and soon their gentle snores filled the room. While the others slept, Logan’s mind wandered. He thought about their quest, and its true purpose, if there even was one. He thought about home and his friend. He thought about Becca, Meryl, Ly’Synthia and the others and hoped they were doing well in his absence. Then his mind turned to the girl sleeping fitfully on the other side of the room, and they grew more complicated every second until sleep finally stole him under.
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      Logan woke the next morning to the sound of the inn coming alive around him. Rising and pulling on his clothes, he found Slade preparing his men in the common room.

      “You’re up, good. We’ll be marching out within the hour. You’re still willing to join us, right? We could use the healer and sorceress if it really is wyverns or a basilisk.”

      “Aye, we’ll be joining you,” Logan said.

      “You sure the ladies aren’t too tired after last night?” the man asked with a lascivious wink.

      “Heard the healer’s screams, then saw your little squire come scampering down. You’ll want to watch that one. He’s the jealous type.”

      The man gave Logan a good-natured slug on the shoulder, but Logan’s attention was on the squad of guardsmen pushing down the street with a grim expression. Slade saw where his expression was pointed and let out an unpleasant growl.

      “The baron’s men arrived last night.” Slade turned his head to the side and spat. “Fuckers tried searching our packs! As if the bastard has authority over Guild members. Shaking down everyone in town, even searching homes.” He caught the tightness around Logan’s eyes and gave him a reassuring smile. “You and the boy ain’t got to worry. Told them you’re part of our crew. Tried to do the same for your ladies, but they insisted on searching for them.” He shrugged. “Think they heard how pretty they were and are trying to cop a feel.”

      Logan watched the guardsmen stomp up and down the street, glaring at anyone and everything and cornering every girl they came across. He knew they were searching for the princess and felt his skin crawl when booted feet started down the steps. Turning, he caught Fiona stuffing the tails of her shirt into her britches awkwardly. The girl frowned when she caught him looking, and her expression stiffened until she saw the intensity of his.

      “What is it?” Fiona asked softly as she slipped onto the bench beside him. When Logan pointed out the window, her face stiffened, but she kept her expression smooth.

      “They want to search Dawn and Gwynivere before we leave town.”

      “The baron has no authority here, unless he’s already marched his troops north.” Logan could see her mind working as she whispered softly, ignoring the commotion around them as she thought through the problem. “If he had, there would be an army outside the wall instead of a squad. He isn’t fool enough to over-extend himself, so he must be rallying support from the local lords.”

      “That could prove troublesome,” Logan said with a frown.

      He was having to force himself to focus on the problems at hand. A large part of him felt that all of this, the strange world, the town, everything except Dawn, Gwynivere, and the girl, were immaterial. Even the Grail, their purpose for being here, didn’t hold power over his thoughts. It felt like he was wasting his time on small tasks while the real work went ignored.

      “Hmph,” Fiona made a derisive sound in the back of her throat. “Forest lords and penny princes. If my father was in his prime, they’d never dare this villainy.”

      “But he isn’t, and they do,” Logan replied, pulling himself back into the present. “There’s no use in wishing for what isn’t. We deal with what is.”

      “You sound like him,” Fiona said, her frown deepening. “Next you’ll tell me, ‘One who rules the jungle is greater than one who rules the forest.’”

      “I like that,” Logan said, cocking his head. “Sounds familiar.”

      “It’s from The Art of Rule,” the girl said. “He’s forever quoting from it.”

      “A wise man then,” Dawn said, slipping up behind the pair. “Are you two ready? The captain ordered his men to start marching.”

      The healer looked even more nervous than Logan felt, and he reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder, asking, “Are you ready?”

      “We should be able to talk our way through any problems,” Dawn said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You two don’t have to fear—”

      “That isn’t what I meant,” Logan said, his concern evident. “We’re riding into a fight, and I can’t say how bad it’s going to get. Until now, we didn’t have a choice… Are you sure you’re comfortable with this?”

      “I’m nervous and scared, sure. But I’m also excited about being useful. I studied medicine because I wanted to help people and with this…” She held up a hand that glowed faintly with silvery light. “I finally can.”

      Logan shared a warm smile with the healer. Then Slade called for them to get moving. Shouldering his pack, Logan threw his new cloak over his shoulders and felt anxiety crawling through his guts as they started out of the inn. Slade had nine men with him, fighters with a wide array of weaponry and armor. They made it halfway through town before a squad of the baron’s guardsmen came around a corner.

      Fiona ducked behind Logan’s back while Gwynivere and Dawn rode forward. Logan listened with a nervous finger playing along the hilt of his sword, but a brief demonstration of their powers was all it took for the men to wave them through. His skin crawled when they rode past and the men’s eyes scanned him and Fiona, but they didn’t offer up a reaction and he breathed a sigh of relief when they passed beneath the wall.

      The relief was short-lived, as civilization retreated quickly around them. Within a short distance, Logan found himself riding down a narrow trail through the dense forest. They weren’t surrounded by enemies, but Slade and his company weren’t exactly friends and he’d seen how many of them eyed the women. Thankful none had taken an interest in the squire, and “his” pert rear end or delicate features, he prayed their ruse remained in place until they got free of these men.

      Gwynivere was lost in her own thoughts as she swayed atop her mare. It had taken a bit to grow comfortable again, but now she rode with the negligence of one long used to being on a horse. It wasn’t the upcoming fight, or even their latest troubles, that vexed the sorceress, but the nature of their ultimate quest.

      Finding the Grail would be like finding a needle in a haystack. Up to this point they’d let the fates push them around, and that worried Gwynivere, for the fates guiding hands were unkind. She feared what the fates had planned for Logan and worried the next crisis might unlock his draconic nature and how would she and Dawn calm the beast then?

      That thought sent her down another line of thinking and her fears abated as her mind spun down paths of possibility. Could that be the purpose of all this? Where else could he find a guide to help him learn his nature?

      I must speak with Dawn… the sorceress thought to herself.

      Dawn rode behind her new friend with less circumspection. Usually fearful around strange men, she now found herself surrounded by a dozen of the roughest she’d ever encountered. Old worries fluttered in her breast, but a new confidence smothered it whenever it threatened to overwhelm her. Glancing over her shoulder brought her eyes to the wide-shouldered young man whose essence she could still taste in her mouth, which never failed to bring a smile to her lips.

      Fiona rode beside Logan with shoulders bowed. The girl was still fearful of being caught out in her disguise, but that fear was fading with every league that passed beneath their horses’ hooves. The rough men were uncomfortable around what they saw as a weak young man, and only took notice if she strayed too far from Logan's side.

      For some reason, the princess’s eyes kept straying to the young man’s broad back. Each time she found herself appreciating his wide shoulders or the smooth planes of his face, she’d school her gaze away, only to find it sliding back a few minutes later.

      “Is there something on my face?” Logan asked an hour into the ride, reaching up to brush at his lips with a questioning frown. “You keep staring at me like there is.”

      “Only that stupid expression,” Fiona grumbled half under her breath, then spoke more clearly. “I was only thinking, my lord, that it would be good to know the capabilities of our new companions. A good general knows himself and his troops better than he does the enemy.”

      “That sounds familiar,” Logan said, frowning. “Is it that from The Art of Rule?”

      “It is,” Fiona said, pleased that he’d recognized the quote, and immediately angry with herself for the rush of pleasant feelings.

      “How should I do that?”

      Fiona blinked in surprise. She’d been planning to hint and nudge Logan into doing what she wanted and hadn’t been prepared for his question. In her experience, men in authority didn’t look to women for answers, especially not princesses. Mind shifting gears, she blinked rapidly and laid out her plan. As she spoke in hushed whispers, Logan nodded and when she was done, clicked his reins to join Slade at the party’s head.

      “What’s he doing?” she asked Gwynivere.

      “Taking your advice, I would imagine,” the sorceress said, an amused expression growing on her face. “Not what you expected him to do?” She smiled at the consternation on the young woman’s face. “He’s unlike other men you’ve ever met. You’ll realize that, eventually.”

      “He’s still a man,” Fiona said, a hint of bitterness entering her voice. “I saw evidence of that last night.” The girls’ eyes cut over to Dawn when the older woman let out a snort of laughter. “You laugh at me?”

      “Just something you said.” Dawn shared a smile with Gwynivere, but before Fiona could say anything in her anger, the black-haired sorceress spoke.

      “Peace, child. Watch your plan unfold.” Gwynivere motioned ahead to where Logan was in deep conversation with their leader. “And prepare your mind for the fight we’re about to enter. Squires are expected to fight, you know.”

      Fiona gave a firm nod, but her face remained stiff, and Gwynivere let the matter drop as she pulled beside Dawn. While the princess watched the men speak, her consternation shifting into warm feelings she tried hard to ignore, the older women spoke in hushed voices.

      “We can’t let it happen… can we?” Dawn asked, the words drawing Fiona’s attention, and the girl strained to eavesdrop more.

      “Can you think of a better place to let him… become? There would be a panic on earth, and if he changed in Fae… a fledgling, you know what… with no knowledge of his strength or his powers… He would be hunted and killed in days.”

      “You might be right… This could be the perfect training ground.” Fiona missed the next few words over the clop of hooves. “Where else is there another one?”

      “Exactly…” the sorceress’s pale blue eyes locked onto Fiona’s and the girl felt tingles of fear racing down her spine as those eyes hardened. Chin rising, she ignored the women and returned her attention to Logan and Slade.
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      “Most are spearmen who’ve served time in the ranks, but Barl and Denning are excellent with their crossbows and I’ve a few who can handle a blade properly.”

      “My concern is we have no intelligence on our enemies,” Logan said. “And don’t know the best formation to attack with.”

      “When we get to the foothills, I’ll send Niddler out ahead. The man can track a gopher underground.” Slade turned his head and spit a long stream of brown juice on the ground before continuing, “What about those ladies you got and the kid? They any use in a scrap?”

      “Gwynivere, I’m confident can hold her own with anyone. Dawn hasn’t seen much combat, but she’s stronger than she looks. As for my squire… he’s yet to prove himself in a fight, but I have hope.”

      Slade let out a snort of laughter. “Let me guess, his momma insisted you take him adventuring after a night of fun? Or was it his sister that roped you into it?”

      When Logan didn’t answer immediately, the man let out a guffaw and slapped him on the shoulder. “Aye, I’ve seen it more times than I can count. The nobility has grown fat and soft under this king.” Slade turned, spitting another long stream of black liquid as he grimaced. “Pardon, milord.”

      “Speak plainly,” Logan said, throwing a look back over his shoulder to make sure the princess remained silent. The girl’s face was purple, and her lips writhed, but she kept her peace as Slade spoke.

      “The entire system is rife with corruption. From nobles bribing recruiters so they can avoid military service, to constables having two sets of laws for the rich and poor. The kingdom is rotting from within, and the fools in the capitol remain fixated on who’s marrying who, and what the latest court gossip is.” Slade shook his head sadly. “It’s a tragedy what happened to the princess, but you can’t say it’s a surprise. Baron Jarlis has been building his strength for years, and Lord Falstead’s always been a sociopath. A rabid dog on the baron’s loose leash.”

      “Sounds like the makings of a civil war,” Logan said, earning himself a grim nod from Slade.

      “You’ve a sharp mind, Sir Logan, to see what most of the nobility can’t.” The man gave a heavy shrug of his shoulders. “Whatever the outcome, it will be men like you and I who do the dying.”

      “Kings speak and soldiers die.”

      “Aye, that’s the way of it,” the older man said with a heavy nod. “You’ve a military bearing about you, sir. Did you serve?”

      “No,” Logan said with a shake of his head as he glanced over his shoulder to see the troubled expression on his squire’s face. “For a time in my life, that seemed the only option for me… but then other opportunities appeared.”

      “A beautiful pair of opportunities,” Slade said with a sly wink as he glanced back at Gwynivere and Dawn. “You aren’t missing much. Lots of waiting around and digging. That’s the soldier’s lot.”

      “I noticed the shovels on everyone’s pack,” Logan said, pointing at the one strapped on the pack riding his horse’s rear.

      “Aye, with an axe head on the side,” he said, patting the one behind him. “My own design.” The man blushed a faint shade of pink as he went on. “If a soldier isn’t waiting around or training, then he’s digging. Heck, I can’t sleep at night without at least a trench dug around the camp and best if it’s a palisade wall. Nothing worse than fighting in your drawers.”

      Slade was an easy man to talk to and Logan found the morning and afternoon passed quickly as he listened to the swarthy man’s stories. He seemed far too informed about politics and the world for a veteran or even an adventurer, and led too easily. For all his swarthy, bristly bearded demeanor, the man had the bearing and courtesy of a knight. Logan guessed most of these men had secrets about their past and Slade was no different.

      The man sent his scouts out and found a likely place they could make camp for the night. With the sun nearing the horizon, they wouldn’t reach the location of the children’s disappearance until the next day. Ordering his men to begin digging emplacements, Slade moved amongst them, checking their weapons and gear.

      “Will we be safe sleeping amongst all these rough men?” Dawn asked him as they pulled the packs from their mounts.

      “Their leader has tight discipline,” Fiona reassured the older woman. “And they seem as nervous around you and Gwynivere as they are around Logan. I think they can be trusted.”

      Logan saw Gwynivere frown and open her mouth to begin an objection, but he rested a hand on her wrist and shook his head slightly, while behind the princess’s back.

      “I think you’re right. Do you think we should set a watch, though? Just to be certain?”

      The girl gave it a moment of thought, then nodded. “That’s wise. ‘Trust, but verify.’ I can take the first watch… You’ll probably be exhausted, sir.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The girl pointed to where Slade and his officers were breaking open a bundle of practice weapons. The men gathered close, joking good-naturedly as they removed shirts and stretched. Logan was surprised at how quickly a trench with sharpened wooden stakes every few feet had appeared around their camp. Watching the men pick up practice weapons, Logan knew what he had to do.

      “You should join them in practice,” the girl said softly. “Lead by example. Show them your skills and they’ll trust you more once the first arrows fly and they find themselves in combat.”

      “Since when did you get so wise?”

      “I’ve spent my entire life preparing to lead… but never had the chance to use the knowledge.”

      “You’re doing excellent, dear,” Dawn said with a warm pat on the girl’s shoulder. “But keep your shoulders hunched when you’re chilly.”

      The girl glanced down in confusion, her cheeks flushing scarlet when she saw the firm tips of her nipples poking against the fabric. Flustered, the girl threw herself into unpacking and refused to look in Logan or the others direction.

      Fiona spoke wisdom and Logan couldn’t deny it. His shoulders ached and his legs felt on fire from their day in the saddle, but he left the women with Dawn interrogating Fiona about The Art of Rule and its origins in this world. Logan wanted to stay and listen, but there would be time later to satisfy his curiosity.
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      “Sir Pendrake, care to take a pass with the men? They hate me for it, but it works up an appetite!”

      “I’m at your disposal,” Logan said.

      The men paired off, forming two uneven lines around the clearing. Slade handed Logan a practice blade and with a confident air, waved the younger man forward. The strike of wooden blades and spears rose around them, but not as furious as it might have, and Logan could feel the eyes of most watching as their captain tested the young adventurer.

      Drawing in a deep breath and letting out slowly like Ly’Synthia had taught him, he stepped forward with the beats of the Sword Dance playing in his head. When Slade chopped a heavy blow at his head, Logan ducked it easily. Parrying the blade wide, he resisted capitalizing on the opening he saw, wary of a counterattack.

      A counterattack never came, as Slade bull rushed forward, trying to throw Logan off balance with his shoulder. Stepping to the side, Logan let the tip of his blade drop, clipping the back of the others man’s heel, sending the foot into the back of the other and Slade crashing to the dirt in an inelegant heap.

      He half expected Slade to be embarrassed and furious when he popped up, but the swarthy man let out a guffaw of laughter as he rolled onto his back. Logan felt his skin prickle when the other men nodded to one another and regarded him with newfound respect.

      “It’s been ten years since a man put me on my ass!” Slade roared as he popped to his feet, popping his neck with a fist on his chin. “But you’re holding back, sir. None of that now. Show Slade what you can do with that toothpick.”

      Logan saw the man get serious as he stalked forward, two hands coming to the grip of his long sword as he slid into a fighting stance. His style was nothing like Becca, or Iyllia, but Logan could see the shape of it and was ready when the man lunged at his ankles in a feint, only to curl the blade around to slash at Logan’s neck.

      Logan’s training came from disparate sources, but as he dueled Slade around the field, he found a style all his own. It came when his mind shut off, thoughts slipping past without purchase as he sank into the moment, reacting.

      He didn’t have Becca’s preternatural skill, or the elf’s otherworldly grace, but he had quick wrists, outstanding balance, and the benefit of having trained and fought some of the best in existence. The crack of wooden blade on blade was punctuated by the dull thud of Logan hitting Slade’s ribs, and the man keeled over with a groan.

      “Nghh fuck, you’re fast, boy… Gods damn.” Slade fingered the place he’d been struck with a wince and waved for them to go again.

      As they fought for a third and fourth time, Logan realized Slade was a skilled fighter in his own right. He fought with a rigid style, but he was tenacious and learned quickly. The other men had ceased their practice and stood around the clearing watching their commander dueling the young hero back and forth. When he struck Slade a fifth and final time, the older man called an end to their fight.

      “Where’d you learn that crossover? It’s damnably hard to counter.” He smiled easily, and Logan was relieved to find no signs of hurt pride in the man’s face.

      “The dark elf I trained beneath called it Heron’s Kiss,” Logan said and would have had the words back the moment he spoke from the reactions they garnered.

      “You trained with Dark Elves?!” asked one man in obvious disbelief, while another asked, “What did she look like, your master? Was she as beautiful as the stories claim?”

      “I don’t know about the stories,” Logan said with a shrug as he helped Slade to his feet. “But Ly’Synthia is… She’s impressive.”

      “Get back to practicing you mangey lot,” Slade said, while glaring around at the men who’d begun gathering close. “You can ask Sir Pendrake about the elves later, and if you follow orders and ask politely, he might be willing to show you a thing or two.”

      The men took heart at that and fell into line. They attacked one another with renewed vigor, clearly trying to show off for the young knight as he and Slade walked down the line. Their leader paused here and there to adjust grips or show men how to parry or thrust properly, but for the most part, they were a competent lot.

      It was only as he watched them closely that Logan realized how much of the spear he’d picked up from Ly’Synthia. When a man old enough to be his uncle asked in a hesitant voice if he had any advice for him, Logan found he did. A half dozen listened in, including Slade, as Logan walked through a series of thrusts and parries meant to drive your opponent’s weapon into the ground.

      He stayed with the man and his opponent as they stepped through the maneuver, correcting them with a quiet word here or there when it was called for. After walking through it at half speed, he sent them against one another at full speed and was elated to see the man drive his opponent’s weapon into the turf and freeze with the tip of his spear resting on the other man's throat.

      Logan spent the next hour moving down the lines, sharing the knowledge he’d gathered. He found himself energized by the work, and rewarded every time a thrust was turned or an attack slipped through based on the advice he’d imparted.

      He grew to know the men and realized his fears about them were unfounded. They were a rough lot to be sure, but he sensed integrity in each. He came to respect Slade even more as he got to know them, seeing the gruff leader had picked his team with care. They might not be the cleanest, handsomest, or most skilled company of Adventurers out there, but each was willing to throw themselves in the path of danger to help their comrades.

      The men were exhausted and coated in sweat when Dawn called that supper was ready, but Logan still hadn’t worked up a sweat. Fiona had been sitting on a downed tree trunk, watching the men dance around the clearing with avid interest that she’d tried hard to hide behind a sullen frown. The frown grew real when Logan waved her out into the clearing.

      Hunching her shoulders and shooting a glance at the men taking seats to watch, she tromped up to Logan and accepted the wooden practice blade warily. He didn’t turn to face her like she feared, but stepped up beside her and slipped into what looked like to the princess, to be a dancers pose. Picking up her practice blade, she tried to copy his stance.

      “Strength, without balance and flexibility, is a weakness,” he said, breaking the stance to adjust her hands positioning on the hilt, and the placement of her back foot. “Balance without strength is not enough. But flexibility without either can still win the day in a sword fight. Flexibility and balance are everything. That is what the Sword Dance teaches, or so my master always says.” Moving back into the stance, he nodded to her. “Watch me and follow along.”

      Logan wasn’t a genius with the blade like Becca, but he knew the steps. Moving through it at one quarter speed, he corrected Fiona when she missed a movement, or her body was out of position. Fiona, who had always loved dancing but had never known it was possible to do with a weapon, took to it like a natural.

      By the time the sun was setting, the pair had worked themselves into a lather dancing around the open field. Fiona’s movements weren’t fluid yet, but she moved with confidence through the dance, having learned all its steps. The men didn’t tease the squire when they returned to the group, and she even earned a few nods of respect.

      “You’ve demonstrated excellence and earned their respect. That’s the first step to ruling them,” Fiona whispered to Logan when they’d sat down next to Dawn and Gwynivere with their bowls of stew and hard biscuits.

      “I don’t want to rule them,” Logan said, frowning down at the girl.

      “What we want and what we do are often two different things. Slade has been following you from the start and tonight you dominated him before his men. Whether you want to think of it that way or not.” She pushed around her stew but didn’t eat. “This disguise worked once, but we can’t be certain it will again.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Gwynivere asked as she handed Dawn a clean pot to dry.

      “I’m not suggesting anything,” Fiona said with a sour frown. “But you don’t know the baron like I do. He won’t stop hunting us until I’m married to that psycho, Falstead, and you three are hanging by your thumbs. He’ll be looking for three or four traveling together, not a party this large. If you can gain their trust, Logan, or even command, we can make our way straight to the capital.”

      “And how do you suggest I do that?” Logan asked with a cocked eyebrow.

      “You’ve already started,” Fiona said, motioning with her head to where Slade spoke with two of his senior men. “They respect you, and you’ve begun earning their trust. A leader’s example is their best weapon to turn ambivalence into friendship. We could do worse than take the book’s advice.”

      Logan considered the young woman for a long moment, then meeting Dawn and Gwynivere eyes and seeing agreement, he crossed his legs and nodded.

      “What else does The Art of Rule have to say about our situation?”

      Fiona blinked in surprise when she saw the seriousness in Logan and his women’s eyes. More flattered by their faith in her than she wanted to admit, she launched into what she’d been thinking. Pulling from long buried knowledge, her tutors would have been proud how much sank in over the years. As flattering as it was to be heard, it couldn’t compare to the flush of pride she felt when the three of them took her advice seriously and began making plans around it.

      “I told you there was wisdom in that book,” Dawn said with a wink at Logan.

      “Thank god the princess read it,” he said, making sure his words were soft enough that none could overhear. “Because I still haven’t had the chance to do so.”

      “Reading isn’t enough, Elder Henry says,” Fiona said. “The passages are supposed to spur conversations that end in conclusions dependent on the system of governance. It never made sense before, but I owe him an apology.” Turning to Logan, she couldn’t quite meet his eyes as she offered, “I could go over the chapters and their arguments with you. Or what I remember of them, anyway.”

      “I’d like that very much,” he said, feeling pleased when Fiona’s shoulders relaxed, and she broke out in a big smile.

      The rest of the camp was finding their bedrolls, so Logan and the others followed suit. Dawn had set up their tent for herself and Gwynivere. At Logan’s insistence, Fiona joined the older women inside as he rolled his bedroll out before the fire. Before disappearing inside, Dawn and Gwynivere each stole a kiss from him, making him regret his decision to sleep alone.

      He could feel the stares of several of the men as he rolled into his blankets, but their envy didn’t bother him as much as Fiona. The girl watched each of the women kiss him with an intensity that made him uncomfortable until she disappeared within. He heard Dawn and the girls speaking softly but couldn’t make out the words and sleep stole him under while their conversation continued.
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      Logan woke with the sun. Greeted by the sounds of the camp coming alive around him, he rose and stretched, enjoying the stiffness in his muscles from the evening’s workout. While Dawn and Gwynivere broke down their camp, he and Fiona brushed down and saddled their horses.

      The girl was in a thoughtful mood as they worked, which brightened when Logan brought up The Art of Rule. Always the student, she relished being able to instruct someone else and showed a patience he wasn’t expecting.

      “You’re right,” she said at one point, “fear and love are the most powerful forces a king can command in his people but they’re short-sighted gains, every time.” When Logan’s face crumpled in confusion, she offered an explanation without making him feel slow or stupid. “A good king secures rulership and peace in their lifetime. A great king secures rulership and peace for generations to come. Good governance begins with meeting the basic needs of your people, without letting them get so soft and fat they feel entitled to more. It’s a delicate balance, but we see examples from the past that illuminate the sage’s wisdom.”

      Slade called for the party to mount up, sending his scouts ahead before ending their conversation, and Logan found he couldn’t wait to speak with her again about the subject. Her green eyes had sparkled with excitement as she saw him learning the concepts in a way he found endearing.

      The forest thinned as the trail they followed rose into higher elevation. The soft loam gave way to rocky soil, forcing them to slow as their mounts picked their way through in places. With broken scree lining the cliff to one side and densely packed scrub brush coating their other side, they were forced to string out into a single-file line.

      An hour before noon, as Logan sat on his mount wondering if they should stop for lunch or push on, a scream erupted from the front of their line. Two horses reared, the men’s shouts joining that of their mounts as chaos erupted. Three dark shapes darted through hooves, sending men flying as their terrified horses tried to rear and slash at the dark shapes, sending the men spilling to either side.

      Reacting on instinct, Logan threw himself off his own horse, landing before the women’s restless mounts. The balls of his feet stung, and he was forced to duck to avoid his horse’s flashing hooves as the dark shapes materialized before him.

      The blade was in his hand, but Logan hesitated when he focused on the three creatures racing up the path. Coated in silvery fur, they looked like tigers or large cats, but instead of a single tail, there were seven whipping behind them. What registered strongest wasn’t their sleek coats, or the whipping tails so reminiscent of his favorite anime, but their emaciated bodies and the wounds marring their flesh.

      At the last moment, Logan dropped his sword, cursing himself for a fool as he rose on the balls of his feet, arms raised as he let out the loudest roar he could make. The larger cat, which stood as high as his hip, flinched in confusion, claws scrambling on the trail. Hissing in fury, the cat turned and disappeared into the scrub brush downslope, the two kittens racing after it.

      “Why’d you let it get away?!” Slade called as he picked himself up from the dirt.

      Men grumbled as they stood, throwing glares at Logan, but the young man ignored them as he gathered his reins and swung back into the saddle.

      “Those were the monsters we were sent to deal with,” Slade growled as he tromped back to Logan. “If you’re too soft for this work—”

      “They had no irises in their eyes, did you notice? And seemed more afraid of the sunlight than they were of you or your men. Did you notice how they raced from shadow to shadow?”

      “What’re you on about?” The swarthy man growled, but his anger was blunted as he crossed his arms. “Quest is to bring back the heads of whatever killed those sheepherders and their flocks. Ain’t no cats that big I ever heard of. Gotta be them.”

      “I’d be willing to bet the real threat is whatever put those wounds on the cats,” Logan said. “If I had to guess, I’d say those cats live underground. Maybe they’re nocturnal, but I suspect they call the underground home and haven’t been able to feed since being driven from it.”

      “They did look starved, sir,” one man offered with an apologetic shrug to Slade. “Might not have been them, as was ate the sheep.”

      “You speak sense, Earnie, even if it’s nearly unintelligible.” Slade frowned down the slope in the direction the cats had gone. “Fair enough, we can keep searching, but I want two men watching our rear in case they get a hankering for horseflesh, or, gods forbid, human.”

      “I can help with that, Captain,” Gwynivere said as she swung down from her horse. “I can lay a ward upon the trail that will warn us if anything follows behind.”

      The man nodded, and with a shout, had his men remounting. Slade took care with the distribution of his forces, putting the most heavily armored at the front and rear of their line. Bows came out and eyes scanned the mountain slope for signs of movement as they continued up.

      The trail wound its way around the slope until the party found themselves at the brush-choked entrance to a narrow valley. A thin stream meandered out of it, giving birth to a tangle of greenery that proved too difficult for the mounts to pass through. Slade set three men with bows to look after the horses as the rest dismounted.

      The party picked their way carefully up the brush-choked and boulder-strewn ravine. Logan saw several signs the cats had been through here often, from the paw prints in soft clay to tufts of black fur on dead branches. What troubled him most were the larger prints they crossed with five talons driven deep into the soil.

      “Whatever made these were heavy as sin, sir,” the lead scout said to Slade as the party paused around a small creek with dozens of paw prints surrounding it. “I count a half dozen at least. Reckon the lordling, was right. Cats were driven from their den by whatever left these.”

      “Let’s find the den,” Slade said, shouldering his heavy spear and motioning for the men to ready their weapons. “Stay close and keep your heads on swivels.”

      With a nod to Logan, the swarthy man started off, the scout leading the way. It didn’t take long for the party to find the remains of a sheep’s carcass scattered outside a large black opening on the side of the mountain. The scout nervously edged his way to the opening but couldn’t see into the darkness within and hesitated.

      “Sir…?”

      Logan could practically smell the fear rolling off the men as they stared into the unknowable darkness, their minds conjuring all manner of horrors within. Even Slade hesitated in the face of the unknown and Logan sensed his men losing heart, knowing their fear could turn to hatred all too quickly. He’d seen it a dozen times in houses growing up. When a foster parent lost control, it never went well.

      Sheathing his sword with a tired sigh, Logan pulled his side knife and stepped around the man in front of him.

      “I’ll take point,” he said, drawing every eye to him as he calmly picked his way to the scout.

      The scout had enough awareness to blush as he backed away from the dark opening.

      “Goddess’s blessing to you, milord.” The man knuckled his forehead as Logan passed, his sigh of relief barely audible as he pulled back behind Dawn and Gwynivere.

      “Gather torches and let’s give the young lord some light!” Slade called with forced firmness.

      “Hold off on the torches,” Logan said as he peered into the darkness.

      “But we won’t be able to see down there,” one soldier complained, but when he looked up at the tall young man, he ducked his head with genuine deference. “Pardon, milord, I meant no offense.”

      “Better to be blind in darkness than choking on smoke,” Logan said, then added with an easy smile. “I promise not to be offended if you all promise not to call me lord.”

      “Aye, mil… Logan,” the man added, and though he used his name, it still came out sounding like a title, but Logan put that out of his mind as he palmed his knife.

      “If we’re heading down, torches are fine, but if we move at any other angle, they’ll be more hassle than good. We have other options…”

      He turned to Gwynivere with a cocked eyebrow, and the sorceress smiled eagerly.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Pushing back her sleeves, Gwynivere snapped her fingers in intricate gestures as she cast.
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      Three globes of light appeared, hovering above Gwynivere’s head. The men near her edged back from the magical castings, but their nervousness faded when they saw how much of the cavern her bright white magical light illuminated. Not finished with the magical lights, Gwynivere cast another spell, resting her hand on Logan’s brow when it finished.

      A penumbra of blue protective magic sprang up around Logan, giving him a measure of comfort behind the magical armor. The sorceress performed the spell another dozen times, touching Slade and each of his men in turn. She was drained by the end, with sweat pouring from her brow and a look of exhaustion drawing her features down.

      “That’s all I can do for now,” Gwynivere said with a sigh as she settled down on a boulder. I’ll have more mana in an hour, but those spells will only last that long.”

      “You gave us the edge we needed, mistress,” Slade said with a nod of appreciation. “You heard the lady, boys, times a ticking. Form up behind the lordling and leave your long blades behind. Daggers and short spears equipped and keep close to one another. I don’t want anyone wandering down a hole and getting themselves lost!”

      The swarthy man paused near Logan, peering into the darkness as his men readied their weapons. They struck at one another as they did, testing the shimmering blue armor coating them and seeing where it was most effective.

      “I don’t like this, Logan. Could be anything down there… and no room to maneuver… Tell me I’m not marching my men into a tomb.”

      “I wish I could, Slade. I can’t promise we’ll be triumphant, or even that our deaths will be glorious,” Logan said. “If any death can be glorious… But the one thing I promise you and your men, with absolute sincerity, is that our deeds this day have purpose. They have the most glorious purpose any act of violence could because they’ll keep children safe.”

      The men watching shifted, straightening despite themselves, hands resettling the grips on their knives and spears.

      “No one will sing a song for us, and I doubt they’ll even know what we do. But we will. We’ll know their children sleep safe at night because of the blood we shed this day. Because of our sweat, the walls of men stand strong.”

      “Gods damn boy…” Slade’s eyes shone with a pride that hadn’t been there before and he turned to his men, raising his spear in a fist. “You heard Lord Logan, boys! We’re heroes today! And you better gods damn well fight like it!”

      “Huzzah!” A ragged cheer rose from the men, not because they weren’t united, but because half tried to push forward into the cave, while the other half pumped fists into the air.

      Their cheers cut off when a deep, threatening noise from inside the cavern rose in challenge. Logan didn’t feel the hairs rise on the back of his neck yet, but he knew danger was imminent. He could feel the men’s fears growing anew and let out a roar to push his own back as he dove into the darkness.

      Gwynivere’s magical lights entered behind him but followed at a distance, casting lurid shadows before Logan. The cavern was narrow at first and had the scent of an animal’s den. Logan noticed the back wall had been broken through, someone or something having carved a path straight through stone.

      Pushing through the opening, he found a corridor extending deeper into the mountain, large enough for him to stand upright in. With the men following him warily, he advanced on careful feet.

      Growing up in foster care, always dressed in hand-me-downs and with the stigma of “other,” Logan never had many friends. The men Slade had gathered were former criminals and horse thieves, men whose choices had led into lives of violence. But poor choices or not, they became his brothers as they followed him into the darkness and Logan made a solemn vow to himself to treat each of them as such.

      “Burburlurble bburrblerblur.”

      It sounded like the speaker was underwater, but the noises were coming from just ahead and around a corner. Before Logan could puzzle out what he was hearing, another voice called from farther down the corridor and he heard more than two feet tromping away from him, towards the distant voice.

      Advancing, he picked his way through the pitch-black darkness as carefully as he could. The floor wasn’t flat, which made it difficult, but twenty meters down, he encountered a wet sludge-like substance on the ground that muffled his footfalls. The reek of it wasn’t as bad as some of the smells he’d encountered in the Darkened, but it was unpleasant enough to cause his top lip to curl.

      Logan found more evidence of claw marks and deep gouges on the walls as he felt his way through. The edges were still sharp, telling him this corridor had been dug from the rock recently.

      The sound of burbling reached Logan’s ears again, and he could make out three separate voices. What interested him was the clink of steel against steel that he heard, and he edged around the corner hoping to see anything in the pitch-black darkness. What he saw might have drawn a shocked gasp from his throat if he hadn’t been desensitized to strange creatures after his time in Fae.

      Dim red lights bobbed at the ends of tentacles or antennae sticking from the foreheads of three creatures. The lights didn’t illuminate much, but the monster’s bulbous face was clearly visible. With large dark eyes that bulged from their faces, wide, rubbery lipped mouths and slits like gills marching down the sides of their necks, they looked like fish people all the way down to their webbed fingers.

      It wasn’t the strange fishlike monsters that filled Logan with rage, or even the glittering armor that coated their bodies like they’d been plucked out of Camelot itself. It was the young human boy hanging from chains against the cavern’s rock wall. Two other corpses hung from chains, his eyes shying away from their small forms. Their entrails lay scattered about their feet, stretching forth in odd patterns.

      The boy’s guts had been cut open and one of the burbling fish people had its hands in the child’s belly and was rooting around. The boy’s jaw was leveraged open, his eyes wide with pain and fear, but no sounds came from him. Logan didn’t have time to wonder why, because the scream of rage was already breaking free of him as he rushed forward, a righteous killing rage enervating his limbs.

      The three fish-creatures turned their heads and reacted with shock to the human charging them. The two without their hands in the boy’s guts raised tridents whose points glittered dangerously in the dim red glow from their antennae and charged Logan.

      The young warrior was ready for the thrusts, but not the power behind them. Sweeping his arm up and to the right, he blocked a trident and felt the bones in his forearm groan, nearly snapping with the force they deflected. His dagger parried the second, and only strong hands and quick feet kept the weapons from being torn from his hand.

      Having darted past the two fish-creatures, Logan could feel their startlement that he wasn’t dead already. The third creature died with his blade buried in its throat, and he saw with a burst of joy that the boy was still alive, though barely. Bubbles wheezed out of his mouth as he tried to scream, pain-filled eyes imploring Logan to kill him.

      “Dawn! I need you, here!”

      Logan couldn’t be certain if the healer heard his call over the tumult of battle. Slade’s men cried out in fear as they confronted an enemy in the darkness, but Logan had his hands full with the other fish-monster as it turned on him.

      “Burblur blurbled!”

      The creatures shouted battle cry only served to make it look more ridiculous in Logan’s eyes. Then the sorceress’s light was moving closer, and the creatures cried out in pain when its bright white rays fell upon their skin. In the brighter light, Logan could see they had skin like dolphins.

      “Light hurts them!” he cried out, his voice echoed by Slade and then his men as they took heart.

      Unable to get around the trident’s thrusts, Logan dodged and deflected the attacks until Slade and his men had the other creature pinned and stabbed to death on their spears. When its companions died, the monster screamed in its burbling language so loud the pain cut at Logan’s ears. Parrying a last thrust, Logan slid under the attack while its legs were fouled up from behind and drove his small blade up under its chin.

      It took a few seconds of digging around to find the jugular, but eventually the heavy creature fell to the floor at his feet. Logan rose and turned to find Dawn already pushing her way to the fore. He breathed a sigh of relief when the silvery glow sprang from her hands and washed over the boy. His smiles weren’t shared by Slade as he stared down at the three dead monsters.

      “Kuo-toa… The old stories come to life.”

      “Sir, it can’t be,” said one of his men in a quavering voice.

      “You know these creatures?” Logan asked, crouching to roll one over. The corpse was heavy, requiring him to grunt with effort before it slumped onto its back. Something niggled at the edges of Logan’s awareness, but he was too focused on the task at hand to give it any mind.

      “Only from the legends,” Slade said. “The kingdom was founded by escaped slaves of the Kuo-Toa. The slaves found a dozen city states at war with one another, who weren’t willing to take in a couple hundred refugees. Seeds of our nobility and the princess’s line. A pretty tale, but I never believed it… Legends never said where they escaped from.”

      “The light only hurt where it touched them,” Logan said, pushing back the steel plate to reveal the contrasting line between burned flesh and whole. “If they’re wise and we have to assume they are, a thick layer of cloth might protect them from the sun.”

      “He speaks truth,” Slade said and spit to the side. “We can’t fight those monsters in the darkness. Best to retreat, warn the locals, towns, and lords. Might even get a reward for it,” he said with a chuckle. “What do you say, lad? Maybe we can drop the cave on the bastards.”

      “They’d only dig through,” Logan said, his voice distant and body tensed as he stared into the darkness, ears straining as the sound of something just on the edge of his hearing sent a tremor down his spine.
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      The sounds of approaching Kuo-toa grew, and Slade reached out to draw Logan around and get his attention. Slade’s frown deepened when he saw a flash of gold deep within one of Logan’s pale blue eyes.

      “These are warriors, not foragers,” Logan said, voice growing oddly distant as he tapped the thick plate of steel coating its chest. “And they can’t abide the light. Does anyone else hear that?”

      “Aye, lad. It sounds like an army's on the charge from down there.”

      “Not them…” Logan said, his head turning aloft and eyes growing distant as he stared at the rock ceiling.

      Gwynivere’s lips turned down in a frown. She recognized the distant quality in Logan’s voice and that far off expression overtaking his face. Her memories of that wild afternoon on the mountainside were too fresh to forget it.

      Now?!… Please Goddess, not now! Gwynivere thought to herself as she pushed terrified warriors to the side as she hurried to the front.

      “I’m not sure what you hear, lad, but those bastards are tougher than my old lady, and that’s saying something. We need to get out of these tunnels and warn someone. The local villages—”

      “The king must be told about this,” Fiona said. Her bright green eyes stared into the darkness where the growing sounds of approaching troops ratcheted up her alarm.

      “Aye, girl,” Slade said, “and we will. But first the lord and I will make sure you get out of here safely.” Turning away from the shocked princess, he barked down the line of his men. “We need to drop this cave. Barl and Gentr you were sappers in the king’s army, aye?”

      “Aye, sir!” two men shouted.

      “I don’t know what you think you imagine, sir—” the princess began, but the swarthy man cut her off with a quick wave of his hand.

      “No time for that shit when we’re in the shit, girl. Why Sir Pendrake is hiding the princess isn’t my business, but getting you out of here safe is.”

      The girl’s shoulders hunched in on themselves, but none of Slade’s men gave her more than a companionable wink and she breathed a sigh of relief a second later. As the sappers moved into place opposite one another, Dawn staggered to her feet, brow dripping with sweat as she cradled the young man in her arms. The boy’s skin was pale, but he breathed easily, and his face was peaceful and relaxed in slumber. Fiona was about to exclaim in joy to see how quickly and efficaciously the healer had done her work, but the older woman’s face registered the strangest emotion.

      Lust.

      “Sir… I feel… strange,” said Barl.

      Steel steaks and a hammer fell from the man’s hands as he rose to his feet and turned, but Slade didn’t respond, for he had already turned and was staring into the darkness.

      “Flee,” Gwynivere hissed as she drew close to Slade. “You must all leave this place or… Dear Goddess, I’m too late.”

      The once Praetorian Guardsman, occasional philanderer, sometime thief, and of late captain to a group of scoundrels and deserters, Slade Jorvikson happened to be standing closest to Logan Pendrake when the dragon in his blood flared for the thirteenth time. The young man’s bright blue eyes changed, one shifting to the palest yellow, the other deepening and drawing him within like a whirlpool of raw power—a vortex into the young man’s soul.

      Without the cooling touch of a woman Logan loved at hand, and an enemy too powerful to defeat charging at him, Logan found himself seeking the chaos within.

      Alien coldness slipped over his mind, and he was pulled from his body.

      

      Flying through rock and stone, Logan found himself staring down at oddly shaped mountains of the purest snow. Then the world canted alarmingly to the side, and he realized his perspective was that of something flying.

      The world soared past beneath him, but he didn’t watch it as a man might observe the view. He hunted.

      His prey was elusive and smaller than a soul. But he would hunt this land until he found the God who’d trapped his twin. As the living gateway to a world, and its magic, Chaos could not exist without Order. But that bitch, Chance, had compressed herself to the size of a virus and only a bit of luck would let him find her on this backwater world.

      “HAIL, LITTLE BROTHER.”

      Logan felt a sense of dislocation as the body that felt his spoke to him inside his head. But he recognized what it was, if not quite the enormity of all this creature encompassed.

      “Hello?”

      “YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, BUT NOT THE RIGHT TO ASK THEM… YET.”

      Logan knew he should listen, but he would not be controlled. Not in this state. Never again.

      He opened his mental mouth to respond, but something vast as the oceans themselves and weightier than the world smothered his will.

      “THOU ART WILLFUL… GOOD. THY WILL NEED IT, LITTLE BROTHER. THOUEST TRUE TEST AWAITS. WHEN THOU TAKE UP THE GRAIL, TWO TURNINGS OF AN EARTHEN MOON YOU HAVE BEFORE ITS GODDESS’ STRENGTH FAILS. IF THAT SHOULD HAPPEN THE THRONE SHATTERS FOR ALL TIME… DIVERGENCE… DESTRUCTION… ALL WORLDS THAT HOLD LIFE… AFIRE.

      “THOU NEEDS TO BE READY, LITTLE BROTHER.

      “TAKE UP THY BIRTHRIGHT, LAST DRAGON.

      “THE WORLDS ARE READY FOR… DOMINATION.”

      The last word reverberated in Logan’s mind with more and more power.

      Not a word, a title.

      An echo that grew louder with every bounce instead of softer. He should recoil from the thought, but that was an old instinct. One that had served its purpose.

      Relaxing his grip on the safety of Chaos’s mind, Logan let himself fall back into his body. Past rock and stone and into a narrow tunnel carved by a race of hateful creatures hell-bent on seeing every conscious being dead or enslaved at their hands and powerful enough to make it happen.

      He thought he might appear back in his body to find chaos around himself, but wasn’t surprised to find less than a heartbeat had passed. Slade still stared up at him, and Gwynivere pushed her way forward.

      As his birthright unfolded within, literally, Logan felt his senses expand and, with them, an aura of fear. Fear, love, or lust, depending on where one fell along the spectrum of enemy, ally, or lover.

      Turning his back on the rapidly approaching Kuo-toa, Logan scanned the group behind him. The aura hit them in a wave. Only one of Slade’s men cowered in fear, and Logan’s alien mind read the emotions stitched across the man’s face like an open book. Betrayer and spy, but no true threat. Logan dismissed him and raised his arms to stretch free of this earthen prison.

      “What…?” Jorvikson’s bright green eyes shone with a mixture of every emotion as he stared up at Logan on trembling legs. “What are you?”

      For the girl to speak in the face of Logan’s manifesting self, she showered more inner will than either Gwynivere or Dawn could manage at that moment. Both of the older women were on their knees, the boy standing with an owlish expression as he peeked up from behind Dawn’s praying figure.

      Logan’s hand raised to the girl’s cheek and her trembling limbs stilled as he drew close. He tilted her chin up and gazed down into her eyes, letting her see into him. Her eyes flashed wide, the pupils swelling and swallowing the green before retreating to a normal dilated ring and then she staggered backwards, breaking contact with his flesh with an agonized whimper.

      The angst-riddled desires of a girl were no more. In their place was raw love and devotion. What she’d seen within that deep soul gaze would stay with Fiona for the rest of her life. It filled her with warmth, but also a shivering fear at what would happen next.

      For she’d seen his true name.

      “We need to flee… Gwynivere… Slade!”

      Her words broke the spell holding everyone in place, and as one, they turned to flee. The Kuo-toa were close enough that the red glow from their front ranks cast wavering shadows down the tunnel, and their stomping feet sounded like an avalanche in the narrow space.

      “But Fiona, we can’t leave him!” Gwynivere implored, her steel-strong hands pulling painfully at Fiona’s wrist as she tried to pull past the girl and go to her lord, who stalked down the tunnel towards the Kuo-toa.

      “The dragon rides alone. We can’t go where he goes now. Come on! Dawn!”

      The healer was there and to Fiona’s shock she drew Gwynivere’s face around and planted a passionate kiss on the sorceress’s lips. Fiona glanced aside, but her eyes betrayed her by glancing back and seeing their wet lips part with heavy breaths exchanged. Blushing, the princess was about to ask what the healer was doing when the woman spoke in her calm, mellifluous voice.

      “We have to let him go, you said so yourself! He’ll come back to us. I know it. That’s always a mother’s duty… right?”

      “Right.” Gwynivere said, a sob escaping her throat as they turned and grabbing up the princess, heading off after Slade and his men.

      The sorceress cast a look back at the young man who’d stolen her heart and prayed to her goddess that he’d return to them. For she had an inkling of the awesome power calling to him and feared any man’s ability to relinquish that and return to a mortal form, even for a time.
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      The stone above was oppressive, but it cracked and sloughed aside as Logan stretched his shoulders wide. As his body unfolded from a place outside of time, he felt the discomfort and awkwardness of his human body fade away, and strength unlike anything he’d ever experienced flooded him.

      The stone surrounding Logan melted into streams that slid past his feet as his magic awoke. So many things were changing within him it was hard to focus on any one thing, but the touch of his magic flooded Logan with relief.

      When they’d first arrived in this world, he’d been happy to be rid of it. The confusing and chaotic powers he could employ had never been as efficacious as the witches, or as easily commanded as Meryl hinted it should be.

      The magic wasn’t confusing now. In fact, just the opposite. He wasn’t a fae caster, plucking currents and weaving them together to form spells, or a human wizard who memorized words of power and followed strict rules.

      He was Domination.

      The magic wasn’t an outside force he pulled from. It flowed from the well-spring of his being and out and into the world. He was the heart of a new magic, one not bound to a world or a person, and drawing upon it was as effortless as breathing in this form.

      As his form stretched and expanded, the rocks above cracked. The earth shook, sending the fleeing humans careening into the walls before they burst out into the narrow ravine beyond. Above them, the slope bulged and broke away, threatening to dump half the mountainside on their heads as the Black Dragon shouldered a million tons of rock aside like it was made of sand.

      Domination could no longer see with human eyes, but he felt the world around him more intimately than if his fingers were touching every inch of it. He could feel the fear and worry filling Gwynivere and Dawn, and the faith and desire twisted within Fiona. The girl tried not to focus on her emotions as she helped a man over a rolling boulder, but every few seconds she threw a look up, hungry for a glimpse of his magnificence.

      He could feel Slade’s awe, and that of his men as they fought for purchase on the violently rumbling ground. Hard men, who’d seen the worst of war, the worst of life, and in the end, did the right thing. Flexing his wings, Domination let magic wash off himself. The raw force pressed the men and women down, blanketing them in a suffocating but protective barrier as tons of broken boulders and scree rained down from above.

      The magic of Gwynivere and Dawn felt like fragile petals in his fist. Domination threw back his arms and felt his wings stretching towards the horizon. The world rolled beneath him, small and fragile, and the chaos flooding his veins wanted nothing more than to crush it beneath his heel. But Domination had enemies. Ones who sought the death of those he’d loved and, even worse, to rule what was his.

      Trees shook and clouds swirled above as Domination drew in a deep breath. The forward forces of a mighty underground empire staggered into the shadows on the edge of where he’d broken free of the mountain. Their plans dashed and ranks in chaos, they filled a thousand miles of passages, making it simple for Domination to end the threat with one concentrated blast of superheater black fire.

      Stones melted, clogging the passageways, but the bulk of the forward forces were wiped out. As were all the tunnels they’d painstakingly dug, in order to supply and move their troops in mass.

      More enemies to the south.

      His head snaked aloft on a long neck, back stretching deliciously for the first time as Domination trumpeted to the heavens his awakening. Around the curve of the world, another roar sounded, Chaos his brother’s greeting. But dragons are singular creatures and don’t mix well with their own, and Chaos had his own mission to accomplish.

      It took a half second for the colossal creature’s mind to work out how flight would be possible. Then he sprang aloft, tail slashing and wings beating as a cushion of magic lifted him to the heavens. Domination soared into the sky, his first flight taking him south to wheel above a young lord’s tower.

      Below the screams of terrified humans filled Domination with amusement but not satisfaction. He wasn’t a terrorizer. He didn’t want the power in his grasp, but he’d been raised the victim of tyrants. A string of small-minded foster parents who used fear and pain to make themselves feel strong.

      That’s what happens when the natural order is perverted. When humans forget that they aren’t the apex predators of the universe.

      Lord Falstead was a brave man, riding forth with a hundred knights to the chants of dragon slayer. His end proved as easily wrought by Domination as the Kuo-Toa’s. It was a simple thing to sail above the cavalry and unleash a storm of lightning and fire from his plentiful magical reserves. Once he might have lamented the deaths of so many horses, but now, he swooped down and made a snack of their sweet flesh.

      Lord Falstead’s men left a sour taste in his mouth so Domination spit them back out, sending their burning corpses over the town’s walls to impress upon the locals the fate of those who opposed the will of the Black Dragon. His presence alone was enough to do that, freezing nearly every resident in place as they soiled their clothes. A few bright souls escaped the fear but found fawning affection waiting for them.

      These would soon join hundreds of others in abandoning their homes and lives and taking up the road. Joined in their common purpose, they hunted the Black Dragon’s lair, not to make war, but the opposite. Women and men from all stripes of life with peace in their hearts, seeking to break the chain of their ancestors. But this is a different tale.

      Now we speak of the wild young dragon who found himself free for the first time in his life. A single enemy wandered the surface of this world, but the man was petty and weak, better left to others to deal with. Those others crawled across the surface, protected by one of the rare humans Domination trusted. They would be safe until they reached the throne.

      The throne.

      A place of weighty purpose to Domination. Shattered and scattered, it was his mission to gather it, and he felt the regard of distant brothers and sisters who awaited that day.

      Another cage.

      Prisons of purpose and prophecy.

      Two souls called to him. One as comfortable as an old friend, a counselor. The other a queen, filled with fire as bright as her hair. Seven women already bound to his soul… could Domination allow five more to do the same? Could he afford not to?

      The air thinned as Domination soared above the weather. Storm clouds swirled beneath, and the continent stretched out in a swirling shape. The kingdom sat in the center of a fractal pattern of land reaching up from narrow seas. This wasn’t Earth, nor was it fae, or anyplace between. It felt as real as anything, but if he pressed upon time, things… bent around him.

      Red fire. Pain. Hatred of all life and him especially.

      I come for you, brother…

      Domination’s opposition wasn’t freedom. It was Dissolution. The combined forces of heaven and hell couldn’t stop what was coming.

      My army is complete.

      A wave that would roll through everything. Everything he knew. Everything he might discover. All ashes in the wake of…

      Sammael.

      The detonation of sound as Domination uttered the true name of his rival created an expanding shock wave, clearing the air for miles around the dragon. Whirling, he spun towards the surface, feeling the thicker atmosphere caress his adamantine scales, and find purchase on the ridges of his wings and tail that only enhanced his maneuverability at speed.

      Domination had much to learn of his new form, and an entire world in which to learn them.

      He screamed once more in rage, when the sorceress cried out for him to return to her, toppling an islands peak and creating a volcano in the process. Domination would answer to no one, and the thought it sent back to the woman crackled like a whip in flight.

      When it struck Gwynivere, her soul was once more split in thrice for a moment, and the coven saw their lord in all his glory. Domination had another lash ready, but the connection dissolved as the three released him into the wilderness. Not with fear, but with absolute love as they watched him sore.
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      “Wha… what was that?... Was that him?” asked one of Slade’s men.

      “Who else could it have been?” Slade asked while cuffing the back of the man’s head. “Stop asking dumb questions or you’ll offend his lordship… err.”

      He glanced with a frown at Gwynivere, but the woman had a far off look on her face that grew tight with concentration and perhaps a hint of pain as he watched.

      “Are you alright, ma’am?”

      “She’s fine,” Dawn said with a shooing gesture. “Let’s focus on getting down from this crumbling mountainside. Then we can figure out the proper honorifics for my son’s friend, who’s apparently King Arthur reborn and a dragon to boot. What do you say?”

      The healer looked more than frazzled as she helped Gwynivere down the trail. Slade could hear her muttering something under her breath, something about every good man I find just ups and flies off. He could only shake his head and roll his eyes at the craziness of women, having to wipe his features clear when the princess threw him a glare.

      “You know who I am.”

      It wasn’t a question and Slade nodded, closing his eyes for the tongue lashing he knew would be coming. He wasn’t sure how Lord Logan, the Black Dragon, had tamed the willful girl, but Slade didn’t expect to have the same charms.

      There were no shouted demands to bring her to her father this instant, or to carry her off the dangerously loose slope first. Cracking an eye open, he found her watching the men and the two spellcasters pick their way down carefully.

      “This is a dangerous situation. Any of them could cause a landslide and take out the rest.”

      Blinking, he saw she was right. Cursing himself for not seeing it sooner, he opened his mouth to shout, then thinking better, called in a firm but not booming voice. Once they were moving in an orderly fashion, he followed, and the girl fell in behind him.

      “You have good instincts, Captain… And you obviously recognize who I am.”

      Slade flinched but couldn’t deny it. He’d been hoping the girl didn’t notice his slip in the heat of battle. When he was a young man, he’d never have made that mistake. Must be slipping in my old age, he thought to himself with a chuckle.

      “Have I said something amusing, sir?”

      “No, ma’am… err, no, Princess. I was only thinking of the twists of fate.” He reached out a steadying hand without thinking when a rock rolled beneath the girl’s ankle and caught her a second before she could fall. “First quest I take as leader of these men, and I fall in with the king’s own spoiled brat and…” He glanced to the heavens and shook his head in awe.

      “Spoiled brat?” He flinched again, but the girl only laughed in fond amusement. “Have you been speaking with my father? Because that is what he used to call me… Father, I must warn him about all of this.”

      “Aye, lass,” Slade said, reaching out again to catch her before the scree gave out beneath a foot. “We’ll get you there, but take care. The slope’s treacherous, still.”

      The princess offered him a grateful smile before wiping the look from her face.

      “It’s those two we need to worry about,” she said, keeping her voice down as she nodded ahead to Gwynivere and Dawn.

      “They’re distraught,” Slade said. “But they’re our allies. You don’t have to fear them, lass.”

      “I don’t fear them, I fear what will happen to us should anything befall them.” Slade blinked in surprise at the thought, his mouth going dry. “They’re his lovers, Captain, and from what I’ve seen, maybe more than that. Can you imagine what the Black Dragon would do to the kingdom if anything befell the women he loves?”

      “Shit… Oi! Careful on that slope!” His voice had a note of panic in it, but the fool helping the pair across the scree only waved back. When he turned back, Slade caught the pained expression on the girl’s face and recognized what the admission had cost her.

      “They called him a king…” she said in a soft voice, broken up by heavy breathing as they trailed behind the men. “I saw it in him, more than any of the boys at court, but not this…” Her eyes went to the heavens again and the crestfallen look twisted into painful loss.

      “He’s still a young man, lass. Even with everything else… I wouldn’t give up hope.”

      She turned on him with a frosty stare, and Slade prepared himself for a tongue lashing but after everything that had happened, she didn’t have the heart to follow through and shoulders sagging, she shook her head.

      “Father always said I reach for the stars, and he’d be laughing at me now.”

      “He listened to you, lass. The same as he did those two. When you spoke reason, he followed it and that’s a power all its own. If he has caught your eye, then give him something to come back to, instead of another problem to solve. I doubt the lad has had many safe harbors in his life.”

      “You’re a man of uncommon wisdom for a sell-sword, Slade Jorvikson. How is it you recognize me again?” Slade flinched for a third time and the girl’s grin grew. “The Praetorian Guard are careful to keep the public from learning the royal brats’ appearances, ever since the kidnapping of Gylrand the Fourth’s entire brood. I myself haven’t taken a public audience without my body double sitting on the throne since I was nine… Guardsman?”

      Slade’s shoulder hunched, but he couldn’t deny the hand of fate. The twin bastards wouldn’t let him clear of that old oath no matter how far he ran.

      BOOM!

      As if he needed reminding, the Black Dragon let out a roar that caused trees to sway and the loose slope behind them to shift ominously. Gwynivere had swooned, and the princess looked to the sorceress with concern, but with Dawn at the woman’s side, there was little she could do, so she turned back to the captain with an expectant stare.

      “It was Guardsman Sergeant Jorvikson,” Slade said, his sour frown turning bleak as he bared the decade long shame. “But I deserted that post long ago.”

      “We all desert responsibilities from time to time. That’s the nature of being human. We fail.” The girl’s open expression brought a lump to Slade’s throat, and he forced his gaze away as he trudged on, scrubbing at his nose before the dust caused him to sneeze.

      “You will take up the Praetorian Guard Shield again,” she said. “And take me home, Captain Jorvikson. There I will set about fixing what’s been broken for so long and if…” She looked in the direction the detonation had come from. “If we can ever be of service to Lord Logan, then we’ll be ready and prepared should he return.”

      Slade turned to argue, but the sight of her froze him in place. Standing just up the slope from him, straight and tall, with her bedraggled squire’s clothes and dyed hair in disarray, she looked every inch the queen. The lump dissolved in his throat and Slade found dust puffing around his knee as he fell to it, right fist planted by his heel, and left at his back in the Guard tradition.

      “He will return, my queen.”

      “He’ll return for them, I’m certain,” she said, watching Dawn help the wobbly-legged sorceress to her feet. “And that will be enough, Captain.”

      “Aye, my queen.”

      “Now, let’s get to the capitol before the baron whispers in too many ears.”

      Ignoring the loose ground underfoot, the girl trudged forward with her mind fixated on the problems facing her people. She was young still, but she’d been tested and proved resilient. She found she enjoyed applying the knowledge her tutors had worked so hard to stuff into her brain. They were like keys that unlocked the problems into smaller, more manageable parts.

      Baron Jarlis would hardly recognize the spoiled, willful princess he’d imprisoned in her now. The girl was becoming a woman, and one with someone she wanted to impress. Slade didn’t miss how her eyes strayed towards the sky every few minutes as she sought to steal a peek at the awesome sight of the Black Dragon.

      In the chaos of his emergence, while most were pissing themselves in fear, he’d noticed the girl’s knees trembled with something else and a look of shocked euphoria had swept over her features. The same expression had covered Gwynivere and Dawn’s faces as well, and Slade didn’t believe it a coincidence.

      Don’t worry, lass, he thought to himself. Dragon or no, I trust you’ll trip him into your sheets sooner than later.
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      THREE WEEKS LATER

      

      Slade was right, but no one suspected it would take three full weeks before the dragon returned. During those weeks, Gwynivere and Dawn heard tales of the Black Dragon’s exploits from around the world.

      On a distant continent, he had burned out an empire of slavers and put the evil overlords on their heels. Darker stories of an island covered in undead and a lich king who’d been building his army for centuries, all burnt to cinders by Domination’s black breath.

      There were dark spots in the timeline the two women compiled, where they could learn nothing of what Logan, as Domination, had been up to. Dawn theorized he was hunting for a mate, but Gwynivere was confident he spent the time exploring his abilities and powers as a dragon.

      “Their powers lie near the very center of what magic is,” Gwynivere told her friend during the second month of Logan’s absence. “Perhaps even at the very heart of it… We only learn the fringes of what now lies in his grasp.”

      “But it’s been months already… Simon doesn’t do well with change. I can’t imagine how he’s doing with me gone for so long. And my job…”

      Gwynivere patted the other woman on the arm. “If my theories are correct, we’ll find much less time has passed on Earth than has passed here. Or else it would be far harder to trap our souls in this reality. All we can do is help Fiona secure her throne and pray he will return to us.”

      “I’m certain he will eventually,” Dawn said with a roguish smile. “I doubt there are any she-dragons out there for him to frolic with, and you know how powerful his libido is…”

      Gwynivere barked a laugh and slipped her arm into Dawn’s, resting her head on the other woman’s shoulder as they watched flames dance in their cookfire. Days of travel north saw their party outside the capitol’s walls. The baron and his men held it prisoner, along with Fiona’s father,.

      After slipping into the city through a secret tunnel in the sewers, a shit-smeared princess and her merry band of followers rescued the king and captured the baron. The citizens of the capitol woke the next morning to find the man in chains and his “knights” stripped of their titles and armor. Those who could be charged for crimes were and the rest exiled from the kingdom.

      Slade Jorvikson, captain of the queens guard, found himself dripping with honors, but he and his men didn’t take their change of fate lightly. Still likely to drink and whore too much for the princess’s liking, they nonetheless accomplished great things when outfitted with the finest weapons and armor.

      When the Kuo-toa returned, in force, they would find themselves outmatched by the kingdom’s newly trained and outfitted forces.

      The most impressive growth came from Fiona, who’d internalized everything she’d learned from The Art of Rule that Mrs. Petunia had driven into her head. The old maid was rescued and brought to her mistress’s side where she was honored for her bravery. Seeing her young charge grow into a wise and capable ruler filled Mrs. Petunia with pride, and she could be found of an evening near a warm hearth telling stories of the young queen’s exploits as a girl.

      The young queen herself retired each evening with her new councilors to stare at the night sky. She would drag stories from each of their time in other worlds, and when the wine flowed, more intimate tales of their time with him.

      The sorceress described a complicated dynamic, and a dozen women of power at his side, but Fiona didn’t care about any of that. Gwynivere was three of those women, herself, and the mind-bending explanation had left the queen more annoyed than illuminated. That she would have to share him, Fiona had always known, but that she might have to part with and never see him again once they left this world cut at her insides.

      And so, she felt a hint of sadness clouding her joy when she spotted the outline of something magnificent pass before the full moon above. A dark shadow swept over the city and when it passed directly overhead, desire awoke within Fiona.

      In the queen’s tower room, she’d shared many an enchanting evening with the two beauties who’d helped secure her throne. Now the pair slipped free of the soft mattress and walked towards the open balcony. Heart in her throat, Fiona didn’t dare break the special moment the three shared as the massive bulk of the Black Dragon lowered on a cloud of magic that enveloped it.

      Even a glimpse of him was enough to set her heart racing and her loins weeping. The air filled with the scent of cinnamon and cloves, of spices she didn’t recognize, and then the cloud of magic parted to reveal a powerful, naked man with the most mesmerizing and alien eyes. One golden and kindly, the other pale blue and holding all the immeasurable wisdom of a dragon within it.

      The man moved awkwardly at first, finding his old form no longer fit as easily as it once had. Gwynivere flinched when his fingers rested on her shoulder with more force than he intended, but gentle words broke the tension of their long absence, and in moments she and the buxom healer had thrown themselves into his arms.

      When he stepped into the tower room from the balcony, he frowned up at the ceiling as though it offended him that the building would dare to stand taller, and Fiona laughed in amusement. Her tinkling laughter dried up when those eyes found her on the bed. Pulling the sheet up as though it were a shield against his intense stare, she bit her inner lip in annoyance at the reaction and reminded herself of all she’d accomplished since last they’d met.

      “We depart your lands on the morrow, Princess. But there are things I must… take first.”

      His words came out cold and remote, as if the flesh were only a suit the dragon inhabited, and the man he’d been was lost. But Fiona knew better when she’d seen the way he held Gwynivere and Dawn, and the way his eyes betrayed him by dancing down to take in the tiny garments clinging to her own hips and bust.

      “You burn or dominate half of this world in a matter of weeks and just announce you’re leaving?!” The two at his sides withdrew as she slipped free of the covers and stalked towards him, anger overcoming reason, her gaze fixed on his to keep them from betraying her as his naked manhood swung between his thighs.

      Cheeks coloring despite herself, she went on in a rush, “You owe us more than that. You owe me more than that… and I plan to take it!”

      “I will not be—” His stance had stiffened, and his gaze narrowed, until Fiona shocked herself by reaching out and taking what she really wanted.

      The feel of it stiffening in her hands sent a flush to the innocent queen’s flesh, and her jaw dropped open as it grew and grew in her grasp. A sound rose from the back of the man’s throat, both hunger and predator wrapped in one, sending a shiver through her core. She heard the healer and sorceress both mutter quiet prayers, and then his hands were upon her and Fiona learned what it was to submit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      He came back to himself when her cool fingers slid over his manhood.

      Her fragile innocence demanded restraint, which pulled Logan back to a human reference frame. He still felt awkward in this form, but need flooded him as he peeled lacy panties off the young queen’s slender hips.

      A girl no longer, her body had developed in pleasing ways, but it was her curious mind and eager fingers that excited him most. Nineteen and eager, she was heaven in his arms. Logan could feel Gwynivere and Dawn beside the bed, watching as they sent love through the bond. He would reconnect with both before departing these lands, but while the goddess was close, and her power his to call, he forged the bond that would allow him to return to this world.

      As the queen’s flower parted before his thrusting manhood, she cried out in plain and pleasure. His own desire too powerful a thing after such a long slumber, Logan flooded the girl’s womb on that first thrust, sending her to the heights of passion as her soul was bound to his.

      “With this, I thee wed,” the girl breathed, before the pleasure became too much, and she succumbed to darkness.

      “It is done, my lord,” Gwynivere breathed as she approached the bed. “Her body and soul are yours… as are ours.”

      “It’s far from done,” Logan said, his voice hoarse from disuse and his eyes gleaming in the dark as he rose from the still form of the beautiful young queen. The sight of her body, slack with satiation, filled the women with warmth. Then they saw his manhood still throbbing with desire and the older women were filled with their own growing hunger, long suppressed these many months.

      “You know the end game, then? You’ve seen what we must do?” Fingers trembling, she held herself back from him, knowing to touch this beautiful young man would be to have her senses twisted and reason difficult to come by.

      “I’ve seen the shape of it… Both what can come if we’re triumphant and the future Sammael would forge.”

      “Then we must act! If you know what must be done then—”

      She cut off with a faint squeak when he was suddenly there, his form looming over her. The shy youth she’d once saved and welcomed into her home was no more, and in his place was a tall, powerful young man who knew his own strength and could command with a glance. One look from his eyes was enough to silence her, and another had her blushing and preening like a schoolgirl as she felt his gaze rake down her body like hot coals.

      “There are more ways than one to act… And I have a desire to be with all three of you again.” The finger that reached for her brow glowed a vibrant violet and Gwynivere felt herself twisting, or the world twisted around her and for one delirious second her one mind saw through three sets of eyes. The world split with a crack and she felt squeezed. One moment Logan’s magic was pressing on all sides, and then it was gone and she was her selves again. Three separate women with one soul stared at one another before bursting into tears and falling into each other’s arms.

      “What have you done, my lord?” Dawn asked, a hand covering her mouth as she watched the witches weeping.

      “Please, forget the honorific when it’s just us,” he said, drawing his old friend’s mother into his arms as he watched the coven with a fond smile. “It was a curse that split her in thrice, and bound her magic to the soil of her home… She has her magic without the curse now, but they will divide it in this form. She has the choice now, though the process, without my aid, will drain her mana for a day, at least.”

      “I can feel your need, Logan.”

      He flinched ever so slightly at the mention of his given name, but the wise healer was already moving, her touch distracting as she knelt before him.

      Dawn had spent hundreds of nights dreaming of the brief time she’d spent with Logan. Throughout her life the MILF had struggled with feeling beautiful and wanted, but in this young man’s arms, she’d never felt less than beautiful.

      Her heart fluttered in her breast when she looked up into Logan’s mismatched eyes and saw the same primal desire he’d taken her with that first glorious afternoon in her living room. Only now it was wrapped under the tight control of his iron-hard will. Eager to break through his control so she might feel that wild beast again, Dawn slipped her flingers around the base of his cock and pressed her lips to the underside.

      Logan’s indrawn hiss of pleasure brought Evelyn, Eris, and Gwen’s attention to him. Evelyn looked at her sisters and raised a hand. Drawing upon her powers, she gasped lightly when the magic responded with alacrity.

      “But how…?” Gwen asked, her voice registering awe as she called forth her own magic, and saw it came with a slightly distinct flavor than Evelyn’s.

      “The bond is growing,” Eris said, turning to gaze with wondrous eyes at where their powerful lord stood with the busty older woman slavishly worshipping his manhood. “I suspect it will change for the others when we return if it hasn’t already. The connection is stronger now… deeper… but more remote at the same time. I can feel you… pulling at me, lord.”

      “That’s his desire, sister,” Evelyn said, stepping up beside Eris and resting a hand on the other woman’s naked shoulder. “And I’m beginning to suspect this lies at the heart of how we will win this war.”

      When Eris frowned in confusion, Evelyn shocked her by leaning forward and stealing a passionate kiss. All three shivered when they felt Logan’s desire ratchet up through the bond, including Dawn, whose tongue was bathing the head of Logan’s cock, which swelled in her mouth.

      Half man and half dragon, Logan’s nature was no longer a mystery to himself, but how to live with it was still an open question. Fifty feet below him stood the base of the Broken Throne, and siting in a dusty alcove of the royal treasury a small chalice. In taking up that totem of earth, Logan would signal his entrance into a war greater than time itself.

      He could feel his enemies regrouping, forging new weapons, and gathering their strength in hell. Like dark daggers forming beneath his feet, they threatened everything and everyone he loved. There was only one way to marshal his own army that could win against the combined forces of hell. Only one way to ensure the devotion and love necessary to push through and triumph in the face of what was coming.

      Eyes rising from his friend’s mother, who’d learned not only to heal the body with her magic but also the mind, he found his three witches standing with arms clutching one another. Between longing looks at Logan, they shared kisses and caressed one another with their magic, which only incensed him further.
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      Fiona woke from the white bliss she’d found herself in to the creaking of bedsprings as her body swayed in time with the sound. Picking her head up, the young queen found herself in the middle of an orgy of flesh. It took a few moments to work out who the three women crawling over her lover were, but when she saw the women clearly, it was easy to deduce who they were.

      Each looked identical to the woman she’d come to love, except for the color of their hair. Their personalities differed, each holding a measure of Gwynivere’s complex personality. It wasn’t the three she watched with envy but the healer, Dawn.

      The older woman was bent over, her wide hips rolling with every thrust of Logan’s hips behind her. With every thrust, her head bobbed back, dark hair swaying and heavy breasts juggling as she cried out in pleasure. The woman’s lidded eyes met Fiona’s and a beatific grin spread across her face.

      “She’s awake… my… lord… oh goddesss… I’m cumming… again!”

      Fiona felt her cheeks flush to see the pleasure crest the other woman’s face. Seeing such an intimate moment should have been awkward for the queen, but instead it awoke her passions. Her eyes rose from Dawn’s, finding a hunger that matched her own, filling her new lord’s eyes.

      “Prepare her for me, Eris… I plan to leave an heir in her belly before we return.”

      “With pleasure, my lord,” the redhead purred as she peeled herself off Logan’s side and crawled over across the wide bed.

      Fiona watched the woman draw close with a sharp intake of breath. Redheads were a rarity in the kingdom and her own had been a source of fascination at court. Reaching out a tentative hand, she let her fingers glide through the other woman’s and felt the flush extend down to her sex.

      “You remember me as Gwynivere, but I lived for a thousand years in this form… And I learned a few tricks you might enjoy.”

      “This is all so… strange,” Fiona said, glancing from the redhead to the brunette and blonde.

      “We’re the least of it, girl,” Eris purred, one hand pressing Fiona back as she slipped a hand between the young queen’s thighs. “Wait until you meet the rest of his harem… Mhmm you’re already wet… Eager, are we?”

      “He said… an heir?”

      The woman’s eyes flashed, her grin growing predatory as she moved closer. Lips pressed to Fiona’s ear, she breathed words that sent tingling pleasure down the younger woman’s flesh.

      “Do you feel his eyes upon you?” Fiona nodded. “Drink in the feeling… Let him see you enjoying this, but save your release for when he’s inside…”

      “That will be… too much… Star’s above!”

      “He’s going to break you… to dominate you.”

      Fiona’s back arched when the other woman’s nimble fingers brushed her most sensitive spot. Unrelenting in her attack, Eris kissed her way down the young queen’s neck while her sisters crawled to either side of Dawn. While the three sucked their lord hard, Eris prepared the woman to receive him.

      As the full moon shone outside, Logan planted a seed on this world, forging a bridge between it and himself. When he left Fiona at dawn, the woman cradled her belly and sent a silent prayer for their safety. For she’d found more than a king, she’d also found a sisterhood in Dawn and Gwynivere.

      It would take some time to get used to the wise woman she’d known being in three parts, but Evelyn had assured her they would return to a single form in time. And that she’d come to love Becca, Ly’Synthia and even Meryl in her own way, wasn’t so bad, she’d added grudgingly.

      Fiona couldn’t be there when the gate was opened back to their world. It would be too hard, she knew, to see him walk off without looking back, maybe never to return. Instead, she marched into the throne room and called Slade forward. She had an army to marshal and very little time to do it in.
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      Simon sat on the edge of Logan’s bed, his mind spinning as it worked through the thousands of permutations his friend’s actions could take. Every minute that passed for him, an hour or more passed for Logan, the witches, and his mother. The universe does strange things to time on its far-flung edges, and the ancient world he’d sent his friend to was as far from earth as one could get and still be in this universe.

      “Simon,” Dystra’s tone held a thread of worry in it as she watched Becca and the others argue back and forth. “We can still escape to my mother’s court. It isn’t too late.”

      “It’s too early,” Simon said, ignoring the demon-girls scowl as he ticked through possibilities. “The Demon Queen will bow before the Black Dragon, but not before the right time.”

      “But these big boobied bimbos are getting anxious… not that I’m scared,” she added fiercely, “But that dark elf knight keeps eyeing me like she’d like to stick that spear through my guts.”

      “Ly’Synthia won’t hurt you without her master’s approval. Dystra,” his monotone shifted as he came across a strong possibility for the future, “How could your mother become lovers with the Elven Queen?”

      The demon-girls snort of derision was matched by the elves, who’d overheard the portly human’s question.

      “She’d rather eat her own heart than touch that elven whore,” Dystra sneered.

      “The High Queen hasn’t had a lover in over seven centuries,” Ly’Synthia said with a chuckle. “And consort with demons? I think your pet’s right. She’d rather eat her own heart.”

      Dystra bared her fangs at the taller dark elf, and Simon sensed her preparing a cutting remark. Before it could pass her black lips, Ly’Synthia, Becca, Meryl and the others tied to Logan through his strange bond swayed on their feet, hands clutching at their heads.

      “Domination has entered the game,” Simon mused aloud, watching in fascination as the pieces on his mind’s board shift as it introduced the dread piece.

      It had yet to reveal itself fully, though, and Simon grew nervous. This was one of the most troublesome of the paths fate presented. Once the dragon’s blood came to the fore, and the man submerged, what shape would that power take?

      He could only hope Logan had enough good and loving influences over his short and brutal life that he would find his way back to himself. As Logan’s women talked to one another about their awakened powers, and tried to ignore the heat burning through their bodies, and the desire I awakened, Simon worried.

      “It’s done?” Dystra asked, her sibilant hiss rising from the shadows beneath his feet. He could almost taste her eagerness for the coming confrontation, but couldn’t share in her joy as fears for his friend pressed upon him.

      “The Black Dragon is free, and the heavens tremble with his presence… Your mother will call soon. Fae has a new master.”

      “She won’t like it,” Dystra growled. “That I didn’t take your heart when I had the chance.”

      Simon stared down into the demon’s slitted eyes and where most saw alien coldness. He saw calculation, kindness, curiosity, and all the same things that drove him.

      “You’ve already taken it, my love. Tell her that, and she’ll forgive you.”

      Dystra hissed out a growl, but there was no anger in the sound. Rising from the shadows, her face loomed before him and without touching his flesh; he felt her essence brush his. Shivering at the touch, more intimate than a kiss, he contemplated what once upon a time would have been the unthinkable: kissing a girl, when the air split with a hiss of crackling magics.

      Simon’s mind was still, the thousand permutations trembling in place as he waited for his friend to step through. When he did, and those mis-matched eyes met Simon’s, the portly young man breathed out a sigh of relief. Logan smiled and though there was a tiredness to it, as if he now carried half the world on his shoulders, Simon recognized his old friend and knew there was a chance they might triumph.

      

      To Be Continued…
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