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"Northern Oracle" by EC Revelle

The clangor of battle had died from an unearthly din to a low rumbling mutter across the bloody snowfield. Torn standards whipped wildly in the wind, frosty blue lions clutched to lifeless breasts. The corpses of the armored dead were strewn in heaps of iron and flesh. Bannerless men in fur and leather lay slain as well, though they numbered far fewer. Shattered hauberks and discarded swords littered the ground as thick as blades of grass. A few bands of living men roamed the carnage, bloodlust not yet sated, searching for any morsel of violence.

Norden's Yornish reavers had driven Varia's crushed and crippled company to the edge of a frozen ravine. The sun flashed with icy brightness overhead, nearly blinding the weary mercenaries perched on the precipice of the icicle-tinged depths. Brutish forms, half hidden in snow shadow, stalked them purposefully, promising an inevitable end to the conflict.

Varia gritted her teeth and clenched white knuckles around the leather-wrapped hilt of her slender sword. The cold sliced through her scale mail corselet and cotton breaches. Her leather boots were damp with snow, the wetness from the ankle-deep frost soaking into their tops. She had lost her battered helmet an hour ago, and now only her raven hair, drawn up in a tight bun, protected her scalp from axe and arrow.

Little remained of the Maruban host. The axe-rent corpses of blue lions in plate and greaves lay piled five to one against blood-painted Yornish reavers brought down by scores of stabs and cuts. Prince Lenart's overburdened cavalry, unused to galloping in the knee-deep snowdrifts, had been slaughtered by the reavers. Northern axes had chopped down the prince in the first doomed charge, leaving his mercenary army to Norden's swift and cruel disposition. For Varia everything that followed was chaos. Reavers seemed to rise up out of the snow in countless numbers and the wind whirled the snow into great white clouds that obscured all but a narrow field that stretched the length of her swordpoint, no further. The snowstorm gained ferocity as if summoned and fueled by the violence.

She had struggled bitterly against her foes, slaying reavers in a frenzy as her comrades died screaming beside her. Commander Ornet had been buried by a sea of Yornish berserkers, leaving their troop leaderless. Erabus had hacked his way to her side with a sword in either hand, his shaggy blonde hair soaked with blood, and informed her that they were the last captains of the Sure Blades still alive. They had taken command then and rallied their surviving men into a tight throng that hacked a blind path across the snowy earth. Blundering away from the core of battle, they nearly toppled over the edge of a sharp, icy canyon, and now there was no place left to go but the afterlife.

“We've had it,” sighed Erabus with a grim smirk. “Fuck the gods for putting us here, but at least we'll go out fighting.”

“We can give these men a good death,” she replied. “And send some of the Yornish to hell while we're at it.”

              The captains laughed darkly, the inevitable mirth of the approaching grave, and the mood galvanized the weary men to defiance against the hopeless annihilation bearing down on them. These men were tempest-tossed fighters, always two steps from death, who fought not for the peace of lords but for the weight of coin. Varia had argued against Commander Ornet's decision to throw the Sure Blades in with Lenart, but the prince had seduced him with chests of heavy gold coins and fat, glimmering sapphires. Now that both commander and prince lay dead on the field, payment seemed out of the question. Too bad, Varia thought, but that's where greed gets you.

              Looking to Erabus, tall and resolute at her side, Varia was filled with a different kind of regret. Her fellow captain was tall and athletic, clean of face and sharp of eye. His glib demeanor and lightness of speech belied two lethal sword hands and a fierce survival instinct. She had often thought of clenching his unkempt blonde hair between her hands, the two stripped of armor and clothes as he strained above her, cotton sheets tangled around them, but somehow there was never enough time, never enough cups of wine. Now blood from a head wound darkened his yellow hair, and resignation lay behind his characteristic humor. It's too late now, thought Varia.

“I wish I could see the future,” said Varia, the thought jumping into her mind unbidden. “I wish I could see the way out of this for us.”

“Are you joking?” replied Erabus, smiling grimly. “I wish I could see the past. I don't remember the important moments half as well as I should.” He paused, sensing that Varia was in no mood for flippant comments. “Look, if we survive...” he offered.

“We've no time to stand around wallowing in regret,” she said, cutting him off and looking away.

              Varia sucked in frigid, gasping breaths as she surveyed the motley survivors of the slaughter. Six of her troop remained. A hundred of their brothers and sisters lay dead on the snow, hacked apart by Yornish axes. Soon we'll join them, she thought. With cleft skulls or run through by the icicles below, it makes no difference.

              Without warning Erabus leaned over and grabbed the back of her head, bringing his cracked and bloody lips down to her own. He tasted like sweat and iron. She let it go on, pursing her mouth to meet him, enjoying the warmth of his breath. Why did we wait so long to do this?

Fordal gave a whoop and shouted, “Careful lads, Cap'n Erabus has a second blade stashed in his trousers!”

When Erabus pulled back his characteristic grin had softened to a forlorn half-smile. “Couldn't resist,” he explained. “Probably won't get another chance.”

“You might not,” Varia replied. “I plan to leave Norden's guts steaming on the snow and feast like a queen back in Maruba.”

Her words brought an enthusiastic murmur from the dejected band. Even taciturn Old Gait gave an appreciative grunt.

“If we die, we die on our feet!” shouted Varia, addressing the whole company now. “Look there, through the curtain of snow. Those shadows that move across the field are Norden's reavers, come to carve out our hearts. Any man here who's lost the will to fight should jump from this cliff and dash their bodies on the icicles. Fight with me now and we'll kill as many reavers as we can before they send us beyond the veil. I care little if the northerners sack Maruba and hack off the king's head. All I care about is honoring the gods of blood and battle with a final sacrifice. Who's with me?”

The survivors shouted as one, rising and gripping their weapons with frozen hands, blood throbbing heavily in their veins. They ceased talk and turned their gaze to the enemy that hunted them in the snow. The shadows stalked closer, almost leisurely, knowing their prey had nowhere to run. Soon enough their features grew clear in the snowfall, and Varia saw that Norden himself walked at the head of the troop that came now to bring them their deaths. Twelve men strode behind him, killers with murder in their eyes.

The reaver-king was a head taller than his men, with long ebon hair that whipped behind him and chilly yellow eyes that glinted with predatory excitement. He wore only leather breeches and a fur vest that left his arms bare, revealing thick cords of muscle that rippled beneath his skin. Norden moved with the easy grace of a snow leopard, agile and poised to strike. In his meaty palms he clutched an immense battle axe, its edge red and wet with the blood of knights. At fifty paces he held up a hand to halt his men and cast an appraising look over the mercenaries, lingering hungrily on Varia.

“I was told a woman walked the field, leaving carnage in her wake like Death's messenger,” said Norden, his confident basso voice booming across the snow. “Seldom do we meet a southern woman so fierce. Your spirit and beauty make my cock hard! I would have you as my wife.”

It was not the first time an enemy had made such an offer. She knew how she appeared to men. Most scoffed at the idea of woman soldiers, still more grew incredulous to see a fetching woman choose the blade over the sewing needle. She was slim, shorter than her comrades, fair of face with sharply angled eyebrows and soft gray eyes. A slight swell in her scale mail hauberk betrayed her breasts to leering eyes, and more than one comrade had called her ample backside distracting in the thick of a fight. Norden's attention disgusted her, but did not surprise her, for all men, northern or southern, thought the same when it came to fucking.

“Marriage holds no appeal for me, least of all to a stinking, shit-eating savage,” she called back.

“Your desires are not my concern,” said Norden with a dark laugh. “I will kill your comrades first and then take you to my tent, willing or not, to show you the might of a reaver-king. You will cry out for my cock before we're done, I promise you that.”

Varia wondered how many others Norden had taken to wife before her. She knew how the Yornish treated their women: little more than property to satisfy their men. From the enraged snarl on Erabus' face, he knew it as well.

“One of us will be dead before you get the chance,” returned Varia. “Can the Yornish only talk of their tiny cocks or do they fight as well?”

Norden roared savagely and charged. His reavers fell upon the mercenaries like hungry dogs on a piece of fresh meat. The howl of battle rose again around them and blotted out all else in the struggle between life and death.

              Varia danced nimbly away from the first axe aimed at her skull and returned a cut that opened the neck of her attacker, spilling his warm blood in a fountain onto the snow. Even as the reaver fell another took his place, attacking before she could avoid him. The axe crashed into her buckler and split it in two, leaving a deep gash in her forearm. Her arm went numb and she stumbled back. Another blow like that will kill me. She rolled underneath the next hacking swing, inside the man's guard, and thrust upward into his unarmored gut. The Yornishman groaned and took a step backwards, looking in disbelief at his ruined belly.

She stumbled to her feet, taking a moment to observe the whirling chaos around her. Old Gait lay motionless on the ground, his head split open. Fordal was swinging blindly with one arm, the other hanging bloody and limp at his side. Erabus was on his feet, yelling a battle cry as he turned aside an axe with one blade and ran its owner through with the other.

              One by one her men died, some with reaver corpses about them, others too tired and wounded to resist. Soon only Varia and Erabus, side by side, remained standing against Norden and a half dozen reavers. Her breast swelled with each panting breath, the strength in her arms fading fast. Erabus fared no better, with a new deep gash in his side to add to the cut on his head. He spared her a glance and an affectionate smile that seemed to halt time, conveying in an instant a lifetime of feeling. What were we waiting for?

The Yornish stood down as Norden advanced alone on the wounded pair. The reaver-king appeared implacable and tireless, possessed by otherworldly strength and stamina, a dark god of battle bearing down on them.

“Yield to me now,” ordered Norden. “I will spare you both. There are those in my troop that would relish a night bum-fucking a handsome man as much as a fetching woman.”

With a defiant shout, Erabus rushed forward. He lashed out, twin swords like the fangs of a viper, and for an instant it seemed they would find their mark. But the reaver-king twisted through the ankle-deep snow with inhuman speed, laughing disdainfully as the blades sliced the air where his throat had been. The red-stained iron axe was a blur as it swung around to bite deeply into Erabus' chest. The swords slipped from the captain's numb fingers and plunged into the cold ground below. With a single brutal kick, Norden dislodged Erabus from his weapon and sent the dying mercenary toppling back.

Varia screamed, blinded by anguish and anger, as Norden turned his attention to her. Her slim blade became a flashing needle, glinting with falling snow, as she struck out again and again at the reaver-king. He deflected each blow with deft, precise movements, driving her back through sheer force of size and power. She found herself easily overmatched, and a doomed realization cut through the rage: her foe was merely toying with her.

A mighty stroke glanced off the scales of Varia's hauberk and sent her reeling. The heel of her boot slipped over the edge of the ravine, and for an instant she teetered precariously. Then gravity pulled her back inexorably and she drifted like falling snow over the precipice. As Norden howled in frustration at losing his prize, she smiled, spinning as she fell to look down at the canyon poised to swallow her like a colossal primordial beast, its gaping maw stuffed with icy fangs. The ground rushed up to meet her, a sea of blue ice and white snow. Her body crashed through a dense cluster of icicles, their razor points biting into her flesh, and the world went black.

* * * * *

Varia awoke in a realm of frigid pain, a strained gasp sucking frosty air into her lungs. Her head spun drunkenly as she fought to comprehend her surroundings. Images flashed before her of the relentless snow, of her sword poised to thrust, of Erabus' cracked lips, of the reaver-king's inky black hair whipping in the wind, of the blades of ice lashing out as she fell.

For a moment she thought she was dead. The world around her seemed to reel weirdly, bright and dark at the same time. The snowfall had ceased abruptly and an eerie silence had fallen over the canyon. High above, the clouds had cleared, like a curtain drawn back to reveal the undulating purple ribbon of the aurora borealis. It was framed by talons of ice jutting from the canyon walls which girded the sky like a portal to the unknown.

              Pain intimated the truth: she lived. Her left arm was slick with blood from where the reaver's axe had split her buckler. A thin frozen spike had pierced her corselet during the fall and buried itself in her chest, just missing her heart. It jutted upward now like a flagpole as she lay on her back. Shards of ice had peppered her face with cuts. The deep snow on the canyon floor had broken her fall, but left her body bruised and battered from the impact all the same. It would have gone easier if the fall killed me, she thought. With her injuries it seemed likely that this frozen gorge would be her grave.

Clasping the icicle piercing her midsection in two hands, Varia yanked. Her numb fingers slipped on the spar of ice and it refused to budge. Digging her nails in, she twisted, feeling a sharp pain in her chest. Varia cried out once, shocked by the sudden stabbing sensation. Her injured left arm throbbed as she flexed her muscles and gritted her teeth. Gradually the frozen splinter slid free, and a trickle of blood streamed from the unplugged wound.

              With great effort Varia sat up, ignoring the pained protests from her flesh. From this new vantage point she saw for the first time an aperture in the canyon wall which pulsed with a faint red glow. The stone archway had been hewn by human hands, and faded runes stood out from its carved surface. In the frozen stillness of blue ice and purple sky, the flickering crimson light emanating from the cavern was the only movement, and it mesmerized her. Hidden from above by the icicles surrounding it and the snow which had fallen in sheets until minutes before, the revealed entryway promised fire and warmth and safety from Norden. For all I know that mad dog might still be after me, she thought. He seemed dead set on taking me to bed.

Varia gritted her teeth in determination, latching onto this new scrap of hope, and struggled to wobbly feet. Her sword had slipped from her hand in the fall and now lay buried invisibly in the snow somewhere. She took for a makeshift weapon the nearest thing at hand: the icicle which had nearly ended her life, still stained red from the blood that even now leaked out over her scaled corselet.

She approached the archway, and as she grew closer the characters inscribed in the stonework stood out clearly, framed by powdery snow that clung to the rock. She recognized them as Elder Glyphs, and a memory of childhood floated up unbidden. In it Varia sat on her father's lap at a wooden table in a dark room, lit only by a cluster of wax candles nearby. A book lay open before them, its text broken by illuminated Elder Glyphs. He told her the story of each one, his fingers tracing the shapes on the ancient yellowed page. The illustrations brought to life a world of invisible leylines that coursed beneath the ground, forming places of power where they intersected. In those places lay warlocks' castles, or dragons' nests, or covens of witches. The pictures and his soothing voice transported her from their modest house to the realm of the fantastic.

It was her last truly happy memory.

The names and meanings of most of the runes had vanished from Varia's memory like wisps of smoke lost in a windstorm, but the two carved into the keystone she knew: Northern Oracle. It was a story her father had often repeated. Many oracles existed in the Realm, but the one in the north was a cruel and lonely spirit, cursed to dwell forever in a cavern of ice. Its augur came at a heavy price to those desperate enough to seek it out, but no prophet saw the future as clearly.

              Just a fairytale, she thought. Some idiot carved 'Northern Oracle' on the arch to be clever. But she found it hard to resist going inside to find out for sure. The air around the archway was noticeably warmer than the frigid air outside, and she hoped against hope that this cave, obscured from above, was unknown to Norden's reavers. Varia felt drawn forward, sore legs moving unbidden through the portal. Her boots echoed against the bare stone inside, startling her with its contrast to the silent snow bed in the canyon she had left behind. The red glow came from a brightly flaming brazier a little further in. The sconce of blazing coals stood in the center of a circular antechamber. A stone staircase led up to a passage leading further in, flanked on either side by twin statues of winged humans kneeling in repose.

Varia stumbled over to the brazier, relishing a moment to warm her hands and face over its flames. Her icicle began to weep from the heat, and Varia pulled back before the chilly spar melted away.

              A sound floated down to her from further in. What sounded at first like the rumble of rock tumbling down a mountain settled into a single bass note, low and deep and pure, resounding until the whole cavern vibrated. A voice, thought Varia, though unlike any human sound I've ever heard. A second joined the first, a hearty baritone that reverberated along with its lower partner. The two unearthly voices proceeded through a phrase of six notes, holding each part of the wordless chant for long echoing moments, before lapsing into silence as suddenly as they had begun. In the void left behind the only sounds were the crackle of fire and Varia's own heavy breathing. She had listened transfixed during the bizarre song, struggling to comprehend its meaning. It was like an invocation, or a summons. But to what?

              Her feet moved without conscious orders from her brain, carrying her up the stairs into the passage beyond. An overwhelming compulsion to find the source of the chant had seized her. The light from the brazier faded behind her, until the stone tunnel transfigured itself into a bed of flickering shadows. Varia clutched the icicle tightly, her only defense against the unknown.

A shadow coalesced ahead of her and loomed large in the passage. Two flashing yellow eyes shone in the darkness, and a low growl rolled through the stone hallway. For a moment she thought the reaver-king himself stood in her path. Then the shape took a step forward, and she realized that it was not a human at all, but a beast coated in thick gray fur, standing twice her height on the pads of two clawed feet. The creature's long, lupine muzzle hung ajar, exposing two rows of sharp, slavering teeth which glimmered in the half-light. Its pointed ears flicked in agitation, and it flexed two hands tipped by razor talons. The beast seemed furious that its lair had been violated, and with an angry howl it charged.

Blood throbbed in Varia's brain, adrenaline coursing like liquid heat through her flesh, and she moved without thinking, instinct taking over as she forced her over-taxed body to roll away from the lethal swipe aimed at her head. The creature attacked with such agility that even Norden seemed slow by comparison. Varia threw caution to the wind and lunged, putting all of her effort into a single suicidal attack. She gripped her icicle in both hands, driving it deep into the wolf-thing's shoulder even as its jaws closed tight around her own, biting through flesh until they scraped against bone.

The monster recoiled suddenly, yelping in pain, and a hiss of steam escaped from the wound where Varia's sliver of ice had pierced it. Varia stood dumbfounded, amazed at the effect her makeshift weapon had on her enemy. As she stood gaping, shoulder leaking blood and throbbing with pain, the beast lashed out with one paw, too blindingly fast to see, and smacked Varia square in the ribs, sending her careening into the cavern wall. Her right leg struck the stone at an odd angle, and she heard a terrible crack as the bone splintered.

Varia screamed in pain as she crumpled to the ground, realizing that this was the end for her. Yet the expected deathblow never came. She craned her head and saw the wolf-thing loping off down the passage the way it had come, still mewling pathetically and leaving a trail of dark blood in its wake. Disbelieving, she lay half-stunned on the rock watching the thing retreat.

              Her first attempt at standing was met with blinding pain from her broken limb. Varia tumbled over again in frustration, blood seeping from her shoulder and chest. She began to feel lightheaded. I'm finished, she thought. It could have had the decency to end me quickly. Now I don't even have a weapon.

              As she lay slowly dying in the passage, a sudden rush of hot air buffeted her prone form. She closed her eyes against the sudden heat, a thermal wall that made the brazier from the antechamber seem barely an ember. Breathing deeply, Varia felt the warmth suffuse her lungs, and the pain screaming through her flesh ebbed somewhat.

              The song began again, louder now, both voices harmonizing around a single triumphal note. The force of their voices shook the passage, and the sound and heat combined to crash over Varia like a wave. Gradually the noise died away to a gentle echo, and as it faded she felt an uncanny sense of meaning in the wordless sound. An invitation, she thought.

She struggled again to stand, this time rising to shaky feet by leaning hard against the wall. With the solid stone supporting her, Varia limped down the passage, favoring her left leg over the damaged right. Behind her was snow and ice and death; ahead lay heat and song and the unknown. She pressed onward, feeling the roiling warmth's embrace grow stronger the further she went.

The trail of the creature's inky blood ended abruptly at a pocket of stone in the deepest reaches of the cavern. A yawning, circular hole carved into the chamber's center belched hot air upwards from some source far below. Murky light filtered up from the depths, bathing Varia in an eerie luminescence that billowed and swam as if deep underwater. The pit was large enough to swallow a dozen men at once, and around its circumference were carved Elder Glyphs, none so prominent as the runes for Northern Oracle which lay twice as large as the rest. Varia leaned forward over the vertiginous hollow and felt a blast of steam spew upwards, coating her face in a sweat-like sheen. A scent like earth and smoke coiled up from below.

              Is this where that thing went? she thought. But even as she stood wondering, a dizziness settled over her, the blood she had lost taking its heavy toll. Gazing into the pit she felt an odd tugging sensation, as though gravity's force had doubled its pull.

All at once her strength failed. Varia's broken leg crumpled like paper and she pitched forward, tumbling end over end into the steaming void. Waves of heat surrounded her, pulling her down towards a bright light far below. A pulsing liquid threshold rushed upwards to meet her and she crashed through it, sinking far into its depths, where tendrils of molten light took hold of her and banished conscious thought.

* * * * *

Awareness fizzed like bubbles rising. Varia drifted, carried by a current that felt somehow safe and familiar, knees pulled to her chest and clasped by her arms. Nothingness surrounded her, and with eyes shut tight it seemed nothing could disturb this peace. She reveled in the solitude, twisting gently through silent space forever.

Or what felt like forever. Presently a niggling urge appeared in the back of her brain. She turned her mind's eye from the intrusive thought, but the more she ignored it, the larger it grew. At last it sprang unbidden to her mind: a frozen image of Erabus, his gentle face contorted in shock and regret, and Norden, his predator's eyes triumphant, axe buried in the mercenary captain's chest. It filled her vision and she screamed silently into the void.

Another overweening urge came over her, one she had forgotten: the need to breathe. Suddenly it crashed over her, and Varia unfolded her body, opened her eyes, and swam towards the surface, desperate for air.

With a terrific splash she emerged, flinging streams of water from her soaked hair and sucking in huge gasps of air. For a few long moments she relished the way her lungs stretched past full, the way her heart thudded vigorously.

She was in an enormous rectangular pool of water, so hot that steam rose from its surface. The pool lay in the center of an immense hall, flanked on either side by long colonnades supporting a high arched ceiling. The pillars and the roof were all carved from a stone as white and pure as newly fallen snow. Light filled the room, though she saw no sconces or torches, and the chamber was surrounded by earth and stone where no sunlight could reach. Her toes could not touch the bottom, so she trod in place, suspended for the moment.

The realization came to her that she was naked. Somehow all of her armor had fallen away, leaving her bare as when she was born. Her hair had escaped its tight bun and now hung loose about her shoulders in a wavy ebon cascade. Rivulets of water rolled down her face, dripping from her chin and ears to rain down over her shoulders and breasts.

Then a second realization struck her: she was treading water with her broken leg and gashed arm, their pain having shrunk to nothing more than a dull ache. She grabbed hold of her left breast and moved it aside. Sure enough, the hole the icicle had made in her chest had closed, leaving only a white oval of scar tissue in its place.

              Part of her mind, the intelligent, cynical part, knew that it was impossible for her clothing to simply disappear, for her wounds to miraculously heal. But that part of her felt sleepy and unwilling to voice any complaints. After what I've been through today, she thought, why should anything feel strange anymore?

              At the far end of the pool, through the thin vapor that hung in the air, Varia could make out a man reclined against the edge. He was dark of hair, his expression inscrutable, but with a gaze firmly fixed on herself.

“Who are you?” she called. “Where are we?”

The man raised one hand to beckon her over. “Come closer,” he said, his deep basso voice booming over the water. “Let us see you.”

              Her instincts, shoved back someplace in a forgotten part of her mind, urged caution. An aura of power seemed to radiate from the stranger like the heat over the water, but the force seemed restrained, at rest. She could not explain the feeling, but she had the sense that there was more to him than flesh and blood. And what does he mean by 'us?' she thought. They were simply more items to add to the pile of mysteries. At this point, speculation seemed useless.

She leaned into the water and swam over to the man. As she grew closer the curtains of steam parted, revealing his features in clear definition. He was young – certainly no older than her – with short, jet hair and a penetrating yellow gaze. The stranger was nude as well, and leaning against the side of the pool with perfect nonchalance, a curious smile on his unblemished face, features balanced and solid as if sculpted from marble. The tanned skin of his finely toned chest was curiously shorn, though thick black hair coated his arms. A white, oval-shaped scar lay just below his left shoulder, nearly the twin of her own, but his skin seemed otherwise unmarred.

“Who are you?” she repeated as she neared the man, her feet now able to stand flat on the bottom of the pool. She stayed just out of his reach, apprehensive by instinct but unable to resist the oddly compelling power of this place and the stranger within it.

“You may call me Uralis,” he answered.

He gave her an appraising look, eyes taking in her face before straying downward to her breasts. She felt no pang of shame, no urge to cover herself. Somehow it seemed only natural that he should size her up the same way she had done to him. Varia knew she was no great beauty. She was proud of her slender, aquiline nose and full, ruddy lips, yet she was never quite satisfied with her forehead, a bit too high, and her eyebrows, a bit too severe. Her breasts were small yet firm, capped by pointed brown nipples. Varia’s tan, athletic figure, earned from years of marching in the sun and fighting in the dirt, stood in stark contrast to the soft, pale bodies of refined ladies and expensive whores. Yet Varia had taken her share of lovers to bed and envied not the easy life of a civilian.

Looking at the handsome stranger, feeling his gaze upon her bare chest, she could not help a bolt of arousal striking her core.

“You are Varia, are you not?” inquired a new voice, a pleasing baritone from somewhere on her left.

She swiveled her head to find another man standing beside the pool, clad in only a loose white towel girding his waist. The newcomer had appeared seemingly from no place at all. The drowsy part of Varia's brain wondered if he had been hiding behind a column, waiting for a chance to surprise her. He was tall and broad-shouldered, powerfully muscled, a colossus that exceeded Uralis' impressive physique. His skin was lighter than the other man's, his hair a golden blond that hung in unkempt waves to his shoulders. In face he might have been Uralis' twin, possessing the same stony jaw, the same solid brow. What set him apart was a pair of soft blue eyes and a close-cropped beard. As he walked on bare feet around the pool to join them he continued speaking.

“I am Aeolis,” he said, smiling gently. “You have met my brother. We are happy you could join us. It has been lonely for us of late.”

“How did you know my name?” Varia demanded, the cynic in her taking control for a moment.

A low chuckle rumbled from Uralis' mouth. “She is spirited,” he said, turning to his brother. “Impressively so.”

“I do not appreciate condescension,” snapped Varia.

Aeolis raised a hand in a mollifying gesture. By now he had reached them and stood at the water's edge, gazing down at Varia serenely.

“He meant it as a compliment,” explained Aeolis. “My brother is unused to polite conversation. As to your question: we are an oracle, and many things are clear to us, your name among them.”

              “An oracle,” she said quietly, rolling the word around on her tongue. Her father's stories swam up in memory, joining with the Elder Glyphs she had seen so far and the bizarre space she had entered. A fairy tale, she told herself. But how much else today would have seemed a fairy tale yesterday? Why start doubting now? “The Northern Oracle?” she asked aloud.

Aeolis nodded. “So humans have called us. It is our lot to dwell in this cavern, awaiting those who might earn our foretelling. Uralis has tested you, and found you worthy.”

              Varia looked to the black-haired man, who grinned at her wolfishly, a predatory glint in his eye. The creature from before, she thought. It was him. The look he was giving her seemed hungry, and she felt her arousal growing. This is not the time to be lusting for strangers, she chided herself. Handsome strangers, but all the same.

              “My apologies if I was hard on you,” said Uralis. “But you acquitted yourself admirably. I was not expecting the icicle.” He hesitated, frowning slightly, and rubbed the oval-shaped scar on his chest. “We do not care for ice.”

“Now then,” said Aeolis. “Our augur is yours, if you wish it. What would you have of us?”

Words cascaded out of Varia's mouth before she could stop them. “I want Norden's head on a spike. Show me where he makes camp. Tell me when he's most vulnerable. I'll steal into his tent and cut him open like a pig.”

Increasingly vivid descriptions of how she would kill the reaver-king queued at her lips, but Aeolis shook his head, halting them.

“You misunderstand,” he said. “Our prophecy is not so elective. Your choice is not in what we foretell, but if you desire foretelling at all.”

She furrowed her brow, confused. “I don't understand. Why would I refuse after coming this far?”

“Let me explain as best I can,” answered Uralis. He pushed off from the wall of the pool and walked slowly over to her, clefting a wedge through the water, until his face was inches from her own. “We possess the soul of an oracle. If you desire to know your future, we must share that soul with you, as you must share yours with us. Our essences will become intertwined, like two liquors poured in the same glass. Do you understand?” He raised one dripping hand from the bath and stroked her cheek.

Varia swallowed. Her eyes went from brother to brother, examining their finely honed physiques, their exquisitely muscled chests, the perfect lines of their jaws. A crimson flush had bloomed over her skin in the heat of the bath, but now a different warmth came over her, starting between her legs and growing outward.

“I think so,” she replied at last. She thought the logical part of her brain should have some objection, but she was having trouble finding it at the moment.

Aeolis had bent his legs and leaned down, bringing his bearded face closer to them. “We will be as gentle as we can, but the experience can be quite intense, and I do not mean only in the physical sense. You must also understand this: once we begin, we will not stop.”

Uralis moved in closer, and then his lips were on her shoulder blade, kissing softly along the bone towards her neck. The barest gasp passed her lips, and her nipples hardened to points in the humid air.

“What is your answer?” asked Aeolis, a note of imploring desire beneath his placid tones.

              Varia thought of Norden's cruel gaze, of her men dying in the snow, of Erabus' cracked lips, of the axe in his chest as he expired. If there's any chance they can show me my future, if there's any chance they can give me justice for him and all the rest, I can't refuse them. Uralis' lips had found her throat now, and one of his rough hands had made its way through the water to cup her backside, the other stroking her flank. Her mind began to swim, from the heat and the sensation and the unreality of it all. Fuck the gods, who could say no?

              “Yes,” she whispered.

Uralis growled with desire. He lifted her bodily and she wrapped her legs tight around him as he pulled her in for a fierce kiss, his hot mouth tasting like earth after a storm. Uralis' tongue pressed its way between her lips, and she allowed it inside, caressing it with her own. Varia felt herself being carried to the edge of the pool where the dark-haired brother deposited her on the edge, breaking the kiss. His hungry mouth kissed down her flushed neck and chest, across the heaving swell of her breast, to latch onto one of her nipples. He bit down, drawing a yelp of pain from her.

“Easy,” cautioned Aeolis from nearby.

“It's fine,” moaned Varia, reveling in the intense sensation. “I can take it.”

She felt another satisfied growl rumble through her breast. Uralis' hand found her sex, already wet and open for him, and he cupped her mound, earning a low moan. Two of his fingers slipped inside her while his thumb found her clit, rubbing in fast, insistent circles. She felt her pleasure building quickly, forming a volatile mixture with the pain from her nipple.

Suddenly his teeth relented, his fingers withdrawing at the same instant. Before Varia could voice a protest, Uralis's head had dropped between her legs, his tongue darting out to taste her cunt, his nose buried in the dark thatch of hair above it. She cried out softly, tensing up as he rubbed the flat part of his tongue over her jewel, up and down in fast, relentless strokes. Her pleasure built swiftly under his able ministrations, like the tide coming in. Climax fell on her in a crashing wave, and she clamped her thighs around his head, her entire body shivering, her hands finding his scalp and bunching up two handfuls of his raven hair, desperately holding on. Stars exploded in her vision as Uralis continued his assault on her overtaxed clit, only pulling back when Varia thought she could take it no longer.

She had just started to come down, panting, leaning back on her elbows for support, when Aeolis appeared beside her and leaned in for a gentle kiss, contrasting his brother's ferocious intensity.

“We are ready to begin,” he said as their lips parted.

              Aeolis pulled her up on shaky legs and led her away from the pool towards a set of elegant furniture she had not noticed before. A bowl of grapes sat on a low table, with a several chairs and a purple-cushioned divan nearby. The blond brother pushed her gently towards the divan, wordlessly bidding her to lie back. She did as he instructed, reclining on the soft support, instinctively closing her legs despite the recent acquaintance between Uralis' mouth and her sex. Varia's heart still pounded in her chest, her brain hazy, as she watched Aeolis disrobe, doffing the towel to reveal himself fully to her. His flaccid cock grew tremendously as she watched wide-eyed, swelling to colossal proportions as it jutted out from his hips. Of course they'd be huge, she thought. They're fucking demigods.

              “Gods,” she breathed. “You could kill a person with that.”

“No,” said Aeolis calmly. “It is but crude matter, and you will take all this and more before we are through.”

“There's no way,” she insisted, though she was no longer sure what to believe.

“Allow me to show you,” said Aeolis.

              He moved over her, parting her legs with his own, and placed his swollen head at her entrance. She lay back as his arms settled around her shoulders, his face hovering above hers so his golden hair fell in waves around them, his terrific shadow engulfing her. Leaning down for a heated kiss, Aeolis thrust forward, parting her folds and spearing her damp cunt in one smooth movement. Varia groaned into his mouth, disbelieving the way his cock stretched her, filled her, until the head butted up against the gate of her womb. Aeolis released her lips, and she looked between them to see near half his member still without.

“Fucking gods,” swore Varia. “You're a monster. That entire thing will never fit.”

              Aeolis merely shook his head. “Think of this as preparation,” he said patiently, as if explaining a simple concept to a child. “Do not dwell on limits, because there are no limits.”

The blond drew back slowly as she watched, her wetness glistening on his cock, until he had nearly exited her. The lack of his bulk inside her left her bereft until he drove back home again, stretching her a bit further this time, his head pressing insistently against her cervix. She let out a pained moan.

              “Just a bit longer,” said Aeolis. His tone had changed, and she noted an urgency there. Looking up into his eyes, she saw that a heat had flickered to life behind his serene blue gaze, a passion barely controlled, and she felt his cock throb within her. He's holding back, she thought. It must have been ages since they've done this. The thought of decades of lust threatening to spill over onto her, into her, renewed the heat in her loins. She nodded up at him to continue.

Aeolis began fucking her, slow and steady, his length pressing a bit further each time. She could feel the tightness of his muscles as he gripped her shoulders, his colossal size dwarfing her, every inch of him tensed. His cock seemed to grow even harder, stretching her beyond fullness, near to breaking. The oracle's thrusts grew rapid and uneven, and she could tell he was close. Varia looked up into his eyes and laid a slim hand on his bearded cheek.

“Finish,” she gasped. “Share your soul with me.”

He let out a strangled cry, suddenly withdrawing entirely from her. He sat up and rocked forward on his knees, one hand pumping his shaft, the other grasping her thigh to hold her in place. A jet of glimmering golden seed shot from his cockhead, scalding her stomach as it landed, and Aeolis gasped raggedly in release. Three more jets followed, each leaving a shining trail along her abdomen. Somehow he had laid four straight, parallel lines on her, each stopping just below her breasts.

“Why did you pull out?” she asked. “I thought...” she trailed off, confused.

“You were not yet prepared,” Aeolis answered, heaving from exertion. “Lay still,” he commanded.

With one finger the oracle reached down and began to paint her, his digit joining the four lines together, lifting, crossing, curving, describing an Elder Glyph on her flesh. When he finished, the golden seed took on a bright incandescence and heat to match. Varia could only watch, dumbstruck, as the rune melted into her abdomen.

It began slowly, a warmth in the pit of her stomach, as if she had imbibed a potent spirit. Then it spread, arcing down between her legs, swelling into her throbbing clit. Suddenly she convulsed, her sex clenching in a rough orgasm. She thrust her hips in the air, disbelieving, as the heat of her climax swallowed her entire body. Her head swam as if drunk, and she found it difficult to think of anything but the pleasure raging along her veins. Gradually it subsided, but left her hot all over, her cunt throbbing, desperate to be speared again, still somehow on the very precipice of orgasm.

              “Now you are prepared,” said Aeolis.

She looked up into the handsome, blond-bearded face of her lover, gazing down at her with sweat coating his face in a fine sheen, satisfaction etched in his features. Varia blinked as his countenance grew wavy and indistinct, as if distorted by the heat. Her vision blurred, and the room grew dim. She felt butterflies in her stomach. Lust faded, replaced by fear and confusion.

She was laying atop cool earth, on the foundation underneath the house she had grown up in. A man was looking down at her from between the gap in the floorboards. He had a short, shaggy mop of brown hair and a hawkish nose with a pair of spectacles perched on the end. The man's face was long, his cheeks nearly gaunt, and crow's feet spread from the corners of his eyes.

              Father, thought Varia. That's right. He told me to lie down under the floor. He didn't say why.

“Everything will be just fine, child,” her father said, his voice soothing. “This is but a precaution, for your own safety. Only you must be silent, no matter what you hear.”

A terrible pounding of meaty fists on wood resounded through the room, and Father held a finger to his lips, lifting the missing floorboard with his other hand, preparing to seal her in.

“Wait,” she breathed. “Don't leave me.”

But she knew she could not stop the floorboard's descent, knew that she was just a child, knew that Father would take care of her. The pounding grew louder as darkness closed in, until only a dim light filtered through the cracks in the wood to her hiding place.

              There came a sharp crack of wood splintering, and heavy footfalls pounded into the house. Unfamiliar voices began shouting, a counterpoint to Father's soft, calm voice pleading with them. She did not understand what they were arguing about, except that the word “money” kept being repeated in loud, insistent tones. But father's just a scholar, she thought. We don't have any money. Another word she recognized floated down to her: debt.

A ring of steel sliding from a scabbard echoed through the room. The voices grew louder, and then Father shouted in pain. She heard a sound like meat being sliced up. There was a thud just above her as something heavy fell to the floor, followed by blood falling like a waterfall between the floorboards. Varia clasped both hands over her mouth, choking down a scream.

“Varia,” came Father's hoarse whisper. “I love you. I'm sorry.”

              The din above grew louder. She heard furniture being overturned, dishes crashing to the floor, but none of it mattered. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Don't leave me, she implored. Don't leave me.

She shut her eyes. The world seemed to spin in the darkness, making her dizzy, and when she opened them again the scene from her past had faded. Aeolis had returned, looking down at her with a curious expression.

“What did you see?” he asked gently.

“My father,” she answered. “The night he died. Why did you show me that?”

“It is not our choice. You see what you must. Are you ready to continue?”

Varia was about to protest, to demand they cease lest she be forced to endure more unhappy visions. Yet then the throbbing in her loins returned, stronger than ever, and she could not help panting in arousal. Her skin was flushed crimson, and her nipples stood out like pebbles from her breasts.

“I believe you have your answer,” came a rumbling voice from beside her.

Varia turned her head to see Uralis standing beside the divan, as nude as the two of them. His cock stood at rapt attention inches from her face, its bulbous head pulsing with blood. His shaft was daunting, wider than Aeolis' though not as long, yet she could not resist the desire to take it in her mouth. Uralis, seeming to read her mind, took hold of himself with one hand and moved a step forward, offering his cock to her.

She inclined her head towards him, extending her tongue until the tip brushed against his cockhead. It throbbed in response as she dragged her tongue over his swollen crown. The dark-haired brother growled wolfishly and grabbed a tight handful of her raven locks, firmly guiding her lips to kiss his head. He took a step forward, parting her mouth, pressing his length into her. Varia's lips stretched to accommodate his thick girth.

              Uralis impatiently grasped her head with both hands, forcing her mouth lower until his cock brushed the back of her throat. Her head was foggy with lust, her sex wet with need, and she paid no heed to the logical whispers in her mind that said this was impossible, that she should be choking on him. But the spell Aeolis had cast on her banished any doubt, and Uralis moved relentlessly, growling in satisfaction as his cock slid down her throat until her lips touched his root. She looked up into his hungry, lust-filled eyes, reaching up one hand to gently cup his balls, imagining the golden seed they contained. Let me taste it, she silently urged, contracting her throat around him.

With a rough grunt, Uralis released her head and withdrew from her throat, moaning slightly as his corona scraped against her teeth. He was panting heavily, his head purple and swollen to even greater proportions.

“Why?” pleaded Varia, the effects of the spell leaving her mind hazy and lust-drunk. “I need it. Don't deny me.”

Uralis declined to answer, instead moving in a blur to the foot of the divan and taking her hips firmly in hand. He twisted, flipping her over and pulling her backside towards him so that she was on her hands and knees. From this angle she could see Aeolis standing nearby, stroking his cock back to hardness, a look of want glazing his placid blue eyes. Varia felt a stinging slap on her ass, making her jump, followed by the wet heat of Uralis tongue on her sex. He avoided her clit, dragging it upwards in one long stroke past her cunt to brush over her tight rosebud. Varia shuddered, teetering on the edge of climax, knowing that the barest push would send her over.

Suddenly his cock was at her inflamed netherlips, parting her folds as he drove forward, bottoming out inside her in a single powerful thrust. Varia screamed, coming hard around him, feeling bliss course like lightning along her veins. He gave her no time to relax and fucked her through her orgasm, pulling back as her muscles clenched around him, driving forward again when they released. Her arms gave out and she fell forward, cheek resting on the soft cushion as she waited for the pleasure to subside.

She nearly blacked out, remaining only hazily aware of the hard use the black-haired brother was giving her cunt. With each thrust he rubbed up against the mouth of her womb, driving towards it in powerful strokes. Varia lay as if in a trance, unable to do anything but move her hips weakly, feeling the pleasure beginning to build again. It seemed only natural to find that Aeolis had moved in front of her, was gripping her hair with both hands, was pressing his cock past her lips, down her throat where his brother had been moments before.

Uralis quickened his pace, driving into her in rapid, uneven strokes, and Aeolis matched him, fucking her mouth desperately. With a savage roar, Uralis thrust home one last time, holding himself against her cervix as he sprayed his seed into her womb. Varia cried out, muffled by Aeolis' shaft, peaking immediately as the heat splashed inside her. Suddenly Aeolis' hands clenched tightly, pulling her hair, and he thrust forward as far as possible, his immense cock somehow disappearing completely down her throat. The golden-haired brother came abundantly, filling her stomach with heat. Varia's vision blurred, her entire body coming, every inch of her shuddering rapturously, until her overloaded mind went blank.             

Sunlight gradually filtered into her mind, falling in oblong beams across her face. She opened her eyes, becoming aware of a ponderous weight on her chest and the quick thud of a heartbeat besides her own. Her sex still thrummed faintly in the afterglow of climax, and her lover's softening cock was still inside it. Somehow Varia had ended up on her back, sheets tangled around them. The sun's morning rays streamed through an open window, and the trill of birds could be heard without.

              The man crushed against Varia's breast stirred, lazily propping himself up on two hands so he could look loving down into her face. He had allowed his shaggy blond hair to grow longer, so that its wispy locks brushed his eyebrows. He ought to cut it, Varia thought absently. Erabus smiled crookedly with characteristic mirth before leaning down to give her a tender kiss.

“We ought to get up soon,” he said. “The children will be clamoring for breakfast.”

              The children, thought Varia dimly. Of course. They're probably already awake.

              “It's your turn to cook,” she returned. “Or do we need to have that discussion again?”

Erabus made a show of sighing exasperatedly. “No, no, I am well aware of my responsibilities to this household. One does what one must for one's wife and children.”

Varia could not help a chuckle at his irreverence. He stood, withdrawing from her at last, leaving her feeling disappointingly empty as usual, forever anticipating their next coupling. Erabus moved through the room, searching for clothes to begin the day. She sat up against the headboard to admire his athletic form, meticulously maintained despite their retirement from soldiering. It was a promise they had made to each other: even though their captains' shares of the Sure Blades’ profits had afforded them comfort, they could never stand to see each other's bodies go soft.

“You're staring,” said Erabus, looking over his shoulder at her with a self-satisfied smirk.

“Watching you dress is almost as nice as watching you undress,” she replied, enjoying the way his breeches slid over his firm buttocks.

“Keep talking like that, and I might have to give you another rogering before breakfast,” he said, shooting her a smoldering look.

Varia was on the verge of provoking him further when the sounds of children laughing echoed through the house, a boy and a girl, awake and hungry. She sighed, rolling her eyes, and allowed her husband to continue dressing, content to stay in bed for a few more minutes.

“I'll be back,” said Erabus. “You'd better not still be naked when I return.”

“And if I am?” she challenged.

“Then the children are going to have some very interesting questions about what happens next.”

“I love you,” she said as he opened the door.

“You'd better,” he said, closing it behind him.

              Varia was beginning to rise, contemplating what to wear on a pleasant summer day, when a sudden dizziness overcame her. She lay back down, rubbing her temple with one hand. Clutching tightly at the sheets, she could only hold on as the room spun around her. Something isn't right, she thought.

“Come back,” she called to Erabus, but it came out as only a hoarse whisper. The sounds of their children's laughter faded, replaced by a swelling hum, like bees buzzing in her brain. Varia shut her eyes tightly.

When she opened them again the scene had vanished. She was back on the divan, the brothers nearby. Her cheeks were damp with tears.

“What did you see?” inquired Aeolis softly.

“What might have been,” she answered, choking back a sob. “What will never be.”

She tried to keep her thoughts on Erabus and her unfathomable sadness at his loss, but found it hard to focus. The oracle's spell had already reasserted itself, the unflagging fire in her loins returning, banishing her grief. Varia's lust had cooled somewhat, but it smoldered like crimson coals hungry for fuel. Licking her lips, she found she could taste Aeolis' enchanted seed. It tasted like salt water blowing in the wind, like warm honey dripping from the comb. A wet spot had formed on the divan between her legs where Uralis' copious spending leaked from her blooming sex. Seeing that she was ready, the oracles approached.

“We intend to take you completely,” said Uralis, his hands finding her breasts, his thumbs stroking her nipples back to hardness. “Our cocks will pierce your soul. Are you prepared?”

“Yes,” she hissed, her slender hand snaking between them to grasp his cock, already back to iron hardness. “Let my body drink your essence.”

Uralis dove in for a ravenous kiss, his tongue parting her lips, thrusting into her mouth as if mimicking his cock. She felt a presence behind her, another weight on the divan. Aeolis' strong arms took hold of her shoulders from behind, massaging them tenderly as he left a trail of kisses across her shoulder blades, ending at the back of her neck. The black-haired oracle broke his kiss, allowing his brother to turn her head towards him that his own mouth might cover hers. Her free hand found Aeolis' cock, so that she could stroke them both with her slim fingers.

“We have been holding back thus far,” said Aeolis when he broke the kiss. “We will no longer be so gentle with you.”

He did not wait for her to reply. The brothers acted in tandem, as if going through the steps of a practiced dance. Uralis lifted her into the air while Aeolis laid flat on the divan below, his cock standing up straight from his hips like a spear, trembling with each pulse of blood through his body. Uralis spread her legs and lowered her down as if she weighed nothing at all. Her blooming cunt settled over Aeolis' immense shaft, sliding down to swallow it. Varia's eyes went wide as Uralis pressed her down around his brother's cock, further than before, further than either of them had gone, further than she would have thought possible. It was as though her soul itself was opening for him, hungrily drawing his cock in until, incredibly, her netherlips kissed the tuft of golden hair at his base.

She sat motionless astride his cock for a long moment, holding herself up with two hands on his muscular chest, gradually becoming used to the feeling of being full beyond full. Her cunt rippled around Aeolis, who responded by raising his hips slightly, making her gasp as his cock stirred inside her. Varia began moving of her own accord, flexing and rolling her hips, never allowing even an inch of his cock to leave her. Aeolis reached both hands up to take firm hold of her pert breasts, pinching her nipples between thumb and forefinger. A sharp cry escaped her lips, and suddenly she was coming again, unable to hold back against the oracle's overpowering spell. She felt an odd heat in her stomach, and gazing down she could see the luminescent Elder Glyph standing out from her flushed skin.

Varia pitched forward against Aeolis' chest, her strength failing. The change of angle heightened her climax and she kissed the bearded oracle weakly, shuddering atop his powerful body. Stroking her raven hair with one hand, he took firm hold of her ass with the other, squeezing it and pulling her cheeks apart.

There was a sudden warmth on her asshole as Uralis' tongue stroked across it. Varia hissed in response, her mind reeling as the new sensation fed into her waning climax. Soon his tongue was replaced by a long finger pressing between her tight muscles. She moaned, laying one cheek alongside Aeolis, panting as she came down, already anticipating the next peak. Uralis withdrew his finger and she felt the head of his broad cock settling in place where it had been.

“No,” she insisted, sudden awareness breaking through her trance, realizing with apprehension what was happening. “You can't, you won't both fit.”

“Give into us,” said Aeolis, taking her face in both hands, his placid blue eyes drowning her fears. “This is the price of our augur.”

Uralis pressed forward meanwhile, heedless of her protests. His cockhead slipped slowly past the first ring of muscles and she shrieked at the intense sensation, not exactly pain thanks to the spell, but something sharp and powerful that widened her eyes in disbelief. Relentlessly he defied the limits she thought she had, sliding forward inch by inch until he was deeply seated within her, hips flush against her buttocks.

Varia could no longer speak. If she had been full before, now she was bursting, overflowing. She could feel them both within her, piercing her soul as promised, separated from one another by only scant inches of flesh. The new sharpness melded with the overwhelming bliss of her recent peak, settling like molten lava in her stomach as the Elder Glyph transmuted any discomfort to a raging firestorm. The brothers began to move within her, using her entire body for their satisfaction. They set a delirious rhythm, a well-rehearsed piece of music, sometimes alternating thrusts, other times moving together. It was as if they moved with a single mind, driving her towards a quickly building climax. The fire spread along her nerves until it burst out of her mouth in a low, wordless curse.

She was surrounded by toned flesh, wrapped in their powerful arms, speared by both of their tremendous cocks. One climax gave way to another, and then another. Soon she was coming ceaselessly, each thrust driving her to a new peak.

“Are you ready for our prophecy?” demanded Uralis roughly from behind her.

“Are you prepared to receive our essence?” asked Aeolis from beneath.

“Yes,” she growled. “Fill me.”

The oracles neared their crisis, both driving hard into her, their bodies glistening with sweat. Her body opened to them completely, pulsing around their cocks, quivering to accept their seed. All at once they cried out around her, driving themselves in to the hilt. Uralis' sharp canine teeth found her shoulder, biting down so hard that blood ran over her back. Aeolis kissed her fiercely, twisting locks of dark hair in his powerful hands. They came simultaneously, releasing their glimmering heat into her cunt, into her ass, where it seemed to flood through her entire body. Varia's flesh lit up, as if every orgasm she had endured so far returned for an encore. She went limp, crushed by the oracles, riding an endless peak as they whispered their gratitude in her ears. Their heat filled her to overflowing, until at last it brimmed in her mind.

Varia's head was aflame. Liquid fire filled her brain, desperate for release, but there was no place for it to go. Baffling images flashed before her vision as the oracular essence streamed into her, and she struggled to comprehend what she was seeing. They were like paintings held in front of her face and removed before she could make heads or tails of them. An intense pressure built in her skull, until she thought her mind would explode. She screamed, desperate for relief, but there was no end to the prophetic seed pouring forth. Some part of her was aware of a gentle voice urging her to stop fighting, to accept it.

She gave into the raging maelstrom. In that instant Varia felt her mind expand, swelling like ripening fruit. Her consciousness stretched out in every direction, making room for the visions that assaulted her being. She was as vast as the ocean, as boundless as the sky. The storm of prophecy settled to a gentle rain shower. No longer could she see or feel the brothers. Her focus had become all-encompassing.

              A vast green plain lay beneath her. It was as though she floated suspended in the clouds, gazing down at the world below. Movement caught her eye and she amplified her view, finding it somehow an instinctive action. A pack of wolf-things, standing upright like men, thronged about a stone well in a meadow carpeted with wildflowers. Inscriptions of eldritch runes shone on the surface of the stone, and a low keening howl echoed up from within, a weird song that the creatures joined, a dolorous tune that rolled over the plains. A gargantuan crag of ice loomed on the horizon, a perpetual blizzard humming around it like a raiment. As Varia gazed at the scene she could see thick coils of energy pulsing beneath the earth's surface. They glowed in various hues – cerulean, viridian, burgundy, indigo, all intersecting under the well. Leylines, she realized. This is a place of power.

              Nearest the well were a pair of creatures that stood taller than the others, one black-furred, the other gold. The leaders, she thought. Aeolis and Uralis. The brothers watched along with the rest as the glacier slid inexorably southward, gouging a deep rift in the land as it made its terrible progress. Varia sped the passage of time with a gentle prod, as easy as pushing a cart down a hill. She watched the glacier tear through the plain, leaving desolation in its wake. The wolf-things scattered, departing one by one until only the brothers remained. Then the glacier sundered the meadow and blotted out the well. The brothers vanished, and an icy rift appeared where once had been paradise.

              Time raced by. Savage men appeared in the north, and Varia slowed her vision to watch them. They stalked meager prey across the barren earth, careful to give the canyon a wide berth, evidently fearing what dwelt within. An awful wailing echoed up the icy walls of the ravine, floating ethereally over the frosty plains. They don't mean any harm, thought Varia. They're only sad and lonely. But the hunters, clad in furs and armed with crude iron, chose not to risk their lives by trifling with spirits, not when life was evidently so fragile already in the north.

A single caribou raised its antlered head above a snow drift and started a limping progress across the wastes. The bull's rack was flecked with chips of ice, and its ribs showed through the muscles on its flank. Meager game, but the ravenous men licked their lips all the same. They moved silently over the snowy ground. It was already too late when the pathetic animal realized its peril. Spears arced through the air, slaying the bull with brutal accuracy. The men, at least, would eat that night.

              Varia allowed time to speed forward once more, and it crashed onward like a river bursting a dam. Men lived and died, took wives and fathered children. The Yornish numbers grew, and their chieftains squabbled for power, crafting alliances and then betraying them. Thousands died in endless bloodshed until one man, a giant with long raven hair and an enormous iron axe, united the tribes. Entire clans disappeared from the earth before his savage conquest was complete, but in the end none opposed him. Norden, she observed. To them he's a visionary who rallied them to a single purpose. Her insight shocked her, but it seemed all too obvious now. How had she not realized it before? To the Yornish, Norden was a living legend – a hero.

The Yornish host marched south, towards Maruba, intent on sacking it. Varia pulled back, until she could see the entire country stretched beneath her. Shifting her perspective was as simple as gazing at a different section on a map. She focused in on Maruba, noting the soldiers and mercenaries flocking to the great walled city on the order of the King, lured by promises of spoils in exchange for the easy butchering of backwards savages. The Sure Blades marched with the others, Commander Ornet at their head. She easily picking out Erabus' shaggy blond locks and her own raven hair pulled into a bun. They were laughing, cracking jokes with Forlan, betting on how many Yornish they would slay.

She could not bear to watch any longer. Time raced ahead. A blizzard swirled over the field as the armies crashed together. The southerners had not anticipated the incredible coordination of the Yornish forces, even in the deep snow, and fell like wheat before the scythe. It was a massacre.

              Norden's army sped onward to the gates of Maruba. This is the future, she thought. This is the oracle's prophecy. The walls crumbled like paper before the Yornish onslaught, and soon the city was aflame. Varia slowed her vision, watching in horror as the city was engulfed in violence. The women were raped and taken as slaves. The children were impressed into service. All the men who resisted were slaughtered, and those who surrendered were summarily executed. Even the dogs were butchered. The carnage was absolute. Maruba was pulled down stone by stone, burned and desecrated until nothing remained as evidence that a city had once there existed. The Yornish collected the spoils and moved on, leaving only scorched earth and bones behind.

              Her vision grew foggy – there were limits to this augur. Norden marched south with his host, and though she could not say where, their intention seemed clear enough. They'll do to every city in their path what they did to Maruba. Millions will die before they're stopped, if they're ever stopped. Suddenly vengeance for Erabus and her men seemed insignificant. There must be a way to stop it from coming to pass.

              Varia found she could reverse time as easily as watching it play out. It was simplicity itself to halt the flow and send it careening back the other way. The Yornish retreated from Maruba back the way they had come, and a city grew from the ashes. She located the moment the battle in the north ended, the moment she had toppled into the ravine, and allowed time to move forward at its natural pace. She saw herself enter the cave of the Northern Oracle and contemplated following herself inside, but her vision grew foggy again, and she realized that place was denied to her.

Swinging her focus back above the ravine, Varia pulled back, watching the Yornish host as they gathered and made camp for the night, sorting the spoils and counting the dead. Norden's tent was easily identified by its size and the blood-red flag flying above it. Focusing in on it, she saw the reaver-king exit his tent, waving off his retainers with an angry gesture. He stalked to the edge of the camp and departed on his own across the snow. At the edge of the ravine the reaver-king stopped to gaze down, furtive eyes searching the canyon floor far below.

              He's looking for me, Varia realized. He can't bear that I eluded him, that he couldn't have the prize he wanted to fuck so badly. As she watched, Norden began walking along the cliff's edge, never taking his gaze from the icicle-lined canyon. An idea occurred to her and she swung her vision away from the reaver-king back into the ravine. It did not take her long to locate what she sought: a narrow path that twisted along the cliff walls, switching back and forth to join the ravine floor with the snowy plain above.

              She returned to Norden, allowing time to move faster now. The reaver-king walked all night, foregoing sleep, only returning to his camp when the sun banished the stars. He never saw any sign of Varia. But he will, she thought. He will.

              There were preparations to make, but now that she understood her goal everything was as simple as a thought. She roamed the ambit of her vision, watching scenes again and again before she was satisfied. Time was meaningless for her. Varia could stay like this forever, but it was a hollow, boring existence. When the time came, egress from this oracular state was as simple as opening her eyes.

So she opened them.

* * * * *

              Varia stood at the cliff's edge awaiting the reaver-king. She had awoken in the ravine, just outside the Northern Oracle's cavern, fully armored in breeches, boots, and corselet. In the snow nearby her slender blade had been buried in the snow point down, the hilt standing straight up like a grave marker. A final gift from the brothers, she had thought. Thanking them had occurred to her, but their cavern was sealed up with immense slabs of stone, as solid and immovable as though they had stood for centuries. Evidently they'd like to be alone for a while, she had thought. That or I'm crazy and it was all a dream.

              She decided that her only course of action was to proceed as if she was quite sane. The details of her vision were etched in her memory, though her consciousness had shrunk back to its normal size. The augur was like a canvas etching in her mind, a pale imitation of the truth. But nonetheless, it would serve.

Night had fallen while she slept, and the aurora above was joined by a tapestry of stars covering the dome of the sky, the moon looming large and sentinel-like above. In the dim light she heard the reaver-king's soft footfalls before she saw him. Soon enough Norden himself appeared, his immense form drifting gracefully across the earth, eyes questing over the canyon below.

The Yornish chief stopped when he saw the slender woman waiting for him in the snow, swishing her slim sword idly through the air. His eyes widened in surprise which quickly melted into mirth.

“You live,” he announced loudly, and started moving towards her. His pace was unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world. “I had begun to despair.”

Varia said nothing. She only waited as the reaver-king drew closer. Somehow he seemed less imposing than in their first meeting. Where before she had seen an inhuman monster, now she only saw flesh and blood, as fragile and fleeting as any.

“I would tell you to throw down your weapon and submit,” said Norden, “but I enjoy it so much more when they resist. Besides, you look ready for a fight. I'm going to knock you senseless and give you a fucking you'll never forget.” His flinty yellow eyes wandered over her luridly, and his brow wrinkled in confusion when he saw her lack of wounds. “How did you survive?” he asked, suddenly cautious.

“You're a stinking piece of shit and so was your mother,” answered Varia. “Do you want to fight or not?”

              Norden growled at her in rage, like an animal. Then he charged. Varia danced away from his axe, feeling the breeze as it sliced the air where she had just been. He attacked ferociously, but each stroke found only empty space. Muscles coiled and flexed beneath his thick arms, his speed increasing with his frustration, but Varia was always a step ahead. All of his movements were so obvious, so familiar now. She had seen him fight a hundred times in her vision. She watched his feet, not his arms, and the way his weight shifted told her all she needed to know. I almost feel bad for him, she thought. Almost.

              The iron axe rent the air in a savage stroke, pulling its incensed wielder off balance. Varia's thin blade flashed through the air, piercing his exposed throat in a single precise thrust. Norden stumbled backwards, surprised, and attempted to bellow with rage. All that came out was a pathetic gurgle. Blood fountained from the wound, staining his furs. The axe slipped from his hands and he fell to his knees. It was over.

“You might think this is about revenge,” said Varia evenly. “Well, in a way it is. You killed my friends, but you'll kill millions more if you don't die here.”

Norden clasped a hand over his throat, vainly trying to hold in his life as it bled out, and furrowed his brow in puzzlement.

“I don't expect you to understand,” said Varia. “I've seen the future. You could have toppled countless lords and laid whole nations to waste. You would have been a king of blood and ashes. That's why I had to kill you. But you should know...” she stopped, the words catching in her throat. Norden was gasping now, his face growing pale. Rage and fear and incomprehension melded together in his countenance. “You should know that the blond-haired man you killed before I fell in the ravine was Erabus, and I loved him. And that's the real reason you're about to die.”

Her blade cut through Norden's furs and flesh like they were only soft snow, slipped between his ribs and pierced his heart as sure as iron finding a lodestone. The reaver-king toppled over dead. Varia wiped the blood from her sword and the tears from the corners of her eyes. Then, without sparing another moment for the dead Yornish chieftan, she turned to go. It was a long walk back to Maruba, and she had no desire to be near Norden's corpse when his men found him.

As the sun began to peek over the horizon and warm the frozen earth, two wolves howled in the distance, their melancholy song echoing across the endless ice.


"A Harem of Harpies" by Ian Saul Whitcomb

“Well, this is a sorry state of affairs,” Bron said, watching as Chortle Bonegrinder hacked an arm from the corpse of their erstwhile guide.

“You use words I do not know.” With the arm now free of its owner’s torso, Chortle wiped the knife clean, laid it across the guide’s chest, and rose from his hunkered posture with the grisly trophy in one hand. Bron wasn’t yet sure of all the jackal-headed creature’s expressions, but the one he wore now gave the impression of casual regret. To the cadaver, he said, “I will not do that again.”

A laugh escaped Bron, sounding a bit panicky to his own ears.

“Why would you tell him that?”

Chortle made a scowl, one of the expressions Bron could read. “What does ‘sorry state of affairs’ mean? I asked you first.”

“Oh. So you did.”

As Bron attempted to explain that ‘sorry’ meant wretched or miserable, the beast-man tipped up his muzzle, lifted the severed arm, and squeezed a gush of blood into his open maw, gulping to swallow the copious red flow.

Steady, Bron, the old magician told himself, moving on to explain state and affairs while his companion guzzled, then belched.

“Here,” Chortle said, holding the arm out toward him. When he waved a hand to decline, the Jakkyllan shrugged, had another slug of blood, and said, “I told him I would not do it again because that is what my people say when an undesirable ‘state’ is their fault.”

The creature’s yellow eyes scanned the wasteland around them as he spoke, alert for any danger that might lurk upon the barrens.

“I see,” Bron said, nodding as he turned the idea over in his head. “So it’s an apology. My people say, ‘I’m sorry.’”

Chortle laughed, a sharp bark of a sound. “Why in the world would I be wretched or miserable? He is the one who drew the knife on me, and now I have blood to drink and meat to eat.”

“Ah ... so ... you see, ‘sorry’ also expresses regret, not just that something is wretched or low.”

“And it means you won’t do the thing again?”

“Well, no. It just means you’d rather it hadn’t happened.”

Chortle shook his head. “This is a strange means of apology – admitting weakness or flaw in yourself without even promising to avoid the same act in the future. Huh. Are you sure you will not drink any blood? Our waterskins are low, and the badlands are wide, and now that this fellow is dead, we are lost.”

“I’ll make do with my waterskin and the guide’s, I think,” Bron said. “But thank you.”

After a bit more butchery and blood-drinking, they set off again – two now instead of three.

* * * * *

Possibly, I should not have killed the guide, Chortle thought, a day later. He’d assumed that the man’s treachery meant they were nearly out of the badlands. After all, why would he kill his victims early in the march and have to carry all of their loot himself the rest of the way? Much better to make them do most of the work and plunder their bodies with only a short journey to safety after the betrayal. As the previous day and this one had worn on, however, their supply of water dwindled with no sign of an end to the rocky land around them. Perhaps the guide had realized that Chortle and Bron hadn’t enough valuables between the two of them to weigh a single man down, and had committed his attack with the intention of returning with their coins to Gheressen, the city they’d started out from. Or perhaps this was just another case of the thoughts of outlanders being very different from the reasoning Chortle had grown up using among his own people.

Bah, the Jakkyllan thought. He attacked, I responded. The thing is done. And if I’d maimed him instead of killing him, we’d now be saddled with an untrustworthy cripple.

Still, when their water ran out in a day or two, Bron would falter quickly if they had not won free of the badlands. The aging hairless one clearly had little stamina, stopping for rests much more often than Bonegrinder would have if traveling these steep-sided defiles alone.

At one such break, late in the afternoon while Bron sat recovering his breath, a sound pricked at Chortle’s ears.

“... have to be sure,” Bron was saying, “we pick ... a more reliable ... guide, next –”

“Sst!” Chortle interrupted. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Far off on the wind, but getting closer – a voice. Melodious, like the pipes he’d seen people blowing into in that corner of the bazaar he and Bron had run through just after their escape from the slave pens.

“Song,” Chortle said. And the sound hit him peculiarly – enticing, like the smell of fresh meat or the loins of an aroused female. It grew louder still. “You don’t hear it?”

Bron shook his head. “Just wind, as far as I can tell. Are you –”

As sudden as that, the magician’s voice cut off, and he rose and walked westward up the ravine.

Hmm, Chortle thought. He picked up the waterskin Bron had set aside while resting, then followed after the old fellow. A glassy look had settled into the man’s eyes, and he made no response when Chortle waved a hand in front of him.

Clearly, the song had some magical lure to it, and one that affected Bron far more powerfully than the jackal-man.

But where there was a voice, there must be a creature, and where there was a creature, there must be water and things to eat, so Chortle followed a few steps back and kept his wits about him.

The way narrowed and the walls rose, making a gorge between two cliffs the distance of only a few good piss streams apart. Wind across the top of the gap made a harsh whistle, out of time with the singing, which now echoed along between the cliffs.

Bron reached a bend in the ravine just as some shadow flitted overhead.

Chortle looked up. Nothing. Bron had rounded the bend.

A groan as of unhappy stone sounded from above.

Cursing in his own tongue, Chortle lunged forward after his companion and passed the curve to find a roar of boulders and scree hurtling down toward the magician ... and two other things hurtling as well.

Winged and feathered, the creatures swooped in and grabbed Bron by the arms, yanking him forward and up through the air of the gorge.

“Look out!” one of them cried, just as the rockfall smashed to earth where Bron had been. Bonegrinder had to leap back to keep from being crushed himself, and as the dust settled, he saw a pair of winged, half-human things lurching upward beat by beat with the magician lugged between them.

“Hey!” Chortle roared at the creatures. “Where do you think you’re taking him?”

“Our lair!” replied one, and now he could see them to be female, with wings where their arms might have been, the feathers mottled in dirty reds and muckish browns. They had round, bare teats of the kind hairless folk seemed to think attractive, along with sharp-featured faces and crowns of plumes where Bron’s type had its main patch of fur.

“We saved his life!” called the other. “Now he must serve us!”

And with that they disappeared over the lip of some cave that could not be seen from Chortle’s position on the ground, some eighty or ninety feet lower.

Growling and narrowing his yellow eyes, the jackal-man began to climb.

* * * * *

Bron found himself loosed from his dazed, almost bodiless state high in the air with two foul-smelling shapes yanking him skyward to the flapping of their matted wings. He took a breath to scream – but a downbeat blew the creatures’ raw fetor into his lungs, and he choked and gagged instead. By the time his watering eyes cleared and he could manage a real breath, he’d been deposited on the stony floor of a cave where more winged beings hopped and fluttered rankly to encircle him.

Harpies!

Though he’d never clapped eyes on a harpy, Bron’s wide-ranging scholarly knowledge held no other race that fit these things’ description – female, sublime in form from the torso down to their thighs but with disheveled wings in place of arms and birdlike, strangely jointed limbs below the knee.

The books failed to adequately describe the smell, he thought. If the harpies ever bathed, it wasn’t often and it wasn’t effective. The air within their den hung so dense with odor, it practically congealed in his lungs at each breath.

“We have saved your life,” said a confident-looking bird-woman from a nest in one corner. The two who’d carried him up ducked their heads in deference to her, as did the others in the room; a half-dozen more, most of them the same variegations of red and brown and rust and russet, but a few with yellows and chartreuse mixed in. Only the queen, though – for such her crownlike plumes and imperious tones made Bron assume her to be – sported feathers in blues and emeralds and aquamarines. Had her pale lithe form not been streaked with her own filth, it would have taken his breath away.

Which certainly would have been for the better, he thought, holding a sleeve across his nose as he inhaled.

“Um,” he said, “My life?”

The queen rose and strode forward, her face regal and exquisite but stippled about the mouth and chin with a patina of whatever she’d last eaten.

“The rocks,” she said, looking him up and down, her eyes dark sapphires that moved in precise avian flits. “You would have been crushed, but for Ghura and Mok.”

“Um,” he repeated, wondering if that might be blood about her finely formed, feather-blue lips. The cave showed no sign of a fire pit or cooking tools. No sign of tools at all, actually. Bron tried to choose his words carefully, leery that the royal harpy’s dulcet voice could belie a nature as savage as Chortle’s, or moreso.

“Your pardon, but – and I ask this only to clarify my understanding – wasn’t it your song that enticed me to the ravine? And ... well, did the rocks just coincidentally fall as I passed below at the very moment Ghura and Mok happened by close enough to pull me to, um,” he glanced around the chamber, “safety?”

The queen shrugged, her wings of turquoise and peacock blue glistening with an oily sheen at the movement.

“We sing,” she said. “We dance in the sky and play along the clifftops. On occasion, we topple a boulder when launching ourselves, or just by whim. Certainly, the approach of a man is cause for excitement and frolicking. Is fate not mischievous enough to twist joy into mishap?”

Bron cleared his throat nervously at the way several harpies licked their lips when the queen spoke of “the approach of a man.”

“Well ... can I express my gratitude and be on my way, then?”

“Yes, yes!” she exclaimed. “You grasp the situation exactly. We have saved you, and now you must express gratitude.”

Her hips swiveled subtly but suggestively. The motion drew his gaze lower, where sky-blue down graced her underbelly and crotch. If not for the pervasive, gag-inducing stench, Bron would have been fired with disbelieving hope at her words. He’d languished for ages in the clutches of Gheressen’s slavers, and it had been longer still since his last woman – and all the way back to the years of his youth since he’d touched so voluptuous a form as the harpy queen’s, wings or no wings.

But that smell ...

The queen narrowed her eyes at him, frowning. “Your face is not arranged in a manner that looks grateful, I think. Do our forms displease you?”

“Oh no, no – much the opposite. Um ... you see, in my homeland, the women cover themselves –” he made wrapping motions with his arms, as though donning a shawl, “– so only rarely does a man see so much beauty bare of raiment at once. It reminded me for a moment how foolish high culture and civilization can be, and I’m afraid that soured my expression.”

Figuratively, this smoothed their feathers, and he saw the queen and her court nod at the idea of civilized idiocy. But more literally, those feathers remained greasy and foul, leaving Bron unsure he could perform the services their appraising gazes convinced him more and more that they expected of him.

“I wonder,” he said, forcing his words to tread slowly and with great care, “would it be too much to ask that you let me see you fully naked?”

She looked down at herself curiously. “I wear nothing.”

“Yes,” he said, “but here and there, just in spots, the badlands have left a veil of dust across you. I know a simple spell that can wipe away those last hints of concealment that hold back the purity of your shape, if you would not mind my casting it.”

Bron held his breath, both mentally and physically, as the royal harpy considered his request with a few birdlike tilts of her head. Then she shrugged.

“Very well. Why not? Unless it will cause great delay ...”

“It is but the work of seconds.”

The sharp-featured face turned, and with a wave of her pinions, the queen indicated a scrawny young bird-woman in the back of the small congregation.

“Demonstrate on Vilvil.”

Heart pounding, Bron watched the anemic-looking harpy approach, her feathers the color of liver and cheese going bad. By the standards of the other lush forms about him, she had little to offer the eye – and yet most women of his own lands would kill to possess so slim a frame and such finely formed if modest breasts. And most men would kill to bed such an appealing figure – were it not for the streaks of raw filth and the ripeness of her scent.

The wizard prepared himself, summoning up the energies of his cleansing cantrip and focusing its mystical runes brightly within his mind’s eye.

“Shavish, gatrar, mindasta!” he intoned, sweeping his hands forward to unleash the mystic power they now contained.

With an audible pop, each iota of contamination leapt six inches out from Vilvil’s body and drifted earthward to form a visible ring of stink at her feet.

The other harpies gasped.

Liver became lavender, and molded cheese turned the pale, pure yellow of a butterblossom, speckled here and there with silver. In an instant, the covey’s least and most listless had been transformed into a visual rival of the queen herself – in color and finery, if not in the amplitude of her curves.

“Me, me!” cried Ghura with a hop forward.

“No, me!” said Mok.

The queen spouted a rill of stream-clear notes – beautiful, and yet tuned to a key of warning. Her subjects fell still and silent.

“You may cast the spell on me now,” said the regent, her wings spread and raised to thrust up her chest and accentuate those magnificent bosoms. Even soiled and smeared as they were, the sovereign breasts commanded his eyes with such authority, Bron had to struggle to refocus his mind on the spell. Its runes kept sliding down the perfect round slopes, wavering at the thrust and jut of her pert cerulean nipples, bouncing away from the filth-dappled auras of her areolas.

“Shavish, gatrar, mindasta,” he said through a dry throat when his mind finally worked up the proper arcane symbols.

He gestured, and the harpy queen became radiance itself.

The lair burst into a wild harmony of birdsong. If the queen’s colors had been emeralds and aquamarines before, it was the uncut and unpolished sort, raw from the ground. Now her wings and feathery crown threw back the slim light of the cave like faceted jewels, pure and radiant. The alabaster of her skin made all the more clear how grimy and unclean the complexions of her sisters were. Her pubic down, he saw, now showed as an enticing cloud of blue fluff where soil and sweat had dulled it before.

And her wings spread as curtains of satin-bright majesty.

“I am pleased,” she said, looking at her own form, wingtip to wingtip. Her glittering avian eyes met his. “And what of you? How do you find me, now that your magic has laid me fully bare to view?”

Bron swallowed. “Indescribably beautiful.”

“Good.” The queen smiled, then clucked her tongue twice at her followers, who moved back a few steps with barely contained impatience. “Then you will not argue against bedding me.”

“Heavens, no!”

She turned and headed for the huge nest of leaves and furs and castoff feathers where he’d seen her upon first entering the cave. Though her birdlike feet produced a gait not quite human, the sway of her full, round bottom more than distracted from the oddness of her walk, and the glances she threw him to make sure he followed had an impelling effect.

The queen’s nest, of course, smelled much as the queen herself had moments earlier. But Bron reached it in such a state of incredulous lust that his nose all but forgot to be offended.

This wondrous creature wants me for her lover!

The harpy waved her pinions over the crude bowl of the nest.

“Lie on your back and free your manhood from that clothing so that I may take you,” she commanded.

Bron obeyed, staring at her sublimity as the crunchy, crusty heap accepted his weight and reminded his nostrils of the filthy natural state these women lived in. The stink of it wafted thick and firm through his nasal passages – but by then he had his trousers down, and his only remaining wizard’s wand stood up thick and firm itself, erect with anticipation and at least for the moment more persistent than the stench.

“Hmm,” said the queen, eyeing it as she moved into place astride his hips. “Suitable, though not spectacular. You must make good use of it – if you spout overquick and do not raise me to the sky, the congress will not allay the debt you owe for your salvation from the rocks.”

“No, no – of course not.” Bron quickly made use of a cantrip of pleasurable endurance – knowing that in his long-deprived state, it would take no more than a few strokes into a woman’s depths to make him blurt out his seed unenhanced.

With her wings wide and grand, the bird-woman eased herself down. Between her legs, she had a smooth, slitted mound, its clitoris and labia shaded turquoise and gleaming with arousal. She dabbed damply against his tip, making him shiver and swell with each brush of her flesh until the contact teased a strand of clear gloss up and out to hang between their courtsome genitalia.

And then she sang, low and slow, the sapphires of her eyes expanding as if to fill his view completely. His hips rose of their own accord while she remained in place, awaiting and then receiving his penetration. As he slid up and into her, only the lure of her song and the sparkle of her gaze and the enfolding ecstasy of her groin had any place in his awareness. For the whole of his liquid, lush ascent into that glory, his nose forgot their rank mating bed, his eyes ignored the reverent cluster of naked, watchful women about them, and his mind held no memory of his worry from moments earlier about keeping his focus and lasting long enough to please her.

There was only queenly cunt.

Sweet.

Fluid.

Feather-soft.

Tight and lively and gracious and so very wetly warm.

On and on and up and up and up the glide of his journey into her went – an elevation through sleek, slick heavens to the sound of that angelic voice, until finally he lofted so high into her cloud that root met cunt-mouth and their joining was complete.

Then the queen’ eyes closed and she groaned and her face turned skyward and her womanly weight rode him back to the ground beneath the gorgeous, wide fan of her wings.

* * * * *

A few minutes into his ascent, Chortle heard a melodious furor break out from the still-unseen cave overhead. It did not have the blood-inflaming discord of Jakkyllan females howling at a mating kresh, but it tugged at him nonetheless, and more strongly than the earlier, solitary voice that had ensnared Bron and brought them here. Almost as quickly as it started, though, the chorale of allure faded back to silence. Chortle climbed on.

After a few minutes more, the jackal-man drew near the bird-women’s cave, and his sharp ears picked out other sounds mixed within the continuous whine of badlands winds – sounds that also bore some comparison to a mating kresh.

“Ah, magician ...” came a soft female voice, thick with the breath of passion. “Such wizardry ...”

If it were Bron she addressed, he managed only a fast and gasping respiration in reply – and perhaps a moan along with it, though Chortle couldn’t rule out the hollow canyon winds as the source of that last sound. Pausing a moment, Bonegrinder considered whether his companion might be less in need of rescuing than he’d thought.

Hmm. His gaze turned to the ground far below. I have climbed a very long way to turn around without seeing for certain.

With the pants and groans of lovemaking surging ever more clearly from the opening above, Chortle made his way handhold by toehold upward until at last he clambered onto the cave’s lower lip.

Mere feet away, the naked backsides of several feathered and winged females screened the deeper recesses of the cave from his view. Their half-folded wings put him in mind of vultures gathered about a fallen ox on the savannahs of his homeland – unkempt draperies of greasy feathers that twitched with impatience as they awaited their turn at the carcass.

Though Bron sounds livelier than most carrion, I think.

“Oh!” said the old wizard from beyond the bare-skinned sky women. “Ah! Ohhh – my dear, that is – ah, ah, ah!”

The sounds of mating recalled to Chortle how long it had been since he’d last mounted Khai’re in her hut amongst their tribe. The thought annoyed him, to have had so fine a mate and then been forced into exile from both homeland and bitch-hole. But at the same time, old Bron’s pleasured groans brought to him the realization that a hole is a hole, and that banishment from Khai’re’s – or from all Jakkyllan females’ – did not require him to live like a eunuch.

He cleared his throat, bringing squawks and startled leaps from the winged creatures before him. With wide eyes and hisses, they edged sidewise toward the cave walls, clearing the way somewhat for him to see farther into the den, where more of them wavered between alarmed glances cast his direction and the spectacle that had so absorbed their attention before his noise.

Toward the far end of the lair, Bron lay gasping under the fertile curves and brilliant plumage of the winged tribe’s chieftain. Being of chieftain’s blood himself, Chortle had no doubt of her identity. But as she seemed momentarily indisposed, he turned his focus to the nearer females rather than demand an audience.

“You have brought my friend here to pay a debt, yes?”

“Yes, yes!” cried Bron from beneath his fluttering mate. Chortle ignored him, assuming the man responded to something other than his words. The winged women, though, seemed helpless to avoid throwing envious glances toward the nest where their ruler took her fucking. Moans of pleasure from the jewel-feathered chieftain held their attentions until Bonegrinder cleared his throat once more.

“Well?” he asked, when one turned his way again.

A female the color of reddish clay looked at him, her eyes flicking from his face to his crotch and from nervousness to lust.

“It is our way,” she said, gaze fixed at the spot where his trousers bulged around a Jakkyllan sack and its pythonesque member. Her tongue darted out against her lips in a way that roused his snake, hairless and flimsy though she was.

“Good,” he said, shucking the slave tunic from his great, tawny-furred shoulders and chest. The bird-women’s eyes widened further and those nearest him ceased diverting their glances back to the royal spectacle of copulation at the room’s far end. “Then as you have traded services with him so can you trade them with me. I require guidance out of these badlands to the nearest city of the north.”

The clay-colored female looked uncertain. “Queen Lilili sets all bargains with men when we bring them here ...”

The Jakkyllan tossed his chin. “She appears busy.”

Atop Bron’s thrusting hips, the gem-bright chieftain quivered and arched her spine, ululating climactically with head back and breasts jutting far forward.

“Well ...” The feathered woman looked at her nearest sisters, who gave ratifying nods. “When we catch – or, save - a man, he must usually stay until each of us is pleased.”

“Or at least one is with egg,” said another of them, similarly colored but with flashes of nose-drip green in her wings. “In the case of those not manly enough to take a harpy properly to the sky.”

Chortle undid his belt and lowered his breeches – to appreciative coos from the harpies.

“There is no worry of my failure to glogh,” he said, unsure what term outlanders used when they meant ‘to roll the eyes of a female in helpless pleasure.’ “Since you have not saved my life, I offer to glogh the three of you in return for the services of a guide.”

The trio looked at one another – the reddish two more boldly than the third, a scrawny thing of pale purple, yellow, and silver. She enthused Chortle the least of them, as her dugs had the tiniest suckling nubs and her scent barely existed at all. But his rutting-stick, now aroused, seemed disinclined to be choosy.

The women nodded amongst themselves, and then the better-fleshed two told the pale one she must wait to go last. She bowed her head in timidity and stood back, eyes downcast. The two alphas, apparently called Niiglii and Iilissa, squabbled a moment over first rights until Bonegrinder intervened.

“I am impatient to begin our trade,” he said. To the one with snottish streaks, he said, “Niiglii, you kneel and get your tail up for me.” To the other, he added, “Iilissa, stand over her bent forward, and I will tongue you while I tup her.”

The bird-women looked at one another, then reached an unspoken agreement and positioned themselves as he directed.

* * * * *

With the queen too distracted by her own bliss for singing, Bron returned from ensorcelled paradise to awareness and mere human ecstasy. Lilili bucked atop him, wings open and a fine sheet of perspiration like dew upon her upper chest.

“Ng ... mm ... man-creature, your pole fits me so well ...”

“It has – oh – found the perfect nest, your highness.”

She laughed and ground against him, her sky-hued fluff tickling his pubic hair. A bead of sweat rolled loose down her cleavage to curve along the underside of one breast and then swell and fall and spatter against his ribs.

“Ahh ...” she breathed. The expanse and relaxation of her chest as she moved held him entranced almost as well as her bespelling song had. His throat went dry with a thirst to suckle at the blue blossoms of her nipples.

Somewhere over to their left, a disturbance shifted its way through the audience of lesser-ranked harpies. Bron thought he heard the rough voice of Chortle Bonegrinder beyond the queen’s cooing and the rush of air against her stroking wings.

Oh gods, please don’t let him climb up and turn into a fox plundering the henhouse!

But between the upcurved bowl of the queen’s nest and the slow, rhythmic beating of her wings about them he would have had to stop and rise up and turn to see the cavemouth. Absent any cries of agony or battle, he found himself unwilling to do so.

With diplomatic care he let his hands test the sanctity of the splendid body atop him – first touching lightly to her thighs, then, when she accelerated her movements in response, shifting up to caress the crests of her pelvis and the gentle insweep of her waist.

“Ah – ah – oh, you push me again toward the clouds,” Lilili said with a shudder and a hitch to her breathing. Her wings and eyelids alike grew fluttersome, giving Bron the courage to put his hands to those glorious breasts of hers. She reacted with enthusiasm, pushing them forward against his palms with an arch of her back and an uptilted head that left her long, clean neck stretched to its fullest. He lifted up to plant a kiss in its hollow – then threw caution aside, slid one hand around to her back, and replaced it with his mouth upon her nipple.

“Yes!” she cried, powerful and muscular yet softly feminine all at once. The coaxing glide of her cunt plied his length with delight, tugging his passion upward as though taking flight. All the musk and molted feathers and stench of ordure surrounding him fought against that delight – but with no more effect than the guide who’d drawn a knife on Chortle Bonegrinder.

Oh, Milady, he thought, unwilling to release her teat from his mouth to speak aloud, what absolute ... “mmm–” perfection ...

Faster and faster, she rode him. Her gasps and cries echoed through the cave, accompanied by his breast-muffled moans.

“So – many – leaps – to flight ... Uhh!”

The magic of his cantrip failed – or else the magic of her thrumming, pulsating vaginal flesh overwhelmed it. He found himself in a grip of physical bliss no man could have held back from.

“Oh, my lady –”

Release found him, flushed all thought from his brain, and erupted into the queen’s panting belly.

“Ahhhnngh ...”

“Ululululululululu!”

For what seemed a solid minute, Lilili arched stiff above him and received his seed, her voice a piper’s song to his ejaculate, calling forth ever more gushes and spouts and effluviations of carnal joy. At last she fell silent and flopped to her back beside him, trembling. Bron closed his eyes to take three deep and satisfied breaths. And then ...

“Me, now! Me!” gabbled Mok.

“No, me next,” insisted Ghura.

And beyond them, their sisters waited too …

* * * * *

Niiglii gave a very satisfying grunt as Chortle shoved fully into her from behind.

“So large,” she gasped through a throat clenched tight by invasive sensation.

For his part, kneeling to cover her, Chortle found the harpy’s snatch pleasantly narrow compared to a bitch of his own people – wet and constrictive and deep. He smacked his root against her opening a couple of times, pushing her forward on her wide-spread russet-and-sneeze-colored wings.

Hmmh, he thought, having never before considered the possibility of mating with a woman other than a Jakkyllan. These creatures are definitely worth fucking.

They possessed a heady, powerful odor, fuming off their unwashed bodies and out of their feathered crotches. It gave his nose something to explore as deeply as his mating club now plunged into Niiglii’s cunt.

“Guh ...” she said. “Huge ...”

Iilissa stood frowning beside them.

“She gets that and I must settle for a tongue?” she asked as Bonegrinder’s thick red member plowed into the other harpy’s birth-chute.

Ha, no, egg-chute, he told himself, shaking his head at the notion. To Iilissa, he said, “Just stand over her with your back to me and bend down. I do not think you will be disappointed.”

For emphasis, he allowed the full extent of his tongue to loll forth from his muzzle – shorter than his cock but almost as long as a bare-skinned one’s mating equipment, and considerably more flexible.

“Oh,” Iilissa said. Then she took a quick, high step to straddle Niiglii just behind the wings. When she bent at the waist, her plumage screened her sister almost entirely, so that his view consisted of two round, rust-colored bottoms – one being filled by his tightly gripped fuck-horn, and the other wiggling in anticipation as it displayed its dripping pink aperture to him.

Hunching further over as he lunged in and out of Niiglii, the Jakkyllan sniffed and then nuzzled the fine folds of Iilissa’s genitals. He expected them to be caked with the leavings of her last cycle, given the harpies’ lack of bathing habits. But instead he found only the residue of old arousal and the liquor of her present want.

No womb to bleed? he wondered idly. Then he shrugged and took a lick.

Iilissa whimpered.

“Good?” he asked. “Your taste is passably fine out here. Let me see how it is deeper in.”

Extending his tongue, he burrowed it into the dank slit before him to make her squeal and squirm. She tasted as she smelled – pungent and sexual, coated inside with a spicy brew of lust only faintly reminiscent of a Jakkyllan woman’s lubricious wetness. Licking her from within, he released a hot breath against her mound and pounded harder into her sister on all fours beneath her.

“Ooh, ooh,” piped Iilissa as he tasted and explored each wrinkle of vagina he could reach. “Wuuliwuuliuuliooohhh ...”

Niiglii rocked back powerfully against him now, grunting and jamming with her haunch muscles. “Uh! Uh! Uh!”

Panting at the vigorous treatment the mounted harpy gave him, Chortle slurped his tongue out to run the tip in circles about Iilissa’s clitoris and lash each lip of her gash wetly. From elsewhere in the cave, his sharp ears caught the sound of Bron achieving considerable success with the harpy chieftain.

Before him, Niiglii’s smooth, bare rump called out to his hands, with which he promptly grasped and kneaded them before taking hold and thrusting both his tongue and his pizzle as far as they could go into bird-woman pussy. Iilissa squawked and shook, and her flavor gushed around his tongue. Niiglii crooned, then broke into a song almost identical to the chieftain’s, her hunched form stiff as a tree limb. Still flicking his tongue within the one harpy, he reamed hard into the other, his moment approaching and making the hairs of his ball-sack stand on end.

“Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah!” gasped Niiglii at each of his thrusts.

Chortle let a rumble start in his chest to match the heat that mounted in his groin. Without warning, both harpies’ cunts reached some plateau, crashing into waves of ecstasy to clamp down tight on his flesh within them. Their lustful innards vibrated in time to wails of pleasure, and though his tongue felt like it might rip free of his head, the Jakkyllan gave the discomfort no thought. His deep-planted erection unleashed its flood, emptying his balls of whelp-spew in great, virile blasts.

With a howl, he filled Niiglii to the brim and more, so that her quivering hole slopped out white drizzle with each squeeze and release of Chortle’s testes. Iilissa had unclasped her snatch and collapsed forward, leaving his tongue intact.

At last, his flow spent, Bonegrinder pulled free and let Niiglii slump down in a satiated heap. Tottering to his feet, he gestured for the slim lavender-and-yellow harpy to have patience.

“I’ll need a few breaths to recover,” he explained.

But while the dainty young bird-female acquiesced meekly, another voice spoke that would not be put off.

“Beast-man!” called the queen from her nest. “Come forward and be judged for your trespass!”

* * * * *

Bron kept his eyes shut, floating in a place of unreality as his queenly lover summoned the jackal-man before her. The wizard’s cock lay heavy and limp against his belly, his lowered trousers forgotten and even the unholy fetid rankness of the nest somehow just a swaddling backdrop to his state of exhausted sensual peace.

“Trespass!” Lilili said, imperious in her tone. “It is a grave crime! But I see in the debauched shapes of Niiglii and Iilissa that you have appreciable talents. For your sentence, I will –”

A grumbling cough of threat interrupted her.

“While my friend serviced your pleasure-hole,” Chortle Bonegrinder said, “I bartered with those three for guidance out of your lands. Two of the three I have satisfied – when the third is done, Bron and I will depart, led by whichever guide you assign. I have no interest in terms other than those.”

The queen hissed, and Bron felt a feathered wing sheet across his still form.

“This one is mine,” Lilili said. “His life was saved, and now he serves us until I see fit to say he can go.”

I should really be more alarmed, thought Bron.

“By my count, you are nine strong,” the Jakkyllan replied. “All of you are female, unarmed, and soft – unlike the warrior bitches of my tribe. Because Bron is also soft and might get damaged in a fight, I am willing to barter. Also I am less in the habit of killing than others of my kind. But I bargain from a position of strength, because I know you cannot keep me here, or Bron, should I choose to fight.”

Yes, I suppose I should be quite alarmed. But the old magician felt no anxiety whatsoever. Why not? Perhaps it was the queen’s tone when she spoke of him, and the spread of her wing across him – not just possessive, but protective.

“We too are strong,” said the ruler of the covey. “Perhaps you cannot grasp how much muscle it takes to fly. Perhaps you do not see the talons we can bare if we need. Your threats are ill-placed – criminal, in fact. With every argument, you lengthen your sentence. I have judged that this Bron must stay here until he gives me two eggs. You may go when each of my sisters has cried out in joy at least once from your pronging.”

Bron sat up, sliding from under Lilili’s wing of comfort.

“My friends,” he said, to the surprise of jackal-man and bird-woman alike. “Life is short – and rarely do strife and argument make its brevity better. How many years did I struggle to free myself from bondage in Gheressen? First I slaved for the university, teaching languages and scribing. When I escaped from that, they made me a clerk in the hall of records – longer hours in dim lights. When I escaped that, the factory – longer still and worse quarters. Next, if you had not helped me, Chortle, it was the mines. Then a place in the monthly feeding frenzy of beasts at the great games. So when I find myself now surrounded by beauty and asked to give and get pleasure, I wonder – should I even want to escape?”

The Jakkyllan snorted. “You are deluded by their magic. A man is free or he is nothing, so we agreed in the slave pits.”

“Yes, but I said it thinking I would most likely die in the mines, a circumstance under which it becomes easy to spout ideals. Look, Chortle, even if you were to fight and kill these women, would it free me? I could never climb down that cliff – with them dead, I’d be doomed to starve. And you, Lilili ... would you really have your sisters fight to keep him here, most likely losing some of them to his claws and teeth, and leaving me dejected at being the cause of their deaths, and my friend’s?”

She narrowed her gleaming sapphire eyes, unhappy to have her rule questioned even by solid logic. Chortle appeared equally displeased at the suggestion he might lose a fight.

“I propose this,” the wizard said, before either could speak and throw them back to contention. “I will serve my debt in full. And then I will serve Chortle’s as well. Chortle will finish his bargain with your three sisters, so that one of them can lead him north. All debts and crimes are thus made good, and no one is disemboweled by claw or knife or talon.”

“But you would not have your freedom,” the jackal-man pointed out.

Bron gave his brow a tap. “Sometimes freedom is here.”

With a shake of his head and a wrinkled muzzle, Chortle acceded, then looked to the queen. “It is agreeable to me. Is it to you?”

“Yes,” said Lilili, her feather-crowned head high and aloof. “Except that I have no desire for you to stay where I can see you rutting atop feeble little Vilvil. She can lead you from our territory, and if the two of you wish to conclude your pact along the way, so be it.”

Chortle looked to the pallid young harpy in her place at the back of the covey. She shrugged and turned shyly away.

To Lilili, the Jakkyllan said, “Agreed.”

* * * * *

Vilvil alighted next to Chortle just after her sisters deposited him on the canyon floor. Niiglii and Iilissa gave her a sneer, looked at the jackal-man with unfulfilled yearning, and then flapped their way back up to the cave. He watched them with some happy memories of probing their bodies, but mostly with befuddlement over Bron’s choice to remain behind. How peculiar, that saying goodbye to the old hairless one had brought him even mild unease. Of his own people, whom he had known his whole life, he regretted leaving only Khai’re and a very few others. Yet the loss of Bron left him feeling alone in a new and different way.

“You will miss your friend,” said Vilvil.

He turned to the sallow young harpy with her wings so pristine and pure beside those of her fellow bird-women. The queen alone had been similarly preened. He wondered why, and whether this difference had stimulated the chieftain’s animosity. But he answered Vilvil’s question with only a shrug.

“I will miss my sisters too.” Her gaze went to the sky overhead, then westward along the canyon. She began to walk in that direction. “Though none ever treated me with much kindness.”

He followed after her, surprised at her words and tone. “But you will return to them, while I will likely never see Bron again.”

Vilvil shook her head, picking up a rock in one nimble foot and tossing it idly away.

“I will take you to the lands of the north, and then I will see what is to be found there. You have left your home to live among strangers. Bron has stayed in mine and thus forsaken his kind too. Perhaps I can be happier with a different people, in a different place. Your talk of freedom made me brave in a way I have not been before.”

Chortle walked along behind her in silence for a bit. At length, all he could think of to say was, “Let me know when you’re ready to take your payment for our deal.”

The harpy laughed, a smooth, fluting sound.

“When these walls of stone have cleared away,” she said. “Where only sky and life surround us.”

Hmmh, Chortle thought with a sigh. She is even stranger than Bron. But ...

Somewhat better looking ...


"The Uninvited Guest" by Elaine Rose

“Lady Avril and her guest, Lady Vesper.”

The herald’s booming announcement of their arrival nearly brought the ball to a standstill. The two ladies paused at the top of the stairs and curtseyed in formal unison before descending the steps to the grand ballroom.

Whispers snuck through the extravagantly dressed crowd. Vesper tucked Avril closer to her side and spoke in a low voice. “Remember, this is not scandalous because of who we are, it is because of who you are. I will play my part if you promise to do the same. You know the consequences otherwise.”

Avril nodded, sure that her dinner would escape her stomach if she unsealed her mouth. Vesper eyed her critically and snatched two glasses of breezewine from a waiter’s tray. She handed one to Avril and then turned her steely gaze to the throngs of nobility in the ballroom. “Lord Zoran has yet to make his entrance.”

Avril took a heavy swallow from the wineglass, her own eyes roving the rich decor of the ballroom. The ceiling was far overhead, held aloft by two stately rows of columns that also marked the boundary of the dance floor. An ensemble played merrily on a stage at the far end of the room while guests danced gracefully with their chosen partners. Avril wondered if the woman at her side was a good dancer, and then mentally shook a finger at herself for the errant thought. Vesper’s mysterious allure was to remain just that – a mystery.

Vesper spoke a moment later. “That man with the hat and his lemon-sucking wife. Those are the ones you mentioned in the carriage?”

Avril nodded, somewhat awed by her companion’s ability to recognize strangers in such a crowd. “The Domm of Wellshire and his wife, Dame Marguerite.”

Avril tightened her grip on Vesper’s arm as she maneuvered them through the room toward a rotund man in a brawler hat – the latest in Ettruvian fashion. He was deep in conversation with a similarly adorned nobleman and paid them no attention. The willowy, sallow-faced woman at his side scrounged up a smile when the women approached. She closely inspected Avril and Vesper’s intertwined arms as they exchanged formal introductions.

“I had not heard you were courting again, Lady Avril,” Dame Marguerite said. “After your husband passed, the nobility feared we wouldn’t see you for several seasons yet.”

“It is a… very recent development,” Avril returned with a nervous glance at Vesper, wishing the anxious shaking in her joints would stop.

“She is shy to be seen with a woman. But I am coaxing her out of her shell,” Vesper lied smoothly.

Dame Marguerite gave a throaty laugh. “Heavens, Avril. Femme partnerships are not even remotely avant garde in this day and age. In any case, you are being upstaged by the Gossamer trio tonight. They have all of their men collared and chained together. It is such a sight!”

“I shall have to make their acquaintance,” Vesper teased. “The only good man is one who is chained up.”

Marguerite chortled in agreement. “Avril, your face is so red!” she teased. “Surely you’ve bound up a lover before.”

“She is my darling innocent,” Vesper said in an oddly proud tone. Then her hand roamed downward and she pinched Avril’s backside. “Corrupting her will be great fun,” she added in a stage whisper to the Dame when Avril jumped and squeaked.

Marguerite tittered in delight while Vesper excused them both under the pretense of refilling their drinks.

“Marguerite is the fastest gossiper in Ettruvia,” Avril said in a quiet voice once no one was in earshot. “The entire party shall soon know that we are courting and madly in love, just as you wanted. My part is finished.”

“Finished?” Vesper said with raised eyebrows. “A single conversation does not make a relationship believable to the whole room, my sweet, prim Avril. Did you act this frigid toward your dearly departed husband? Patrik, wasn’t that his name?”

“We are not to talk about him. That was part of the deal,” Avril hissed.

“The other part of the deal was making sure I fit in as your paramour. And if you don’t try harder, I’ll give Dame Marguerite enough gossip about the true circumstances behind your husband’s demise for several years worth of dull parties.”

Avril glowered at Vesper, but then dropped her gaze and anxiously smoothed the hairs that had escaped from her tightly styled braid. “You know how badly that would ruin me,” she muttered, beaten. “I am doing my best. I am not used to putting my affections on display.”

“Pretend I am he. Patrik,” Vesper suggested. “Hold my hand. Giggle with me. These social arts should be second nature to a noblewoman who married for wealth and security.”

Avril shook her head. “We did not act that way.”

“In public, you mean?”

An embarrassed flush rose on Avril’s cheeks in the silence that followed.

“You never acted that way?” Vesper studied the young noblewoman and wondered what sort of loveless marriage she had been trapped in. Her thoughts traveled to the night before, when they had first met.

* * * * *

The fire had burned low in the master bedroom, and the room was dominated by shadows at this late hour. Avril removed several pins from her hair and the dark brown curls tumbled down her back. She undid the ties of her overdress and let the silk slip to the floor, then started working on the more stubborn fastenings of her chemise. She had just unhooked the last one and stripped the garment over her head when she heard a velvet laugh and a nearby voice.

“You make this too easy, Lady Avril.”

Avril shrieked and spun, for in the darkness she had not noticed the figure crouched in the corner of her room. The figure boldly stepped forward and the faint firelight illuminated a woman. Her gray eyes were her most striking feature, set in an attractive face framed by wavy, dark blond hair. She wore a close-fitting black shirt and trousers tucked into knee-high boots. Her voice was low and resonant. “A noblewoman who undresses without the help of her maids. I’d half expected to be slitting throats at this point. But you’re all alone.”

Avril clutched her chemise to her chest to preserve her modesty. “There are guards just outside. I have only to scream and they’ll be here in seconds.”

“Your guards drank from a heavily doctored bottle of wine at dinner. They are sound asleep at their posts.”

The woman stepped closer and Avril backed up in turn. “Who are you? Why are you in my chambers?” she asked, fear riding high in her chest.

“You presume that your life is in danger, Lady Avril. I mean you no harm, truly. I need only your cooperation, not your blood.”

“Then you may arrange a meeting with my steward, and discuss it with me at a respectable hour.”

“My business with you is not of a respectable nature. You have been invited to a party tomorrow evening at Lord Zoran’s estate, I hear?”

“I was invited, but I am not attending.”

“Wrong, you are attending. Even better, I have already found someone to serve as your escort for the evening.”

Avril stared at her, bewildered. “Who?” she asked against her better judgement.

“Me.” The woman dropped into a perfectly executed court curtsey. “My name is Vesper, and I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Lady Avril.”

“You break into my home, poison my guards and frighten me while I undress, all for the sake of inviting yourself to a party? Are you quite mad?”

“By some accounts.” Vesper grinned, revealing even, white teeth. “But you shall be joining me in my madness, for we are there to murder someone.”

“What?” Avril shrieked.

“I am an assassin of the Solstice Coven, and I am going to kill Lord Zoran.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m being paid handsomely for it.”

A thousand expressions passed across Avril’s face in a mere heartbeat as her mouth gaped in shock. “You realize you are not the first to try. He is impossible to kill. He wears sylvan-forged armor under his clothes. He has two guards at his side every moment of the day. And he is a fierce duelist. The last assassin who made an attempt on his life died with a sword through his throat.”

Vesper shrugged, as if the daunting task ahead of her was boresome. “I am no normal assassin, and you will be at my side, helping me blend in among the Ettruvian aristocracy. And when the perfect moment arrives, I will be ready to seize it.”

“But first you need my cooperation for this ghastly plan.” Avril’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t have it.”

“Oh Avril, you silly creature, of course I do. I happen to possess information about your husband’s untimely demise that is shockingly scandalous. His death was not accidental, as the gentry have been led to believe. I would make sure they all knew just how thoroughly they were lied to.”

Avril stood up straighter, and a queer calm entered her eyes. “My husband was a good man to his friends, and fair to all others. He had no business dealings with savage lowlifes such as yourself.”

Vesper put her hands on her hips and openly scoffed. “And you would have expected him to tell you about such things? Would you like to see my proof? I took great pains to procure it for you.”

Avril said nothing, but merely stretched out her hand. Vesper pulled a folded piece of paper from a concealed pocket in her shirt and handed it over with a flourished bow.

As Avril rapidly scanned the paper, Vesper began a slow walk around the noblewoman. “It’s a receipt,” Vesper explained, assuming Avril’s silence implied confusion over the columns of numbers and notes scrawled in the margins. “Patrik made his fortune as a merchant. But he sold some very, very illegal things.” Vesper drew a finger up Avril’s exposed side, curiously trailing it over several faded bruises that stained her skin. Then she leaned over Avril’s bare shoulder. The noblewoman shivered at the proximity but did not step away.

Vesper pointed at the leftmost column. “This is the date of sale.” She pointed to the rest of the columns, naming each one in turn. “The amount of the sale. This is an identification number. They were not allowed names. Where they were acquired from. Their gender. Their age.”

Avril trembled, for many of the numbers in the far-right column were single digits. Even in the dying light of the fire, it was clear how pale she was. Vesper lifted a strand of Avril’s hair and idly twirled it around her finger.

“Such a naughty merchant he was, selling stolen men, women and children as slaves. But he wronged one family too many, and a servant found him one morning with his face melted off in the fireplace. He blacked out from inhaling smoke whilst stoking the fire. Easy to pass off as an accident. But the truth about his activities would ruin your own reputation, I’m afraid. You would be publicly shamed, stripped of your ill-acquired wealth, and thrown out of this lovely manor onto the streets. Maybe a nice family of savage lowlifes would take you in, hmm?”

Vesper suddenly pulled the strand of hair taut, and Avril gasped at the sharp pain and tilted her head to the side.

“Be ready tomorrow at half past seven,” Vesper whispered in her ear. “We shall put on such a pretty charade together.”

* * * * *

Avril’s flush had subsided. “Our marriage was arranged, and he never sought my affection. We were not… intimate with each other often.”

The assassin tilted her head, pity coloring her expression for a moment as she thought through her options. “There’s only one solution, then,” she decided out loud with a feral grin. “I shall have to seduce you.”

A spark of forbidden lust heated the space between Avril’s legs, even as her eyes grew round and frightened. “Seduce me?” She couldn’t have sounded more scared had Vesper announced she was going to chop off her toes. “I’ll… I’ll try harder. We will convince Lord Zoran that you’re… that you’re normal. Just a normal guest at his party.”

At that moment, the ensemble trumpeted the arrival of Zoran, the popular and enigmatic host. He was middle aged with clipped black hair and cunning eyes. His hands were responsible for stirring numerous pots throughout the city, though they yielded hornets just as often as honey. Nevertheless, he seemed to thrive on the challenge, and his grandiose balls were the highlight of the social season.

Vesper turned back to Avril, her eyes gleaming. “Let’s convince him now.”

She and Avril joined the line of guests who had gathered near Zoran to express their gratitude at being on the guest list, or to curry for additional favors. When it was their turn, the women approached Zoran, who stood imperiously in the corner by the fireplace. He wore a rapier on his belt, and though it was currently in fashion to display swords, Avril knew he wore it for a much deadlier purpose. If that wasn’t enough, Zoran was flanked by two guards who bristled with weaponry.

Avril and Vesper dipped into elegant curtseys and waited for the Lord to speak, as custom dictated. His pale blue eyes quickly roved over Avril, but scrutinized Vesper much longer. “Lady Avril. I had expected my invitation to go unanswered.”

“I’m glad I could surprise you. May I introduce you to Vesp– oh, my pardon. Lady Vesper. She is my…”

“Ladylove,” Vesper supplied with a charming smile. “Avril has kindly invited me to your wonderful party.”

“I was unaware you were seeing anyone, Lady Avril.” Zoran’s voice had the faintest hint of disapproval, though it was unclear whether he didn’t like Vesper or simply the fact that Avril had kept her a secret.

“She has been quite nervous about revealing her attachment to me,” Vesper said, smoothing her hand affectionately down Avril’s arm. “And I confess I don’t help matters, for I prefer having her all to myself.”

“How did you make each other’s acquaintance?”

Vesper opened her mouth to respond but Zoran fixed her with a stony glare. “I would prefer Miss Avril to tell me herself, if she is willing to oblige.”

Avril stumbled through the explanation she and Vesper had practiced earlier that evening in the carriage. “Oh.. mutual friends, of my cousin in... Quarrington.”

“I visited there recently. I had not heard you were in the area.”

Avril tried in vain to repress the blush staining her cheeks and calm the blood roaring through her ears. “I was still in mourning for Patrik and did not wish to make my presence known. I just wanted some peace in the countryside.”

“Yet you still found time to attach yourself to a new lover. No offense intended, Lady Vesper,” he added with a curt nod in her direction. “I have known Lady Avril a very long time, and was unaware the word ‘secretive’ even existed in her vocabulary.”

“I comforted her during her time in Quarrington,” Vesper said, sounding almost indignant about the slight on their fabled relationship. “We became fast friends. It was only after she returned home to Ettruvia that we entered a more formal relationship.”

“I see,” Zoran deadpanned. “If you will excuse me, ladies, I must speak with my aide about an important matter.”

He tucked his chin down and gave a stiff bow, while the ladies dropped into shallow curtsies. Once he was gone, Vesper gently pressed Avril against a pillar that bordered the dance floor. Avril could feel lean muscle underneath the ribbon and lace of Vesper’s gown. All the soft finery in the world couldn’t hide the evidence of the assassin’s arduous lifestyle.

"Is he watching us?" Vesper murmured in Avril’s ear, sending a feverish chill racing through her body. Avril’s eyes flew away from Vesper’s dangerously close cheekbones and focused on the lord standing across the hall.  He was speaking to his aide, both of them surreptitiously watching the two women.

"Yes," she whispered back. "He looks suspicious. He isn't buying this at all." Avril said it to be spiteful and unnerve the assassin. Her lips curled in an uncharacteristically haughty smirk when Vesper tensed.

But Vesper’s next move trumped hers in every way possible. Her head dipped closer and her strong hands encircled Avril’s narrow waist. “Kiss me,” she commanded, her voice dark and amorous.

Avril frowned, her stomach curling in fear even as her body hummed with primal excitement. But before she could voice any dissent, Vesper’s soft lips pressed against hers. For a moment Avril just stood there, stunned out of her mind. Is she – what the – wait! Avril’s mind warred with every single part of her body, commanding her to pull away, arguing against the absurdly illogical idea that she should have any attraction whatsoever to this captivating demon whose lips were pressed so insistently against her own. She is dangerous, deceptive, and using me for her own fiendish purposes, Avril though furiously. I’m through with this farce.

Avril tilted her head back until it knocked against the marble pillar, pushing forward at the same time. Vesper’s grip was like steel wound around fabric, but the assassin still pulled back, granting a heated inch of space between their mouths.

However, Avril’s angry reprimands fell away from her lips at the look on the other woman’s face. Vesper’s eyebrows were drawn upward, confused and almost… hurt by Avril’s refusal to return the kiss. Avril had never seen the normally confident and focused assassin appear so vulnerable.

“Please,” Vesper pleaded softly, her sweet breath teasing and warm against Avril’s lips.

Please what? Help her complete her contract? Maintain this charade? Please kiss her back? Please mean it?

Avril’s body began the war anew against her mind, demanding her to give in to Vesper’s request to feed the growing warmth between her thighs. And her mind started to slide, rationalizing that she was certainly not participating in murder by doing so. It was just a kiss. She had done worse than this, after all.

Avril tilted her head, moving her lips a tiny fraction closer to Vesper, and closed her eyes in surrender – and elated anticipation.

Vesper’s lips met hers once again, but this time it elicited a thrilling current of passion that sparked against every nerve in her body. For a second, neither woman moved, simply enjoying the sensation of their bodies pressed close, the sounds of the party falling into a distant pleasant hum as the world shrank to only include the two of them, joined together in a way that was not merely physical.

Then Vesper artfully snagged Avril’s bottom lip and gave her a playful nip. Avril gasped in delight and her palms reached up to cup either side of the assassin’s gorgeous face, threading her fingers through her dark blond hair, drawing her deeper into their kiss. Their tongues met and gently caressed, exploring the warm depths of each other’s mouths.

Avril’s hands discreetly roamed and explored. In return, Vesper released her waist and ran her palms over Avril’s back. She massaged her fingers down her spine, inciting tingles that radiated pleasure through Avril’s body. They flooded her core with molten heat that raged like a furnace piled high with coals.

Their mouths continued to move against one another. Vesper’s kiss became more demanding, her tongue aggressively probing Avril’s hot depths, practically fucking her mouth. Vesper languidly rubbed her sex against Avril and both women groaned in satisfaction at the burst of pleasure. Avril thought Vesper might pick her up and make love to her against the column, here and now in the middle of the ballroom. Avril would certainly not stop her, and the profoundly erotic thought made the normally demure noblewoman’s pussy pulse with desire.

However, Vesper did the exact opposite – backing away from the kiss to create space between the burning aura surrounding their bodies. For a moment, she seemed awe-struck by the intensity of the brief passion they had just shared, and she smiled with smug pride at the sight of the thoroughly disheveled noblewoman in front of her.

But the heat rapidly drained from her gaze, leaving Avril the only one still panting for the release Vesper had denied them both. Vesper’s eyes cut across the room and caught Zoran discreetly watching them, a noticeable bulge in the front of his pants. He straightened, embarrassed at meeting her gaze, and hastily struck up conversation with the group next to him.

The assassin tugged a still-stunned Avril to a small, shadowy vestibule that housed twin oak doors. “Zoran believes we are a couple now. We just had to give him a show."

"A what?" Avril gulped, her heart starting a deadly crash from its high.

"Relax, calm down,” the assassin whispered, affectionately tucking some of Avril’s hair behind her ear. "You told me he was suspicious. We had to convince him, so I improvised."  Vesper had a sly smirk on her face and Avril could sense her unspoken words. And it was a fantastic performance.

Avril could barely keep her thoughts coherent. Had nothing in that mind-blowing moment been real? Was she the only one that had wanted it to last all night? How had she allowed herself to be so disastrously caught up in this absurdly fabricated relationship?

She tried to swallow her emotions, though her voice still trembled. "You agreed not to harm me in exchange for my help."

The assassin looked perplexed. "Gods, Avril, it was just a kiss. Since when has that qualified as harm?”

“Because you made me believe it was–” Avril’s mouth snapped shut, stunned at the awful truth she had almost let escape.

Vesper’s eyes gleamed, and she suddenly yanked open the door next to her and pulled Avril into the darkness beyond. She closed the door with deceivingly gentle force, and then spun to face Avril.

“You wanted it to be real,” the assassin murmured, her voice husky.

“It was real,” Avril dared. “But you’re too afraid to admit it.”

Vesper briefly looked stunned, marveling at Avril’s unexpected challenge, and abruptly stepped forward and kissed her hard. Just as suddenly, Vesper took her hand and led them down the corridor, away from the party.

“What are you doing?” Avril whispered, her heart beating faster.

“Darling, I’m going to make you see stars.”

Vesper drew her into a moonlit alcove. Avril settled back against the windowsill, and the silvery light illuminated Vesper’s high cheekbones and blue specks in her gray eyes. Avril thought she had never seen a lovelier face.

"What about your mission?"

"I have a different mission now, and its only purpose is to give you pleasure,” Vesper whispered, dropping ardent kisses down the side of her neck.

“I’ve never been.. intimate with a woman before. I don’t want to disappoint you.”

“You’ve already shattered every assumption I had about you. I’m willing to bet you’ve more hidden up your sleeve.”

Their lips met, gentle and tender, now that the urgency of fooling Lord Zoran was gone. Vesper’s lips moved slowly against her own, soft and warm and wet, rebuilding the heat that had kindled so quickly in the ballroom. Their tongues slid together and sensually intertwined. Every slip of Vesper’s hands against her skin stoked the flames, and the thought of her tongue inside Avril’s mouth only built the heat higher, like eating exotically spiced food.

Avril cupped the bodice of Vesper’s royal blue dress. Her breasts heaved against the tightly laced corset top. Avril, practiced at undressing herself, knew just where to move her hands. As their kiss deepened, Avril loosened a ribbon on the side of her lover’s dress and unfastened a single hook. To the blond’s immense surprise, the front of her dress sagged an inch and her voluptuous breasts spilled forth from the previously tight bindings.

Vesper’s areolas were dark and round, the nipples tight and firm in the cool air of the hallway. Avril instinctively lowered her head and captured one of them in her mouth, sucking the entire tip of Vesper’s breast into her mouth.

Vesper gasped, her eyes shining with desire, and her gasp turned into an amorous groan as Avril’s teeth teased against the very tip of her nipple. She repeated her ardent attentions on Vesper’s other breast, moving her fingertips to tease and pinch the nipple she’d left behind.

Avril glanced upward to find Vesper grinning at her, and it was at once both playful and devious. “Why do you look so pleased with yourself?”

Vesper simply drew her hand through Avril’s long brown hair – hair which had been styled in a tightly wound braid till just moments ago. “I prefer it loose,” she explained.

“How did you…? I didn’t even notice,” Avril exclaimed, secretly delighted at her lover’s dexterity.

Vesper put a hand under Avril’s chin and drew her up. “I have a great deal of practice with my hands,” she murmured in her ear. She sucked the lobe gently between her lips, just barely grazing it with her teeth. “Would you like me to prove it?”

“More than any other thing on this earthly world.”

Avril almost shrieked as Vesper plunged her hands under the folds of Avril’s elaborate ball gown. Her fingers deftly twisted and pinched the bits of lace and finery that held the ensemble together, and Avril wondered why she had bothered to dress in something so wholly ridiculous when all she wanted now was to be completely bare, pressing her feverish skin against Vesper’s.

“Patrik never made me feel like this. No one ever has.”

“I may ruin you for life eternal,” Vesper purred. Her hand slid Avril’s stockings down her thighs and then cupped her mound, applying gentle rocking pressure with her palm as her fingers teased and slid among her inner folds.

Avril whimpered at the contact, wrapping her legs around Vesper’s thigh, rubbing against her in wanton abandon. Vesper’s tongue dipped and curled around Avril’s, her fingers mirroring the movements at Avril’s nether lips. Suddenly, two of her fingers plunged into Avril’s cunt, rhythmically flooding the woman’s core with waves of pleasure.

“Gods, harder. Please.”

Vesper moaned, a sultry, breathy sound that made Avril’s pleasure spike. It thrilled her to know that this severe assassin could find such release in Avril’s arms. Vesper moved her fingers in and out of Avril’s core, her thumb massaging the tight pearl nestled deep in Avril’s folds.

“Feels.. incredible. Gods, Vesper. Don’t stop.”

Vesper leaned in and gave Avril a quick kiss, and in a span of mere seconds the woman had pushed Avril’s legs wide apart and dropped to her knees between them.

“What are you… Oh, Vesper. Oh!”

Vesper’s tongue joined her fingers, pulsing evenly with relentless, rocking pressure. She flattened her tongue against Avril’s pussy, enveloping every delicate fold and wiggling it up and down. The sensation against the sensitive areas made Avril buck and twist, nearly unseating her from her perch on the windowsill as pleasure built to a wicked crescendo. Vesper clamped her free hand around the back of Avril’s knee and slung it over her shoulder, continuing her persistent assault against Avril’s body.

Then the blonde drew her head back and blew a blessedly cool stream of air against Avril’s soaked pussy. The abrupt change in temperature nearly threw Avril over the edge. She looked down at Vesper’s passionate gaze, earnestly watching Avril’s face as she worked to bring her ever closer to orgasm.

“I might cum…” Avril whispered in shock, feeling erotic and bold and alive.

Vesper grinned wickedly and stood, kissing her lover. Avril’s own musky flavor rolled over her tongue like smoke, a potent aphrodisiac to them both.

Suddenly, Vesper’s hand started moving much faster between her legs, forcefully working three fingers inside Avril’s slick heat, curling them up and hitting a white-hot spot of brilliance inside Avril’s cunt that she had never known was there. Vesper’s free hand fisted into Avril’s loose hair at the base of her neck, holding her still as the furious pace of her fingers rocked Avril back against the window pane.

Vesper entire arm shook as she fucked Avril with her fingers, working a fourth digit into Avril’s sopping wet channel. They rubbed and massaged, pushing against her simultaneously from both inside and out. Both women moaned in unison as Avril’s cunt began to clench against Vesper’s fingers.

Avril’s low, rolling moan abruptly turned into completely unadulterated shrieking as the throbbing heat between her legs erupted into a deep, harmonious calm that swept through her body. Her breath caught, her mind blanked, her heart may have very well stopped beating - but Avril knew none of this, completely enraptured by the perfect, blissful feeling that held her enthralled.

Her senses gradually returned, first the bruising pounding of her heart against her ribcage, then the cold, sweet air she inhaled deeply to the very root of her lungs, joined by the musky, earthy smell of the fluid that covered them both. Finally, Avril opened her eyes to meet Vesper’s radiant stare. They drowned in each other’s gaze, in awe of the absolutely earth shattering emotions they had brought out of each other – shared with each other, passionately and without reserve, and Vesper lifted Avril’s hand to her mouth and brushed her lips gracefully against her knuckles.

“My lady,” Vesper said in faux-surprise, a smug smile curling at her lips.

Avril felt an equally sly smile lift her lips, but sudden movement from over Vesper’s shoulder caught her attention.

“Oh, ladies. Good heavens. I didn’t mean to intrude…” Lord Zoran stared at them with a mixture of mortified embarrassment and unbridled fascination. Behind him, his two guards averted their eyes with professional detachment.

Avril knew that Vesper’s bare breasts, their wild hair, and her dress lifted past her knees made it abundantly clear what they had been up to.

She looked at Vesper, her heart pierced by sudden betrayal at the idea Vesper had planned this all along: seduced her in the ballroom, snuck into this dark hallway and hoped for Zoran to run into them at any moment.

When the perfect moment arrives, I will be ready to seize it, the assassin had said the night before.

But Vesper’s customary confident, sly grin was gone, replaced by genuine surprise at being caught in such a compromising state in the middle of Lord Zoran’s manor. Avril knew beyond doubt that the passion they’d just shared had been spontaneous, and Vesper was, for once, caught without a plan.

So Avril improvised.

“We were just taking a break, my Lord. But I’m afraid I’ve been a selfish lover, and Vesper is quite anxious for a release of her own.”

Avril reached out and pinched one of Vesper’s still-erect nipples, and a distinct shiver raced across the woman’s body at the touch. Avril returned her heated gaze to Zoran, her head beguilingly tilted to the side.

“Perhaps you could help us. You wouldn’t want a guest to leave your party… unsatisfied.”

Zoran’s eyes darkened to near black, and Avril knew he had swallowed her offer whole. He raised his hand and the two guards split, moving just out of sight at opposite ends of the hallway. Vesper looked back at her, a wicked gleam rising in her eyes as she realized exactly what the noblewoman had just knowingly orchestrated. The assassin gently took Zoran’s hand and led him through a nearby doorway, slipping through so quietly Avril barely heard it shut.

There was a soft thump and then only deafening silence.

A few minutes later, Vesper emerged into the hall like ink in water, ruthless efficiency written in her stride. She gave Avril a lingering kiss and then led them down the hall, rounding the corner where they bumped into one of Zoran’s guards.

“I’m afraid the lustiness of our lovemaking tired out your Lord. He’s asleep in the bedroom.”

The guard nodded, unsurprised. “I’ll take care of it. Enjoy the rest of your evening, ladies.”

Five minutes later, both women waited in Vesper’s carriage, opposite the street from Zoran’s stately manor. Avril broke the silence with a quivering sigh. “I was the one who killed him,” she said, her expression unreadable.

Vesper raised an eyebrow. “Zoran? I’m pretty sure it was I who stuck the blade through his throat.”

“Not Zoran. Patrik, my late husband. Once he realized I knew about the vulgar nature of his business, he beat me until I promised my silence. So I planned, and waited, and then one night I smashed his face in with a fire poker. He died quick, the bastard. I wanted him to suffer. I left him in the fireplace for the servants to find.”

Vesper stared in complete shock. Avril knew she was putting together all the faint clues: the bruises on her side, the odd look in her eyes as she studied the receipt the night before...

“You knew about the slave trafficking? And you killed him for it?”

A sleek, dangerous grin curled through Avril’s lips, and that was all the answer Vesper needed. She leaned over and kissed her lover passionately.

“You are incredible,” Vesper marveled.

Suddenly, the doors of Zoran’s manor were thrown wide open, and a scrum of panicked aristocrats – Lady Marguerite at the lead – came spilling out into the drive. Vesper and Avril could hear screaming from inside the estate.

“Your reputation is surely ruined now, Lady Avril. Whatever shall you do?”

“Perhaps a savage lowlife will look after me.”

Vesper laughed, the sound gloriously rich and carefree. She called to her coachman and the carriage lurched into motion. The two women vanished into the night, their fingers lovingly intertwined.


"The Victor, The Spoils" by Jamie MacFrey

Vonce was dead.

Poor, old Vonce, thought Vel, as she stared at his funeral pyre crackling down to the embers. One day you’re the Alpha male of your tribe, the next day some youngster jumps from behind a tree, shouting to scare you for a laugh, and your heart gives out and then they put you on a stack of sticks and light you on fire.

Vash the Sky Dragon—she doesn’t play favorites, that’s for sure.

He hadn’t actually been much use, towards the end. He’d certainly never come bothering her bed in the night. Before she died and Vel became Alpha female, her mother had told her Vonce had been an even better lay than Vel’s father, the Alpha male before that. That he’d made her wet with a look, and left her quivering with the aftershocks of their coupling.

It had been an uncomfortable talk, and then proved a rather misleading one when her turn as Alpha came and Vonce had made her do most of the work. He certainly hadn’t made anything quiver. After a few attempts at that, he’d just stopped bothering with it, preferring to keep their late night activities to counseling Vel about whatever decisions she needed to make and how best to make them.

And now he was dead.

Mox prowled around behind her. They said his red hair was a sign that the Wolf-God favored him, but Vel didn’t particularly believe in the Wolf-God. Vash the Sky Dragon and Kili the Jealous Mite, those made sense. Predator and parasite. Good and evil. But the Wolf-God was just something superstitious warriors prayed to so they could quiet their fears before a fight. And if Mox was his Chosen One, then Vel wasn’t ever going to get along with him.

“You need to call the men for the Dominance,” Mox hissed at her. Like all of the tribe—in fact, like all of the Canians, the wild men of the Great East Forest—he wore little to nothing in the way of clothes during the summer months. Tonight he’d slung a wolf’s skin over his shoulder, the head hanging down his chest, the fur painted with blue and green patterns, making him look regal and important, like he was already the new Alpha male.

“I know, Mox,” said Vel, not even looking at him.

“You’re the Alpha, it’s your job,” Mox reminded her. The men behind him muttered their agreement.

“I know, Mox.”

“The Dominance can’t start until the Alpha female gives her word to approve the victor as Alpha male,” said Mox. His voice had grown loud, too loud, and he was practically snarling at her. There was more rumbling from the other men.

“I know, Mox!” snapped Vel.

“Fuck off, Mox,” said Atti, poking him in the foot with the butt of her spear. “Vonce’s ashes aren’t even cold yet. You don’t need to go beating on anyone before the sun rises, do you?”

“I just want to hear Vel say she’ll follow tradition. It hasn’t always been a priority with her as Alpha,” said Mox.

“Fuck. Off,” said Atti. A low growl emanated from her throat. Vel almost turned around to wave her away from starting anything, but Mox spat into Vonce’s fire and stalked away. Some of the men followed after him.

“What an ass,” said Atti, coming to stand just behind Vel. The other woman was taller than Vel, her breasts much larger, her body leaner from the time spent on the trail hunting and fighting in the forest. Vel wished she could still go out with the hunters like Atti did, but her duties lay elsewhere. There hadn’t been a warrior-Alpha in a long time, and there wasn’t any war to fight. People would talk. People would complain.

“Although it’s a pretty great ass,” Atti added, and Vel chuckled, glancing over to where Mox’s nude form was retreating into the darkness. He did have a nice ass.

“Too bad that’s the only great part there is of him,” she said.

“He’s right though,” said Atti. “You’ve got to call the Dominance. They’ve got to choose someone to replace Vonce.”

“Well, I wonder if I know that already,” said Vel.

“All right, all right,” said Atti. “I’m just saying, the Alpha female needs her mate. People won’t stand for anything else.”

“Why? I’m still the one who makes the decisions. I don’t see why it matters who fathers my whelps. It’s not going to change anything. They’re still going to be scrapping for my attention, no matter who I choose.”

“Tradition, I guess,” said Atti. “You can’t get away from this one.”

“Who would you want as Alpha male, Atti?”

“Easy. Cotlar.”

“Would you say that if you weren’t fucking him?”

“Hells and dragon’s bells, no. Cotlar’s dumber than a really stupid stick that’s been bashed over the head a few times. But get him in a bed and he turns into a Vashili Sorcerer. You need a good long fucking, Vel. You get nothing but stress from the rest of us.”

“Don’t I wish it,” said Vel. She turned her attention to the fire, staring into it for a long moment, fancying she could see Vonce’s outline still in the hot coals. She realized with a start there was another Canian standing across it from her, a massive tall man, his hair black, a strong dark beard covering his upper lip and chin. His well-muscled frame glinted in the firelight, and Vel’s eyes traveled down his body to his cock, the length and girth of which made her swallow a little.

“Is that who I think it is?” she asked.

“Yeah, fucking Largan’s back. I guess when Vonce died, someone ran up to his mountain and told him it was safe to return.”

“He was living on a mountain?”

“I heard he’d married a she-bear. Fathered a bunch of cubs,” Atti said. Vel scanned her face for a joke, but Atti face was a stone, her eyes, yellow like all the Canians, staring straight ahead at Largan.

“And I can see why the she-bear let him leave—probably had trouble walking every morning after that thing was between her legs,” she added.

Vel broke into a snorting laughter then caught herself.

“Kili take your tongue, Atti. We’re at a funeral.”

“Vonce loved dirty jokes,” said Atti.

“Yes, he did,” said Vel. The dead man’s taste in humor had been quite crude. She glanced to where Largan had been standing, but the hulking figure had disappeared. Vel wondered how long he would stay. Vonce’s grudges were dead with him, but there were still a lot of people in the den that would like to have Largan’s skin mounted on their walls.

* * * * *

At dawn, the whole pack of Canians had gathered at the den’s central fire where they’d held Vonce’s funeral. Even the guards had come down off the towers that dotted the den’s palisade. They were lucky that the Canians had few enemies. The other dens would never attack them before there was a new Alpha male, the Dragon Clans were six hundred miles or more to the West, and the citizens of the Metropolises to the East feared the forest. But if anyone had decided to attack the camp now, it would have been trouble.

Vel had slept fitfully, waking up over and over in the night. When she’d seen the first glimmer of light, she’d put on her finest wolf skin, the paws hanging down over her breasts, then left her bed, walking the perimeter on careful, quiet feet before returning to the fire at the center of the collection of rude log huts they called their den.

The gathered Canians watched her. Mox had tried to speak, but she’d cut him off before he could, and Atti and the other women chastised him into silence.

“If you weren’t there already, then the news is Vonce died and we sent his soul up to sing with the Sky Dragon last night,” she told the gathered pack members. “That means we are without an Alpha male, and every Alpha must have her mate.”

“Tradition demands it,” she said. Her gaze fell on Mox. A smug smile had crossed his features, and the men around him were patting him on the back.

“Tradition also decrees how the pack will decide on a man worthy to take Vonce’s place. Today, I call for the Dominance.”

Now the men were cheering, and more hands were touching Mox’s shoulders and arms and back, congratulating him for an honor he’d not yet won. Vel’s stomach churned watching it.

“Some of you were just pups when Vonce won his Dominance,” said Vel. “But never fear, it’s not that hard to understand: every man who wishes to be my Alpha must break his spear at my feet and give me the haft. Then I’ll choose two hafts at random, and the two men I select fight unarmed until one either yields or is unable to continue. And then I choose another two hafts, and another two hafts, and so on and so forth until you’re all beat up and bloody and no good to anyone.”

There were some muted chuckles, mostly from the women.

“And the last one standing is my mate,” she said. More yelps and cheers went up.

Mox was the first, as she knew he would be, striding up to her, kneeling before her, and breaking his spear in half over his knee. He held out the cracked bottom of the shaft to her, painted in his green and blue colors specifically for the Dominance.

“For the Wolf-God’s honor,” he said as she took it. She nodded, suppressing the strong desire to roll her eyes, and he rose to his feet.

“We will make a strong pack together, the strongest of all, Vel,” he told her.

“I’m sure, but just in case you’re not the strongest, please step aside and let the others come forward,” said Vel, gesturing for the next man to step forward.

Mox stood off to the side, most of his comrades standing behind him. None of his supporters volunteered for the Dominance. A few of the women jeered at their bed-partners for not challenging Mox, but Mox’s stern looks held them back.

Atti came huffing forward, pulling Cotlar along behind her. Not so tall as to be imposing, with a head of brown hair a shade darker than Atti’s, and definitely darker than Vel’s sandy-brown, Cotlar was a generally nice pack member with slow eyes, an easy smile, and an above average cock. His preferred method of work was on his back or on top of someone on their back.

We should all endeavor to be more like Cotlar, sometimes, thought Vel.

“Break your spear,” Atti commanded.

Cotlar looked sheepishly at Mox and his posse, as if to say, “Women -  what can you do?” as he knelt, but Atti cuffed him on the back of the head and he yelped in surprise.

“You’re just as good a fighter as that wretched excuse for a wolf. Now break your spear.”

The spear snapped, its haft painted in dots of white.

“Thank you, Cotlar,” said Vel, accepting the piece he handed to her.

Atti looked out over the men.

“Are you all just going to hand it to Mox? Is fuckingCotlar the only one man enough to challenge him?”

“Hey, um…” said Cotlar, but Atti waved him silent.

“The Dominance is not a challenge to see who among you men scares the others into not participating and declaring him worthy. It’s to see who is worthy. Vonce, Tiko, Aldor, they’re all probably howling with the Wolf-God, ashamed at how their cubs shame them right now,” she spat at them, listing the names of the old Alphas, including Vel’s father.

Some of the men shifted uncomfortably as Atti glared in their direction.

There was a murmur in the back, and the crowd of Canians parted as Largan strode forward. The morning light made his skin look as though he were made of embers. His dark black hair was long enough to slip over his ears, but not enough to reach his eyes or his shoulders. He’d apparently gotten good at taking care of himself in exile or he’d visited the den’s groomer since returning. Vel’s eyes traveled down his neck to a thick scar that started just next to his right nipple, then ran across the firmly defined pectoral, down across his abdominal muscles before, thankfully, terminating just before reaching his hefty cock.

When Vel looked up at him, Largan’s eyes were watching hers. His face remained an slab of passive, impenetrable stone, but she could have sworn she saw a smile in his stare.

He broke the haft of his spear without glancing at it, or even using his knee like Mox and Cotlar had, just standing there and snapping it like it was an absent-minded chore. He sank to his knees and held the shaft out, the wood painted a blend of orange and yellow and red, stripes folding in on themselves, like a sunset in the clouds.

She took it, her fingertips rubbing against the knuckles on his hands as the shaft left his grasp for hers, the feel of the rough, calloused skin sending a mild thrill through her spine. Her heavy lidded eyes watched Largan’s carefully, his gaze dropping, the only indication that he might have felt a similar feeling.

“Thank you, Largan,” she said.

He only nodded, rising backwards to his feet, then turning around and striding back towards the crowd.

Mox and two of his fellows barred his way.

“You can’t seriously let this man fight in the Dominance,” Mox said to Vel.

“The Dominance is open to all of our den.”

Mox spit in the dirt in front of Largan’s feet. Whether he had missed by accident or on purpose was open to interpretation. Vel watched the muscles in Largan’s back tighten as the fist of his right hand worked closed and then open.

“Vonce did not recognize Iridrin’s kin as part of our den. Why should we?”

“I am not my grandfather,” said Largan. His voice was low and deep, and rumbled in a thick growl.

“No, but you have his blood,” said Mox. “Blood of a thief. Blood of a murderer. Blood of a despot.”

Largan stepped forward, attempting to push through, but Mox’s cronies pressed hands against his chest. Largan batted them away, his feet slipping into a wide stable stance as they tensed in response.

“The first man to strike another outside of the Dominance is the first banished!” Years of being disciplined by her mother had given Vel the proper instruction on how an Alpha should project her voice and what tone to use to instantly gain deference.

“But not the last,” she warned further, seeing that neither Largan nor Mox or his men had relaxed much.

“I seek a judgement, Alpha,” said Largan, not taking his gaze from his challengers. “Vonce drove us from the den, but as far as I know, no Alpha ever banished all the kin of Iridrin. Do we stand alone from all others?”

Vel looked at the crowd, one full of angry eyes. A lot of them had suffered under Iridrin’s leadership. Many had lost loved ones. His sons had been little better. Though they’d never become Alphas themselves, they’d been nothing but trouble until Vonce had had them driven from the den. But he’d never cast them out completely, never barred them from their homes by the Wolf-God’s law. Vel had asked him why he’d held back, once.

“Only Iridrin did anything worth banishment, and he’s dead. Does no good to punish the pup in the sire’s place,” he’d said. “Teaches nothing but hate.”

Vel drew herself up as tall as she could, given her petite stature.

“No, Largan, the kin of Iridrin are from this den.”

There was a rumble from the crowd as dozens of mouths fell to grumbling to their neighbor, each getting louder and louder to be heard until they were shouting at her. Even Largan seemed cowed by it. Mox was shouting something Vel couldn’t hear, but from his gestures she could tell it would have been inflamatory if she had.

She held up a hand, and the crowd grudgingly gave way to silence.

“We won’t erase our past by casting it out,” she said. “I have been accused of being against tradition, of shirking the responsibilities of the Alpha. This is our tradition, the Dominance, and it is open to all men of our den. And Largan is a man of our den. If you feel you would not be led by him, then enter the contest and defeat him.”

Largan turned towards Mox’s colleagues, blocking his way.

“Well?” he said. “If you want to stop me, Vel’s over there. Give her your spears.”

The two men glanced at Mox, who spat, then lowered his shoulders in defeat and nodded.

A crush of men suddenly appeared in front of Vel, kneeling and breaking their spears over and over so that it sounded like a giant trudging through the underbrush. When she looked up, Largan was pushing his way through the crowd, his big broad shoulders disappearing behind the other members of the den as they gave him his way.

* * * * *

“OH, oh, Mox, oh, I...ah! Ahhh! Aiieeeeeeeee!”

Vel winced as Mox broke the hand of his first opponent in a number of places. The red haired bastard was grinning as he did it, too. Sallin, the man he’d been fighting, crumpled to his knees, clutching at his hand.

Yield, you idiot, Vel thought at him. Sallin just screamed and writhed on the dirt of the fighting ring, though.

Mox gave him a vicious kick to the ribs, which ended the screaming in a choking fit as Sallin went rolling across the ground. Mox pressed his knee into the middle of Sallin’s back, grabbing the unhurt free arm and yanking it back, stretching it to its limit.

“Yield! Yield!” screamed Sallin.

Vel looked at the two broken spear hafts, lying in front of her from where they’d landed after she’d tossed two at random from the bundle she’d gathered after the men had finished declaring for the Dominance. She picked up Sallin’s and placed it in the brazier in front of her, watching as the flames ate the paint off the wood before devouring the rest. Then she held Mox’s green and blue spear haft out.

“Mox continues,” she told the crowd.

Mox didn’t even bother to help Sallin to his feet. They were, supposedly, friends, but Mox had seemed to take Sallin’s entry into the contest personally. Two more of their group helped the hurt man to his feet, Mox striding around the crowd accepting congratulations.

“Clear the field,” said Vel. She walked out to the center of the circle, the bundle of broken hafts under her arm. She pulled one and threw it into the air.

“Oaly,” she said, looking at the orange speckled with blue. Oaly was still young, she thought, although he was probably only a few summers younger than her. He hadn’t even been on a hunt. Still, he might not make the worst Alpha. He’d probably be pretty grateful. And malleable. Deferring to her, at least to start. Yes, Oaly would be a fine Alpha.

She threw the next haft into the air, examining it as it landed.

“Largan,” she said. She bit her lip, picking up the two broken pieces of spear. So much for Alpha Oaly. When she looked up, they had both already assembled, the lithe, sinewy Oaly a good head or two shorter than the dark Largan. The crowd was already barking support for Oaly and hurling curses towards Largan.

“Ready?” she asked. Oaly nodded, and she looked to Largan. He gave her the barest of nods.

“Fight!” she called, leaping back from the circle.

To Oaly’s credit, he never realized he’d been beaten from the moment his feet crossed the circle. He charged Largan, screaming curses, sending a vicious jab at Largan’s head, like a scorpion stinging its prey.

Largan simply leaned away, as though his spine had a hinge in it, watching the fist fly a breadth from his nose, before springing back up straight. There was a thick, fleshy smack and Oaly’s eyes crossed as Largan’s fist landed somewhere in his stomach.

The shorter man stumbled and staggered away. Still disoriented, he tried to turn and throw another punch, but the swing came slow and drunk, and Largan simply pushed it out of the way with one big paw. Oaly tried to grab Largan’s hand, to grapple with him, and Largan hit him once more on the jaw.

Oaly collapsed to the ground.

“I think he yields,” said Largan. He knelt, patting Oaly on the cheeks. He didn’t move, and Largan held his hand over Oaly’s mouth.

“Alive,” he said.

“Largan continues,” said Vel, the words slurring as they slipped from her mouth. Her heart was racing. If Largan had killed Oaly, she wasn’t sure she could guarantee his safety from the den. She fell to her knees next to Oaly, testing his breath for herself.

“Oaly?”

The young man muttered, as if dreaming or intoxicated, or both, and Vel almost laughed with relief. His eyes fluttered and he tried to sit up.

“Oaly, stay still,” she said. “A healer’s coming.”

She waved to the crowd to go fetch one, having forgotten to order it. Atti took off running.

“Did I win, Vel?” Oaly asked.

“Not by a mile,” said Vel.

“Damn.”

“He’s okay?” asked Largan.

“You hit kind of hard,” said Oaly.

“He’s okay,” said Vel.

“You have kind of a hard skull,” said Largan, holding out one of his large hands. “Can you walk, do you think? I can help you to the healer’s cabin. Save him some time.”

Oaly seemed suspicious, but maybe it was the pain that put him in a cooperative mood. He grabbed Largan’s hand and the larger man helped him to his feet, tucking an arm under Oaly’s shoulders to steady him. Largan started to move one way and Oaly another, until Oaly pointed out that the healer’s cabin had changed when the healer had changed.

There was a polite coughing above her and Vel’s gaze was pulled to Atti standing above her, the bundle of spear shafts under one arm.

“Uh oh,” said Atti, in a sing-song voice, low so only Vel could hear her as she bent to help the Alpha to her feet. “Someone likes Largan.”

“Shut up, Atti,” Vel hissed. The other woman just laughed.

“You’re not supposed to play favorites.”

“It doesn’t matter if I feel something—”

Atti’s wide grin interrupted her.

“—which I don’t—because he’s still got to fight this himself. Nothing I can do.”

Atti smiled at her, not quite believing, but held out the painted spears in deference.

Vel grabbed one and threw it into the air.

“Elvit,” she called. “Pelar.”

* * * * *

“Sometimes I think some smart Alpha dreamed up the Dominance just so she could see a lot of sweaty man-flesh touch,” said Atti.

Vel grinned, watching Cotlar thrash against Largan. They had finally reached the penultimate fight, and Vel could not be more glad. Nearly a tenth of her warriors now nursed injuries, some minor, some severe. Sallin wouldn’t be useful for a couple of weeks, at least, with the damage to his hand.

Largan had trapped his opponent in his grasp from behind, his elbows tucked under Cotlar’s shoulders disabling his arms, one leg wrapped around Cotlar’s ankle to keep him from kicking unless he wanted to go falling onto his face with Largan on top of him. Vel wondered where Largan’s cock was, given how close he was pressed against Cotlar. 

“Maybe they’ll kiss,” she whispered to Atti, who barked her laughter.

It was, however, not to be.

“Yield!” came Cotlar’s hoarse call. His head was drooped, and with Largan’s grasp lifting his arms up at right angles, he looked rather dejected and sad, like when a mother carries her cub by the scruff of its neck. Largan let him go, giving him a rough shove away that sent him stumbling to his knees in the dirt.

“Largan continues,” Vel announced.

Cotlar picked himself off the ground, rubbing dirt in his scrapes. He wandered over to Vel, and for a moment, she thought that he was dumb enough to try contesting what was an obvious defeat, but then he paused in front of Atti.

“See you later tonight, Atti?”

“If you come to the Women’s House.”

“I hate it when we’re in the Women’s House. Tura always complains about the way I’m fucking you.”

“Well, nobody’s perfect, Cotlar. You could get better. And besides, it’s better than having to fend off every pup who thinks he’s welcome to join us in the Men’s House.”

Cotlar frowned, not thrilled at another night of Tura’s criticisms.

“You could make Atti a life-mate, Cotlar,” suggested Vel. “I’d give you two your own cabin if you did that.”

Cotlar’s eyes widened and he shook his head quickly.

“No, no, I’ll come to the Women’s House.”

“Then you’ll see me there, ‘cause that’s where I sleep,” said Atti.

“What does Tura complain about?” asked Vel, as Cotlar plodded away.

“Ahh, it’s nothing. She just wants to get him alone for ‘private lessons to improve his technique.’ He doesn’t need them. Takes care of me all right.”

“Would you have taken him as a life-mate if he’d offered, just then?”

Atti sighed. “No...I dunno...maybe. I could use a private cabin, I guess.”

“Atti.”

“Maybe. I’m not getting younger, it’s not like there’s going to be many new men to meet here, Cotlar’s okay,” said Atti. She dropped her spear butt against the ground, watching as the weapon hopped into the air, catching it before it could tip over. “Might have to go to some other den, marry into it if I wanted someone permanent.”

Vel reached out and grabbed her hand.

“Don’t. I need you here.”

Atti smiled at her.

“Okay, boss,” she said. She leaned forward, wrapping an arm around Vel’s head and squeezing it to her bosom.

“Careful, careful, you’re going to blind me with those nips!” complained Vel.

Atti just laughed and squeezed harder.

Vel freed herself and stood up out of her chair.

“There is only one fight left for the Dominance, Largan against Mox. I want both men at their best, or near as possible, so I will postpone the bout until tomorrow evening at sunset. We’ll return then to see who is Vonce’s worthy successor.”

* * * * *

There were birds chirping and a squirrel chattered at them in annoyance. Her toes dipped in the water of the little stream that ran near to the palisade she’d had them build around the den when she’d first become Alpha, Vel wondered idly where he was, and whether she could have hit him with a sling from where she sat. She’d loved squirrel hunting when she was girl. She’d loved hunting in general. But the Alpha female wasn’t allowed. Well, “allowed” was a nebulous term. It wasn’t respectable for the Alpha female to join the hunts. Vonce had been very particular about it. “The man’s work,” he’d called it. “Providing. The woman’s work: thinking.”

“You allowed to be outside the den without a chaperone?” rumbled a voice behind her. Largan’s yellow eyes grinned at her, but his face stayed granite. A gentle breeze shifted the forest canopy overhead, letting the morning sun pour through and onto his face unexpectedly and he squinted. Mortal after all.

“You’re here,” she observed. She observed a lot more than that, actually. Largan’s hulking figure dwarfed her petite form, the apparent muscles bristling under the surface of his skin in contrast to the layer of baby fat she’d never quite shed from her hips and arms and thighs. And then there was his pendulous cock, hanging quite the distance down his thigh. If she’d never been made Alpha, she might have gaped openly at it. As it was, she snuck a glance here and there.

He settled down next to her on the mossy bank, his feet plunking under the water.

“A lot of people might think I’m exactly why you’d need a chaperone,” said Largan.

“Well, too bad. They’re not the Alpha.”

“You ever not get your way, Vel?”

“All the time. I wanted to sit here and enjoy my last few hours of single life, for instance.”

“Say the word and I’ll leave.”

Vel leveled a glance. There was a look in his eye. He’d offered in all seriousness, but he lacked a serious belief she’d take him up on it.

He was right, damn him.

“No, it’s okay.”

Silence came rolling rough and tumble and ready for a fight on them, and Vel tried not to think about how close they were together, and how she could feel the heat radiating off Largan’s body. It wasn’t a very effective method of ignoring him.

“What are you doing out here, anyhow?” she asked, after a moment.

“I set up camp a little ways off,” he said. “We used to get water out of this stream when I was a pup.”

“We still do,” said Vel.

“I’ve seen. When I came back, I thought it would be nice to stay near it. I used to run out here when my father or my grandfather had a mood and sleep under this big willow tree. So that’s where I set up my lean-to.”

“Can I see it?” asked Vel.

Largan fixed her with a look.

“Don’t you have more preparation for the Dominance?”

“Probably,” she said, with a shrug.

“You’re not a very good Alpha, are you?” asked Largan. He chuckled at his own joke, which might have been pretentious coming from a man like Mox, but Largan seemed absolutely tickled by it, and the deep, rich sound was infectious.

“Depends on who you ask,” said Vel. She granted him an indulgent smile.

“This way, then,” said Largan, standing. He reached a hand down and helped her to her feet.

“How do you feel about hunting?” Vel asked, as they picked their way down the bank of the stream, towards Largan’s lean-to.

“I like it. I got used to it, living up on a mountain.”

“You’d be a pretty poor kind of Canian if you didn’t,” said Vel.

“Someone’s got to be a fletcher, someone’s got to be a carpenter,” said Largan. “We can’t all be out in the woods, getting pounced on by dagger cats and gutted by boars.”

“So you think that certain people have a place that requires them to be always in the den?”

“No,” said Largan. “Certain people have a responsibility to do the jobs that the rest of us don’t want to do. Certain people are made to build, to keep us strong, to ensure that we’re not just fed, but that there’s a spear in our hands, arrows in our quivers, and a place to sleep with a roof against the elements. Why have warriors if there’s nothing worth fighting for?”

“That sounded rehearsed.”

“Learned it from my father, who learned it from his.”

“Iridrin said that?”

“Iridrin said lots of things. Most of them weren’t worth listening to. Some of them were. Wisdom’s wisdom, whether it’s from a Sorcerer’s mouth or a fool’s.”

They’d come to a massive willow, raised up on a knoll that the stream curved gently around, giving a slight view through the forest towards the den’s entrance. The long, loose branches hung like ropes down to the grass, obscuring the trunk from view. Largan parted them with his arm, as if holding open a curtain.

Vel hesitated.

“If anyone saw us, they’d have things to say. I’m the Alpha, I probably shouldn’t be here.”

“Somehow, I don’t think you’re the sort of Alpha who cares what anyone thinks,” said Largan. He leaned close and she could smell him, an earthy, intoxicating scent. “Besides, I’ll be Alpha by the end of tonight anyhow.”

Vel laughed. Largan grinned, unsure if she was laughing in agreement or mockery. Vel herself didn’t really know, but she ducked under his arm and passed into the threshold of willow branches.

A rough lean-to, made mostly of fallen branches, had been stacked up against the wide trunk of the willow. Vel knelt, testing the ground at the entrance of the structure, smiling when she felt the moss under her fingers. Spartan, but hospitable.

“You don’t sleep in the Men’s House, Largan?”

“I don’t sleep anywhere I might not wake up.” Largan smiled at her, the sort of mad grin one gives when they don’t agree with their circumstances, but are at least resigned to them. He lay down on a bed of furs next to where Vel was kneeling.

“And will you be able to wake up in my bed when you’re Alpha? People won’t forget what you are.”

“What they say I am. And when I’m Alpha, they’ll fear me too much to threaten me.”

“And that’s what you’ll want to be as an Alpha? Feared?”

“No.”

“Why do you want to be Alpha?”

“Because I’m the right man for the job.”

“Oh? There’s a few there that would say Iridrin’s kin shouldn’t be allowed to be Alphas ever again. That all of them are the wrong men.”

“Well, those people have never met me.”

“Vonce got rid of you for a reason, didn’t he?”

“I was eight when Vonce kicked us out.”

“I’d just been born.”

“I remember. My father lost the Dominance that year.”

“So you’ve come to reclaim your father’s legacy?”

Largan shook his head.

“Nothing can reclaim my father’s legacy. And even if it could be claimed, I wouldn’t want it. But I can make a new one.”

He looked up at her, and there was a long moment where Vel had no idea what to say or what would happen next, the unbearable unknown of the thing thrilling her.

But Largan broke it by looking away.

“What kind of man is Mox?” he asked.

“An asshole,” said Vel.

“And what kind of man does the den think he is?”

“An asshole who makes them feel proud. Who strokes their egos so they stroke his. A leader, I think they think of him. A true warrior of the Wolf-God.”

“Is he?”

“I watched you fight, Largan. You toyed with your opponents, mostly. You used their own attacks against them, let them tire themselves out, then forced them to yield or screw up.”

“I asked you about Mox.”

“Mox broke the men who faced him. Almost all of them are suffering a wound of some sort. Cotlar was able to walk away and fuck Atti senseless that same night after your fight. You didn’t want to hurt anyone, so you didn’t. I don’t think Mox would do that. I don’t think he could win without going for the jugular.”

“Does that answer my question?”

“If it doesn’t you’re a lump. He’s a true warrior of the Wolf-God, but that won’t mean anything in a fair fight with you. And wolves don’t fight fair. They fight in packs.”

Vel reached a hand out, touching the long scar that started in the middle of his right pectoral and leaning over him.

“I heard you got this in a boar hunt.”

“Yes.”

She traced the scar down across his body to where it terminated just above groin. He twitched as she drew closer and closer to his cock, and for a moment she almost took him in her hand.

“You got him?”

“If I hadn’t, I’d be just as much ash as Vonce, if not more.”

“Did you have friends with you?”

“My father. My brother. A couple of cousins.”

“You had a pack?”

“As it was.”

“What kind of man are you, Largan?” she asked, her pale yellow eyes raising.

“The right kind.”

“Easy to say. Mox says he’s for tradition. Are you for tradition?”

“If tradition makes sense for the den, I’m for it.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then I’m against it.”

“So if the last bout of the Dominance had different rules than the others?”

“You don’t want to see me defeat Mox?”

“I don’t want to see Mox kill you.”

“Never happen.”

Vel paused, staring at the man in front of her, lying on his furs, propped up on his elbows. He was drinking her in, and she saw he’d grown a little hard in her presence.

“I think I could get along with you, Largan. I think you’d make a good partner for the pack.”

“And tomorrow, when Mox is cowering in the dirt, I will be.”

“Largan, dishonor runs in that man. He’s seen your other bouts. He knows you’re a better fighter than him. He says he’s for tradition, but he’s not. He wants the Alpha male to lead the pack, to have the strongest take food from the mouths of the weak. And he’s got enough support among the men that he could do it if he wins. He needs to look weak and defeated in their eyes, and then you need to kill him.”

“The Dominance is not a fight to the death.”

“I thought you said you were against traditions that didn’t make sense for the pack.”

“I won’t kill a man that hasn’t tried to kill me, Vel.”

“He will kill you tonight, if he can. And by then it will be too late.”

“That remains to be seen.”

“What if there was another way? A way to defeat him without you two trading blows?”

“You just said you wanted me to kill him.”

“And I do, but I don’t want you to fight him on his terms. I want you to fight him in a way he won’t expect. Then I want you to kill him.”

“A fight without fighting?”

“Something like that.”

Largan’s gaze held her in careful regard. A soft smile, the sort that is never quite as confident in itself as it may appear, traveled across his lips.

“Should I be worried?”

“Are you usually afraid of women?”

The smile traveled back the other way.

“There’s at least one I know of.”

Her hand was resting on his abdomen, and they’d grown what might have been, in ordinary circumstances, uncomfortably close given the size of Largan’s lean-to.

She was suddenly very aware of how hot his breath was on her chin, how warm his skin was under her palm, her position leaning over him. She was straddling his leg, in fact, without realizing it.

Largan’s left hand moved to her wrist, grasping it, not hard enough to keep her there physically, but enough that she didn’t want to leave.

She leaned forward into him, the hand that had been resting on the ground coming up to stroke his cheek, feeling the thicket of soft, wiry hair that covered the bottom of his face.

Largan was stroking her back, the hand running across her shoulder blade, his eyes watching hers, the faint smile slipping into the corners of his mouth.

She felt his beard against her chin before his lips touched hers, pushing to wrap around her bottom lip, plucking it softly. She rushed to meet him as he retreated, kissing him harder and fiercer than he’d kissed her, biting at his lip in return. His hand pushed against her shoulder, her breasts flattening against his chest as their bodies came together. Her right hand broke his grip, roaming across his body, stroking the hard muscles she found waiting for her, in his chest, his stomach.

His groin.

The pulsating iron length of his cock became too much to ignore. They gasped in unison as her hand tried to close around him, him at the pleasure of being handled, her at the warmth that radiated from the thick member under her palm.

He leaned into her, the heat coming off his body, his breath hot in her ear setting her heart to fluttering.

“Maybe we shouldn’t do this,” said Largan. “I might be banished by the end of tonight.”

“Don’t talk,” said Vel. She ran her free hand across his face, and gave him a gentle slap. Then she kissed him again.

Largan had one arm around her back now, the hand running along her spine, sending tingles through her body as his fingertips danced along her vertebrae. His tongue was in her mouth, and she mewed softly at its velvet presence.

She gave his cock one slow pump, feeling the smooth skin as her hand moved along it, feeling the echoing pulse it gave as she reached the base, then rose back up, falling again at a rapid pace. Largan’s kissing was fiercer now, his tongue retreating and invading her mouth again and again. Her hand was sliding across his cock, harder and harder and—

Largan flipped her onto her back, rolling atop her. She lost hold of him in the confusion of the movement, grabbing at his shoulders to steady herself, muttering in soft protest. She pulled on his beard to draw him to kiss her again, but their lips made contact only for a moment before he kissed a trail from her mouth to her earlobe, then down her neck, his tongue flicking along her collarbone.

One hand pawed at her right breast, tracing the nipple idly as she groaned, then seizing and tweaking it. His head sank, catching her left nipple between his mouth, his right hand squeezing her breast to fit as much of it as he could in his mouth. His lips almost enveloped it completely, and his tongue lashed at in quick, rapid movements, before he closed his jaw, gently pulling it between his teeth. Vel arched her back, her moans echoing out into the quiet of the woods.

Largan slid down her body, his mouth releasing her breast, his tongue tracing a path down her chest to her stomach, pausing in its travel to probe at her navel before continuing south to the patch of hair at the cleft of her legs. His nose pushed into her pubic mound, and his breath put the hairs there to quivering. Either that, or it was Vel’s own body.

One of his hands was playing with her tits, switching back and forth between them to press and squeeze. It disappeared for a moment as he lifted her leg over his shoulder. Her hands ran through his hair and across his ears, stroking them both at once. His other hand found its way to her knee, then ran its way up the skin of her thigh to her pussy.

His thumb pressed along the bottom of her pussy lips and she gasped, the breath sharp enough to draw his eyes to hers. She watched him with interest, and he moved his thumb up slightly, just enough to send an imperceptible thrill through her body and to move the corners of her lips up. Vel caressed his face and Largan grinned at her.

His lower lip took the place of his thumb, and Vel groaned as it ran up her slit. His fingers pressed her apart with ease, revealing the nub of her clit at the peak of her legs. Just as his lip began to reach it, Largan’s tongue reached out and lashed across it, causing Vel to buckle her hips, one of her hands wrapping around the thumb of the hand still playing with her breast.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered. “Hells and dragon’s bells.”

“Enjoying yourself?”

“Don’t talk,” she repeated. “That’s a command from your Alpha.”

“Your word is law,” laughed Largan. He gave her thigh a kiss, then licked his way back to her pussy. His tongue rode the soft, wet ridge that spilled out of her body back to her clit, and Vel let out a wild groan as his lips closed around her clit.

A finger waggled back and forth at the opening of her pussy, each stroke causing her to adjust her hips in slight, insistent movements, trying to lure it inside her. Largan’s tongue was flicking at her clit over and over, and he was nearing a rhythm that she knew would drive her wild. She was dripping wet, her arousal mixing with the spittle from Largan’s work.

His finger slid into her with ease. Within a moment, it was followed by another, both of them snaking their way to find the rough patch on the ceiling of her snatch. Vel was moaning wordlessly, her body responding to each bump, thrust, and stroke they made. Largan had her leg pinned between the arm working her tits and his cheek, and he held her from growing too wild in her movements.

It had been too long, she began to realize as her pleasure began to build to the bursting. Far too long. When she’d lived in the Women’s House, she’d been used to having a visitor in her bed nearly every night. She’d paid ample attention to herself as Alpha, but there was something about having the partner, watching his contented work on her cunt that drove her to something more powerful than she’d expected. Her hand was pulling on his hair now, hard enough that it had to hurt, but Largan seemed to pay it no mind.

“Oh! Oh, Vash damn it!” she cried. Her climax ripped through her, Largan’s tongue on her clit radiating wave after wave of pleasure through her body, the fingers stroking at her hard nipples sending echoes back. Her hips rocked and shook as her muscles were overwhelmed by the sensation, her eyes squeezed shut so hard she could hear the blood rushing in her ears.

Largan was unrelenting and she had to pry him off her to stop from being rendered useless by the pleasure, shifting her hips so that his fingers slipped out of her, slick from her juices. Largan grinned at her, licking at the sticky mess clinging to the digits.

“Fuck,” said Vel. “Oh fuck.”

Largan laughed. “Mmm, you tasted good.”

Vel lifted his head up and he rose to his hands and knees so that she could kiss him, the taste of her own pussy clinging to his lips. After a moment, she broke the kiss, pushing his chest away from hers so she could lean forward. Her hand seized his cock.

“I hope you taste the same,” she said.

Largan pushed her away, shuffling back on his knees.

“No,” he said.

“Don’t tell me you’re one of those men embarrassed to see a woman with your cock in her mouth?” said Vel.

“No, it’s not that,” said Largan. “I quite enjoy that, actually.”

“Good,” said Vel. “Then come here.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“I have to fight tonight,” said Largan.

“So? I have to watch you fight tonight. So what?”

“So, you’ll unman me.”

Vel gave him a heavy gaze. “I’ll what?”

“Being with a woman before a fight can steal your strength and sap your spirit,” said Largan. He said it as though it were common knowledge.

“Are you kidding me?”

“My father always said a man should keep himself intact when he knows combat is coming. Denying oneself reserves your energy for the enemy.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” asked Vel. “What do you call what we just did?”

“I’m happy you enjoyed it, but—”

“You’re hard as a rock!”

“That’ll reverse itself. But if I let you finish me, I can’t take that back.”

“You damnable men,” said Vel. She crawled out of the lean-to, leaping to her feet when she’d cleared the roof. Largan followed her out and up.

“I’m sorry, Vel. If it makes you feel better, I would really like to, if not for the Dominance.”

“Sorry? You’re sorry? I’m sorry I ever came out here with you. I’m sorry I let you get the better of my sense, with your stupid grin and your stupid huge cock.”

“You think I’m huge?”

“I’m not in the mood for jokes, Largan.” Vel spun to leave him, but Largan grabbed her hand and pulled her back around.

“Vel, I truly do apologize, but this is what I must do to prepare for tonight. When Mox yields and I’m made Alpha, I’ll let you do whatever you’d like with me.”

“I thought you were against tradition when it doesn’t make sense.”

“The den’s traditions. This is...well, it’s more of a fact.”

“You’re as dumb as Mox. Dumber, maybe. I’ll bet he’s gotten some bitch in heat to ride his pole every night this week, Dominance or no Dominance.”

“I’m sorry, Vel. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

“You really want to make it up to me?” she asked.

“Of course,” said Largan. “We’re going to be partners, you and I. Leaders of our den. Mates for life. Alphas together.”

“Well, we’ll see about that tonight, won’t we? You want to make it up to me, you show half this sort of control at the Dominance.”

* * * * *

Vel spent the rest of the day in something of a haze. A plan had occurred to her. The Dominance was a tradition, one man overcoming another in an attempt to be Alpha. As far back as Vel could remember, as far back as she’d ever heard, it had always been violence, the two men fighting each other unarmed in order to achieve their goal.

And yet, one didn’t have to strike another to have power over him or best him.

Despite what had happened at the willow that morning, Vel still wanted Largan to defeat Mox. In a fight though, there was nothing Vel could do, no power or control she could exert over the outcome. In a fight, she’d just be a passive observer, watching Largan and Mox fight each other. Largan might be the bigger, stronger, and possibly better fighter, having spent most of his life living outside the safety of the den, growing up hard, but Vel had known Mox for a long time—all of her life, most of his. She knew him far better than Largan did. Mox did not intend to lose a fight today, and she knew he’d do anything to ensure that.

So she intended not to give him a fight at all.

Instead, she’d recruited Atti and the two of them had spent most of the day hunting through the den for a table. A short and sturdy one.

“I don’t understand how you came up with this, Vel,” hissed Atti.

“Only one thing men and women agree is better than anything else, even fighting or a warm bath,” Vel whispered back. “Sex.”

The fighting area had been circled with stones and two fires had been built at opposite ends to provide lighting. Some of the gathered pack members carried torches, the night causing all the Canians’ eyes to glow in an iridescent reflection, mocking the firelight, so that when Vel looked out, it seemed like a hundred stars blinked back at her.

Inside the circle, Largan and Mox stood nude and proud, both of their gazes fixed on her, ignoring the other. The crowd had jeered and shouted when Largan had strode through the den, then roared for Mox when he’d arrived, shedding his painted wolf’s skin for some chosen lackey to pick off the ground and jealously guard. Another reason why Vel thought him poorly chosen for the role of Alpha. Her mother had always taught her that the Alpha’s job was to lead through service. Mox clearly had the same view of authority that a war chief might.

“Tonight is the final contest,” Vel announced. Her face and body had been painted with black and grey dye, long zig zags and stripes giving the appearance of fur, like the wolves they revered. Over her shoulders a long stole, made from two wolf skins, so that both heads rested over her chest, sat, emblazoned with the runes of the Wolf God. A shaman had made it for her mother, apparently as a love-gift. “The man who is triumphant here shares my bed tonight and all nights, until Vash calls one of us away from the other. He alone will be allowed to call himself Alpha.”

There was a smattering of applause, but both Largan and Mox stood rigidly still.

Vel ran her hand across the table in front of her. “Atti, would you mind?”

Atti strode forward, then gestured to Cotlar to come out of the crowd and assist her. Together the two of them moved the table into the center of the stone ring. Atti took her place behind Vel, Cotlar joining both the women, looking completely confused by what he’d just done.

He wasn’t the only one. The crowd hushed and strained to see what was happening. Even Largan and Mox eyed the table with suspicion.

“Tonight, we have a new challenge. An Alpha must be strong to lead his people, and both of you have proven that,” said Vel.

“But I am the Alpha female and my word is law. And as Alpha female, I’m feeling a little selfish. So tonight we’ll test something besides your strength. Tonight, we’ll test your endurance.”

“Doesn’t look like any endurance test I’ve ever seen. They gonna stand on it?” someone called out from the crowd. There was a twitter of laughter in the crowd. Even Vel grinned.

“Tight quarters for such big men,” laughed Vel. “More than a few of us might enjoy seeing them crammed on that table, but I don’t think it’ll hold both them.”

There were a few cat calls from the crowd. That was good. Vel was expecting more resistance. Tradition had a strong pull in her den, and she was breaking from it, like she tended to.

“No, the only person that table has to hold is me,” said Vel. “This test will challenge these men’s endurance and their manhood—they will have to see how long they can last...inside me.”

Now the crowd was deathly silent, staring dully at her.

“How do you mean?” asked Mox.

“How do you think?” asked Vel. “The way a man and a woman usually join.”

“How’s that a test?” asked Mox.

“One of you gets my mouth, one of you gets my pussy,” said Vel. She’d been weighing it all day. The trouble with Mox was that, despite his “I’m the Wolf God’s chosen one” veneer and general atrocious behavior, he was still a good looking, well-shaped man. Not in the same way as Largan, perhaps, but still finely proportioned. Especially his lower half—a nice ass, nice legs, a cock one could describe, if one felt inclined, as “fancy.” So, even though he was an asshole to go along with it all, Vel wasn’t going to be put out by the idea of fucking him.

And, if it came to it, maybe she could bite his cock off. Then no one would want him as Alpha.

“How do we decide that?” asked Largan. He didn’t sound convinced, exactly, but like a man considering all his options and learning as much as he could about them. His eyes chased Vel’s, trying to pry out what her intentions were.

Serves him right for this morning, thought Vel, betraying nothing.

“We’ll toss a spear into the air. If it lands point down, you’ll get my mouth, and Mox will take my cunny and if it lands any other way, vice versa.”

“This is outrageous! In front of all of us?” called someone from the crowd.

“I am the Alpha!” cried Vel. “My word is law! And I say there are things that I, as Alpha, need to know about my potential mate before he can be judged worthy. And you, as the den that will be led by this worthy man, need to see it happen with your own eyes to determine that all is fair.

“Besides, you’ve all spent some time in the Men’s and Women’s Houses. You’ve all seen this or close to this.”

“I won’t stand for this,” said Mox.

“Then you forfeit,” snapped Vel. Mox jerked as though she’d struck him. “Any man who refuses to continue in the Dominance is disqualified. That’s tradition.”

“The Dominance is combat! That’s tradition!”

“No, the Dominance is a test of the man, as decided by the Alpha herself and the Alpha alone. It’s just so happened that a number of Alphas, including my own mother, felt that combat was the best form for that test. But it’s led us down some poor paths. Iridrin, for instance.”

Largan stared at the ground and she knew he was trying to be invisible, or as much as someone who stood a whole head over the next tallest man in the den could in the middle of a ring.

“What’s the matter, Mox?” chided Vel. “You’ve always wanted to fuck me. Afraid to do it in front of everyone?”

That cut him to the quick. Mox glared at her.

“Anywhere, anytime, Vel. If this is how you want me, this is how you’ll have me.”

“Give me a spear,” said Vel. Atti pressed her own into Vel’s hand, and as soon as her palm closed around the wood, she threw it into the air, giving it a twist to send it spinning end over end. The blade flashed in a circle as it caught the light from the fires before coming back down to embed itself in the dirt.

“Largan, stand there,” she said pointing to one side of the table. “And Mox, there.”

The two men took their positions, and Vel dropped her stole, letting it slide down her body and collapse in a ring at her feet.

Vel lay down on her side on top of the table. She’d been sure to find one just a bit too short, so that it ran only from her shoulders to midway down her buttocks, so that her head and legs hung off it. Atti had laid out some furs so she wouldn’t get too uncomfortable.

As a younger woman in the Women’s House, she’d gotten used to fucking with an audience. All the single women lived in one longhouse, and if Vel’s mates had wanted her, they had to couple with her in front of anyone who cared to look. But in the Women’s House - and in the Men’s House, on the few occasions Vel had ventured there for a tryst - there was a silently agreed upon illusion of privacy, unless you were rude, like Tura. Vel had never had the entire pack watch her couple with a man, let alone two at the same time.

Largan had his cock in his hand, stroking it as he stood next to her, and when she looked behind, Mox was doing the same. Both of them were watching her, the other apparently forgotten. Vel quivered, though whether it was a sudden breeze or her body reacting to the two men staring at her, she couldn’t say.

Largan stepped to her, and she reached out to take it from him, her mouth opening, but he stopped.

“For fairness, on three?” he asked Mox.

“I’ll count,” said Mox. “One.”

Largan let Vel take hold of his cock, her hand barely able to wrap around the thick shaft. She felt Mox’s hand high on her thigh.

“Two.”

The head of Largan’s cock pressed up against her lips, and she tasted him, letting her tongue caress it slightly. He shuddered and looked down at her, his eyes flashing. Behind her, she could feel Mox’s cock pressing against the folds of her pussy.

“Three.”

As one, the two men pushed inside her, and her moans were stifled by Largan’s wide length filling her mouth, pressing toward her throat. Mox’s hips rushed up against her, and his hands wrapped around her waist, pulling her slightly against him then holding her there.

One of Largan’s hands pulled a strand of her hair out of her eyes, and his left hand ran down her arm, finding her breast and pulling on it like he had earlier that morning. She had a firm grip around the base of his cock and began to bob her head along the rest of his length, twirling her tongue around the head of his cock.

Behind her, Mox was bent at the waist, his cock pistoning in and out of her pussy, driving her forward onto Largan every time he gave a hard thrust. He’d taken one hand off her waist, sending it up her small frame to cup and squeeze the breast not occupied by Largan, while the remainder pinned her hips against the table, keeping her in place. She had to admit, he knew what he was doing. His hand left off fondling her tit for a moment, running down her thighs to her knees, straightening her legs out in front of her and lifting them, twisting her hips a little and making her pussy tighten around him even further. She groaned again, or as much as she was able, the vibrations of the noise sending a shiver down Largan’s cock and causing him to groan in reply. Mox noticed and fucked her harder, trying and succeeding in eliciting another noise out of Vel to keep his opponent on edge.

She was losing herself, despite knowing the stakes, despite the eyes of her people on her. The hard velvet length that filled her mouth, the feel of the pounding rod that ran in and out of her cunt, plumbing her depths, had set her juices to flowing. Mox’s pace was aided by the ease with which her pussy yielded to him now. Vel’s own body was betraying her, reveling in the feel of the two men using her, their hands on her body, their cocks inside her.

She could feel Largan, in her hand, his cock pulsing, his hips starting to move, trying to maximize his own pleasure from her mouth. When she glanced up at him, his eyes had a pleading expression, begging her to ease her attentions.

She declined, instead letting her hand cede space to her mouth as she took him even deeper, increasing the pressure on his cock, reaching one hand up to cup his ass.

Largan groaned, and she felt him pulse again, this time harder than she’d ever felt him before. The taste of his precum was heavy in her mouth, and she could sense him nearing the breaking point. The hand on her breast gave it a rough squeeze, and he gripped the table edge tighter as he leaned forward, trying somehow not to move his cock, lest the mere sensation of it shifting in her mouth put him over the edge.

Vel redoubled her efforts, her tongue stroking his length in her mouth, timing it with Mox’s grunts and thrusts.

“Oh fuck,” whispered Largan, and she groaned harder as she felt his cum burst into her mouth, flooding across her tongue.

She swallowed hard, taking it as it came, his cock spurting again. She swallowed the new fluid down again, and the next burst in the same way.

Largan was hardly moving as his climax ripped through him, no doubt the more powerful for having delayed it that morning. Vel pushed slightly on his ass, causing him to press into her. Her hand guided him back again, so that to anyone watching, it seemed as though he was still just on the cusp, fucking her mouth. She swallowed hard again to dispose of the last of his cum, keeping him in the contest.

No one saw, she was sure, though she tensed whenever someone in the crowd got too loud. Largan was settling back down, adjusting to the rhythm as Vel continued to suck his cock. If he’d lost any hardness, it was perceptible only to her. At her waist, Mox was grunting as he continued to plow away at her pussy. She adjusted her hips slightly, meeting Mox’s next thrust halfway, sending a bolt of warmth through her body and earning herself a tortured groan from the red haired man.

Largan had set to work, running his cock in and out of her mouth with gusto, and she felt content to let him. Her hand traveled back across the space of his buttocks to cup and tug at his balls, running slick with her spit as he pleasured himself with the suction of her lips.

There was nothing left to do but finish Mox, and then, hopefully, finish him once and for all after.

She glanced down to where he was leaned over her waist, his chest slick with sweat, his hair matted to his face, running more of a dark mahogany than the fire red it normally was. He had a pained expression on his face, his eyes somewhere between closed and focused on her.

She grinned around Largan’s cock, pausing the large man’s thrusts enough to slip it out of her mouth and lap at the head.

“You have such a nice cock, Largan,” she told him. “It feels so good in me.”

Mox growled, low and hard, his cock driving harder and rougher into Vel’s pussy. Largan laughed a little, and Vel drew the burning rod of his manhood back into her mouth. Her hand found his on her breast, then guided it away, grudgingly to be sure, from the nipple to cup the back of her head. Largan understood perfectly, holding her head in place while he plunged in and out of her face.

She stretched out one leg, lifting it skywards, crossing in front of Mox’s face, but not letting his cock slip out of her, riding him until she was on her back, her head tilted as Largan’s cock filled her mouth and ran to her throat, the muscles moving to accommodate his length. She’d never been particularly taken with the size of her own breasts—even the smaller of Atti’s was significantly bigger—but she was well aware of the effect a nude woman with her chest jutting out, cupping her own tits had on a man. Her back arched, her hands running up her sides to grasp and fondle at herself.

Her legs wrapped around Mox’s waist, crossing her ankles so that he wore them like a belt. The heels of her feet pressed into the small of his back, spurring him on, harder.

“Ah—” Mox muttered, and she felt his cock pulse hard. Largan’s cock popped out of her mouth, her hand steadying it, making sure it didn’t go anywhere as she looked up at Mox.

“Fuck, oh, Vash, fuck, fuck fuck!” he roared and his whole body rocked, starting at his shoulders then echoed in his hips like a lever, his cum pouring out of him, filling Vel’s pussy in an instant. 

“Yes! Oh, yes!” As excited as Vel had been to have the two men fuck her at once, she was sure this pleasure was the thrill of her plan working, and not her own climax.  She adjusted her hips and Mox’s still spurting cock slipped out of her, his cum landing on her thigh, the table, and the dirt at his feet, revealing to everyone that he’d lost.

“Largan continues!” she crowed to the crowd. His hand was still cupping the back of her head, his cock still hard in her grasp.

“Fuck!” screamed Mox, no longer overcome by his orgasm as much as his rage. He pounded the table with his fist, the thuds of his flesh on the wood echoing out into the night.

He pushed himself away from the table, then made a move toward the spear still standing in the dirt. Vel tried to grab him, rolling on her stomach to seize his arm, but Mox grabbed her by the throat and shoved her roughly away.

“Largan!” she coughed.

She needn’t have warned him though. The big man was already reacting, moving to intercept Mox as fast as he could. He caught him around the waist, just as Mox put a hand on the spear’s haft. Largan bore him to the ground, the spear skittering across the dirt of the fighting circle. Mox tried to kick his way free of Largan’s grasp, reaching for the spear at the same time, his fingertips grazing the end of the shaft, but Largan batted at his arm and the spear went out of reach.

Mox rolled onto his back, slipping from Largan’s grasp, then struck him hard on the side of the head, just above his eye. Largan roared, clutching at his face, backing away from Mox. He made another move to grab Mox, but the red haired man was ready for him, flinging dirt into Largan’s eyes, then delivering a kick to Largan’s chin that sent him sprawling. Mox stumbled to his feet, leaping for the spear. One of his cronies tried to grab it instead, and they briefly struggled for it, but Mox tore it from his grasp.

He spun as Largan was getting to his feet, brandishing the spear in front of him with a two-handed grip. Some of the other members of the den started to move to Mox, and he snarled at them.

“Stand back,” said Largan. “I’ll deal with this.”

The pack looked at Vel for confirmation. She nodded. The press of bodies loosened, giving Mox their distance.

He should have known then that he was beaten, that he’d lost the Dominance twice over, once during his contest with Vel, and once just now when the pack had turned against him. But if he’d been the sort of man who could see that, he would’ve been the sort of man worth having as a mate.

Instead, he came lunging at Largan, the spear making short, rapid jabs, dashing in to slice at Largan’s face then falling to try and gut him when Largan raised his arms to shield his head.

But Largan’s moves were nothing but a feint. He caught the spear, just below the tip, pulling it forward as Mox tried to deliver his next blow. Mox was too quick to be pulled off his feet, instead relinquishing the spear into Largan’s grasp and leaping back, fists raising, ready to fight.

Largan looked at the spear, then snapped the tip off like one might break a branch down into a walking stick. He held his fresh made staff in both hands in front of him, waiting for Mox.

He didn’t have to wait long. With a scream, Mox charged him, grabbing for the staff. Largan turned, dropping his shoulder, catching a low blow from Mox on the side of his abdomen, but he drove his shoulder into Mox’s chest. As Mox flailed back, the staff came swinging around in long arc, swatting his knees.

Mox went tumbling to the dirt, and Largan landed on him, pressing the staff across his arms, pinning him under his weight.

Vel stood behind Largan, staring down at Mox, still struggling to free himself from Largan’s pin.

“Kill him,” she said.

Largan looked at her, then back and Mox. Mox was staring open mouthed at Vel. He looked up at Largan.

“Do I need to kill you?” asked Largan.

“No,” said Mox. “No.”

“Say it.”

“You don’t need to kill me.”

“No, say the word the Dominance requires.”

Mox’s face twisted itself into rage again, and then, like a string being pulled, it collapsed in defeat.

“Yield,” he said.

Largan stood, tossing the staff away, then extended a hand to Mox. The red haired man looked up at it, then carefully took it, rising to his own feet.

Vel spat in his face, turning on her heel and stalking off.

She had only moments to herself in her cabin, enough to light a few candles, before Largan turned up. Some of the bruising he’d taken was starting to show, but otherwise he seemed mostly fine, even happy. Vel didn’t understand him.

“I told you he’d try to kill you.”

“You did,” he agreed. “You were right. But so was I. The Dominance is not a fight to the death.”

“You almost died out there tonight.”

Largan considered it. Vel always had a small basin of water set aside to clean her hands with before a meal, and Largan went over to it, using the rag she kept there to clean some of the grime off his body, paying special attention to his cock. Vel was gratified to see it hadn’t lost much of its muster, even for almost being speared to death moments earlier.

“Almost,” he said, putting the rag down. “But I didn’t.”

“We’ll always have problems with Mox,” Vel pointed out.

“Probably,” said Largan. He’d stepped closer to her and she’d let him, not moving. Moisture clung to his skin, making it seem like he was glowing in the candlelight. “But they’ll be our problems, won’t they?”

“Your problems. As of today, I’m done dealing with the men in this den.”

“Just going to abandon those duties to me?”

“You wanted this, didn’t you?” asked Vel.

Largan’s smile was voracious, swallowing her whole, and she grinned back at him. She’d been pissed when she had stormed into the cabin, but now, looking at her new mate, the Alpha she’d just made, she was realizing she’d won.

“I did. And you chose me,” said Largan. “Why?”

“Who knows?” asked Vel. “Maybe I just wanted to play with that big cock of yours.”

“You made up your mind this morning?”

“Nearly,” said Vel. “I’m actually still undecided.”

“What’s going to seal the deal?”

“We’ll see how good you are in bed,” said Vel.

“And if I fail?”

“Well, since you left him alive, I might just let Mox kill you and take your place.”

Vel barely had time to react before Largan was grabbing her and pulling her down into her bed with him, laughing giddily as he did. He kissed her, his lips wide and soft, his beard scratching at her skin. He had one arm tucked under her ass, the other around her shoulders. Vel bit his lip, pulling on it, hard enough to make him yelp.

“I think you really might,” he said.

“Yeah, so don’t fuck this up,” she said.

“I don’t have to take orders from you anymore,” said Largan. “I’m Alpha, too, now.”

“So—oh!” cried Vel. Largan grabbed her wrists, pulling them up over her head and pinning her to the bed in one hand. His other hand ran across her face, his thumb pressing against her lips. She opened it slightly, letting the digit into her mouth, her tongue teasing it gently, then clamping down with her teeth. Largan snatched his hand away.

“A dangerous mouth,” he observed.

“For some parts,” said Vel.

He laughed tracing a finger down her chin, across her neck and collarbone until it circled the areola of her left breast, circumnavigating the nipple before lightly brushing it until it had hardened into a small pebble on her chest.

“Oh fuck,” she muttered, shifting her body under Largan’s grasp. The way he was looking at her, it was lucky for him he had her pinned, or she would’ve had his cock buried in herself at that moment. As it was, her thighs rubbed together in anticipation.

The movement wasn’t lost to Largan. His hand stroked down her tummy, slipping through the patch of hair at her legs. A finger ran over her clit and she sucked air, her body tensing at the unexpected pressure. His hand moved on, though.

She was almost unbearably wet, and she knew Largan could tell, his fingertips slipping down the blossoms of her pussy, teasing the folds, causing her legs to spread a little, welcoming him in. He was lying close enough to her that she could feel the hard, hot presence of his cock, faintly pressing into her thigh.

Two of his long fingers pushed into her at once and she moaned, far, far louder than she’d intended to, echoing out her pleasure as they curved up to stroke along the top of her pussy, his hand closing around her, the fingers inside of her dancing, as though they were trying to tap out a rhythm on the palm of his hand through the wall of her pussy. The flat of his hand was rubbing against her clit, and he was pulsing it over and over, the soft, wet sounds of her own desire mixing with Mox’s cum ignored in the moment.

Largan kissed her again, hard enough to pin her face down, and Vel let him, giving up her struggle just enough so that he let his guard down and she could break the hold he had on her. She tucked her hands around him, drawing him on top of her as much as she could without disturbing the delicious work his hand was doing between her legs. When he broke their kiss, she licked across his top lip, her gaze smoky and hungry.

He grinned at her again and she ran her hands down his body, across the muscles of his back, feeling his shoulder flex with each fresh pump into her pussy, staring back at him as he watched her caress him. Her hands squeezed the firm globes of his ass, then she slipped them around the front to seize a hold of his cock.

His eyes flashed with delight, his hips moving in small, slight motions as she worked his cock with both hands, running them in soft corkscrews down the downy soft skin. The hand that had pinned her, freed from its old duty, tucked around behind her back, pressing her body tighter against his, her breasts flattening against the crush of his chest. His hand never ceasing in its attentions to her pussy, the fingers pressing over and over into the most sensitive spot on her body.

The build-up was slow and steady, and Vel could feel the insistent yearning lurking in her before it burst free, her body tensing, her hands tightening around Largan’s cock, then falling to his wrist and squeezing on it, but his hand didn’t stop moving. Largan bent her chin up, his tongue pressing into her mouth, the heat of his body echoing the warmth that was rushing through her own blood as she came in waves prompted by the fingers pulsing through her wet cunt and every brush of Largan’s palm against her clit.

She broke their kiss so she could moan so loud and long it was almost a scream, then, as another wave rolled over her she bit his ear, hard enough she felt him tense back against her, and she could taste the earthen, metallic taste of dirt he’d missed when cleaning himself.

“Oh fuck—Vash damn—Oh fuck!” she cried, beginning to get a handle on herself. Largan snatched his ear away, turning his head to her and grinning, his hand easing off. She pulled his fingers out of her, groaning as they left. She pulled his hand up to her mouth, running her tongue over the mess that clung to his digits, tasting the tang of her own juice contrasting against the faint hint of cum.

“There’s still some of Mox in there,” she said. Her smile became mischievous. He frowned at her, not understanding.

“I want you to fuck him out of me.”

Largan moved to climb on top of her, and for a moment she almost let him, but instead she pushed at him until he sat up. Vel rolled onto her knees, grasping his cock at the base and pointing it straight up. She let a small tendril of saliva fall out of her mouth onto the bulb at the top of his cock as she leaned over it, letting it sit for a moment as she smiled up at him. Her other hand stroked down the shaft, running the spit into his skin until it was gleaming. Then she lowered her head, enveloping as much of his cock as she could manage in quick, sloppy strokes.

“Vash damn, I wouldn’t have lasted the second time if you’d done this,” muttered Largan.

Vel let him go, her back straightening and he groaned in disappointment.

“Don’t want you getting finished with me just yet,” she said. She straddled his lap, reaching down behind her legs to grab his cock, steadying herself with one hand on his shoulder. His hands rested on her hips, steadying them, the long fingers making inroads along the side of each cheek of her well-rounded ass.

They both watched as she lowered herself, the head of Largan’s cock compressing just slightly as it found the entrance to Vel’s pussy, then slipping inside of her.

They moaned as one, their eyes snapping to each other. Largan was still taller than Vel in this position, even with her standing on her knees, and he lowered his chin to kiss her as she rocked softly just along the tip of his cock, getting used to his presence.

It wasn’t very long before her movements started to lengthen, sliding further and further down his cock, his hands gripping her hips, pushing down to encourage her to more. She pushed him away from her, getting him to lie back on the bed, bouncing her body up and down on his cock. His hands roamed her body, squeezing her ass, pausing to deliver one stinging rebuke that only spurred her into riding him harder and faster, groping her tits, playing with her nipples, hardened into rocks at this point. When she looked like she needed a rest, Largan wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and pulled her down to him so that she lay against his body, his knees bending, each thrust pushing her body against his, a purring moan of pleasure emanating from her lips. He pulled her ear to his mouth, licking around the inside of the edge before he whispered into it.

“You wanted this, didn’t you, Vel? You’ve been Alpha for so long without a real partner, you were dying to just get fucked.”

Vel could only nod, her eyelids heavy, senses dulled by the sensation of Largan’s luxuriously thick cock plunging in and out of her body, hard and fast, his crotch grinding into her clit, sending shocks plunging along her body. As his pace slowed, she cupped his face and kissed him again, then lifted herself up, planting her arms on his chest to support her as she began to ride him again.

She thrilled as his big hands grasped her waist, adding power and urgency to each bounce, his groin lifting to meet hers, his cock creating a delicious fullness as her pussy enveloped him, grasping his length with a wet sucking sound.

Largan shifted beneath her and for a moment she thought it was simply to shift on the bed, but in a moment, he’d seized her around the bottom, sitting up and swinging his legs over the edge of her mattress. She barely had time to wrap her arms around his neck, clinging to him as he lifted her into the air as he stood, his hands wrapping around her thighs.

Vel’s body quaked as he speared her on his cock over and over. She bit his shoulder, giving herself over to his need fully.

“Oh, fuck, yes, you feel so good!” she moaned to his shoulder. Largan grunted, his hands lifting her thighs to change the angle, thrusting up into her.

He turned around and lay Vel on the bed, collapsing onto her. She raised a leg, bracing it against his shoulder, and again he grabbed her waist, holding her as close to himself as possible. She ran a hand down to her clit, the nub desperate to be touched, and she fell to it with hard, rapid strokes. When she looked up, Largan was staring down at her. He placed one of his hands where her thigh met her hips, close to her stroking fingers. Learning, she realized.

When she looked up at him, he grinned, not stopping in his thrusts, his cock making her gasp on a particularly well-aimed stroke.

“You’re unbelievable, Vel. I love how you feel right now. I love how devious and determined you are. Oh Vash, I’m close,” he warned her.

She could feel the truth of it, too, remembering how his cock had pulsed right before he’d poured his cum down her throat during the Dominance. The memory of it made her burn, her fingers blurring against her clit. Largan groaned, planting an arm to brace himself. Vel began to press her hips against his, pushing his cock even deeper into her than before.

“Ahhh, yes!” cried Largan. His cock was pulsing over and over in her.

“Oh, fuck, give it to me,” Vel begged him.

Largan grunted, throwing her leg off his shoulder and forcing her hips against himself as tight as he could possibly managed. His face was a mask of glorious anguish, and Vel felt the hot flood pour through the folds of her pussy, each grunt and gasp from Largan heralding a new burst inside her.

She wrapped her legs around him, keeping him from moving away, bracing herself for the loss of control as her pussy spasmed around him, her free hand grabbing hold of Largan’s arm to steady herself as she came violently on his cock. She tried to speak, or at least make some noise, but Largan bent to her, his hand wrapped around her jaw, his tongue invading her mouth, the lean of his body pressing her hand even tighter against her clit as she continued to play with herself before she grew so sensitive it began to hurt, each touch sending the aftershocks of her pleasure rippling through her body.

They lay in Vel’s bed, their bed now, still kissing for a moment, Vel clinging to Largan as he kept her wrapped in his arms, her legs wrapped around his, his cock keeping much of its steel inside of her. It pulsed one last time, the last of his cum slipping out, and she gasped, then looked into his face. They both laughed and Largan planted a kiss on the side of her neck below her ear.

“You get a lot out of me,” he said.

Vel pushed him away off her, groaning as he pulled out.

“You’ve got a lot to give,” she told him, smiling. She sat up in the bed and started to get up, but he grabbed her wrist and pulled her back to him.

“I do, Vel,” he said. “I plan on giving you everything.”

“Good.” Vel smiled at him, then patted his cheek, giving him a quick peck before she stood and stalked over to the basin of water to run a little over her face. She knew he was watching her, his eyes drawn to the curve of her back, the movement of each fine buttock in the candlelight as she walked. As she reached the basin, she gave her ass a little wiggle and Largan chuckled.

She felt oddly at peace as the water ran down her skin. Vonce might have been a fine Alpha, once, but he’d never been ready to be her partner. She didn’t know Largan, precisely, but she was beginning to realize she knew him well enough to want to know him. Tomorrow, there’d still be Mox and anyone else who was upset by the Dominance to deal with, but tonight was still young, and there was a young man resting in her to bed to go with it.

“Let’s see what ‘everything’ really means,” she said.

Largan smiled at her, beckoning.

Vel smiled back and stepped forward.


“The Summoning” by Lilya Loring

Morning light streamed over Ghon Peak and into Ekron’s stone chamber. Though the spiraling wizard’s tower was staggering in height, it paled in comparison to the peak. As such, sunlight didn’t filter into the tower until mid-morning, a time when Ekron should have already been awake and hard at work cleaning, picking fresh herbs from the garden below, and straightening up: all the expected work of a wizard’s apprentice. He rolled over and yawned, his head fuzzy from last night’s dalliance. The heavy wood door was thrown open with a bang and in walked Amador, his figure imposing in the small room.

“Late night?” Amador swished his vermillion robes and raised a gray eyebrow.

“Yes, master,” Ekron said.

He felt his cheeks flush as he remembered the lust spell and the innkeeper’s son. The effects of the spell, which made him last longer in bed, had passed and he was still exhausted even after sleeping in. Ekron pulled the covers over his eyes, but Amador snatched them away with a brisk gesture.

“Care to tell me why you are so exhausted?” He placed his hands on his hips and waited.

“I...uh,” Ekron stammered.

“Perhaps this has something to do with it?” Amador produced a small, leather-bound spell book from the sleeve of his robe. There was no title, but the cover featured a sculpted metal torso and groin of a nude male. “You even left it unlocked.” Amador turned the tiny cock on the carving downward to lock the book again.

Amador sat next to Ekron on the bed, patting the younger man’s legs. It was a rare moment of intimacy between the elder wizard and his apprentice. Typically, Amador kept his distance. Ekron was convinced the wizard knew of his attraction to him. It didn’t make sense to keep him at arm’s length. What was the harm in consummating the feelings they both seemed to have?

“Look,” said Amador. “I know you’re of age now. Well, you have been for some time. I’ve just chosen to ignore it.” He sighed heavily. “It is natural to have urges but to mix magic with sex can be dangerous. Disastrous even.”

Ekron covered his head with his pillow. “I’m sorry, but can you please stop talking to me like I’m a child? I’m nineteen, almost twenty. My friends back home are either married or in the King’s Guard.”

Amador cleared his throat. “Of course, you’re right. I’m working on that. In the meantime, stay out of the restricted section of my library. It’s for your own good.”

Ekron whipped the pillow away from his face. The pent up frustration he’d felt for the last two years was coming to a head. “Maybe if you’d teach me the spells, I wouldn’t have to break in.”

Amador’s face fell and his normally sparkling blue eyes were flat. “Ekron.” He reached out a hand to the young man but thought better of it and pulled it back. “You know I can’t do that. I’ve been charged with your education. It is a duty I don’t take lightly. Besides, what would your parents think?”

“Who cares what they think? I’m an adult now. It shouldn’t matter.” Ekron sat up. He placed his hand on the small of the wizard’s back. “Besides, you’re like me. That’s even more reason.”

The wizard straightened and stood abruptly. “I’m done talking about this. Please, leave the book alone.”

Ekron lay back on his pillow, chiding himself for sounding like a whiny child. It was just that he was so frustrated with Amador and the way he ignored him.

* * * * *

It was a fortnight before Amador left his tower. A full summer moon hung low in the sky. Ekron knew that the wizard would be out gathering Goddessfoil, a silver flower that only bloomed under the full moon. Tomorrow, the apprentice would have to dry the flowers so they could be ground with a mortar and pestle and stored in a jar. The ground Goddessfoil would be used as a reagent in all manner of spells and potions. To try and convince Amador that he was up to no good, Ekron offered to accompany him. Amador refused, as expected, leaving Ekron a night free to himself in the wizard’s tower.

He snuck into the library, which smelled of old paper and wood oil. Though Amador had left hours ago, Ekron still stepped softly on the heavy plank floor. The restricted books were housed in a tall glass case. There, on the top shelf, was the forbidden book of lust spells. He took it out and ran his hands lovingly over the metal figure on the cover before turning the little cock upward to unlock the book.

Originally, he had planned to cast the spell that made his cock longer and invite Daniel up for a play date. But as he flipped through the pages, he found one with the top corner folded over. It was the only dog-eared page he’d found so far. On the left page was an illustration of a young man with lavender hair, chiseled abs, and a stiff prick. A silver ring hung through each nipple. He was drawn to the image and stared at it for several moments before looking at the spell itself.

On the right, the title read “Love Ultima” in a flowing script. The description, like most of those in the collection, was vague. “Summon your perfect lover” was all it said. Ekron looked over the list of reagents: cypress, rose, cinnamon, orris root, and lodestone. They were all common enough and could be found in the wizard’s supply room. It was old-fashioned circle magic, which was easy enough as long as the caster had magical aptitude.

He prepared slowly, knowing it was key that he get the exact ingredients and nothing else. A wrong selection could have unforeseen consequences. The supply room had rows of glass jars arranged on shelves that spanned the length of the space. Each jar was carefully labeled, some in Amador’s flowing script and some in Ekron’s careful print. He collected the dried and crushed cypress, rose, cinnamon, and orris root. For a carrier, he selected jojoba oil. He opened the jar of golden yellow wax and checked it for rancidity before taking it. On the far side of the room were jars filled with all manner of minerals arranged by color. He looked for the metallic shine of the polished lodestones and selected five of them. From a lower shelf, he took a polished copper bowl to mix everything in.

A trickle of sweat ran down his forehead as he carried the heavy load back to the library. Fortunately, there was a low feather bed for nights when the wizard didn’t have the energy to return to his chamber. Ekron moved the bed so there were several feet of open space on each side. Carefully, he drew a wide circle around the bed with coarse salt. He wouldn’t be able to leave the circle after he cast the spell without breaking it.

He placed the jojoba oil in the bowl and held it tightly in his hands. In a few minutes, his body heat had started to melt the wax. He then added the dried herbs and orris root. He tried to keep his mind focused on his desire: to summon his perfect lover. It was difficult, but he forced himself not to specifically think of Amador. To cast a love spell on another was to try to bend his will to yours. This was something frowned upon by the magical community. Instead, he thought of his own pleasure as he swirled the concoction.

He felt hands on his body and heard a low moan, but when he opened his eyes no one was there. The sensation made his hair stand on end, but he took it to mean that the spell was already working. He set the bowl down and stripped off his peasant boots, wide leather belt, forest green tunic, and cotton hosen. Now he wore only his linen braies, loose briefs that reached the tops of his thighs. His nipples instantly hardened and goose bumps peppered his smooth skin. If only he’d remembered to stoke the fire before casting the circle. I’ll be warm soon enough. The thought made him smile.

He anointed himself with the oil on his third eye, wrists, and the tops of his feet. The oil absorbed immediately and warmed his skin. With his mind’s eye, he could see a gold light at each point. Another good sign, he thought. He placed the five lodestones in the remaining oil and sat down on the bed. Placing two stones on the depression between his talus and fibula, he carefully laid down so as not to dislodge them. Another stone went over his third eye, and the final two were in his hands. His body made a star shape on the bed. He was still cold but pushed the discomfort out of his mind.

Ekron opened his lips and began to chant. His voice sounded strange and unnatural as he spoke the rumbling syllables of the ancient language. He was glad that Amador had taught him to read Ustran, a syllabary used by people of the north. In common tongue, the chant roughly translated to:

O great power from Iuna’s source,

I summon your love and magnetic force,

Bring to me one who is the truest match,

That our love would take hold and catch,

To be forever bound in perfect unison,

To make flesh what was before illusion.

Ekron’s body started to tingle; it began at each point where the lodestones rested and spread to his groin. As he recited the spell for the thirteenth time, he felt a weight at the foot of the bed. Rough hands gripped his calves and moved up to his thighs. Ekron kept his eyes shut tight, unsure if opening them would cause the magic to cease. The figure leaned over him and pulled at the drawstring to his braies. Ekron’s cock swelled in ready response.

“Open your eyes,” the figure said.

When Ekron opened his eyes, he wasn’t prepared for the apparition before him. He had expected someone like Amador, his truest heart’s desire. Instead, he was face to face with himself. It was like looking into a mirror. This shadow version of Ekron had the same cropped brown hair, green eyes, and full lips. It was fully nude. Its chest was smooth and hairless, and they both even had identical stubble on their cheeks and chin.

“You’re surprised?” the Shadow said as it cocked an eyebrow.

“I mean, well,”—he tried to sit up but it pushed him back down with a firm hand—“you aren’t what I expected.”

The Shadow leaned in and kissed him hard on the mouth. Its tongue darted in and stroked Ekron’s. It pulled away from him and licked his earlobe.

“Who would know how to please you better than yourself?” it whispered and laughed.

The Shadow removed the lodestones and reached over the side of the bed to pick up the bowl of oil. When it waved its hand over it, the oil glowed fiercely like molten gold. It poured the liquid over Ekron’s cock before stroking him. The combination of heat and slickness made Ekron moan.

“What are you?” he panted. “You aren’t human.”

“No. I am your perfection. Your summoning.” The Shadow smiled and kneeled beside him on the bed.

Ekron shifted to give it room. He watched its lips open. He shivered as the tip of his prick eased into the Shadow’s mouth. It licked and sucked in painfully slow movements. Though Ekron pushed his hips up urging it to take him fully in its mouth it refused.

“Please,” Ekron said in a low voice.

“You can do better than that,” it said.

The Shadow’s member was fully engorged and bobbed between its legs. Ekron reached down and caressed it. The situation couldn’t have been more surreal, as the cock in his hand felt so familiar. He wanted to see if it reacted the same way his did. His hand moved as though he were stroking himself: slowly at first, then a series of rapid movements, and then slowly again. It groaned and drove its cock in and out of his hand. Finally, the Shadow took Ekron’s prick fully into its mouth. He shuddered and stopped moving his hand for a moment as waves of pleasure overtook him. It was as though every flick and suck was magnified a hundred times over. He was dangerously close to climaxing.

“What are you doing to me?” he cried.

The Shadow sat up and the absence of its hot wet mouth made Ekron want to scream.

“It’s the oil; it makes you sensitive, among other things. Besides, I know exactly what you like.”

“What other things?”

“Let me show you.” It grinned widely before reaching for the bowl again.

Lifting the bowl high over its head, the Shadow let the golden liquid pour in a slow drizzle. Ekron’s rigid cock began to glow. He could feel it lengthen and stretch, so he was bigger than normal. The Shadow’s prick also grew to match. It climbed between his legs and knelt so that its ass was up in the air. Ekron carefully swung his leg over and sat up. He ran his palm up the Shadow’s spine and back down again, eliciting a soft groan from its lips. Ekron wanted to spend more time exploring its body, but it was as though a magnet was drawing his cock to the Shadow’s waiting opening.

As he eased his glowing prick in, Ekron hissed at the tightness. He expected it to take several painstaking moments to get the Shadow acclimated to his magically enhanced size. Instead, its entrance widened to fit him perfectly. For a moment, Ekron was breathless. He recovered and began to pump deep into its dark rosebud. He dug his fingers into its flesh. The sound of their bodies slapping together echoed off the stone walls as they both got lost in the rhythm they were creating.

Ekron could feel his climax nearing. The Shadow, as though sensing it, began to slam backwards down the length of his cock. He began to lose his rhythm and moved erratically, all in an effort to push him over the edge of orgasm.

“Come for me,” said the Shadow.

It was too much for Ekron. He buried himself to the hilt inside its hot opening.

“Oh, shite,” Ekron cried.

Waves of fire spread through him as he came. The Shadow reached down, jerked its own cock roughly a few times and climaxed. His seed spread across the feather coverlet. They stayed there for several moments, neither ready to move. He brushed his fingertips across its ass cheeks. The sex was incredible, but he had expected to feel more emotionally satisfied from what was supposed to be his perfect lover. Ekron was satisfied physically, but his heart still ached for Amador.

When Ekron tried to pull out, he couldn’t. It was as though their flesh was seared together. He screamed and pushed at the Shadow’s ass, trying to pry them apart, but it was no use.

“Stop,” it commanded. The Shadow turned its head slightly so its lips were visible. “It’s no use. This is what you wanted. What you prayed to the goddess Iuna for.”

His hips stilled for a moment. “I don’t understand.”

“To be forever bound in perfect unison,” the Shadow said in a sing song voice.

“That’s not what I meant.” His breath was ragged.

“Come on now. What could be better than perfect pleasure for eternity?”

Though he willed it otherwise, he could feel his cock begin to swell again. The Shadow laughed. The sound was otherworldly and set the hair on Ekron’s neck on end.

“Twice more,” it said, “and I’ll be fully flesh. Fully bound. Your summoning.”

Ekron screamed again and tried to push away. It was pointless; they were fused together. Suddenly, the door to the chamber flew open, blowing the candles out. Amador swept into the room, his plum colored robes billowing in the ball of wind he was summoning between his hands. He cast it at the two figures on the bed. The salt marking the circle scattered, and the apparition vanished with a shriek and a loud pop.

Relieved, Ekron slumped back on the bed. Amador walked briskly over to him, scooped up lodestones, and cast them into the fire where they burst into green flames.

“How did you…” Ekron gasped.

“I put a ward on the bookshelf. I knew the minute you took the book down. If only I hadn’t been so far.”

Feeling suddenly drained, Ekron smiled weakly. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“It was my fault too,” the wizard replied. “I thought pushing you away was responsible. Now I see what my actions have caused.”

The wizard held his hands aloft, palms facing Ekron’s nude body. He squinted and whispered words he alone could hear. The oil still glowed brightly on the young man’s prick.

“I’m sorry,” the older man said as he shook his head. “I can’t get rid of it. You’ll be bound to the next person you are with.”

“Bound? Like stuck together?”

“No. That was a reaction to your Summoning’s own particular magic.” He sat heavily on the bed. Reaching out, he caressed Ekron’s face. “It’s more like a lifetime commitment.”

“Oh,” he frowned.

Amador swept the sheet over Ekron’s body. “We have to take care of this or the Shadow may return.”

“We?”

Amador looked deep into his eyes, bent down and kissed him sweetly on the lips. “Yes, if it is still what you wish.”

He ran his fingers through the wizard’s gray locks. “It is,” he said as he pulled Amador in for another kiss.

Amador’s expression shifted from one of concern to one of lust. He slipped his hands under Ekron’s shoulders and knees and lifted him up. Ekron was surprised by the hard muscle he could feel through the wizard’s robes. They made their way across the room, up the spiraling stairs to the next floor. These were Amador’s private chambers—a place Ekron was never allowed. Though curious, he was too tired to look around and simply nuzzled into Amador’s chest.

“You smell like sandalwood,” he murmured.

Amador laughed again. It was wonderful to see him drop his tough demeanor, one that had been used to keep his apprentice at bay. Now, he squeezed Ekron more tightly as they crossed into his bathroom. The wizard said a few words and the candles lit. The polished wood tub instantly filled with hot water. He lowered Ekron in, soaking the sleeves of his robe.

The water was deliciously warm on Ekron’s skin. He couldn’t help gazing at his oddly glowing prick. It reminded him of a story of an ancient king who turned anything he touched to gold. He had hoped that Amador would stay with him. That he would bathe him and touch him. Instead, Amador stood and went to the door.

“Take some time to think this through,” he said. “If it is what you want, then I’ll be waiting. If not, we’ll think of something else.”

There was a pained expression on the older man’s face that Ekron couldn’t quite identify. He was glad to have been given time alone to think. Merging with his Summoning wasn’t an option as he had no idea what the outcome would be. He could cease to exist entirely. On the other hand, he loved Amador but to be tied to him forever was a monumental commitment. What if Amador changed his mind and rejected him?

At least now he knew that Amador desired him too. Ekron sighed and slid down further in the tub. He couldn’t believe the events of the night or how foolish he had been. Perhaps he had translated incorrectly. Why had Amador marked that page? Was he previously bound to someone else? If so, what happened to him? His mind was a whirlwind of questions. Judging from Amador’s previous elusiveness, it would be some time before Ekron could get any answers.

When he got out of the tub, he was reenergized. His skin was fresh and smelled like the herbal soap he found next to the tub. Instead of dressing, he wrapped a cloth around himself and walked out into Amador’s chamber. It was a sizable room with a number of heavy tapestries featuring mythical beasts. The floor was the same heavy wood that ran throughout the tower. On the far side was a large bed with numerous pillows and thick blankets. Amador stood at the nearby fireplace with his back to Ekron. The heavy robes were gone and, in their place, was a cotton shift. Amador seemed much more vulnerable, much more human.

“So,” he sighed. “Did you decide?”

“Yes,” Ekron stepped forward and placed his hands on Amador’s shoulders. “I want you.”

The wizard’s body relaxed and he allowed Ekron to wrap his arms around him. Amador turned to face his apprentice. His hands shook as he loosed the cloth and let it drop to the floor. Even though he’d scrubbed, his cock was still slick as though the oil had seeped into his pores. Ekron bent down, fingers slipping down the dark hair of Amador’s legs. He grasped the fabric of the shift and slipped it over Amador’s head. The wizard’s prick was already engorged. They kissed hungrily, their bodies pressing together with all the pent up desire of the last two years. Their hands roamed, and they fell together onto the bed. Ekron turned, pressing his ass into Amador.

“It can’t be this way. The binding requires you to be inside of me,” he said as he brushed his fingers through his hair. “Just be gentle. It’s been a long time.”

The wizard lay down on his stomach on the bed, head slightly turned. Ekron relished the sight of the muscles of his back and the sculpted curves of his ass. He pressed his lips to the tan flesh of his back, worked down between Amador’s shoulder blades. Taking some of the magical oil from his cock, Ekron traced a slippery finger down the crevice between Amador’s cheeks and circled the puckered flesh of his entrance. The wizard spread his legs and winced as Ekron worked his finger inside.

Ekron worked him slowly, enjoying making his partner moan. As Amador’s muscles began to relax, Ekron inserted a second and eventually a third finger into him. His lover was panting and pressing against his fingers.

“Please, Ekron,” Amador said.

“As my master commands,” said Ekron.

Ekron lay down on top of the wizard and eased himself in gently, a finger’s width at a time. He felt Amador clench tightly.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes,” he replied in a whisper. “Just don’t stop.”

Once fully seated, he began to thrust into his lover. This wasn’t the rough fuck he gave the innkeeper’s son. It also wasn’t the strangely supernatural sex he had with his Summoning. It was somehow more, as though his heart was involved as well as his body. Ekron forgot about the binding and simply wanted to bring Amador pleasure.

“Gods,” Amador growled, “your cock feels amazing.”

They got lost in the momentum. At times, Ekron moved painfully slowly. At other times, he snapped his hips and pounded Amador mercilessly. He knew that the wizard’s movements were not just to aid Ekron’s pounding but also to rub his own erection on the bed.

The muscles of Ekron’s arms burned from propping himself up. Amador grunted through his orgasm, his muscles clamping down hard on Ekron’s erection. Ekron roared his pleasure as he spurted his hot seed deep into his lover. His cock jerked several times before finally stilling.

After a few minutes, Amador leaned up and looked down the length of Ekron’s body.

“Your cock,” he said, “it’s still hard and shining like a gold coin.”

Ekron averted his gaze and blushed. “The Shadow said it would take three times.”

“Ah,” Amador chuckled. “I should’ve known. Three times for Iuna’s triple form. We’ll have a long night.”


"Partners" by Ian Blackwood

The Sultry Sorceress Tavern was packed. A mature, full-figured beauty with long, flowing dark hair tended the bar, pouring and mixing drinks one after another, just barely managing to keep up with the orders coming in. A trio of buxom barmaids bustled around the room bearing trays full of drinks and empty mugs, all three dark-haired and bearing a striking resemblance to the bartender, even the halfling. It was rarely all that quiet, but tonight, the handful of townsfolk that were regulars found themselves amid a crowd of at least a dozen outsiders, strangers of strange descriptions.

A gnome with unnaturally colorful hair and tie-dyed robes had climbed up to sit on the edge of the stage where the local bard played, a pint in one hand as he sang along with surprising skill, though his words had a bit of a slur to them. A muscular, heavily-scarred orc wearing what looked like alligator hide leaned against a wall, arms crossed under her impressive emerald bust as she eyed one of the human barmaids wolfishly. A painfully bored looking dwarf in flowing silk robes sat at the bar, a snifter of brandy in one hand. Beside him, three humans argued emphatically about weapons, the dark-skinned bald man with a braided goatee touting the sheer power of a hammer, the fair-skinned blonde woman with her hair in a bun extolling the virtues of a fine blade in well-trained hands, and the freckle-faced male with curly copper hair claiming spears to be severely underrated.

The bartender stepped up to the group of humans, setting a pitcher of mead and a bottle of wine in front of the redhead. The man grinned, a broad, bright white smile, fished out some gold and silver coins and slid them across the bar. He grabbed the bottle in one hand and the pitcher in the other, gave his fellow warriors a parting nod, rose from his seat, and began to make his way across the tavern.

Gordon LiRousa certainly stuck out in the crowd. Weaving around tables and chairs with surprising grace, he looked a bit lanky at first glance, a head taller than any other human in the place, with a crown of curly copper hair that stood out like a beacon. He was about as tall as an orc, but not as stocky, his limbs long, almost gangly even, if it weren’t for the thick muscle built up on them. His fair skin was dusted liberally with cinnamon freckles, but free of scars and wrinkles, with, along with his usual playful attitude, made him seem more like an overgrown teenager than a man in his late twenties.

He made his way over to a small table against the wall where his ebony-hafted spear sat, propped against the wall, his bag and armor already locked away upstairs in his room. He fell into the chair with a thump, still grinning broadly, setting his precious cargo down on the table with a thump and swiftly moving to pour himself a mug of mead.

“Nothing better than a warm bed and good drink after a long quest, huh, L?” he asked, clearly pleased as he raised his mug to his lips and took a deep drink, emerald eyes flicking up to look across the table.

Elirel Baum-Paril smiled as he arrived, quickly moving to uncork the wine and pour herself a glass of the deep red liquid. She was a good bit shorter than her adventuring partner, about eye-level to his chest, though of perfectly average height for an elf, as she reminded him whenever he made a short joke or rested an elbow on her head. She was a bit thinner than most, admittedly, with narrow ribs and somewhat slender hips. But her size was no reason to underestimate her strength; her toned, wiry muscles and gently-sculpted abs were clearly evident beneath her warm brown skin.

Elirel was a practical sort of girl, in the end, so she made the practical choices. While she’d rather let her long, silky, platinum-blonde hair flow freely in the wind as she fought, she did the practical thing and gathered it into a single thick braid that hung down to the small of her back so as to keep it under control. While she disliked binding her already modest breasts, she did the practical thing so she could use her bow properly. And while Gordon shed his armor at every opportunity, she did the practical thing and kept her suit of fitted mail-and-chain armor on and her bow within reach until she went to bed. Maybe she ended up looking a little bit overly serious, or boyish, but she didn’t mind. Much. In the end, she was still alive, and she’d kept Gordon alive, too.

She shook her head, bright blue eyes looking up from her glass and glancing across the table at Gordon. “It certainly hits the proverbial spot,” she replied to his mostly-rhetorical question.

Gordon’s grin was even wider as he slammed the now-empty mug down on the table with a thump. “Ah...” He sighed with pleasure at the taste of cold mead after so long, “And what a quest! We’re on fire lately!” He exclaimed, suddenly, then chuckled. “Or, at least, the bad guys are. I loved that trick with the two arrows at once! What spells were they carrying, grease and firebolt? And the timing was perfect! Right as the boss was ready to do the sacrifice, fwoosh! Up in flames!” he commented, gesturing an explosion, then chuckling again. “And then all the rest of the ogres are just freaking out, thinking it’s divine wrath or something! Fucking. Priceless.”

Elirel raised her glass of wine, swirling it once or twice before bringing it up to her lips and taking a sip, eyes closed to properly savor it. When she opened her eyes again, she looked back across the table with a subtle smile. “Credit where credit is due. You put on quite the display yourself, once they realized what was happening. It’s no simple feat to hold the line against a whole cult of angry ogres,” she replied. “And, I might be wrong, but I believe I saw you channeling in battle, as well! Not many can focus like that surrounded by combat, let alone while actively fighting. Very impressive. I’d have been overrun for certain if you hadn’t been there. I shudder to think what might have happened if I’d been captured…”

Gordon puffed his chest, striking a heroic pose and grinning proudly, before relaxing into his chair once more, chuckling and shaking his head. “Ah, being eaten isn't so bad. Remember the deepwyrm? It’s mostly just dark and smelly. Nothing to worry about.”

Elirel rolled her eyes. “I imagine it’s a different story when the eater chews their food. Still, I’m not terribly concerned about getting eaten, I’m more worried about the stories of orc farms,” she replied, giving a shudder. “What a fate that would be…”

Gordon shook his head, his expression a bit more somber. “Yeah. Thankfully, they only keep women. Most tribes consider it shameful for an ogre woman to birth anything less than a full-blooded ogre, so there’s no point in keeping male prisoners. They just eat them.”

Elirel blinked, looking across the table blankly, confusion creeping into her expression. What part wasn’t he getting? “...Yes, and, I would hate for it to happen to me,” she clarified, slowly.

Gordon’s expression twisted with confusion as he was silent for a second. “The eating?”

Elirel sighed, shaking her head with exasperation. How was he not getting this? How dense could he possibly be? “No, the breeding! Look, you just have to worry about getting eaten when we fight ogres, but I have to worry about getting chained up in a dank cave and used as a troll factory until I die. It’s not a pleasant prospect, that’s all I’m saying,” she explained with finality, crossing her arms.

Gordon’s sat there in silence, his confusion growing more and more pronounced by the second. He looked down into his drink for a moment, the awkward silence hanging thick over the table, then looked back up staring at her searchingly.  After a painfully long moment, he leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing, and spoke, hesitantly. “Are… are you a... a girl?”

Elirel’s jaw dropped, her mouth hanging open with shock as her brow furrowed, first with incredulity, then a growing indignation. She was almost as stunned by the question itself as she was by the realization that he was so dense he actually had to ask. “You didn’t know? How did you not know!?” she demanded, partly out out shock and partly out of a growing anger.

Gordon’s eyes widened quickly as she turned on him, raising his hands defensively against the anger in her voice. ”I dunno! I just… never realized.” he offered, weakly. His mind whirred, flipping through the multitude of memories he had of her, never once had he considered the possibility that his partner might be a woman, and now, he found himself frantically re-framing each memory in the context of this new information.

Elirel was baffled. Sure, she’d never made a big deal out of it. After spending years in human lands, constantly correcting the assumption she was male had worn on her to the point that she’d simply stopped. But she certainly hadn’t introduced herself as a man, she’d never done anything that would make him think she was a man, and he’d never given the impression that he thought she was a man before.

“Why would you even think it in the first place? And how do you just not realize? We’ve been partners for three years! How do you not figure it out in all that time? Fuck, how dense can you possibly be?!”

Gordon swallowed. The night had taken a very sudden turn off the road to blissful drunkenness,  and was headed straight for an ugly patch of arguing. “I don’t know! It never came up!” He replied, helpless to turn the night back around. “I just figured you were a guy, and just… um… elven.”

Elirel’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “And just what is that supposed to mean?”

Gordon swallowed again, his mouth dry. “Nothing bad!” he clarified, hastily. “Just, you know… Like, small, and thin, and kinda… um... girly...”

Elirel’s mouth bent into a scowl at his reply, a knot of anger burning inside her, hot and heavy. It felt like there was a red-hot stone in her belly, and it just grew hotter and hotter by the second. She wasn’t just angry, she was offended, she was indignant, she was humiliated, she was… hurt. Sad. Disappointed even. But above it all, she was angry, and the raw intensity of her growing rage made everything else insignificant by comparison.

“Of course I’m girly! I’m a girl, you moron!” she shot back, voice rising to a shout.

Gordon frowned, furrowing his brow. “Well, how was I supposed to know?” he demanded, indignantly, returning her anger with his own. “You never said anything about it!” 

“You’re supposed to be able to tell! Unless, apparently, you’re a fucking moron!” Elirel fired back immediately, anger fueling her. “Why do you think I always insist on separate beds? Or why I have my own tent?”

Gordon’s frown hardened into a scowl. “Gee, I don’t know why I might have thought you were just being picky! It’s not like you constantly complain about every little thing that doesn’t meet your impossible standards!”

Elirel glared across the table. “You think I’m picky? I wouldn’t call it picky to complain about the shitty gear you buy because you want to save some coppers! That shit is gonna get both of us killed someday!” she retorted. “Even if I was a guy, I wouldn’t spend one night in that ratty thing you call a tent! There’s more hole than there is tent! And the smell! Oh, wait, that’s just you!”

Gordon threw up his hands, rolling his eyes. “It gets hot! I sweat! You try walking around in the hot sun in the middle of summer wearing a fucking oven and see how you smell! At least I try to keep clean-” he replied, only to freeze, a look of horror crossing his face. “Ohfuckyou’veseenmenaked” he blurted as the realization hit him.

Elirel rolled her eyes. “Oh, now it bothers you? It sure as fuck didn’t when you thought I was a guy, for some inexplicable reason!” she replied, clearly exasperated. “What kind of guy walks around naked in front of other guys and invites them to bathe with him? Who does that?”

Gordon fell forward, planting his elbows on the table and clutching his head in his hands. “I used to bathe with my brothers all the time! It’s a bonding thing! They do it all the time in the capital!” he offered in explanation, his voice shaky, then let out a groan, burying his face in his hands.

“Oh, fuck, I just thought you were shy! It all makes sense now. Fuck, I can’t believe you’ve seen my dick. This is so wrong,” he bemoaned, shaking his head.

Elirel rolled her eyes dismissively once again. “Now it’s wrong. Oh, please, it’s not that big a deal.” She replied. “It wasn’t even that…” she began, her cutting remark suddenly stalling as the memory of his long, swinging, pendulous shaft, dripping wet, flashed into her mind. “....Impressive,” she muttered, staring blankly into the middle distance for a moment before shaking her head, clearing the image from her mind and gritting her teeth. Angry. She was angry. Not… whatever that was.

“Ugh, I can’t even deal with you right now.” She growled with annoyance, pushing herself to her feet, grabbing her bow with one hand and the bottle of wine with the other in a single, fluid motion. “I’m going up to my room. You’ll have to find somewhere else to sleep tonight. Maybe they’ll let you stay in the stable, since you’re such ass,” she added with a little more venom than strictly necessary, walking past him.

Gordon lifted his head from his palms, twisting around in his seat to look after her. “L-” he began to protest, but she was already gone, vanished into the crowd, and the objection died on his lips.

He heaved a deep sigh, slumping in his seat. Well, he -, no, she - wouldn’t have listened anyways. Not in a mood like this. He knew that much about her, at the least. He sighed again. He’d fucked up. He wasn’t entirely sure how, logically it didn’t seem like his fault, but it sure as fuck felt like it was. He’d heard the anger, the hurt in his - her - voice, and it struck him deep. And now he was sitting alone with nothing but a pitcher of mead for company and a head full of roiling emotions.

Gordon sighed again. L was…L was a lot of things. He - she - was his partner. His friend. His ally. His confidant. His comrade. They’d been working together for years, ever since she saved him from a horde of goblins. At first, it had been an honor thing. Even after leaving the order, the knight’s code had stuck with him, and he’d owed his life to his savior. He’d kept track of who’d saved whom for a while, but eventually, he just… stuck around. Questing wasn’t the kind of job where you could really keep score like that. Every challenge requires you to rely on your allies, and for them to rely on you. When you face down monsters, bandits, cultists, and even bandit cultist monsters for a living, you have to know everything about them, their strengths, weaknesses, skills, and tactics, and you have to let them know yours in turn. You do everything together, you travel, you camp, you fight, you win, you lose, and you recover. You have to trust them, not just to have your back and do their part, but also not to slit your throat in the night, or run off with all the loot. He’d been through hell with L (literally, although only for a few minutes while L reversed the portal), and he’s always considered him - her - his best friend, the kind of brother he’d always wanted. He was closer to L than he was to his family. But all the time, he was a she, and now Gordon didn’t know what to feel.

Gordon shook his head, pouring more mead into his mug as he pondered his new knowledge. Logically, it shouldn’t really change anything. L had been a girl the whole time. But, somehow, it did change things. It was like he’d just met her for the first time, but they already had years of history. There was an unfamiliar tension on the partnership now, and he didn’t know if it could take it. He looked down, staring deep into the golden brew before him, as though the answer to all his problems were written on the bottom and he simply couldn’t make it out. Unfortunately, draining the mug didn’t reveal any such answers, no matter how many time he tried it.

* * * * *

Elirel stormed upstairs to her room, slamming the door behind her, her fists and jaw clenched. She just couldn’t relax. For hours, she paced the room in a silent rage, occasionally stoking the fires of her anger with swigs of wine straight from the bottle, her mind whirring with the same questions over and over. How could he be so blind, so oblivious, so incredibly, impossibly dense? Three years! Three years and he’d never realized she was a woman! How could he just not notice?!

More than half the bottle of wine was gone by the time the flames of anger finally burned themselves out, and she was left feeling… empty. Drained. Her pacing slowed, then stopped, and with a heavy sigh, she dropped to a seat on the edge of her bed. Her eyes flicked up, looking across the room, settling on his bed. Or, what would have been his bed, if she hadn’t kicked him out. She felt a knot form in her chest at the thought, no less than a dozen confusing emotions all tangled together.

Elirel just couldn’t understand. Why was she feeling all this? In hindsight, it didn’t seem that bad. She wasn’t happy been mistaken for a boy again. But this was the sort of thing she’d normally just laugh off and maybe tease him about the next time he made a short joke. So, why had it infuriated her? Why did her chest ache when she thought about it? Why was this different? The answer didn’t come, no matter how hard she wracked her brain.

Eventually, she heaved a sigh, raising the bottle to her lips and taking another swig. Well, the wine certainly wasn’t going to help her unravel the mystery. It would be wise to call it a night and consider the question in the morning with a clearer head. Resolving to take her own advice, she set the bottle aside and rose to her feet, reaching around behind her neck. She unlaced her armor and swiftly slid out of it, soon standing these in only her loose silk underclothes, one hand reaching up under the top. With a few sharp tugs, her binding cloth came loose, freeing her modest breasts, and she drew in a deep breath, filling her lungs fully for the the first time since she’d put it on this morning. Quickly tucking the armor and cloth under the bed, she climbed between the sheets, putting her back to the window as she tried to ignore the sounds of the tavern downstairs.

Unfortunately, Elirel’s brain did not seem ready to settle down for the night. Memories played out in her mind, one after another, denying her even a moment’s rest. She saw Gordon for the very first time, an armored figure flailing almost comically, at least a dozen goblins clinging to his plate, trying to pry their victim out of his shell. She saw him rush past her, spear at the ready, charging into a demonic horde to buy her time. She could see him pull off his helmet, coppery hair gleaming in the sunlight, his face sweaty and clearly exhausted, but split with that bright, wide, irrepressible grin of his. She saw him through half-lidded eyes as he slogged through thigh-deep swamp muck, carrying her venom-weakened body in his arms, his expression wild with fear and desperation, but his jaw still set with determination. She saw him crawl out through a ragged gash in a deepwyrm’s armored hide, his armor slick with blood and acid, only to crack a stupid joke about the smell, as though he weren’t as good as dead just moments ago. She saw him opening her gift, his face lighting up with genuine, almost childlike excitement as he caught sight of the enchanted gauntlets within. She saw him hastily pulling at his shirt as he rushed toward a river, tugging it over his head, revealing his rugged and powerful pecs, his long, strong limbs flexing casually as he tossed the garment aside. She saw him rising out of a spring with a splash, the water dripping down his toned body gleaming in the sun as he strode toward camp, a long, thick shaft swaying pendulously between his thighs with each step, along with a pair of heavy balls that hung like ripe, juicy pomfruit...

Elirel’s eyes snapped open wide. What the fuck was that? Why was she remembering... that? She must be more drunk than she thought.

She was still shaking her head, trying to clear away the stubborn image lingering in her mind’s eye, when she first heard the footsteps. They were heavy, slow, and methodical, and they were coming down the hall, drawing closer and closer. She froze, her pointed ears twitched, listening closely as the footsteps came to a stop outside the door. The door was locked, she reassured herself, only to hear a click as the doorknob turned. The old hinges creaked as the door opened a tiny crack. She was mere moments away from leaping for her bow when a voice came through the gap.

“L?” Gordon called, and Elirel’s expression hardened into a scowl. Just the sound of his voice was enough to make her angry, but she didn’t want another fight. All she could do was lay still, pretend to sleep, and hope he got the message.

“Are you asleep?” he asked. What a stupid question. What was he doing here, anyways? “They were out of rooms,” he offered as justification, answering her unasked question. Well, if that were true, she couldn’t really make him go sleep in the stables…

When Elirel didn’t respond, Gordon quietly pushed into the room, closing the door behind him and tiptoeing across the floor as stealthily as a large, slightly drunk human could manage. At least he was trying to be considerate. Or perhaps just trying not to wake her so she wouldn’t boot him out. She tried her best to ignore his presence, to clear her mind and drift off to sleep as he quietly prepared for bed. Then, he spoke. “L? Are you awake?” His voice was coming from just beside her bed, louder than a whisper, but still quiet.

Elirel stayed still, silence hanging in the air for a long moment. Suddenly, the corner of her bed sank with a soft creak, his weight settling onto the edge of the mattress by her feet. Silence hung in the air for another moment before he began to speak. “I dunno if you’re really asleep or just pretending ‘cause you’re still mad, so I dunno if you’re listening, but I kinda hope you are. I dunno if I’ll be able to remember what I wanted to say in the morning, so I’m just gonna say it, just in case,” he began, a subtle slur to his words.

“I just… I wanna say I’m sorry. I mean, I’m a little sorry for not knowing you were a girl, but I still think you gotta tell people something if you’re gonna be mad at them for not knowing it. “ He clarified. “Mostly, though, I’m sorry for reacting, um, like I did.”

Gordon shook his head, continuing. “I was really surprised, ‘cause I thought it was this big deal, and then you were angry, and I didn’t think I did anything wrong, so I got all defensive. I didn’t take it well. But I was thinking about it for a while, and I realized it’s not a big deal, really,” he said, pausing for a moment.

“I mean, you’re still gonna be my partner. We’ve still got each other’s backs. At least, I hope you’re not that mad. But, I mean, we did a bunch of cool stuff together, and I mighta’ thought you were a guy, but you were really a girl the whole time, right? That just kinda proves it doesn’t matter if you’re a guy or a girl, right? I was all freaked out ‘cause I thought this whole thing was gonna change things, but it doesn’t really change anything. I mean, I need to stop walkin’ around camp naked, sure, but, like, nothing important. You’re my partner. You’re like family to me. I know you. And you bein’ a girl doesn’t really change what I know. You’re still you. Anyway, what I’m tryin’ to say is, I’m not gonna let you bein’ a girl change the way I think about you. I’m gonna try my best to think of you as my partner and not as a girl. An’ I’m sorry again. Okay?” he asked, not really expecting an answer, but waiting a moment just in case. He rose from his seat and crossed the room quietly, wordlessly climbing into his own bed.

For a long time, Elirel lay still. That was what he was supposed to do. Apologize. Now everything could just go back to normal. That was what she wanted. Right? Then  why did her chest ache with an inexplicable sadness? Why were her hands balled into fists so tight they trembled? Why was she on the verge of tears? Why? Why? Why?! She groped blindly for answers, unable, or perhaps unwilling, to see the truth. Suddenly, a memory broke through her blindness, a simple image, bright and clear and shining like the sun, its light revealing the truth. It was his smile.

“Oh,” Elirel breathed aloud to the dark room, struck by the sudden clarity. It was almost like removing a blindfold. It had been right there, staring her in the face, and she just couldn’t see it. She wasn’t angry at being mistaken for a boy again.

She’d been angry because he didn’t see her as a woman. She was sad because nothing was going to change, and she wanted a change. He was her best friend, her closest ally, she trusted him with her life… and she loved him. She’d denied it, even to herself, for so long, terrified of the feelings that had been growing inside her, afraid that she’d scare him off, that rejection would mean losing him altogether. Being just his partner was better than being alone, wasn’t it? But there was no escaping the truth. Deep down, she’d hoped he would someday show some kind of interest, that he would make a move, but all this time, he’d thought she was a boy, and all her years spent hoping had been wasted. And now that he knew the truth, he was just going to ignore it. He was going to ignore her, just like before.

Elirel grit her teeth with determination, her brow furrowed. No. No, she couldn’t let it happen. She wouldn’t let it happen. This was a turning point. Their relationship would always be different because of what had happened tonight. But she could steer the change, if she acted quickly. This was her opportunity. She had to do something. She had to make him see her.

Silently, she slipped out of bed, silk underclothes shimmering in the moonlight. Sapphire eyes looked across the room at Gordon as he lay in bed, eyes closed, breathing slow and steady. She swallowed her fear. She couldn’t be nervous, not now. Whisper-quiet, she raised her arms, grabbed her collar, and pulled her top up, over her head in a single, smooth movement. She cast it aside, and before it even hit the bed, she’d already moved on. She couldn’t hesitate, lest she lose her nerve. Her hands went to her waist and loosed the knot holding her pants at her waist, letting them fall, caressing her skin as they pooled around her ankles. She stepped out of them, crossing the room with determined strides.

Elirel felt almost painfully exposed as the cool night air caressed her bare skin. Goosebumps rippled over her warm brown skin as she stood by his bed, illuminated by a shaft of silvery moonlight. She could feel the light on the sculpted ridges of her tight abs, on the gentle curves of her narrow waist, on her firm, shapely breasts, her modest mounds capped with chocolate nipples that pebbled in the cool night air. She could feel it on her slender yet feminine hips, on her shapely legs, on her smooth thighs, on the gentle swell of her hairless mons. She could even feel it on her scars, the handful of faint lines, some ragged, some clean, marring her otherwise flawless, supple flesh. Elirel took a deep breath, looking down at the bed before her for a moment, trying to force herself to relax. It was the moment of truth.

“Gordon,” she half-whispered, her voice hesitant. Silence hung heavy in the air for a long moment as she waited with baited breath.

“Gordon,” she tried again, a little louder, a little less hesitant. This time, the silence was broken when Gordon drew in a noisy snore. She blinked in surprise, then shook her head.

“Gordon!” she called, firmly, emphatically.

Gordon stirred, groggily blinking as he heard his name, lifting his head from his pillow. “Muh?” he inquired as he stared blankly into the wall for a moment. He twisted his head around to look over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of Elirel through bleary eyes, and automatically rolled to his back to face her better, blinking away the glaze of sleep.

As his vision cleared, confusion grew on his face, turning to shock as he realized with he was seeing. His eyes went wide, his mouth hung open, and his cheeks flushed, and after a half-second of staring, he whipped his head around to face away, his hand coming up to shield his eyes in her direction.

“Uh, L? Um, what the fuck?” he asked, voice wavering with uncertainty. Was this a dream? And if it was, what was his brain trying to do to him? Why would it show him her naked body, her toned waist, her smooth thighs, her perky chest, each breast crowned with dark, suckable nipples… What the hell was he thinking about?! This wasn’t right! But as much as he tried to force the image from his mind, it was to no avail. The image of her naked form was burned into his mind, instantly unforgettable.

“Gordon. Look at me,” Elirel urged, her voice firm even as she tried to stop her hands from trembling.

Gordon stared into the wall, gripped by panic. “But you’re…” He swallowed, trying not to remember the image and failing. “...naked.”

“Gordon. Look at me,” Elirel urged again. “Please,” she added, unable to suppress the tremor in her voice.

Gordon swallowed. He had no idea what was going on, but L’s tone was clear enough. This was important to her. Incredibly important. And if it was a choice between her and his code of honor…

“Alright, L,” he muttered as his hand came away, slowly, and he turned to face her again. His cheeks were burning red beneath his freckles, and despite his best efforts his gaze still wandered, but he looked at her.

Elirel’s breathing hitched as Gordon stared at her. She had to force her arms to stay at her sides. She swallowed, nervously, and drew in a deep, shuddering breath, beginning to speak. “I’m a woman, Gordon,” she told him, stiffening with determination. “Yes, I’m your partner, but I’m a woman, too. That’s a fact. I need you to see. I need you to understand. It doesn’t change our past, what we’ve accomplished together, our adventures, our... relationship. But it could change the future. Our future,” she tried to explain, taking another deep breath.

“I know you see me as just your partner.” Elirel continued. “But I want you to see me as a woman, too. And… maybe something… more? I know this is new to you, but, it’s not to me. I’ve been a woman. I was a woman when I met you, when you became my partner, when you became my best friend. I didn’t realize it until now - no, I didn’t want to realize it until now - but I’ve been hoping, for a while, that you might, um, realize that you like me. And that I like you, too. So, when you didn’t even know I was a girl, I realized… I’d been hoping for nothing. But, maybe it’s not for nothing, anymore. Now you know. I’m a woman. And I’m telling you… I’m telling you that I like you. That I… I love you. I love you, Gordon.” She finally declared.

Silence hung in the room for what seemed like an eternity. Gordon simply blinked and stared, stunned by the confession as Elirel swallowed, nervously. “And now I’m just hoping this wasn’t a huge mistake and that I haven’t just ruined everything and-”

She began to babble, words pouring out of her in a jumbled stream, faster and faster, until she was abruptly cut off. A long, well-muscled arm emerged from beneath the sheets, suddenly reaching out and hooking the petite elf around the back of the neck and yanking her forward suddenly. She tumbled over, falling onto the bed on top of Gordon, the smiling red-haired warrior pulling her face down to his. Their lips met with an electric jolt, it was like years of pent-up tension were released in an instant, crackling between them as the connection finally closed. The little elf went board-stiff, her eyes wide with surprise, then slowly melted, her tension slipping away as the human’s powerful limbs wrapped around her in a warm embrace.

The kiss lingered for what seemed like an eternity, a slow dance that grew more and more intense as their lips explored each other, tasting one another for the first time. But all good things must come to an end, and eventually, the two came apart.

Elirel’s eyelids fluttered open in a daze, a dreamy smile on her still-tingling lips. “Wow,” she breathed. A flicker of worry suddenly crossed her face, and she raised her head a bit, looking down at Gordon with concern. “That means you like me too, right?” she implored.

Gordon blinked with surprise, then his face split into a broad, playful grin. “Now who’s the dense one?” he asked with a chuckle, only to suddenly wince as a sharp elbow dug into his ribs. “Ah! Fine, yes!” he replied, hastily, then looked up into her eyes, still smiling. “Yes, it certainly does.”

Elirel’s heart was pounding with excitement, even as she tried to hold it back. “Are you sure? I know this is sudden, and I don’t… I don’t want you to lie to spare my feelings. I don’t want a yes if it’s going to be a no later.”

Gordon craned his neck up, silencing her with a slow, tender kiss, brushing aside her offered way out as she melted in his arms a second time. When the kiss finally broke with a soft smack, he sank back down to the pillow, thumb slowly tracing circles on the nape of her neck as he held her softly against his chest.

“It’s still new, yeah. I didn’t know how I felt at first. I was a little worried that knowing you were a girl meant I was going to try to protect you and end up throwing myself into danger. But then I realized, I do stupid stuff like that all the time. It’s pretty much what I do. And I wouldn’t do it for somebody I didn’t like. I know I like you. I don’t know if it’s love, yet. But, I mean, my oldest brother doesn’t even like his wife, so I figure, if I’m gonna be with somebody, who better than my best friend?” He smiled, warmly, looking down at her. “And it certainly doesn’t hurt that you’re a sexy little minx,” he added, his smile turning playful.

Elirel chuckled, dryly, rolling her eyes. “Oh, yeah, I’m clearly blindingly beautiful. So blindingly, in fact, you can’t even tell I’m a girl,” she quipped, sardonically, only to suddenly gasp in surprise when Gordon delivered a sharp smack to her tight little backside.

“Now, I’ll hear no talk like that, missy.” He warned, mock-sternly, before suddenly rolling the two of them over, casting the sheets aside in the process. He loomed over her on all fours, wearing nothing but his sleeping trunks and a wolfish grin, his eyes roaming her tight, toned body, drinking in the view carefully. He nodded, sagely, a moment later, as though he’d figured it all out. “Yep. I can say with absolute certainty that you, my lovely little elf, are, in fact, incredibly sexy.”

Elirel rolled her eyes again. “Oh, can’t you be serious for one minute?” she asked, exasperated.

Gordon chuckled. “Thirty seconds is just about my limit,” he replied. “But I am serious when it comes to your incredible sexiness,” he added, still grinning, before slowly sinking down until he pressed his lips to Elirel’s once again.

Electricity danced between them once again as they kissed for a long moment, slowly, tenderly, before once again parting with a soft smack. Their eyes opened at the same moment, his emerald eyes looking deep into her sapphire pools. “Seriously, I think you’re absolutely beautiful. Every inch of you,” he breathed, softly.

There was a moment of stillness as the two looked into each other’s eyes. They were afraid, though neither would admit it. Afraid of making the wrong move, and unsure as to which one would be the right one, the moment grinding to a halt as the two lingered, paralyzed by their uncertainty.

Elirel swallowed, her mouth dry, gathering her courage to make the first move. A delicate hand rose, trembling faintly, up to the granite muscle of Gordon’s chest, her slender brown fingers splaying out across the pale slab of muscle. “I think you’re sexy, too,” she confessed, fingertips roaming his chest, her eyes flicking off to once side. Her cheeks were burning, even if the blush wasn’t visible.

Gordon swallowed in turn, muscles firming up beneath Elirel’s fingers. She was touching him, she thought he was sexy; that meant it was okay, right? Okay to touch her? Kissing was one thing, and a playful spank was a step further, but the next step, it just seemed so much more… serious, somehow.

He shifted his weight to one arm, lifting the other hand from the bed, only to pause, uncertain. Where was he supposed to touch? He’d already made the move, he had to follow through, but he had no idea where to send his hand. His heart thundered in his chest as he brought the hand closer and closer to her supple body. He didn’t want to be too forward, but he didn’t want to touch somewhere weird, either. What if she realized he didn’t know what he was doing? He was the man, he was supposed to take the lead! With his hand just inches from her supple waist, a surge of panic gripped him and he froze, beads of sweat forming on his brow.

Elirel raised her free hand, delicate fingers tracing Gordon’s smooth-shaven jawline before gently cupping his cheek, steering his gaze to meet hers. She looked deep into his eyes for a moment, seeing the panic there, feeling his heart pounding against her fingertips.

“Hey,” she spoke, her voice soft and soothing, sounding much calmer than she felt as she repeated the advice she’d gotten at her first fertility festival. “Just relax. Breathe. It’s alright. Everything’s fine. Don’t think about it. Don’t worry about doing the right thing, or trying to impress anybody. Just feel. Do what feels right, what feels good. You know what to do. Don’t fight it.” She coached with a reassuring smile, fingers tracing slow, lazy circles on his chest.

Gordon closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, his rugged body visibly relaxing as he let the air out with a deep sigh. When his eyes opened again, the fear in them was gone, at least, most of it. His hovering hand came down, his palm on the side of her tiny waist, thumb exploring her sculpted abs as his fingers curled around her, his large hand wrapping nearly halfway around her. She was so warm, so soft, so small…

He let his feelings guide him, his hand moving up her side, thumb dipping into the valleys of her toned tummy. She might have been small, but she was by no means fragile. There was a lot of woman in this little package.  His hand continued moving up her side onto her ribs, pausing for a moment to linger over a star-shaped scar, before coming up to the gentle swell of one firm, shapely breast. He stared, almost in a trance, as his fingers circled the supple mound, exploring the soft flesh, gently cupping and squeezing the palm-sized peak, his fingers slowly closing in on the dark, pebble-hard nipple at it’s peak, giving it an experimental squeeze.

Elirel bit her lip as Gordon explored her body, his touch firm yet gentle, eager yet tender, curious and affectionate at the same time. It was delightful, even when he wasn’t touching her sensitive spots. When he teased her breast, she squirmed, and when his fingers found her nipple, she let out a gasp. She’d forgotten just how intense the sensations of being touched were.

He froze when she made a sound, his eyes snapping up to meet hers, fearful he’d hurt her, but she shook her head, smiling reassuringly. Her fingers caressed his cheek gently as she pulled his hand from his face and let it come down to rest on his exploring hand, her delicate dark digits curling around his blunt pale ones. Wordlessly, she guided his fingers to pinch again, harder this time, biting her lip in anticipation. She was rewarded with another surge of intense sensation, even stronger than last time, a sharp pleasure undercut by a dull ache, her voice escaping in a satisfied hum. 

Under Elirel’s guidance, Gordon’s inexperienced fingers drew surges of pleasure from her supple elven body, each touch rewarded with a soft purr of pleasure or hum of encouragement. Her own free hand was busily exploring the expanse of rugged human muscle that loomed over her prone form, delicate fingers dancing through the ridges and valleys of his granite chest and abs. Even relaxed, his body was so hard; she could feel the power sleeping in those slabs of muscle. She hated to admit it, but he may have had a point about elven men being… elven. She couldn’t even imagine an elf male this large, this strong, this rugged, this manly. She let out another soft purr as he tugged at her nipple, his powerful frame hanging over her, her hand roaming further and further down his abs by the second.

Gordon was lost in a trance, completely absorbed by his newfound playthings, the hypnotic mounds of Elirel’s shapely chest. It took a sudden tug on the drawstring of his sleeping trunks to snap him out of it, one bold finger of her curious hand having slipped between the string and his abs. He blinked, then blushed with embarrassment, partially at the realization that it was only fair he strip too, partially at the fact that he hadn’t realized that until now, and partially at the looming prospect of getting naked in front of her one again. Somehow, the fact that she’d already seen him naked wasn’t much of a comfort.

Reluctantly, his hand came away from her breast and descended to his waist, yanking at the knot until it came apart. He began to work the trunks down, her hand coming to aid his after a moment of awkward shifting failed to get them down far enough. After another moment, he gave up on the uncooperative position and fell to the side, rolling to his back to pull them off entirely.

Elirel sat up as Gordon rolled off her, biting her lip with anticipation as the trunks came away to reveal the serpentine shaft that had been lurking in the back of her mind all night. Her eyes widened as the reality far exceeded her expectations. The swinging, flaccid shaft she remembered was nothing compared to the thick steely rod laying on his abs.

She leaned in closer, her eyes drinking it in. It looked simply massive. It had to be almost as long as her forearm, and the flared mushroom crown looked thicker than her wrist. The gleaming tip throbbed an angry red-purple, and it’s length was marbled with bulging, winding blue veins. She felt drawn to it, shifting her legs around to bring her face close as she planted a forearm on his abs for support, half-crawling onto his prone body as her free hand reached for the shaft before her. The beastly cock gave a sudden lurch, bouncing into the air for a moment, and she gasped, her hand recoiling as though it had snapped at her. She redoubled her resolve, and reached out once more, until her slender fingers finally wrapped around the pale rod, so thick her fingers couldn’t quite close around its girth. It was so hard, and so hot she thought it might burn her hand.

Gordon could only watch as Elirel stared at his shaft, slowly drawing closer and closer, pulled toward it inexorably, leaving him unsure of what to do. That is, until she climbed on top of him, the movement inadvertently raising her tight ass into the air, presenting him with her shapely thighs and the glistening jewel between them. He hesitated for just a moment, gripped by doubt, before her hand wrapped around his pulsing member and he let out a soft groan at the touch. Her hand was so small, so soft, it was nothing like his own. As she began slowly stroking up and down his length, he groaned again. The sensation was incredible. He had to do something, or he’d lose control right away. His gaze flicked back to the hairless, glistening, flushed mound between her thighs.

Elirel gasped in surprise, then moaned, snapping out of her trance as Gordon’s large, rough hand slipped between her thighs suddenly, his long fingers rubbing over the tender lips of her womanly center. She looked back over her shoulder, sapphire eyes meeting his emerald ones, her look of surprise melting into a playful smirk as pleasure rippled through her. He’d barely even touched her, and already she was almost embarrassingly wet. There was no point in messing around any longer. She was ready. She spun around, reluctantly releasing her grip on his shaft as she threw a leg over his waist to straddle his abs.

“You’re quite gifted,” she purred, approvingly, her playful grin taking on a wicked tone. She leaned forward slightly, tracing one finger over his rugged, muscular chest in lazy circles. “I think I’m ready to take things up a notch,” she added, pushing her hips back until she straddled him, her hot, needy slit grinding down onto his steely shaft. “Are you?”

Gordon blinked, his expression blank with surprise at the sudden shift. A moment later, a smirk crossed his lips, swiftly growing to a grin, then a wide smile every bit as playful as hers. Without warning, he reached up, his hand hooking the back of her neck and pulling her head down, his own rising to meet hers lips to lips with a forceful kiss, just like the first kiss of the night. The wordless gesture carried all his feelings behind it, and as their lips and tongues danced together, each made itself clear in turn. There was lust, of course, a hungry desire for her that she returned in equal measure. There was affection, a deep, abiding, gentle sort of love, a tenderness. There was playfulness, eagerness, and gratitude. And, perhaps more than anything else, there was passionate desire, a burning, aching need that fueled him, drove him to be with her, to be close to her. The kiss lasted for just a few moments, but those moments seemed like an eternity, the world falling away as the two lost themselves in the microcosm of the kiss.

When their lips finally parted, reality snapped back into place with a rush. Elirel’s eyes fluttered open, momentarily dazed by the raw intensity of the kiss, her mask of composure shattered. She felt weak, limbs trembling slightly as she barely managed to keep herself from falling onto Gordon’s chest, her hard nipples brushing over his skin as her weight settled squarely onto the now-fully hard shaft beneath her needy pussy.

“No fair,” she whined, pouting slightly. “You can’t just surprise me like that. I’m trying to be all cool and confident and sexy and you just… It’s not fair,” she concluded with a huff of annoyed surrender.

Gordon just grinned. “They say all’s fair in love and war.” He replied, simply, then suddenly sat up in bed, drawing a gasp from Elirel as the movement sent her toppling over onto her back with a bounce. Gordon followed close behind, shifting to kneel between her legs, her spread thighs raised up, resting on top of his as he leaned forward to loom over her once again. He planted his forearms on either side of her head, his muscular bulk hanging just inches above her as he grinned wolfishly down at her. “They also say turnabout is fair play, too.” He added, pushing his hips forward to grind his length against her tender lips.

The movement of Gordon’s hips drew a soft moan of pleasure from Elirel’s lips. Her hands came up, one perching on his strong shoulder, the other flattening against his abs, fingers splayed out. She looked up at him tenderly, desire and affection in her eyes as she wordlessly slid her hand slowly down his rugged washboard abs, past his waist, until her fingertips encountered the steely spear thrusting from his hips. Her slender fingers wrapped around its girth as best they could, angling the monster down until it’s blunt tip aimed squarely at her entrance. She bit her lip, glancing nervously down between their bodies at the shaft ready to penetrate her. It seemed impossibly large, far too big to fit inside her, the fat head throbbing angrily with lust against her delicate petals. And yet, the sight thrilled her. She was so hot, she needed it, she needed him. She swallowed, determination in her brilliant blue eyes as they flicked up and looked deep into his.

“Do it,” she half-whispered. “Take me.”

Wordlessly, Gordon pushed. He could feel Elirel’s entrance resist, instinctively refusing to open before the fat, flared crown as he bore down, but it was a futile effort. His abs tightened as the tip of his spear wedged into her entrance, prying her open bit by bit, more and more of his knob disappearing into her with each passing second. Then, with a sudden rush, he was inside her, his blunt crown piercing through her body’s resistance, the first few inches of his shaft following it as it plunged into her gripping channel.

He groaned from deep in his chest at the sensation, squeezing his eyes shut. He’d thought she would be tight, but this… this was beyond anything he could have imagined. Her walls squeezed him like a silken vice, every ripple and fold of her hot, wet depths clinging to his thick shaft, twitching and squeezing around him. He froze in place, his mind overwhelmed by the surge of pleasure, struggling to catch up.

Elirel gasped as Gordon’s brutish human shaft suddenly plunged into her, stretching and filling her like nothing she’d ever imagined. He felt massive, more than twice the size of any elf she’d ever known. Her grip on his shoulder tightened, her pussy twitching uncontrollably around his girth. She’d expected pain, but she hadn’t expected it to be so completely overwhelmed by raw pleasure, her body singing with ecstasy as he drove into her, the dull ache that came along only making the pleasure that much more intense. She glanced down between them as he paused, letting go of the firmly-planted shaft and gasping in surprise as she realized there was more than half his length left still outside her. If just the tip felt this incredible, what would the whole thing feel like?

Her walls squeezed around him at the very thought. She looked up at him, a hunger gleaming in her eyes. She had to know. She had to feel him plunge endlessly into her, feel him fill her to the limit and beyond, feel every last inch of that thick human cock. Her legs wrapped around his waist, thighs squeezing his hips as she planted her heels on his back, spurring him on like a mighty stallion.

“More!” she moaned, breathily. “Please!”

Gordon groaned again as Elirel’s legs pulled him forward, another inch of thick, throbbing cock sinking into her well-stretched pussy. Her walls rippled and squeezed around him, milking at his length hungrily. It felt incredible, indescribably good, a weaker man would have been in serious trouble. But Gordon was a paladin, and it was his job to endure in the face of any adversity, to hold the line no matter what. As she sweetly pleaded for more, a wicked grin spread across his face. If she wanted more…

His muscles rippled as he pulled his hips back, fighting the grip of her legs until just the head remained inside her. He held himself there, teasingly still, as the seconds ticked past and she began to whimper and writhe with need. Then, all at once, his abs tensed, driving his cock into her inch by inch, plunging deeper and deeper into her gripping, spasming slit. Her inner walls stretched around his flared tip as more and more of his thick shaft disappeared into her, filling her like nothing before.

Elirel moaned with wordless pleasure as Gordon stuffed her with more and more of his beefy shaft. She clung to him with trembling limbs as her body was wracked by waves of indescribable pleasure, her legs squeezing around his waist, her nails biting into his shoulders. He was already as deep as anything had ever gone, but so much thicker, and there was so much cock left to go! Even the tiniest movements lit up every nerve, sending sparks of electric pleasure dancing along her nerves. She could even feel his pulse pounding inside her, or was it hers? She couldn’t tell. She was still trying to adjust when his hips drew back again, her now-trembling legs offering little resistance, his flared crown tugging at every fold inside her as it drew back and leaving an aching emptiness behind it.

Gordon didn’t tease this time, as soon as his knob tugged at Elirel’s entrance, he reversed his hips and drove his steely spike forward again, growling with primal lust as he speared into her. She let out a throaty, wavering moan beneath him as he slammed into her, her depths welcoming him, twitching and squeezing hungrily around his girth, like her body was trying to draw him even deeper. His member plowed into virgin territory unceremoniously, encountering a sudden resistance, her untouched depths gripping even tighter than the rest as his fat crown stretched them wide, the sensations all the sweeter for it. He wanted even more. Overcome by desire, he didn’t even pull back all the way, barely retreating an inch before bucking his hips forward with a growl, plowing into her deepest depths until his hips ground against hers, every last inch of his massive member stuffed into her spasming pussy.

Elirel trembled, her eyes wide as she stared down between them, her gaze riveted to the meeting of their hips, the sight confirming it beyond a shadow of a doubt. He was all the way inside. She could feel him deep inside her, deeper than she would have thought possible, like a shaft of red-hot steel, filling her, lurching with every throb. Every nerve in her pussy was buzzing with pleasure just from the touch of his rod, and every pulse, twitch, and lurch of that long, thick shaft made the sensation spike, pleasure shooting up her spine like a lightning bolt. He filled her to the limit and beyond. They were connected, and not just physically. She could feel him, his essence, their souls connected their physical union, intimately bound together.

Gordon held himself still there for a moment, his shaft planted into Elirel to the hilt, his heavy balls resting on her rear as he savored the moment. He told himself it was to let her adjust, but in truth, it was as much for his sake as it was for hers. Her depths were alive, twitching, squeezing, and rippling around his shaft constantly, seemingly unsure if they wanted to hold him in or force him out. Whatever her body’s intent, the sensations were intense. Her wide-stretched walls clung to every sensitive inch of his cock, milking him from root to tip and back again. The raw pleasure of such an assault tested his nigh- unbreakable resolve. He let out a groan as a particularly powerful spasm clenched around his member. He had to move now, while he still had the strength.

Elirel moaned as Gordon began to move once again, slowly drawing his hips back, unsheathing his mighty weapon inch by inch, the flared head tugging at her tender walls. She was so sensitive! Every sensation was amplified, intensified, each tiny movement sending sparks of pleasure racing through her, shooting up her spine and radiating out along her nerves, all the way out to her fingers and toes.

Then, all at once, he changed directions, slamming his hips forward again, driving his member into her until their hips audibly smacked together with the force of the thrust. She would have moaned again, but the air was driven from her lungs by a massive wave of pleasure crashing over her, leaving her wide-eyed and breathless, mouth open in a silent cry. Her grip on his shoulders tightened, fingernails biting at his granite muscle; he was a rock, an unshakable pillar in a roiling sea of pleasure that tossed her this way and that.

Gordon gritted his teeth as he planted himself in Elirel’s spasming, quivering depths to the root, squeezing his eyes shut as her pussy went wild around him. The pleasure was incredible, and his hips ground against hers with mindless lust for more. He was still for just a moment before he began to move once more, slowly drawing his length back, his sheer girth teasing every sensitive fold along the way. With just the head still inside her, he hammered his hips forward again, his shaft his shaft plunging into her warm, wet pussy until his hips smacked against hers again and he let out a deep groan of pleasure. This time, he didn’t wait, the moment he bottomed out, his hips began to draw back again, and when the head neared her entrance, he drove it deep once more, pounding into her to the hilt with another groan. Soon he found a rhythm, thrusting and withdrawing over and over, his tempo steadily increasing with each stroke.

Elirel let loose a long, low, throaty moan, her sweet voice rising an octave each time Gordon’s massive cock hammered into her, her body singing with exquisite sensation under the intense assault. Again and again he filled and emptied her, over and over, each stroke sending another wave of raw sensation through her. The waves crashed over her mind, sweeping away all but the most stubborn of thoughts, her mind nearly all but blanked out by pure pleasure. But through it all she could still feel the connection between them, the intimate union of bodies and souls. With each mighty thrust, he filled her with more than just his cock, his soul poured into her, her own flowing back to him in return, their essences blending together through the union of their bodies. She could feel it, she could feel him filling her, feel it building up in the core of her being.

“Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh, yes! Yes! Gordon!” she moaned out in time with his thrusts, finally finding words amid the pleasure washing over her mind, her trembling legs squeezing as tight as they could around his waist.

Gordon’s hips were almost a blur as he pistoned his powerful shaft deep into Elirel’s hot, wet depths. His muscles glistened with a sheen of sweat, partly from the raw exertion of thrusting into her like a savage beast and partly from the strain of holding back against the incredible pleasure assaulting his mind. He grunted through gritted teeth with each thrust like a rutting animal, his hips smacking loudly against hers over and over as a mindless, instinctive lust for the warm, tight wetness of her body beginning to overtake his mind. Rational thought sank below a rising tide of animalistic instinct, a single thought bobbing to the surface of the sea of primal lust. He had to hold back. He couldn’t disappoint her.

Elirel writhed beneath the savage thrusts of Gordon’s hips, twitching and trembling beneath wave after wave of pleasure, unable to handle the sheer intensity of the sensations shooting through her body with each thrust. She couldn’t think, she couldn’t move, she could barely hold onto him, let alone stop him, even if she’d wanted to. She was helpless before his lust, but she could still feel. She could feel his thick, veiny shaft plunging into her again and again. She could feel the unbreakable connection binding the two of them. She could feel herself filling up, pleasure and passion building until she was ready to overflow.

“Gordon!” she cried out, her voice sweet with pleasure and ragged with intensity, his name full of emotion. “Feels! So! Gooood! So good! I love it! I love it! I love you! I love you!” she wailed aloud with wild abandon, no longer able to care if anyone heard them.

It took Gordon a moment to realize Elirel’s sweet, pleasured moans had formed into words, his rational mind lost in the midst of his primal rut, but even lust-maddened as he was, those three all-important words rang in his ears clear as a bell, bringing him back to himself in an instant.

He opened his eyes, his vision clearing, and looked down at the little elf-woman beneath him. Her slender, supple, toned body clung to him with all the strength she could muster, her warm brown skin gleaming with sweat as she writhed with pleasure, her eyes screwed shut and her mouth hanging open as she moaned with love and lust. The image was instantly unforgettable, crystallizing in his mind as an unfamiliar yet warm emotion surged in his chest. At the same time, it stirred a much more intimately familiar response down below, and he had to groan, the sound rumbling out from deep in his chest.

“L, I can’t, I’m gonna...” he managed to warn, breathlessly, starting to draw his hips back.

Elirel could feel Gordon’s mighty shaft throb and lurch almost violently inside her as he gasped his warning. She knew what was coming, and the instant he began to pull away, she knew exactly what she wanted. Thinking rationally, she would have probably dismissed the idea out of hand. It was stupid and dangerous, it wasn’t worth the risk, she had no plan, no support. But in that moment, everything simply felt… right.

Summoning up her last reserves of strength, she locked her ankles behind his back and pulled with all the strength she could muster. Taken by surprise, his hips slammed down as hers rose to meet them, planting every last inch of that big, brutish, beautiful cock deep inside her. Her inner walls were going wild, squeezing and rolling around the thick, veiny member, milking him for all they were worth.

“Do it!” she cried out in desperation, legs trembling with effort.

Gordon was well past the point of no return by the time Elirel cried out, there was no time to fight it.  All he could do was crane his head down, his lips mashing against hers in a furious, passionate kiss, and let go. His hips bucked, uncontrollably, pinning hers to the bed and grinding down onto her, instinctively making sure he was as deep as he could possibly go. The floodgates opened, and a raging sea of boiling lust coursed through him, setting his every nerve on fire. It surged up the length of his mighty wyrm, blasting forth from the fearsome beast with all the heat and force of dragonfire, great gouts of white-hot molten lust pouring into her welcoming depths in a massive deluge of thick cream. He shook as he came, his every muscle twitching uncontrollably as his hot seed poured into her, a tidal wave of raw pleasure wiping his mind of everything but the sensation of unloading deep inside her and the feeling of her lips on his.

Elirel moaned into the kiss as Gordon pinned her to the bed. The moment was everything she never knew she craved. The moment she felt his fiery essence pouring into her sacred depths, flooding her womanly core with his potent seed, it hit her. Ecstasy. Powerful, raw, divine ecstasy, more intense than any she’d ever experienced before. She was drowning in a sea of pure lust and burning up with raw pleasure, she was melting into him and he was melting into her, she was exploding and imploding, her soul expanding to overflow its mortal vessel and her mind falling eternally inward into blissful nothingness, she was everything at once and she was nothing at all. Time had no meaning while she was in ecstasy’s grasp, it could have just as easily been an eternity as the blink of an eye, all she knew was when she could finally feel again, the first thing she felt was Gordon’s lips on hers and his still-throbbing cock speared deep into her oversensitive slit.

Gordon’s release seemed to go on forever, his fat balls tightening again and again as they pumped his seemingly endless load deep into Elirel’s core. His fearsome weapon fired over and over, pouring his thick, creamy seed deep inside the little elf until she overflowed, a lone rivulet of pearly cum escaping past her tightly-stretched entrance and around his pulsing shaft, only to run down her upturned rear.

Eventually, his load began to taper off, shots coming slower and slower until, with a final throb, it fired what had to be the very last drop in his body. All the while, their frenzied, passionate kiss calmed, becoming more relaxed, slow, sensual, and intimate, the two staying connected for a long while as they kissed tenderly by the moonlight.

Elirel made a tiny whimper of objection as Gordon raised his hips, smoothly withdrawing his somewhat-softened cock from her silken, cum-filled depths, her weak, trembling legs unable to offer much in the way of resistance, his movement effortlessly breaking out of their hold. Their lips and tongues continued to dance for a little while longer before he shifted above her, pushing himself up from his elbows to his hands, rising out of reach of her lips, the kiss breaking with a soft smack, her hands falling away from his shoulders. She kept her eyes closed for another moment, savoring the blissful glow lingering in her soul after her earth-shaking orgasm, a drowsy grin on her face. In that moment, all was right with the world. When she opened her eyes again, she looked up at the pale, freckled, red-haired human - her partner, her lover - looking for his reaction.

Gordon’s expression was serious. “I think… this might have been a mistake.”

Elirel froze, her smile falling away as his words sank in. “W… what?” she asked, fear and confusion on her face.

Gordon shook his head, gravely. “I… I don’t think we can work together anymore.”

“W… what?” Elirel asked again, the concern on her face turning to horror as she felt her stomach drop.

“Well… I mean, now that I know you’re both incredibly sexy and amazing in bed, I don’t think I’d be able to resist jumping you every chance I get.” Gordon explained, failing to suppress his smirk as he nodded, sagely.

“Ah! Fuck, right in the nipple,” he added a moment later, his mask of seriousness falling away as he half-grinned and half-winced, one hand coming up to cradle his punched pectoral.

Elirel scowled, glaring up at him, her fist still balled tight as Gordon slowly started to chuckle, letting himself topple over to the side, landing on the bed beside her with a heavy flop.

“That wasn’t funny!” she scolded, jabbing an elbow into his ribs, which only made him chuckle harder. “Jerk!” she added with annoyance, winding up for another elbow jab.

Gordon swiftly wrapped his arms around Elirel, pulling the feisty elf girl into a tight embrace, cradling her against his chest and conveniently pinning down her arms in the process. “Okay, so nothing that extreme. But there are gonna be some changes.”

“Oh?” Elirel asked, dryly, her expression still sour.

“Well, for one, we’re gonna have to start sharing a tent sometimes.” Gordon grinned, playfully, before putting on a mock-serious face. “That is, of course, if you can stomach the smell.”

Despite Elirel’s best efforts to stay mad, the corner of her pout quirked up until it became a smirk. “I suppose I’ll have to tough it out.” She shot back, her smirk expanding to a full-blown grin as she looked up at Gordon.

There was a moment of silence as they looked onto one-another’s eyes, smiling warmly. Wordlessly, she craned her neck up, and he craned his down. The two met in the middle with a tender, loving kiss. By the light of the full moon, the two lovers, human and elf, kissed and held each other into the night until they finally drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms.


"Queen Takes Knight" by Belinda LaPage

The demon was awake. Or so Mistress Oma had told her, but this was something Rose must see for herself. She stole a crust from the keep’s kitchen and ran for the cells, hoping to see the demon and perhaps exchange some words, for soon the Phylarch would hear he was awake and have him brought for questioning.

For more than two moons he had drifted in and out of consciousness, and it was Rose who had tended the demon’s bedside, Rose who had eased his fever and cleaned his mess. She had ground his food and shared her own, preparing a broth that she could pour down his throat. The guards would not even enter his cell – they said they were being cautious, but Rose knew that they were simply afraid of his powers. Rose was not afraid; she had no need, for she too was a demon … or so she was told. Perhaps the prisoner could tell her what she was – what they both were.

She arrived on the trusties’ side of the cell block and saw the demon from behind. He was standing with his back to her, looking out between the bars of the door on the other side of the cell – the guards’ side. There was no door on the trusties’ side; Rose and the other women fed and tended the prisoners through the bars. It was a wise design, for trusties could be trusted only so far, and that did not extend to giving them keys.

“You are awake, demon.” Rose didn’t know what else to say; she only hoped to get his attention and make him turn around.

The demon took a step back from the door and turned slowly to face her. He wore wooden stocks binding his neck and wrists, making it cumbersome to turn without bashing his elbows against the door. Those were new; it must have been a brave guard who put them on him sometime after Rose had left the previous night.

“Who are you?” he asked, shuffling a step closer and dragging a heavy ball attached to his leg irons. “Where am I? And why won’t anybody talk to me?”

The demon looked every bit like a man. With his deep chest and broad shoulders, he was a very handsome man in Rose’s opinion, apart from the telltale signs of his supernatural origins. Those demonic sigils held no special fascination for Rose, for she bore them as well. She would never admit it to the other trusties, but she thought they made him more handsome, not more frightening.

“They call me Rose,” she said simply. “You can walk. Are your injuries healed?” The bruising and cuts had faded long ago, the worst of them on his face where the Phylarch’s soldiers had kicked and beaten him. Even with no visible injuries, for so long the demon had not woken – not properly. Not like this. Although he was no normal man and therefore not subject to the usual human frailties, Rose had suspected an injury inside his body, the kind that sometimes made men imbeciles, and sometimes made them sleep until death took them.

The fire in the demon’s eyes softened – they were green, like hers – and he paused to study her more closely. She felt a warm sensation in her belly as she watched him gaze at those parts of her that made her look most like a woman. The other men of Chamilos, guards, trusties, and civilians alike, could not look past her demonic sigils to see the woman inside. After briefly admiring the curve of her hips and the buoyant swell beneath her tunic, the demon’s eye fell upon the crust in her hand.

“I am hungry,” he said, licking his lips in obvious desire for the scrap. Rose was momentarily startled and slow to react, even though she had stolen it especially for him, knowing that he would crave solid food after such a long convalescence. Looking at the demon and hearing his voice made her heart beat quickly and stole her good sense. She wondered whether this was one of his powers and she shook her head in an attempt to clear it, determined that she would not fall victim to his glamour.

“Here,” she said, reaching through the bars to offer him the crust. “Eat this.”

The demon shuffled forwards, dragging the iron ball between his feet with obvious effort. At first, he moved to take the bread in his hand, but the wooden stocks held his wrists too far away to feed himself. After a perplexed but silent exchange with Rose, she proffered the gift towards his mouth instead, and allowed him to eat directly from her hand.

“Thank you,” he said through the first mouthful torn from the scrap. He chewed quickly and swallowed, his eyes closing dreamily with the simple joy of eating solid food. Taking a second bite, he watched Rose’s face while he worked the hard bread in his jaws, and she watched him right back, enjoying the way the muscles moved high on his cheeks where his beard was most sparse.

She offered him the last morsel with a shy smile, thinking to herself how afraid the other trusties would be that they might lose a finger. There was one moment that made her heart race when his lips closed softly on her fingertips, but it wasn’t fear she felt. She was watching his green eyes the entire time, and there was no malice in them. She took her hand back through the bars and unconsciously touched it to her own lips.

“Thank you,” he repeated after swallowing the mouthful. “Rose?” She nodded and smiled, enjoying the sound of her name coming from his lips.

“Do you have a name, demon?”

“Steven Macleod,” he said, some of the warmth leaving his voice. “Sergeant, US Army Rangers.” He paused a moment and then added, “Two-five-double-oh-three-double-five-eight.”

“Stev-… double-oh …” Rose began, a frown creasing her brow. “I shan’t remember all of that.”

“Mac,” the demon said, a smile curling at the corner of his mouth. “Call me Mac.”

“Mac,” Rose repeated. She returned his smile, enjoying the simple strength of the word. “Hello Mac. Do you feel well? You have been ill for long and long, and I feared you might never wake.”

“How long?” he asked. “What happened … I … I don’t remember.”

“It was the Phylarch’s men; they found you and hunted you down. You …” a proud smile spread across her face, and she suppressed it with a serious but insincere frown. “You killed four of them with nothing but a stick before they took you. They say that their arrows bounced off your chest, but that you finally fell when they caught and beat you.”

“The Phylarch …?” Mac stared into space. He listened to Rose’s words, but seemed not to remember the details of his capture.

“The Phylarch is our leader,” Rose clarified. “He would like to be king,” she whispered confidentially, “but he is even more stupid than King Dokimés and his imbecile brother. He can barely keep this city from ruin.

“How can you be immune to arrows, but not to fists?” she continued. “What demon powers do you possess?”

“Why do you call me a demon?” Mac asked, sounding slightly hurt, as though he was in some way shamed by his supernatural abilities.

“Because …” Rose began and then paused, suddenly uncertain of her ground. “Your sigils,” she explained, reaching through the bars again and touching his freckled forearms and then his red beard. “I have them too.” She showed him her own spots and brandished a flaming lock of auburn hair. “We are the same. Demons.”

Mac tried to look at the sigils on his arms, but locked into the stocks as he was, he couldn’t see them.

“Do you mean your freckles?” he asked incredulously. “The brown spots?”

“Yes,” Rose nodded, glad that he finally understood. It seemed that Mac knew very little of humans. If he came from a demon land, then he perhaps thought that humans had the spots as well. “They are our mark, those and our hair. Did you not know? If we … I mean, if you get out of here, you must stay covered up where humans might see you.”

Mac frowned, his eyes blinking rapidly as he tried to comprehend Rose’s information.

“Rose,” he began, his voice taking on the tone of a parent telling their child some difficult news. “You’re not a demon, you’re a ginger.”

“A … chin-chin?” She wasn’t sure she heard the word correctly. Is this a name that demons use among their own kind? Perhaps we have a homeland; a place where we belong.

“A ginger,” he repeated. “A redhead. What do you call other people with red hair? Are they demons too?”

“Others?” It was Rose’s turn to sound confused. Mac made it sound like demons were everywhere. “I am the only one,” she told him. Then she added shyly, “But now there’s you.”

Mac frowned and stepped back from the bars. He seemed to look at his surroundings with fresh interest, the stone walls, and the long homespun tunic in which Rose had dressed him.

“Where am I?” he asked. “Iraq? Syria? I was on deployment, but I don’t remember …”

“Is that where you come from, Mac? Syria?” Rose didn’t recognize the name. Maybe it was some far flung demon land.

“No, that’s where I was stationed,” Mac explained patiently. “I’m American.”

“You’re a ‘merry can’?” Rose knew she must have misheard, because Mac wasn’t making any sense.

“I’m … what? … no.” Mac shook his head. He was starting to look confused, too. “America is where I come from. The United States. Are you telling me you’ve never heard of it?”

Rose shook her head, her eyes wide with wonder. Mac really was from a demon land.

“America,” she said it slowly, tasting it. “Are there others like us in America?”

“Gingers?” Mac smiled, as though it was a silly question. “Sure, lots. Do you really mean to say I’m the only other one you’ve met? Where are we?”

“This is Chamilos,” Rose explained. She could see from the look on Mac’s face that it meant nothing to him. “It’s a city in Akrovysta …?” Still no recognition. “One of the Great Sea kingdoms?” she tried again. Mac just frowned. Obviously the names were as unfamiliar to him as Syria and America were to her.

“The Great Sea,” he asked. “Do you mean the Mediterranean? Or the Black Sea?”

“The Med … terrain …?” The name was too complicated for Rose to pronounce on just the one hearing.

“Is it part of the Middle East? Europe? Northern Africa?” Mac asked.

Rose shook her head, not recognizing any of those names.

“What about your parents?” he continued. “Do either of them have red hair? Did they come from Akrovia?”

“Akrovysta,” Rose corrected him. “I don’t remember my parents. I was a foundling.” Her eyes glazed as she retold the story she had heard so many times. “Mistress Oma says they found me in the woods, like you, but I was only as tall as your hip.” She held her own hand flat at that height, and she was once again warmed as Mac’s eyes followed her sleek curves a little too slowly back up to her eyes. “The Phylarch’s mage said I was a demon, that the Gods had us all marked so that humans could recognize us. And so I am here. I am locked away, like you, but I am a trusty and can come and go during the day, providing I cover up my sigils.”

Rose favored Mac with a fond smile. “I don’t think I have demonic powers, though; not like yours. If an arrow struck me then I would surely die. Mistress Oma says that my power is the visions I have when I sleep. She tells me they are a prophecy, that I see the future.”

“What do you dream?” Mac asked. He settled on the straw bed next to the bars to listen to Rose talk.

“I dream of giant, stone houses that stretch up into the sky, and of countless people the likes of which you cannot imagine. Not just humans with black hair, but hair and clothing of every color – even white! I …” she stopped short. Mac was watching her with a smile as he listened to the fanciful prophecies. She probably sounded silly, but she enjoyed talking to him … almost as much as she enjoyed looking at him.

“What else?” he asked kindly.

“I dream of riding in a chariot,” she said. “But it is closed in, so you cannot feel the wind, and … and it goes as fast as a bird, even though there are no horses to pull it. Not even one.”

“Rose, all of those things are real,” Mac told her. “You’re dreaming about America, or any one of a hundred other places in the world. It’s probably your home. Your real home, the place you lived before you came here.”

Rose settled on the floor, her fingers stealing through the bars to touch Mac’s knee, just to make sure that he was real.

“Tell me more about America.”

* * * * *

For that day and many others to follow, Rose and Mac talked – of America, of Akrovysta, and (to Rose’s mounting interest) of each other. Mac shared his belief that America and Akrovysta were not part of the same world, that some magic had brought him here, and that once upon a time the same magic had transported Rose.

Incredibly, Mac maintained that neither of them were demons, that neither of them had supernatural powers. He said that Rose’s dreams were not prophecies; they were only memories of her childhood in America or some similar place in his world. He still could not remember his own capture, but if the details Rose had heard were true, then his own supernatural abilities were nothing more than “Combat Training” and “Kevlar”, which despite their exotic sounding names were not at all magical.

Back in his own world, Mac said he was a soldier. He asked Rose a lot of questions about warfare and weaponry in Akrovysta. Most of them she was not able to answer, but Mac was interested to hear her tell of the weapons that they used – swords, bows, and trebuchets – as well as their leather armor. He said something else that Rose didn’t understand, that Akrovysta was ‘pre-medieval, maybe ancient’. Smiling, he asked whether their army had a giant wooden horse, and then waved it off as a joke when she suggested that Americans had a very strange way of waging war.

The Phylarch questioned Mac warily and incompetently through the bars of his cell, but Mac talked him in circles, telling him nothing of America or any of the things he had shared with Rose. They never thought to question the young demon trusty, despite the fact that she spent all of her time tending the one demon prisoner.

Over time, Mac’s stocks and chains chafed his skin, creating sores which Rose tended, and with care, ultimately transformed into hard callus. Rose convinced the guards to allow him one free hand during the day so that he might feed and clean himself. Still no guard would enter his cell, so each morning Rose was provided the key, and under supervision she would reach through the bars to unlock one of Mac’s wrists. At night, she was made to bind him again, with an archer standing outside the cell, threatening to kill them both if Mac resisted. Mac would pretend surliness on these occasions, and Rose would pretend to be frightened – both of them worried that if the guards lost their fear then they would start restricting Rose’s access.

Rose had never known love, but she heard and understood its siren call. She felt it twitching the minute muscles of her lips when their eyes met, and warming her cheeks when Mac noticed a flower threaded into her hair. Most of all though, she felt it as an ache in her heart when she greeted him of a morning and saw him smile.

Parting of an evening became more and more difficult. Separated by the iron bars, they would lie beside each other in the waning light and talk quietly until nightfall, and on more than one occasion, Rose awoke on the cold stone floor and had to navigate back to her own quarters by touch. One day she brought an extra sack filled with straw and pushed it through the bars, asking Mac to hide it amongst his own bedding. When he asked why, she blushed prettily and said that if he wished, she might pull it back through to her side of an evening and she could lay with him all night. Mac thought the idea of lying with Rose all night was a grand one indeed, and should the Phylarch have chosen that moment to come along and see the high coloring beneath their demon sigils, he might have had them both beheaded on the spot for devilry.

They had touched noses and whispered words of love on countless occasions, but the bars and the bulk of Mac’s stocks made kissing impossible. Rose had seen other trusties cavorting with prisoners through the bars, and could think of several ways that she and Mac might share a more intimate touch. It was not a woman’s proper place to offer though, and Mac had never asked, so it fell to chance that the very first night on her straw bed, they discovered an unlikely intimacy.

Rose fell asleep with her arm through the bars, holding his hand, and on two occasions she had woken and had to feel around in the dark to find him again. In the dim light of dawn, she woke a third time and felt only his empty bed. Cracking one eyelid, she saw Mac at the other end of the cell struggling to crouch over his pot, and with both hands in the stocks, he was unable to raise his long tunic up to his waist.

Padding over silently, Rose whispered, “Let me help,” and she reached through the bars to lift his tunic. Even though she had seen and touched him before during his long convalescence, still she averted her eyes to afford him some modesty. She listened for the sounds of him going, but heard only his labored breaths.

“All is well,” she encouraged him. “I shan’t watch.”

She heard a pained groan.

“Oh God, Rose. I can’t.”

Can’t what? She chanced a look to see what the matter was. Mac was on one knee over his pot, but his manhood – which should have been directed downwards into the pot that Rose herself had cleaned and returned the previous evening – was instead thick and swollen and pointing straight at her face.

“Oh my.”

Rose had only the vaguest notion of men’s sexual arousal, and she looked questioningly up at Mac’s face, immediately sensing his awkwardness and wanting to spare him embarrassment.

“Shall I hold it for you?” she asked. Not waiting for a reply, she hoisted his tunic higher with one hand, and closed the fingers of the other confidently around his shaft.

“Oh … oh my.”

It wasn’t like previous times, not at all. It was hot; that was a big surprise, especially in the cool morning air, but moreover it was hard, like bone. Although she knew where a man was supposed to put it to make a baby, she had never quite understood how that might be accomplished until now.

Rose was entranced. Still scarcely able to believe that something so soft could become … this! She squeezed it in her hand, making Mac groan in a way that sounded nothing at all like pain. Running her thumb over the thickly veined surface and tracing its exciting contours made him groan again, and his cock bucked in her hand, the head swelling angrily in the circle of her grip. Startled by the unexpected movement, Rose jerked her hand back, pulling the soft skin over the hardened core of his shaft.

Mac liked that. A lot! She could tell by his breathing. It was the same as before when they had tried to kiss. Rose liked it too. Watching the thick meat of his cock glide effortlessly through her fist, she understood that her hand was in some way a substitute for that special place between her legs, and that if Mac concentrated he might imagine himself entering a warmer, tighter, and altogether more inviting sheath.

“Come closer,” she whispered, pulling him again and marveling at the deliciously hard ridges running beneath her fingers. With a shiver, she wondered what they might feel like gliding through the silken opening of her purse.

With his forehead and stocks pressed against the bars, Mac gripped them with his hands and pulled himself up. Standing with his feet either side of the pot, he allowed Rose to draw him closer, and she knelt to meet him, passing his cock carefully between the bars towards her waiting lips.

She kissed him, sweet and soft, just the way she had imagined kissing his mouth, and she felt a slick film of something warm coat her lips. Is this his seed? She tasted it; it was not unpleasant, but it was so much more sensual on her lips than on her tongue.

“Rose …” Mac gasped. “Be careful …”

“Shhh,” she soothed him, stroking his cock with increasing confidence through her small fist. “Let me take care of you.” She kissed him again, using more of that slick fluid to glide his cock head around and between her pursed lips. Everything was so delightfully slippery. As she kissed and held him more forcefully, his manhood skated around her mouth with unpredictable jerks, bumping her nose and weeping more and more of that lovely lubricant, for which Rose was quickly developing a taste. Allowing it to slip between her lips and into the opening of her mouth, she realized with an excited shudder that her hand was not the only substitute for her sex that she had to offer.

Opening to him, Rose swirled her tongue around the bulging head, whimpering softly with her own pleasure. Not only was she thrilled to finally be touching Mac like a proper woman, she also felt a new and exciting tingling in her nipples and a wet heat in her sex. Squeezing her thighs together, the squelching friction brought about a heavenly warmth that suffused her core.

“No … Rose, don’t!”

But Rose was not to be stopped. She knew that Mac liked what she was doing for him even more than the first squeeze and the kiss; she could hear it in his voice and feel it in the muscles of his waist, where she still held his tunic aloft with her free hand.

Mac was moving erratically now, gripping the bars with whitened knuckles, his hips shuddering in short, irregular jerks, thrusting the end of his cock between Rose’s hungry lips.

Unable to ignore her own needs any longer, she abandoned his tunic to dip beneath her own, bringing her fingers to the soaking, matted thatch of auburn curls at the parting of her thighs, and she felt a heat there that matched and even surpassed that of the throbbing manhood in her mouth.

“O-h-h-h-h-h-h,” Rose groaned around a mouthful of thick, straining cock. Mac was all the way inside her now, as far as possible anyway, given the circumstances. There was not enough left to hold on to with her hand, so instead she used it to cup his balls while she sucked her cheeks around him, drawing him deep into the softest, warmest part of her mouth and learning with each new movement the things that he liked best.

She found a place in her own sex that she liked best; rubbing herself there sent hot rivers of pleasure coursing through her body, the most intense of them burning deep inside her, way beyond the reach of her finger in a place she felt sure Mac could find with the soft tip of his cock and rub her to a breathless frenzy.

Something’s happening!

Rose felt a quickening of her heart and a quivering spasm shook her thighs. She closed her eyes, almost forgetting Mac’s pulsing cock in her mouth, and she thrust a finger into her clenching purse, maintaining the pressure and slick friction on the hardened nub that was now the center of her universe.

“Ohhhh! Urrrgh!” Mac groaned as he clanked his stocks against the bars, his whole body shuddering worse than when he was in the grip of fever. He pulled his cock from her mouth and Rose felt a warm spray coating her face in thick, liquid jets.

She was too wrapped up in her own pleasure to notice the thick bands of spunk streaming across her eyelids, her cheeks, and through the glowing beauty of her hair. Whatever had happened to Mac was now happening to her. She sensed something special, a wondrous gift waiting in the darkness for her to find, and she was so close, no more than a step away.

Rose leaned back, thrusting out her breasts, her hard nipples standing proud even through the coarse linen weave of her tunic. Driving deeply into her opening with one finger and mauling her love button furiously with the side of her thumb, she found what she was looking for, a hidden precipice that she stepped off without hesitation and sailed weightlessly into the waiting arms of ecstasy below.

Her thighs clenched tight, trapping her fingers, and with warm cum trickling over her stretched, parted lips, she shuddered and moaned as the fireball of impossible, molten pleasure tore through her body, igniting every nerve in a lustful flame. The climax left her exhausted, panting, kneeling on the floor.

Mac dropped to his knees in front of her; his tunic had fallen again to cover his manhood, and Rose pulled her own down modestly to hide her own matted, dark red thatch.

“Rose, I’m sorry,” he gestured impotently with his bound hands. “You’ve got some on your … I can’t …”

“I can clean myself,” she smiled, exhaling a contented sigh. She turned to listen to a noise down the trusties’ corridor. “The prison awakes. I should be gone.” She touched the pot between Mac’s knees. “Will you be able to …?”

“I will now,” Mac smirked. “Thanks to you.”

Rose quickly stuffed her bed back through the bars.

“I want to do this again,” she smiled shyly up at Mac. “This and … and the other thing. I think the bars are not too thick.” She looked proudly down at his concealed manhood. “Not for the likes of you, at least.”

“Go now,” Mac urged, hearing more noises from the cell block. “Come see me later. I’ll wait for you.”

Rose smiled at the joke, for of course he could do nothing but wait. “Goodbye, Mac,” she whispered happily. “I love you.”

She ran off before he could reply, licking his salty spend from her lips. That night she would know what his warm seed felt like deep inside her. She could hardly wait.

Had she known Anja, the Warrior Queen, was coming for Mac, she might have stayed longer.

* * * * *

“You are far from home, Queen Anja of Gennaíos,” the Phylarch grinned smugly. “If you seek war with Akrovysta, you might wish to begin in a less remote corner of the kingdom.”

Anja sighed inwardly. This overfed slug would afford her more respect if she were a man. If that were the case, he would probably also keep his eyes above the straining bodice of her battle corset. He met Anja and her one-man escort outside the portcullis, not even allowing them to enter the city.

“War, Phylarch Argenis?” Anja scoffed with polite surprise. “That I seek to avoid. War finds Gennaíos too often, but we never seek it out. No, it is trade that brings us to your fine city.”

“Trade?” Argenis laughed skeptically. “We have all we need in Chamilos, thank you Anja.” He smiled lasciviously, neglecting to use her proper title. “Unless you are offering that soft purse you keep beneath your skirt, I think you have nothing of interest to me.”

“I wonder then if you recognize this,” Anna replied evenly, ignoring his impertinence. She drew a beautiful, shining sword and passed it by the jeweled hilt to the Phylarch. Seeing the shocked recognition on his face, she was barely able to suppress her own satisfied smirk.

“How did you get this?” he rumbled, color rising in his jowls. “This is a royal treasure of Akrovysta.”

“Prince Óscheo brought a war party to my shores at the last new moon,” Anja explained evenly. “We made trade instead of war, and he left it with me as security on a treaty until he could bring King Dokimés’ agreement.”

“Ah then!” the Phylarch pointed an accusing finger. “It is not yours to trade with me!”

“You did not allow me to finish,” Anja said, admonishing him with a cool glare. “Óscheo reneged on our deal and met me in a duel of champions – one against one, his army for mine.”

The Phylarch looked shocked, understanding the consequences of Anja’s assertion given that she was still alive, but unable to accept them.

“I killed him,” she continued dispassionately. “And most of his soldiers defected rather than returning defeated. My armory now boasts more than a hundred of Akrovysta’s swords. I wager that King Dokimés would be most grateful to the one who could return the finest of them.” She took it back and flourished it with a whoosh of steel cutting through the air. “Or,” she said with a suggestive lift of her eyebrow, “an ambitious man might use it to reinforce his own claim on the throne.”

Argenis regarded the jeweled weapon greedily, and Anja watched with interest as her words slowly penetrated his understanding. It was no secret that the Phylarch coveted the throne of Akrovysta, just as it was no secret that he lacked the imagination and intelligence to implement such a coup. Many suspected that it was only on the counsel of his spiritual adviser – the self-proclaimed magician named Apomimisi – that he stayed within the safety of his city.

“Return it, you say?” the Phylarch mused, his slow mind obviously spilling over with possibilities.

“That is one option amongst many,” Anja agreed. “If you should accept my proposal.”

“And what proposal is that?” he asked, snapping out of his contemplation of the sword. “What have we in humble Chamilos that might interest the great Warrior Queen of Gennaíos?”

Anja tried not to sigh audibly. She might still run her own sword through this obsequious goat turd before she had what she needed. She gave a wordless signal to her lieutenant, who turned and whistled loudly with two fingers in his mouth. Another soldier emerged from hiding, this one wearing a bulky garment the color of the forest floor – that is to say, many different colors at once.

“Do you recognize this, Phylarch?” Anja asked as the soldier approached. “Do you know what it is?”

“I do recognize it,” he replied carefully. “It seems that Prince Óscheo’s sword is not the only thing you stole from his corpse. I myself gave that armor to him as a gift.” That was a lie. Anja had heard that Óscheo came and took it as soon as he learned of its existence.

“And from whom did you get it,” Anja asked archly. “Did you perhaps win it in a fair duel as I did? Or did you take it from a prisoner? One that your men beat almost to death.” She had her spies in Akrovysta, and it had not taken long to discover the source of Prince Óscheo’s Enchanted Armor of Ûşarmy – so named for its invulnerability to weapons and the lettering printed on the breast: USARMY.

“You are surprisingly well informed,” the Phylarch sneered. His eyes shifted left and right as if searching for the spy who had passed on his secrets.

“I also understand that you still have its owner as your prisoner,” Anja said, boldly pressing her advantage. “I would trade you Óscheo’s sword for this prisoner of yours.” Anja watched carefully for his reaction; if he smelled a conspiracy then all would be lost, and the prophecy would never be fulfilled.

“You want … the demon?” he asked in a surprised voice, obviously not expecting a price as cheap as a life for such a valuable treasure as the jeweled sword.

“The demon?” Anja asked. “I want the owner of The Enchanted Armor. I know not whether he is human or demon.”

“Oh, a demon he most assuredly is,” the Phylarch lectured. “He has hair the color of glowing coals, and his skin is covered in sigils that the Mage Apomimisi says are a demon’s mark. Why would you want his like removed from the safety of my cells? There’s no telling the danger.”

The Mage Apomimisi sounded like a superstitious fool to Queen Anja. Perhaps he wasn’t the one wisely counseling Phylarch Argenis not to challenge the throne.

“The Mage Apomimisi sounds like a great and wise adviser,” Anja lied, thinking quickly. “And it is because this demon is so dangerous that we must act quickly, for he threatens not only Akrovysta, but Gennaíos and all of the Great Sea kingdoms as well.” The story assembled itself in her mind with a simple clarity that would surely appeal to a simple man such as Argenis.

“My own mage has seen the future,” she continued confidently. “If this demon is not returned to his homeland, then more of his kind will come for him – an army of them spilling into our world to destroy us and to rescue him.”

“Why would you do this demon’s bidding, Anja?” he asked, perhaps unconvinced by her story. “And why should I not just send him home myself?”

“Because that will not work,” Anja blurted. She was improvising completely now. “Only my mage knows the location of the demon gateway, for she has seen it in her dreams. And only she knows the incantation that will close it once we push him back through. Without her, the gate will remain open, and we will never know when the demon horde will descend to burn our lands and rape our women.” She caught the Phylarch’s eye and added what she hoped would be the final argument. “Who knows about demons; they may rape our men as well.” Argenis’s eyes widened comically at that suggestion, and she even sensed her own lieutenant stiffen uncomfortably at her side.

“And if I hand you this demon,” the Phylarch asked with obvious suspicion. “You will return him to his demon home and close the gate so that no more will come though.”

“That is my proposal, yes.” Anja hardly dared to breathe. If the prophecy was true, then this red haired man would be the answer to Gennaíos’ safety and prosperity for generations to come.

“And in return for my generosity,” he continued pompously, “you will leave me the sword …”

“Yes.”

“And the Enchanted Armor of Ûşarmy?”

“No,” Anja stressed. “Not the Enchanted Armor.” Thinking quickly once again, “Both the demon and his demon things must pass back through the gate, otherwise the closing incantation will fail.”

“I see.” The Phylarch’s gaze fell once again on the sword. He obviously had no use for the prisoner, but then no man would. According to the prophecy, it must be a woman who saves him. In return, he will sire her a son who grows up to be a great general and unites all of the Great Sea kingdoms. After a long moment’s silence, Argenis continued, “I must consult Apomimisi.”

Anja did sigh audibly this time. I was so close …!

“Bring me the mage,” he called to one of the gate guards. “And the demon as well,” he added.

“But Your Eminence …” the guard began meekly, obviously fearful of the demon prisoner.

“Now,” Argenis growled impatiently.

The guard scurried away with a look of great trepidation, and a minute later the mage approached, stepping nervously out beneath the portcullis and into the relative danger outside the city walls. Anja waited patiently while the terms of the deal were explained to Apomimisi, and she tried not to interject, lest she sound too anxious to close the deal.

“Hmm,” the mage mused beneath his dark hood and cloak. “It is an important mission, yes? The return of this demon?”

Queen Anja and the Phylarch both agreed.

“Then such an important mission must be entrusted only to the greatest leader,” he intoned ominously. “As you are but a woman, Queen Anja,” he gestured deprecatingly with a pale hand at the swell beneath her leather corset, “it must fall to the great Phylarch Argenis. Let your mage tell me the location of this gate and teach me the closing incantation, and we shall return the demon in your stead.”

“No,” Anja replied firmly. “Argenis is but a Phylarch. He commands only a city, but as Queen, I command a country and an army. That I am a woman is of no consequence, mage. You said it should be the task of the greatest leader, and that is surely I.”

“Well that is a matter perhaps for argument, Queen,” he replied, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “King Dokimés leads a dangerous life. Who is to say that Phylarch Argenis might not one day be called to Akrovysta’s throne should the king suffer a tragic accident?”

Anja thought that not only very unlikely, but very fanciful and argumentative as well. She didn’t get the opportunity to construct a rebuttal, though, because the mage continued talking.

“Only the Gods can know whether Phylarch Argenis might one day be king, so we must place this decision in their hands and seek a divine sign.” The Mage Apomimisi was in full rapture now, and Anja was unprepared for this turn. “I ask the Gods!” He cried, raising his hands to the sky, his loose sleeves falling back to expose pale and skinny arms. “Show us which of these two is most worthy of this great quest!”

A small crowd had formed at a respectful distance, and all eyes turned to the sky to watch for the divine sign. There was an expectant silence for a dozen heartbeats, during which time six guards wielding spears led forth a ragged prisoner, and the crowd quickly parted to allow them passage. Apomimisi’s performance was so grand that even Anja found herself looking about for a divine manifestation, even though the entire premise was based on a story she herself had invented. She took a breath, readying herself to steer negotiations back onto firmer ground, but the Phylarch’s mage continued before she could begin.

“The Gods have spoken to me!” he exclaimed proudly.

“They have?” Argenis blurted unhelpfully, earning himself a baleful glare from Apomimisi.

Anja was uncertain how to deal with the mage. She was more than capable in both combat and diplomacy, but neither seemed helpful. She wasn’t yet sure whether Apomimisi was a fraud or merely insane, and she had to battle her initial urge to either kill him or have him hauled away. Both approaches would be disastrous, for it was clear that the Phylarch was in his thrall and would shut down negotiations without his counsel.

“The Gods demand a test of might!” Apomimisi announced to the building crowd. Without asking leave, he took both Anja and Phylarch Argenis by the wrist, bringing their palms together to clasp at chest height with thumbs interlocked. “The greater leader will pull the other from her feet!”

“Wait!” Anja cried, realizing at the last moment that she had been duped by the charismatic sorcerer. But it was too late; Argenis, standing a cubit taller and more than double the weight of the diminutive queen, simply flexed his meaty arm and pulled Anja stumbling towards him.

The crowd erupted with cheers for their superior leader, and in the commotion, Anja noticed a small figure swathed head to toe in linen approach the prisoner and exchange some words before being pushed away by one of his guards.

“A fine demonstration of physical strength,” Anja yelled above the noise, regaining her balance and releasing the Phylarch’s sweaty paw. She estimated that she had just one chance to bring this dispute back into her favor, and to do so, she would need to slip beneath the mage’s guard and attack Argenis directly. “But a test of might in the kingdoms of the Great Sea,” she continued, “is decided at the point of a sword, not unarmed combat.” She unsheathed the jeweled and gilt sword that she had earlier offered for trade and lobbed it hilt first at Argenis, who juggled it awkwardly and only just managed to grasp it without cutting himself or spilling it onto the dirt. Taking two steps back, she drew the far less grand but equally deadly sword from the hip of her escort and took guard against the Phylarch.

“To the first cut, Phylarch Argenis?” she asked mockingly. “Or to death, whatever your pleasure.” Then she raised her voice to make sure she was heard by the crowd, “Unless you are afraid to duel with a woman!”

“That is hardly …” the mage spluttered, incensed to have his clever plan turned around so easily. The Phylarch was not without skill wielding a blade, but the tiny Gennaíoan queen’s reputation was the stuff of legend. She had countless kills in battle and had not been disarmed in a swordfight since she was a girl, training under the old king’s general.

“A demonstration of your skill in combat will not be necessary, Queen Anja,” the mage Apomimisi hissed through clenched teeth, incensed to have the unfairness of his own ruse so crudely exposed. “But your swordsmanship marks you only as a warrior, not as a leader.”

“I am not marked as anything,” Anja turned on him flashing her dark eyes. “Except perhaps as the winner of your little test – if the Phylarch accepts my challenge.”

“’Twas not my test, Queen, but that of the Gods, and it remains undecided.”

“I have a test!”

It was the prisoner, ragged in his dirty tunic, but with a proud and defiant look on his face. He took a step forward, dragging his iron ball and sending the spears pointed at his head aclatter with the wooden stocks binding his neck and wrists.

“In the land where I come from, there is a saying: ‘In battle, victory will go to the best tactician.’” The prisoner shifted his piercing gaze between Anja and Argenis. “If I am to be the prize in your contest, then I would have your wager decided by a battle of wits, rather than of swords.”

Anja noticed the prisoner as if for the first time, his thick chest and narrow hips presented a picture of manliness that she found especially appealing, but it was his voice that set him apart – commanding, confident, and intelligent. His fiery hair and the brown spots marking his pale skin were striking, but in a way that the queen found to be very comely, if not traditionally handsome. It occurred to her that fulfilling the prophecy and bearing his savior child might be an act that she quite enjoyed. She may in fact invite him to her bed on a basis more regular than strictly necessary for prophecy fulfillment.

She could see the mage Apomimisi readying himself to quash this interruption to his plans, and she understood instinctively that she must act with haste to exploit the Phylarch’s vanity and stupidity.

“A battle of wits? Never!” she cried, with a panicked look between Argenis and the prisoner, ostensibly ignoring Apomimisi as an irrelevant player in the negotiation. “It is not a fair contest, for Phylarch Argenis is renowned throughout the Great Sea kingdoms for his wisdom and judgment.”

“I am?” Argenis turned to his mage with a questioning glance.

To his great credit, the sorcerer paused for only a second. “Renowned,” he agreed, a little too heartily. “And a wise man who accepts good counsel is wiser still.” He nodded slowly and knowingly at Argenis, hoping that he would take heed of his words without intuiting the implication that he was a fool without Apomimisi to guide his thoughts.

“What do you propose, demon?” Argenis asked.

In the few moments during which Argenis and Apomimisi addressed each other, the red haired man had caught Anja’s gaze, and with a flash of his blonde eyelashes, he imparted an understanding that working together, they might fool the Akrovystans.

“I do not agree to these terms,” she complained petulantly. “I insist with the power of Gennaíos’ throne that we cease this unreasonable deal.”

“You are in Akrovysta now, Queen Anja,” Argenis crowed. “In my city, you will abide my laws. Now demon,” he turned again to the prisoner with a smug grin. “How would you decide the wisest leader?”

“A simple experiment – like dropping a stone into a pond and counting the ripples – but with just two possible outcomes,” the prisoner explained, his voice still that of a commander, making Anja wonder what kind of general he might make in her army. “You must use your wisdom and wits to choose the correct outcome, and if you choose correctly then you are the victor.”

“And if we choose alike?” Argenis asked, showing more intelligence than Anja credited. She too had seen the flaw, but she trusted that the prisoner was prepared for such a question. It seemed that the prophecy was a strong one and they were both working toward the same result – his rescue. She would play to his lead while he retained control.

“As my captor, Phylarch, you get first choice, and if you are correct then you shall be proven the wiser.”

“Those terms sound fair,” Argenis enthused, acknowledging the advantage he was being afforded. “What is this experiment?”

“We will need two ropes of equal length,” the prisoner directed. “And they must be hung from the open portcullis.”

Anja sighed and rolled her eyes, feigning resignation to the unfair test. She didn’t know how the red-haired prisoner was going to best the foolish Phylarch, but she felt the power of the prophecy at work, and she knew that her job for now was to simply trust him.

* * * * *

Rose watched with interest as the gate guards lowered the portcullis and tied on the two long ropes that the Phylarch had requisitioned from his quartermaster’s store. She knew that Mac had a plan. What could it be? She tried to catch his eye – hoping that he might somehow communicate his intentions – but he only had eyes for the beautiful Queen Anja.

Anja was legend. Rose had met many Gennaíoans – civilians, soldiers, and prisoners – and to a one they all lauded the brave and fair leadership of their Warrior Queen. As one of the early gatherers in the crowd when Anja arrived, Rose overheard that she had come for Mac, and she understood implicitly that this was his chance at freedom – that whatever Anja had in store for him, it was better than staying in Chamilos’ filthy prison.

And if Anja is collecting demons, then perhaps she might take me too.

When the Phylarch had Mac brought out, she ran to tell him everything – that Queen Anja could be trusted, that this was his chance to escape – but she was pushed away by the guards before she could say more than a few words. Still, it seemed that he must have heard enough. The looks that passed between him and the Warrior Queen when the Phylarch was not watching were increasingly knowing and spoke of a shared intelligence. Those furtive glances were also like a blade to Rose’s heart. She had nursed him and kept him alive, she had trusted him and treated him with kindness when nobody else would … she had already shared his flesh, and she would gladly share more if only they could be together. And now here was Anja, with her dark beauty and her royal escort, bonding and conspiring with the man she had come to love.

Does he love me back? I thought so, but …

The portcullis was raised again to a height where the two ropes dangled within reach, and Rose edged closer so that she could hear what Mac was saying to Queen Anja and the Phylarch.

“I need two objects, one made of wood and one of iron,” Mac instructed. “My stocks and ball will suffice.”

“And leave you unrestrained?” Phylarch Argenis laughed. “You must think me a fool, demon.”

“Phylarch, it was but a small band of your men who captured me in the first place, and that was when I was wearing my body armor,” Mac entreated, nodding at Anja’s soldier in his earth-colored armor. What had he called it? Kevlar? “Do you really find your own courage so wanting when you have six guards with spears to keep you from harm?”

Rose smiled secretly beneath her linen cowl to hear Mac tease the Phylarch so.

“I want for no courage,” the Phylarch bristled. “It is my townsmen whom I wish to protect.” And then to the guards, “Release his stocks and remove the ball, but leave the chains on his feet.” He eyed Mac bravely. “And run him through if he makes any sudden movements.”

Two of the guards dropped their spears to do as the Phylarch ordered while the other four hovered close, weapons quivering and at the ready.

Mac rubbed his callused neck and wrists, obviously relieved to be free of his bindings.

“For you, Phylarch,” he said, rolling the iron ball to Argenis’s feet. “This is your challenge. We shall hang these things from the ropes, and you must decide which of them will swing faster, the heavier iron ball or the larger wooden stocks.”

“A test of wits, you say?” Argenis bellowed laughter, an action that rippled through his entire body. “I know not what passes for wit in your demon land, but even a fool knows that the heavier ball will swing the faster.” After this bold pronouncement, he turned briefly to the mage to confirm his certainty, and received a small but satisfied nod of confirmation.

“Very well. Is that your choice?” asked Mac. “Then tie the ball onto your rope and I shall tie the stocks to mine. We swing them together, and if the stocks return first, then I leave with the Queen.”

“Wait!” commanded the mage, who had been watching on with interest. “It is a trick.”

“What trick?” Mac appealed, exasperation in his voice. “The advantage is yours, Phylarch. Do you want to change your mind and select the stocks to swing faster?”

“Check the stocks,” the sorcerer advised sagely. “This demon has weighted them in some way to make them heavier than the ball.”

Argenis’s eyes clouded over with mistrust and he glared at Mac, suddenly realizing how close he had come to being duped.

“Here,” Mac offered the stocks with an outstretched arm, a physical impossibility had they been as heavy as the iron ball. Argenis took them from him and confirmed that they were indeed much lighter than the ball at his feet.

Rose’s heart leapt and she smiled broadly beneath her cowl. This must be Mac’s plan, to use the Phylarch’s mistrust and trick him into choosing the lighter stocks.

“If you are still concerned, Phylarch, then I choose the ball,” Anja said dryly, seemingly resigned now to the unfairness of the deal. Did she know something that Rose did not? Did Mac have some other trick? He must, for surely the weight of the iron ball would see it swing the faster. Perhaps it was a diversion while Anja assembled her army at the city’s fringe. Rose looked into the distance beyond the gates and saw nobody, though; it was as if the entire city were here to watch this extraordinary duel.

“No,” the Phylarch decided. Anja’s offer seemed to steel his conviction. “The ball will swing faster.” He turned to address the guards. “Watch that he ties nothing else onto the rope.” Those worthies’ spears quivered again with nervous readiness as they watched Mac.

“Fine,” Mac agreed with casual grace, taking the stocks back from Argenis. He watched a moment while Apomimisi helped to lift and hold the iron ball while the Phylarch tied the rope, and then he hefted the stocks, amusedly showing the guards his otherwise empty hands. He doubled the rope back on itself and tied it in a swift and practiced figure of eight to the neck hole, which to Rose, seemed to consume more rope than was strictly necessary for the experiment.

“Are you ready, Phylarch?” Mac asked, pacing backwards in order to swing the rope. Argenis followed him back, having to lift the ball higher with each step and seeking help from the mage when it grew too heavy.

“You count to three, Phylarch,” Mac instructed. They were standing the same distance from the portcullis, but Mac had to lift the stocks higher by virtue of having tied his rope shorter. “On three, we simply let go – we do not push – and we see whether the stocks or the ball swings back to us faster.”

“Watch this demon closely to see that he does not push,” the mage Apomimisi advised the guards.

“One!” Argenis began the count. “Two … three!” He released the ball on the very first sound of that third count or perhaps even a moment before, and for a moment Rose was unable to breathe, certain in the knowledge that Argenis had foiled Mac’s plan by cheating. But then the most amazing thing happened; the stocks, released a heartbeat too late for a fair start, swiftly passed the ball at the perigee of its swing, and by the time both had peaked and turned, it was clear to all that the stocks would be back in Mac’s hands the soonest. Rose had a moment to see him exchange a jubilant smile with Anja before the Phylarch roared with rage and betrayal, making everybody shrink back.

“You cheating demon! You tricked me with some magic!”

“There is no magic, Phylarch,” Mac replied calmly. “Repeat the experiment and have one of your guards release the stocks if you please.”

“The test is over, Phylarch, and you lost,” Anja commanded. “The prisoner comes with me. Enjoy your sword and give my regards to King Dokimés.”

“No!” Argenis growled, his face crimson with rage from being bested in front of his citizens. “Guards! Attend the prisoner. And take care, Queen Anja, lest you earn yourself a cell next to his. We shall run the challenge again as the demon offered.” Argenis paused and favored Mac with a scheming sneer. “You also said that the choice was mine, correct? This time I choose the stocks!”

“You shall not!” Anja cried, stepping forward and drawing her sword. “You had the advantage once and you lost. You have not earned a second attempt.”

“Wait,” Mac interrupted, stepping between them. “I accept your challenge, Phylarch, but if we are to play again then you must increase the stakes.”

“Unacceptable!” said Anja, still holding her weapon en garde.

“Hush,” said Mac evenly, earning a gasp from the crowd. Such impertinence from their Phylarch was to be expected, but not from a common prisoner. “You get to choose again,” he went on, addressing Argenis. “But if you lose again, you must release not just me, but also the demon girl, the trusty who tends me in your prison.”

Rose’s heart swelled. She knew not how Mac would best the Phylarch a second time, but she trusted that he would find a way. Perhaps he lied and he really did have demon powers. And when he did win, they could be together. No stocks, no bars. Just the two of them, and they could finish the business they began that morning at the bars of Mac’s cell. She felt a warm thrill in her core imagining herself beneath him, his powerful body bearing down on her.

“Demon girl?” Argenis asked. “Who is she?”

The mage Apomimisi stepped towards Argenis and whispered in his ear.

“The spotted one? What do I care for a demon girl?” The Phylarch waved a hand dismissively. “Have her and good riddance. Guards, fetch this girl, Rose.”

“There is no need, for I am here,” Rose announced in a voice that belied the nervous butterflies in her stomach. She pushed back her linen cowl and shook loose the burning cascades of hair that marked her as a demon. There was an awed intake of breath from the crowd who had never seen her beauty uncovered in public, and as she bravely strode towards Mac, she heard men whispering to one another of the lascivious acts they might perform if only she were human.

Mac reached for her as she approached, but his guards intervened with spears pointed at his face.

“You will get your chance,” Argenis teased him, taking Rose by the shoulder and ushering her away, greedily eyeing her gentle curves. “If you win, of course. If you lose, however, both of you stay in Chamilos, and I may be tempted to sample her wares myself.”

“Then let us have an end to it, Phylarch,” Mac said icily. “Tell me, do you still think the ball will swing faster? Or did the previous demonstration change your mind?”

“I shan’t be tricked a second time, you demon spawn,” Argenis replied. “Wood moves faster through the air. This is common knowledge and the reason that arrows are constructed thus. Last time you tricked me into choosing incorrectly.”

“Fine,” Mac said, holding up the stocks. “Fetch your iron ball, Phylarch, and let us play.”

Argenis waved his mage to collect the ball, which still swung freely beneath the portcullis.

“In return for this second chance, Phylarch, I ask that you show good faith and unlock my leg irons. For if I win, I wish to be gone quickly and without further trouble to you or your city.”

Argenis looked appraisingly at Mac for a few seconds. “Guard!” he called. “The prisoner’s key.” One of the guards holding a spear to Mac’s neck turned and presented a key. “I have your freedom right here,” Argenis continued, turning the rusty specimen in his fingers. “If you win,” he stressed the first word, “then you shall have the pleasure of the great Phylarch Argenis at your feet, loosing your chains. But until then,” he snapped it back into a closed fist, “you remain my prisoner.”

Rose shivered. Mac had made the Phylarch mad and even if he did win – she didn’t see how he could, but if he did – then the Phylarch could not be trusted to keep his bargain. Did Mac know this? Did Anja? The Warrior Queen had been whispering to her escort, who in turn was now giving directions to the soldier wearing Mac’s armor. Those two were moving slowly and inconspicuously to put space between themselves and Anja.

“Tell me, Phylarch,” Mac said as Argenis and Apomimisi worked together to haul the ball up to their chests. “Have you ever heard of Galileo?”

“Enough of your trickery,” Argenis growled. “I say the ball will be slower. We release on three. One!”

“Sixteenth century astronomer? No?”

“Two!”

“Killed a lot of spare time in the Pisa Cathedral, watching the chandeliers and studying the properties of pendulums.”

“Three!”

As he released the stocks, Mac thumbed back the shackle on the end allowing them to fall open. With half dangling free from the hinge, they hung lower and almost touched the ground as they swept beneath the portcullis.

“Never mind,” Mac said, watching as the ball reached its apogee a second before the wobbling stocks. “You can Google him when you get back to your office.”

Argenis glared at him, his face purple with rage. “You demon cheat!”

“I told you at the beginning that this was a battle of wits. Or did you not hear me? Now release my irons and I shall trouble you no more.”

“Guards!” Argenis rumbled. He paused, watching Mac with bitter hatred. “Kill him.”

Mac moved before the Phylarch had even finished his command. Grabbing the spear from the nearest soldier with both hands, he twisted and pushed instead of pulled, smashing it back into the soldier’s face and breaking his nose with a bloody crunch.

Anja was only a second behind him, wielding her sword with a flash and smashing the flat of the blade against the fingers of two other soldiers, quickly disarming them of their spears.

“Nobody dies, Red!” she cried, addressing Mac. “Do not start me a war.”

Mac took his newly acquired spear and cracked it against the corner of the gatehouse’s stone wall, breaking it in two. Then whirling the two halves in hypnotic patterns faster than the eye could follow, he attacked and quickly disarmed the remaining guards, leaving injuries no worse than broken fingers and bruised heads.

“Gods, no! You imbeciles!” Argenis cried, his voice cracking with unutterable rage at the improbable defeat. Rose watched with horror as he raised the jeweled sword and gathered himself for an attack on Mac, whose back was turned from dealing with the last of the guards. Helpless and unarmed, she hurled herself at the Phylarch. Too slow to stop him and too slight to disarm him, she crashed her shoulder into his hip and upset his balance enough to divert the blow. Instead of slicing through the meat of Mac’s shoulder where it connected his neck, the blade merely gashed his back in a bloody but far from mortal wound, while Argenis and Rose spilled to the ground at his feet in a tangle of arms and legs.

Whipping around like a snake, Mac reversed the spear half in his hand, bringing the pointed end to the Phylarch’s throat.

“Enough!” Mac said, his voice cold enough to freeze Argenis even without the imminent threat to his jugular. “Rose, get the key.”

“Hurry,” Anja said. “The archer atop the gatehouse is no hero, but let us be gone before his courage returns.”

Rose heard the sound of galloping hooves, and as she twisted the key from Argenis’s pudgy hand, she glanced up to see another of Anja’s warriors charging forth, leading three riderless horses for their retreat. Accustomed to working the stiff old locks on Mac’s stocks, she had his leg irons open in a few heartbeats.

“Come on,” she urged, standing up. There were horses milling all around them.

“Red, with me,” said Anja, already atop her black mount and offering a hand to Mac.

It was over in a second. Mac swung nimbly up onto the rump of Anja’s horse, and while Rose was still looking around for her own escape, all four of them galloped beneath the open portcullis to safety.

“Wait!” she cried, running after them and outside the city gates for the first time in her living memory. “Mac!”

He’s leaving me. He’s gone.

The black emotions of betrayal and abandonment washed over her like a wave, leaving her breathless and weak at the knees, stumbling in the dust with tears of loss filming in her eyes.

I saved him! Take me too.

Mac looked back once. Maybe he said something, but Rose couldn’t hear over the hoof beats. With a wordless cry, she beseechingly held out her hands for him. Mac didn’t return the gesture; his arms were too tightly locked around the slender waist of the Warrior Queen.

Rose looked back through the portcullis at the chaos of Chamilos, guards with bleeding noses and broken fingers, Argenis’s mage (where did he go when the fighting began) helping the Phylarch up from the dust. None of them had noticed Rose yet, but soon they would and then she would surely die.

Without food or water, or any of the few possessions she kept in her tiny cell, Rose turned and ran.

* * * * *

Rose heard the sound of a horse approaching.

She’d been walking for hours, following the tracks of Queen Anja’s party and wondering where they might take her. Sweaty and uncomfortable, her feet hurt from the hard ground, her nose burned from the sun, and her heart ached from thinking about Mac. Mac and Anja. Thinking about their wordless contract, how they worked together to trick the Phylarch into removing Mac’s bindings and then to escape.

Had they planned it? Were they already lovers and Anja had simply returned to claim him? And what of Mac’s words of love in prison? Was I just a plaything? A trifle to keep him amused while he waited for rescue from his true love?

The city of Chamilos was far behind her and Rose’s sense of personal danger waned with every step. Argenis would not bother coming after her, and nor would he come after Anja if he valued his life. Who knew what reinforcements the Warrior Queen may have had hidden from view.

The hoof beats drew closer. Rose considered the wisdom of hiding off the path, but in her current situation she found the virtues of life and liberty to be greatly overrated.

Trotting around the corner in front of her, Rose recognized the soldier who had been Anja’s escort. For a joyous moment she had thought it was Mac himself, but it was just a trick of the afternoon sunlight on the warrior’s glossy hair, making it look red. She removed her linen cowl and shook loose her own red hair, making sure that the mounted soldier would recognize her.

“You are Miss Rose?” he asked, reigning in his horse with a clatter of dancing hooves.

“I am Rose, but a prison trusty is all that I am. I don’t think anyone has called me …” she paused, regarding the handsome soldier’s querying gaze. Why has he come for me? After they left me to die, why would they? Not to question my status, certainly. “Yes, I am Miss Rose. And yes, I am following your tracks. If you have come to take me back, then I shan’t go. You may kill me here and save yourself the trip, for nothing better awaits me in Chamilos.”

“I have come to collect you,” he said, smiling slightly as if he didn’t quite believe the audacity of the diminutive red haired beauty. “You will come with me to our camp. Can you ride?”

Come with you? To Mac?

Rose shook her head. “I have never ridden.”

“Here,” he offered, reaching down for her with one hand. “Put your foot on top of mine and swing your other leg over the back.”

Rose didn’t hesitate. A horseback adventure with Mac at the other end? How could she refuse? She did as instructed and yelped with fright as she straddled the horse and almost slid off its smooth rump.

“You must hold on to me,” the warrior instructed.

Rose put her hands on his lean hips, keenly aware that with the exception of Mac, she had never been so close to a man.

“Tighter,” the soldier advised, kicking his mount to a swaying walk and almost tossing Rose off the side again.

She reached both hands around his bare waist and locked them in front, blushing at the thought of her soft breasts pressing into his back. Worse, with every rolling step, she slid tighter and tighter into his rear until the pad of her sex rubbed maddeningly against the ridge of his tailbone. With her legs spread and horse hair tickling her bare pussy, Rose was simultaneously both deeply aroused and mortified with embarrassment, but otherwise (she shrugged inwardly) as comfortable as she could reasonably expect.

Her long tunic was pulled up almost all the way to her waist, and although the soldier had offered one appreciative glance at the lean, freckled legs nestled against his own smooth brown thighs, he did nothing else to acknowledge the intimacy of their embrace. Rose squeezed a little tighter. The soldier felt safe.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Tadeus.”

“Who sent you back for me, Tadeus? Was it Mac?”

“Is that the name of the Red Warrior?” he asked.

“He has a longer name,” Rose advised sagely. “But he likes me to call him Mac.” She felt a strange doubling of her emotions, thinking about her love for Mac while she cradled the powerful young soldier between her thighs.

Mac was on the back of Anja’s horse just like this. Rose thought about his arms encircling the Warrior Queen’s waist, his hands clasped beneath her breasts with her svelte rear nestled between his legs. Did she make him hard? She wondered what it would feel like to ride a horse with a powerful man holding you like that – hard, erect, pressing into you with every step. How easy it would be to simply lean forward and let him …

“Queen Anja sent me,” Tadeus said, breaking in on her thoughts.

Anja sent for me? What does she want? Just to lord her conquest over me?

“Mmm,” Rose said absently. She had moved on from her erotic daydream and was now playing out scenarios in her head that might explain Anja’s actions. Maybe Mac had insisted on returning for her. That would be good; it would mean he had some influence. Maybe she just wanted a red haired woman to see if they could make a red haired baby. She didn’t know why Anja would want such a thing, but that would be better than good.

Maybe Anja just took pity on her and planned to keep her as a servant or a prisoner, to prevent her from being executed by Phylarch Argenis. Maybe she didn’t plan to let Rose see Mac at all. And maybe – just maybe! – that would not be such an awful thing. Gennaíoan men, she was quickly learning, weren’t like those from Akrovysta. To be with a man like Tadeus, strong, brave and handsome, it wouldn’t be so bad.

It was a long ride, but with these thoughts occupying her mind and a handsome soldier in her arms, it was far from an unpleasant one.

Tadeus walked their horse down the sloping bank of a shallow river and leaned back into Rose’s arms to maintain his balance, squeezing her body between his back and the horse’s rump. That position, lying back with a man between her open thighs, it was totally foreign to her but somehow it also felt familiar, like an echo of a memory from her mother, and her mother’s mother. Rose felt a biological stirring inside her, a feeling that the time was right for her to be with a man, even if it wasn’t the man she truly longed for.

The horse waded into the river and they both sat back up straight, Rose wriggling her bottom to regain a comfortable position. “Tadeus,” she began. “Do you have a woman – a wife?” She was completely unaware of the artless immodesty of the question.

“Am I so easily forgotten, Rose?”

Mac? MAC!

She heard his voice but in her surprise, she was unable to trace its source. Looking around wildly, she found him a moment later a little way upstream, sitting low in the water with just his head above the surface.

“Mac!” she cried, her voice breaking with the elation of seeing him again. Without thinking about it, she let go of Tadeus and wriggled back up the horse’s rump a fraction. She felt a small flush of guilt warm her cheeks for having had romantic thoughts about another man. Mac looked wonderful, his hair and beard properly clean for the first time, both of them finger combed and gleaming wet, a deep reddish brown the color of fallen leaves.

“I’m sorry we left you behind,” Mac said, drifting closer on the gentle current. “It took some persuasion on my part for Anja to return for you.”

“Hush your apologies and come here,” Rose said, smiling so hard her face hurt. She swung her right leg nimbly up and over Tadeus’s shoulder so that she sat sideways on the horse. “Catch me. I cannot swim.”

“It’s not deep,” he said, rising up out of the water and showing that it was only waist deep; little rivers of water trickled over the muscular contours of his chest. Rose recalled that his only clothing was the long tunic that she gave him (which she was excited to note he was not currently wearing) and her eyes were drawn inexorably to the rippling, opaque surface of the water just in front of his waist. He held out his arms for her and waded closer.

Giving herself a gentle push, she slid down the horse’s flank and into Mac’s arms. It was the first time she could remember being held by any man and it felt wonderful. She closed her eyes and rested her head against his collarbone, concentrating on nothing beyond the moment so that she could recall it in detail later on. Smooth sand beneath her toes, cold water on her legs and around her waist, which cooled some of the kindling heat that had been building there. Mac’s chest was hard and thick with muscle, a delicious contrast against the softness of her breasts. With a happy sigh, she wriggled deeper into his embrace, astounded that his arms almost closed around her twice, whereas her own hands did little more than cross behind his back.

Oh my! He’s so big. How did I never notice this from the other side of the bars?

“Queen Anja is just beyond the crest of the river bank,” Mac told Tadeus, his deep voice rumbling in his chest and tickling Rose’s ear. “Please tell her that Rose and I are down here. Alone. We will come up to camp before dark.”

Dark. Rose quickly measured the angle of the sun. Nightfall was still some way away. She smiled indulgently and wondered who would tire first.

He will.

Tadeus acknowledged them both with a nod and kicked his horse back up to a walk, mounting the opposite bank.

Rose squeezed Mac in her arms, water soaking up her tunic and squelching between her breasts. “I thought I would not see you again.” Tadeus may have the same manly shape, but he will never feel like this in my arms.

“I told you this morning I would wait for you,” he said, one hand gliding down her back to cup her small bottom, his fingers playing teasingly down the cleft. He lowered his lips to her and Rose stretched up to kiss them, just a gentle touch. It was her first kiss – of his lips, at least. “Did you not believe me?” he asked.

“That was when you were a prisoner and had no choice but to wait.”

“We all have choices,” Mac said, taking her backside in both hands and lifting her higher, sharing a deeper kiss. “I choose you, Rose. I chose you months ago, the moment I saw you.”

“I choose you, too,” she whispered. She felt a stirring between their bodies and realized that he was getting hard. That’s because of me, she thought with a happy shiver. Holding me makes him hard. The coarse weave of her wet tunic between them was a poor substitute for skin contact, and while the idea of being naked with him was in many ways frightening, it was a luxury they had both waited too long to share. “Help me with this?” she asked, fingering the neckline of her only piece of clothing.

“With pleasure,” Mac replied, kissing her ear, her jaw, and then her lips. He found the hemline beneath the water and smoothing his hands over her taut thighs, he stroked lovingly up her body, cupping her bottom, following the gentle curve of her waist towards her armpits and trailing his thumbs tantalizingly over her breasts. Rose raised her arms and allowed him to pull it over her head, wetting her long, red tresses so that they clung in fiery curlicues down her slender curves. “Oh my God,” he breathed. “Rose, you’re stunning.”

She wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad, and she looked down at herself to see what he saw. Her pale breasts sat high on her chest, full and round at the sides, the areolae glowing pink with excitement. The brown sigils (Mac calls them freckles) weren’t as plentiful on her breasts and her flat belly as on her arms and face, but they were still present, marring the otherwise perfect milky smoothness. She wondered whether Mac minded. He had a lot more freckles on his chest, and she stroked both hands over them, enjoying the hard contours and the tickle of his hairs in the webbing between her fingers. Just touching him brought a smile to her face.

“Is ‘stunning’ a good thing?” she asked. Mac didn’t answer with his voice, but he kissed her again with a mounting urgency that was an answer in itself. She took his hand and slid it up over her belly and between her breasts. “Can you feel my heart?” she asked, looking up through her eyelashes at his face. She hoped he could; it felt like it might burst from her chest. She found his heartbeat with her palm and it occurred to her that Mac might be just as nervous as she was. “Yours is racing,” she said. “Is it because you haven’t … I mean, because this is your first time?”

“It’s been a long time,” he said, his voice low and tender. “And if that’s what we’re going to do, then it might be the first time with …” he swallowed heavily, “with a woman I truly love.”

“Do you?” she asked. “Love me?” Even though with the countless hours they had spent together, she already knew. “What about Queen Anja?”

“What about Queen Anja?” Mac asked, his palm straying from over her heart to cup one perfect breast, brushing the nipple with his thumb, bringing it to a peak. “She rescued me and I owe her gratitude, but that’s all.”

“I love you, too,” Rose whispered, clasping her hands behind his neck and pulling his lips close enough to kiss. It brought their bodies together and this time Mac was much harder than before. Harder and much, much bigger. His heavy cock traced a line from the red curls of her mound all the way up to her navel.

Great Gods! That is where it will reach inside of me! It shan’t fit!

Equal parts terrified and intoxicated with lust, Rose lifted her knees up to Mac’s hips and he took her weight in his hands. The new angle brought the soft folds of her sex into contact with his shaft, and with a wiggle of her slender bottom in his hands, they peeled open to provide a channel for his hard cock, exposing her sensitive love button to his touch.

“I’m frightened,” she breathed, breaking their kiss. They were so close and she had dreamed about their coupling as a man and woman, but the other trusties had told her awful stories of their own first time, usually taken against their will and at a much younger age. “Will you hurt me?”

“It will hurt some,” Mac said in such a way that it was somehow reassuring. “But it will be good, too.”

“I don’t …” Rose began, not understanding how pleasure and pain could coexist, then she moaned with erotic abandon as Mac took her earlobe between his lips and sucked her hard, nuzzling her neck and tickling her with the soft bristles of his beard. She felt his teeth on her, and a moment later a sharp sting as he bit down with his incisors. “Ohhh,” she gasped, her breath rushing out as the pain sparked pinpricks of erotic pleasure down her spine and across her breasts.

“Oh, I see,” she said, panting from the intensity of his demonstration. “I might enjoy that kind of hurt.”

Still holding her, Mac waded towards the bank and sat in the sandy shallows, exposing the point of their almost-coupling to the warm, afternoon air. Lying back in the water with Rose mounted on top of him, he stroked his fingertips over the sides of her breasts and down through the curve of her waist to her hips. Guiding her movements, he bade her to slide forwards and back, coating his thick cock with the hot juices that flowed so freely from her core.

To Rose, it was the most wonderful sensation she had ever experienced. Perhaps Mac will be happy just to do this and not the other thing.

She abandoned herself to the sensual pleasures of the hard cock nestled between her lips, and with her eyes closed and head tipped back so that her red hair played across the tops of his thighs, she ground her soft, virgin purse on his manhood, a pestle to his mortar, mauling her delicate folds and her love button until they glowed with a furnace heat. The building fire inside made her breathless with lust, and with the pleasure from grinding on his cock at a peak, she found that already she yearned for something more.

“I don’t know what to do next,” she said, looking down at him with a shy flutter of her eyelashes. “I thought that I was supposed to be on the bottom.”

“You’re doing fine,” Mac encouraged her, smoothing a tendril of wet hair from between her breasts. “It’s just like riding a horse, and I’ve already seen you can do that.”

Rose imagined riding with Mac behind her, his hard cock laid out and her perched on top, the channel of her open lips filled with his thick meat, much as it was at that moment. Her skin pricked with goosebumps at the sweet fantasy. One day when we have tried it every other way, we’ll do it on horseback.

“Show me how.” Rose slid forward on Mac’s shaft until the head rested in the soft caldera at the base of her slit. She moved back again, hoping vainly that it would push inside her, but she had already tried this several times and it simply popped back out as before.

Mac reached between them and grasped his cock around the middle so that a portion shorter than Rose’s thumb (shorter, yes, but much thicker!) projected from the end of his fist. Moving instinctively, she rose up onto her knees, and Mac guided his hand into the gap, gliding his bulging cockhead through her slit and into her pink opening.

Oh, this feels different!

It was huge, filling her small entrance completely. She knew what was supposed to happen next, but lacked the courage to do it. Pressing down lightly brought a sharp but pleasurable pain that echoed through her core in a way that made her want to do it again. Gazing back down at Mac and seeing the obvious enjoyment in his eyes, she braced her arms between their bodies, her small hands propped against his broad chest, and she bobbed minutely on just the tip. The little whip-cracks of pleasure/pain as she stretched her virgin opening made her dizzy with desire, but still she couldn’t take that final plunge to have him inside her.

“You have to do it,” she said, looking at him apologetically. “I’m not brave enough.”

“Come here,” Mac beckoned, guiding her down for a kiss. Rose knelt over his cock with her bottom in the air and her soft breasts plumped against his chest, and they kissed in a way that was new and deliciously exciting. Mac pulled at her lips with his and teased the pink inner lining with his tongue. When she opened her mouth to do the same, he slid his tongue inside to meet hers, and there they danced, twining, tasting, until Rose ventured forward to return the favor.

The tip of his cock still inside her, she sank down onto his hard stomach, lowering the angle of his shaft like a drawbridge until she rested on him comfortably, her soft curves fitting perfectly into the hard contours of his torso. Wanting to touch all of him at once, Rose relinquished her contact with the sand and lifted her legs on top of Mac’s, her knees outside of his and her feet hooked over his shins. Locked together like this, Mac spread his legs wider and Rose’s followed, opening her up even more, completely prone and vulnerable with the full length of his throbbing manhood poised at her open threshold, perfectly aligned to drive into her velvet sheath.

Wrapping one muscular arm around her waist and the other around her chest, he flexed and squeezed her tight, circling his hips and rolling his cockhead around in her tight opening to find the best angle. Helping him, Rose pushed her tummy into his and angled her hips back, and she felt herself stretch again as Mac nestled even deeper into her glistening hole.

It was perfect. Like fiddling a key into a tricky lock when suddenly you get it just right, Rose felt the thick, heaving package of Mac’s manhood calling to her, poised and ready to fill the silky void within.

“Now,” she mouthed in his ear.

Mac flexed again, squeezing the breath from her chest, and with his fingers curled over to brace her shoulder, he slowly pushed his cock into her, piercing her virgin cunt with a silent pop and a muted squeal from her mouth.

The pain was momentary and all but forgotten. After that instant, every sense was tuned into the stretching, rippling muscles in her core as Mac’s thick tool slid deeply into her wet sheath.

It was so big, she could hardly get her breath. Each time she tried to fill her lungs, she halted as his cockhead pressed down on something sensitive deep inside her, making her feel like she might burst.

“Too big,” she gasped, wriggling weakly on his chest, barely able to move for the heavy bar of flesh that felt like it had impaled her all the way through. Mac pulled out a fraction and the pressure eased, fading to a strained warmth around the tight barrel of her sex. “Oh, that feels good, now,” she purred, nuzzling his ear.

“It feels even better if we move,” Mac answered, releasing her torso and playing his hands back down over her tight bottom and trim upper thighs.

“Okay, but gently.”

Angling his hips, Mac pulled his cock slowly back through Rose’s clinging lips and then glided smoothly back inside, piercing her anew and touching down in that breathless spot at the entry to her womb. This time he didn’t stay there, but instead he pulled back and pumped her again, each time touching her tender core just enough to excite but not enough to hurt.

“Oh yes,” she gasped. A dozen strokes had whipped her yearning purse to a lather, and her hot, slick juices made their point of contact sing with excitement. Rose felt a new but familiar excitement building inside her. She recognized it from that very morning when she had brought herself to climax with her own fingers while she sucked Mac’s cock. “Harder,” she pleaded, her voice a whimper in his ear. “Do it harder.”

This time it wouldn’t be her fingers that tipped her over the edge. Digging his heels into the sand and grabbing her bottom with both hands, Mac ploughed his thick manhood into her sex, giving her his full length and mashing the base of his shaft into her delicate folds.

“Yes! Oh yes!” Rose’s voice was a thin squeak, the thick pounding cock in her cunt filling her completely, driving her closer and closer to the point of climax. She reached for it, yearning, squeezing her secret muscles in a clinging embrace around Mac’s massive, pumping manhood until she thought she would be pulled inside out.

Almost insensible with lust, still she felt the subtle change as he stiffened beneath her, groaning into her ear, his chest and arms flexing, neck straining. With one last deep thrust, she felt him swell and buck, and then a fountain of heat erupted inside her, filling her to bursting.

Finally Rose came, a dizzy, falling, tumbling sensation of release. Mac’s cock sent her to the heights of quivering ecstasy, shuddering, straining, his creamy seed erupting from the tip and spraying her fertile core in thick white ropes. Writhing on top of him, squirming to impale herself deeper, Rose ground his throbbing cockhead against that sensitive opening, smearing and coating it with his seed.

Exhausted and spent, they drifted down from the heights of ecstasy together, muscles relaxing, flesh melting together into a single panting mass. Rose felt Mac throb weakly inside her one last time and then his softening manhood slipped free, leaving her feeling empty but satisfied, yet still hungry for more.

“It is not nightfall yet,” she observed, her voice a contented sigh. “Shall we go up to camp, or stay down here to do it again?”

“Let’s wash and get our energy back,” Mac said. “But I would definitely enjoy doing that again.”

* * * * *

Anja looked over her shoulder towards the climactic sounds coming from the direction of the riverbank.

“What shall we do with her my Queen?” Tadeus asked. “If you wish, I can return her to Chamilos once Macleod has had his fill.”

Anja smiled. Tadeus honored her with the presumption that she was a more worthy mate than the prisoner girl. (Rose. Her name is Rose.) She too had underestimated the red-haired beauty though, even after witnessing her bravery in tackling the Phylarch and saving Macleod. It was afterwards on her horse that Mac changed her mind about the girl, learning of her other deeds of dedication and courage in that prison. And of love. There was no doubt that she loved him, and more importantly, that he loved her – a mantle that even the great Queen Anja could not hope to claim. Prophecy or no prophecy.

… and she who saves him will bear his son, the Peace Bringer …

“I was hasty in leaving without her,” she said, choosing her words carefully so as not to crush the young soldier’s charming ideas about her own perfection. “I think we should keep her, give her a home in Gennaíos. With Macleod if they both so choose.”

“But the prophecy …”

“The prophecy is strong,” Anja said. “We saw it at work guiding his release, did we not? Let us trust it to guide our hands.”

She heard a splash and a playful giggle from the river, and shortly afterwards, the evening breeze carried a happy murmur, “Oh, Mac!”

Anja sensed the prophecy at work already.


"A Shade's Choice" by Guinevere A. Hart

Findé woke with a smile on her lips, because it was the day of her Gauntlet. As her parents had been, and their parents before, Findé was a member of the Guild of Shades. Her family was proud of their tradition of service, and she was determined to follow in their way. The Shades were demon hunters, sworn to protect the sentient races of the planet, Velith, against beings from outside their realm.

She had been a recruit for two years of grueling military style exercises, learning hand-to-hand and weapons fighting, studying Velithian history and demon lore. The Gauntlet was a hunter’s initiation into the ranks. When the day was done, she would no longer be just “recruit”. She would officially be Shade Findé, and she would have a new enchanted longsword and magic cloak to mark the occasion.

Demons would not fall beneath mundane tools. A Shade’s weapons were crafted from Hellstone ore and imbued with runic enchantments. Every recruit received a dagger after their first year, then they earned their cloak and a weapon of their choice when they took the Gauntlet at the end of their second year. Each recruit was tested individually, and Findé was the last one in her class to the Gauntlet.

She got up and silently stretched, moving her body until she got her blood flowing. As a dark-elf, her eyes allowed her to see in the dark as well as a cat, but she was still hard pressed to find her clothes. She suppressed a laugh at the memory of too much drink and too much play, and she gathered her girlfriend’s robes as well and laid them out for her. Once dressed in her fairly new leather armor, her long blonde hair wrapped in a tight bun, she decided it was time to wake Clerisse.

Findé opened the shutters and let the soft morning light touch the honey glow of Clerisse’s beautiful face. She sat on the edge of the bed and ran her fingers through her lover’s dark brown hair. Leaning in, she kissed the gentle round curve of the human woman’s ear while she pulled back the coverlet. Her midnight hand trailed along Clerisse’s golden side and over the curve of her hip, so soft and warm in her sleep. She pressed her lips against her temple, the delicate angle of her cheek bone, the corner of her mouth, and Clarisse smiled.

The woman turned onto her back and opened brown doe’s eyes, so deceptively innocent. She clasped Findé’s hand and sighed, “It’s too early. Get back in bed.” As further temptation, she brought Findé’s fingers to her lips and sucked on the first two digits, flicking her tongue between them.

The gesture brought heat to the surface of her skin, but Findé had a task before her, and she would not be deterred. She drew her hand back. “Oh, no you don’t. Come on, Clerisse, get up. I earn my blade today. And, thanks to your finagling, I can’t do it without you.”

Clerisse put out her full bottom lip in a false pout, “I thought you liked my finagling.”

Findé kissed that lip then said, “I love that and everything else about you, including your lazy bones. Now, get out of bed. You’ve a Gauntlet to prepare.”

The Gauntlet was meant to be challenging for the recruit, but not deadly. It was a test to prove not only to colleagues, but to the self, that the person was ready to accept the title and the responsibilities that came with it. It was always prepared by a mage, and for her class, Clerisse was that mage. The fact that she and Clerisse were together was not a secret. Yet, the mage had somehow managed to persuade her superiors at the Spire and Findé’s commander to assign her the duty of preparing the Gauntlets. Clerisse had an uncanny way of getting people to do what she wanted.

She clasped the back of Findé’s neck and returned her kiss with a fervor. When Clerisse’s tongue joined hers, she was tempted to risk tardiness and get back in bed. But her blade, her cloak, and her title called to her. Clerisse would meet her at the end of her test to present her equipment, and she promised herself that she would celebrate with her when the task was done. She ended their kiss and pressed her forehead to her lover’s. “I love you, Clerisse.”

Clerisse giggled softly and said, “Of course you do. I’m the one that’s going to help you get your hands on the tools of your trade.” With that, she rolled out of bed and started to get dressed. It was not the response Findé was hoping for.

Her relationship with the mage began with a fiery passion just a little over a year before. She met Clerisse at the Spire, an academy for mage-craft and the place where the Shades’ enchanted equipment came from. She had gone to the Spire with the other recruits to learn how Hellstone was forged into the powerful weaponry. The Hellstone Forge was housed in the depths beneath the Spire, and mages worked with the smiths to enhance the blades with spells. Clerisse had been the mage to demonstrate how power was channeled through runes that were set in the blades as they were forged.

Clerisse had such elegant command of her craft as she worked in time with the blacksmith, adding layers of magic with every fold of the metal. There was a verbal component to the casting, runes sung in a soprano that made Findé’s ears prick forward to catch every note. Watching her work seemed to put Findé under a spell, as well. She had never seen a human woman of such extraordinary beauty. Though there was an exquisite innocence to the mage’s face, and there was nothing sexual in the work she did, Findé had found herself warming to arousal.

It was Clerisse who gave each of the recruits their first enchanted weapon, a Hellstone dagger. As Findé took her dagger from Clerisse, fingers touched, and she looked into liquid brown eyes. Her arousal grew when one of those eyes closed in a wink, and a corner of her full lips turned up. That subtle caress with the wink and little smirk, belied the innocence Findé had assumed.

Following the granting of their daggers, there had been a party in the Spire gardens for the recruits, and Clerisse had been there. She briefly conveyed her congratulations, and flitted away to mingle with everyone else. There had been music and dancing, even a mages’ pyrotechnic display, but Findé’s mind was consumed with tantalizing thoughts of the intriguing Clerisse. Throughout the festivities, they found reasons to be near one another. It was a dance of touch and go flirting, fanning flames that ignited from the moment they met.

When the celebration was over, and everyone was leaving, Clerisse leaned near the doorway with a bottle of wine in one hand and two glasses in the other. Even though they had spent the evening flirting, in the sudden stillness of party’s end, Findé felt nervous in her presence. She had had casual sex before, but something was different with the human mage. She had never believed in love at first sight, but something strange moved inside of her, simultaneously wondrous and frightening. In her light and pretty voice, there was teasing mischievousness. Clerisse said, “I hope you’re not tired. My party’s just getting started.” She leaned forward, bringing her irresistible smirk much too close to Findé’s face. “Are you coming?”

She made Findé feel amazing and stupid all at once. She asked, “Who else is invited? What’s the party for?”

Clerisse moved even closer, so that Findé felt the woman’s breath on her lips. “Just you and me, and… whatever.” On the end of “whatever”, she stepped in, letting her breasts brush against Findé’s. It should have been way too forward, but everything about Clerisse played with her insides in a way she had never experienced. Findé wanted her, and the way she came on left no question as to Clerisse’s intentions.

The mage led her to the observatory, and opened the domed roof. They had spent that first night under the stars, finishing off a bottle of wine as they talked of where they had been and where they wanted to go. Findé talked of life by the sea, of growing up on the island chain of Medarri. She was fiercely proud of her heritage and wanted nothing more than to be a Shade, like her family before her. Clerisse spoke about her lessons in the Spire, but she said nothing of her life before she came there. Findé was of course curious, but not everyone had an idyllic youth to speak of. Clerisse was more intent on her future. She wanted to travel, and as a talented mage, she would be able to do just that.

While they talked, Findé had watched her lips, her eyes, leaning in to the crystal bell sounds of her voice. She laughed easy, relaxed and carefree, as she fell back to stare up at the stars, her long brown hair fanned beneath her head. When Findé looked at her, she thought to herself that that was what peace looked like. When she leaned down over that lovely face, Clerisse did not turn away. She met Findé’s gaze, her luscious lips parted in a gentle smile. Lips touched and caressed, and in that one small breath, Findé felt the fates had moved every celestial body in the multiverse just for her.

They spent the night under the stars, keeping each other warm as hands and mouths explored the wonders of new territory. In the predawn, they snuck back to their rooms with kisses and breathless promises to meet again whenever they could. They made any and every excuse to be together, and soon Findé had stopped sleeping in the recruits’ quarters, spending all her nights with her love.

Findé’s unit spent a month at the Spire, and she spent as much of that time as possible with Clerisse. She did her studies and practiced with the other recruits, and Clerisse gave her the space she needed to do so. But the mage was always there, always in the periphery of her sight. She found that Clerisse had a way with people, getting what she wanted and making it seem as if that was the way it should be. When it was time for the Shades to leave, Clerisse had used wiles that Findé could not begin to comprehend. She convinced both the High Scepter of the tower and Findé’s commander that she should go with them.

She fell hard and fast for the smart and sexy mage. They had been together for a year, with Clerisse following Findé’s unit wherever they went. The journey took Findé full circle back to the islands, and she was thrilled to have the mage at her side. Findé had always considered herself to be a very practical person, but where Clerisse was concerned she could honestly say that she was madly in love.

Clerisse was her first real love, but she had begun to wonder if the woman felt the same about her. “Of course, she does,” she thought to herself as she watched Clerisse get ready. The absence of three small words does not mean the absence of feeling, and Findé chided herself for being foolish.

* * * * *

In the ruins of what had been an ancient library, Findé stood in an archway at the top of a narrow set of stone stairs leading down into dark and winding catacombs. She could feel the eyes of her commander and the other recruits on her back. Once she went down those stairs they would close the gates behind her, and the only way out was forward through a maze of mage-designed tricks and traps. Her goal would be to work her way through whatever challenges had been devised and find the mage (her mage) at the end of the task.

She took a deep breath and wrapped her fingers around the grip of her Hellstone dagger. She stood there too long, for her commander intoned, “Whenever you’re ready, recruit.”

A familiar male voice chimed, “Go on, Findé. It’s easy.”

The commander snapped, “Shut it, Shade Varrin.”

She turned to look over her shoulder at Varrin in his new cloak, the gleaming badge of his rank in the clasp, his long Hellstone blade at his hip. He gave her a bright smile with a small nod of encouragement. Varrin had gorgeous features, a rare symmetry to his face, dazzling blue eyes, perfect teeth, thick platinum hair, and a charisma that made people want to be near him. He was a beauty that everyone noticed, including himself. Findé was sure that Varrin had slept with every pale-elf and dark-elf, male or female, in her unit.

She was the exception, though he had made an attempt when they had first met. When she told him she preferred a woman’s touch, his next suggestion was that they go out and “pick up ladies” together. He wanted to be her friend, and his charm and easygoing manner drew her in. Though their “hunt” had been unsuccessful, as their quarry believed the two of them to be together, they became good friends. Just days before her own Gauntlet, she had stood where he was, cheering him on.

There was never any true danger in the Gauntlet, and she trusted that Clerisse would not set her up to fail. However, she also knew that her lover had a dark sense of humor. It might not be as easy as her friend Varrin said. He was now Shade Varrin, and that was a title she wanted. There was only one way to get it, so Findé focused on her task and moved down the steps.

When the gates slammed behind her, she actually flinched. She hoped no one noticed, and quickly tried to cover it up by enthusiastically bounding toward her destination. Behind her, she heard not so much as a snicker, for they had all been through the same thing. It was a turning point, and nervousness was natural. Her commander and her friends who had gone before her would be waiting on the outside. When she emerged from her trials, she would be one of them.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Findé entered a large chamber lit only by the light from the room above. She stood there a moment, giving her eyes time to adjust to the gloom. There were five passageways to choose from, but she was supposed to rely on the enchantments in the Hellstone to find her way. She set her dagger on the ground and watched to see which way the blade told her to go.

The blade should have slowly turned to point in one direction, instead it spun on the guard. It was an indication that might warn a Shade she was surrounded by demon kind. That could not be right. Findé frowned and picked up the dagger. She examined it for flaws, and finding none, she set it down again. She held it steady for a moment before she slowly let it go. That time, the blade turned to one portal and stopped, just as it should.

It was slow going, for she stopped frequently to look for any tricks that Clerisse might have left to challenge her along the way. She also paused at each intersection to determine her direction, and several times her dagger spun again as it had the first time. Either there was something wrong with it, or Clerisse was messing around with her spells, trying to make it more difficult for her. She would have no way of knowing until she found her.

After only a few minutes in the maze, she wondered at a strange sensation that had begun to grow stronger as she moved further ahead. It was as if the air she breathed was charged with sexual energy. She became all too aware of her own clothes rubbing against her skin, her labia slicking together as moisture collected there. At one point she stopped and said aloud to the walls, “Not fair. Worst trick ever, Clerisse.”

Her clit had begun to throb and she wished she could touch herself. She wondered if Clerisse had done this to the others, or if she had reserved this special kind of torture just for her. She resolved to ignore the urges and continued forward at a steady pace. Then, a quick shadowy movement on the ceiling made her breath catch, and she brought her blade up to defend herself. It was there and gone too quickly. She had only seen it from the corner of her eye, but the thing was as big as a mid-sized dog, and she could have sworn she saw wings.

She smiled as she turned down the corridor where she thought the winged thing had gone. Again, Findé spoke through the walls to Clerisse. “Now, that’s more like what we came in here for.”

She chased barely-caught glimpses of the thing until it led her down a corridor that ended in an archway covered in dingy white gauze. The look of the gauze gave her an uneasy feeling, and she did not want to touch it, let alone pass through it. She looked up and back the way she had come, but the creature was not there. The only place it could have gone was through that archway. Her heart pounding in her chest, Findé approached the gauze. When she put her hand out, her fingers trembled and she grumbled at herself. “Stop it, Findé. It’s just a trick. It’s not really there.”

When Findé was a small child, she had been playing in an abandoned fishing shack, when she came upon a curious looking mound. She had thought it a particularly dark dust ball in the corner of the shed. Being curious and rather precocious, her child’s mind demanded that she touch it. She dragged a few crates of questionable integrity, and a chair with even less credibility, over to the corner and stacked a make-shift ladder for herself. Wobbling at the very top, she put out one finger and touched the intriguing thing.

A cluster of spiders erupted around her hand, crawled up her arm, got into her clothes and her hair. She screamed and toppled head first from her unstable perch, and she still had a scar on her scalp from when she fell. The spiders did not bite her, but they swarmed over her in their frantic attempt to escape from her. Though Findé’s parents told her time and again that the spiders were more afraid of her than she of them, she still did not believe a word of it. A demon she could handle, but a spider was an abomination that just should not exist.

She shuddered as she touched the loosely woven fibers, and it certainly felt like it was there. When she drew her hand away the material stuck fast. In spite of her logical mind’s explanation that it was only Clerisse’s trick, a strangled shriek came from Findé’s throat. Then, through the web, a dark form descended from the ceiling. It was as big as she was, and as it fanned its eight legs and opened its dripping mandibles, she completely lost her senses. She screamed, spun away from the spider, and ran all the way back to the previous intersection of tunnels. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” She shouted as she scrubbed her hand on her pants, trying to get rid of the sticky webs.

She was supposed to be facing her fears, proving her determination. It was the whole point of the exercise. She was supposed to be a warrior, and there she was, shaken, acting like a fool because of a spider. It probably was not real, she reminded herself. Then again, the ruins were ancient. It could be that a giant spider made its home there. She already knew that Clerisse wanted her to go that way, but just in case, she used the dagger to give her direction. As she had thought, it pointed directly down the hallway with the spider.

She sighed heavily, for this was not going at all the way she imagined. Her blade was not working properly, she was horny as hell, and Clerisse knew her fears all too well. She loved her mage with all of her heart, but that spider at the end of the hall made her hate Clerisse, if only just a little. She sat down, on the floor for minute, trying to work up some courage.

From the ceiling over her head a voice croaked at her, “Not much of a Shade, are you, shit-elf?”

It was the creature she had been chasing. The imp had scabby, mottled grey skin. Membranous flaps hung loose between its arms and scrawny ribs. It hung upside down, digging its talons into the stone above. It regarded her with three beady, glowing ochre eyes. It grinned at her, revealing rows of needle sharp teeth. “If you can’t handle a little spider, shit-elf, maybe you should run back home. Learn a new trade. Whore, maybe?”

A giant spider was one thing, but she would be damned if she let some pathetic demon minion intimidate her. She knew it could not be there. It had to be another illusion, but that did not make it any less annoying. She asked, “So, am I supposed to kill you, or just let you follow me around and irritate me the whole time I’m down here?”

The imp cackled at her and shrugged. “Whatever makes you feel better, shit-elf. Though, if you want your new toys, you’ll have to go through that spider first.”

As it continued to laugh at her, Findé threw her dagger at it. The blade sunk into its middle, and its laughter turned to a snarl of rage. She had hit the thing. If it was an illusion, it should have just disappeared. Instead, it pulled her dagger out of its belly and held it in its teeth. The imp launched from its place on the ceiling and came straight for her. Thinking fast, Findé rolled out of the way and stood up.

It came at her, shrieking curses as it locked its claws into the leather of her boots and started to claw its way up her leg. As the tips of its claws bit into her skin, all thoughts of illusions disappeared. Trick or not, it hurt, and she would defend herself. She reached down, braving its toothy maw, to yank her dagger free. She gave the blade sharp twist, satisfied, as she managed to knock a few of the imp’s teeth out. She stabbed at its head and then kicked it off of her. It howled, spittle dribbling from its mouth as it scrabbled, trying to get hold of her again. With boot and blade, Findé kicked, stabbed and slashed, keeping control of the fight.

As the imp began to run out of steam, its black blood all over her clothes and spattering the floor and walls, she noticed that there were more imps gathered on the ceiling to watch. Findé growled, “Are you fucking serious?”

Finally, the imp was finished, the light fading from its eyes as it lay still. She looked up at the others and snarled, “Who else wants some?” The imps only grinned at her and backed away into the tunnels behind them. “Huh, that’s what I thought.”

She looked at the corpse of the imp at her feet. A black smoke began to rise up from the body that was slowly shriveling, until all that was left was skin and bones. It was supposed to be an illusion and should have disappeared. This one was dying, just as a real imp should. Its blood should not have even been there, but it was still on her, still all over the floor and walls. Either Clerisse really was just that good, or there were actual demons in the maze. As that thought solidified in her head, Findé realized that Clerisse could be in real danger.

She turned and ran back at full speed toward the archway with the spider. She screamed her disgust and terror as she used the dagger to cut through the sticky threads that blocked her passage. She kept on screaming, even as the spider emerged and hurled more of its silk at her. With her free hand Findé pulled the stuff away from her face and blindly swung her weapon. It tried to get its long prickly legs around her, but she was a mad woman. She slashed, punched, and kicked. At one point, she even tried to bite a leg that came too near her face. She lashed out again and again, until suddenly, there was nothing for her to lash out at.

The spider and the webbing had vanished. Not a trace of sticky silk remained in her hair or on her clothes. There was no spider gore on her at all. It was as if the creature had never been there. She knew then that it was definitely one of Clerisse’s illusions. If the mage could maintain an illusion, then her Clerisse was still all right and waiting for her somewhere in the maze. Findé was still concerned, for the evidence of her fight with the imp remained. She and Clerisse were not alone in the tunnels.

In spite of her trials, the muck from the fight, and the possibility of real danger, she still ached for sex with an urge that was almost overwhelming. “Damn it, Clerisse. What are you doing?”

The tricks that followed the spider were meant to test her mind and her training as a Shade. Clerisse had set up elaborate puzzle doors involving a few demon runes that hunters were supposed to know. Regardless of the energy permeating the ruins and her own senses, the doors were not a problem for Findé. She was not particularly keen on studying, but since it involved her advancement as a Shade, she would hit whatever books she was told to hit. As she worked the doors, she could hear what she thought were the imps, snickering at her and scrabbling for purchase in the stone walls, but she never saw them.

After the series of doors, she entered a large theater room and was momentarily taken aback. She had walked in on a masquerade party. Among countless strangers, she heard the familiar voices and laughter of her friends and family. She realized that it was all illusion, especially when she noticed what took place on the stage. Clerisse was somewhat prone to narcissism, which was on full display as she was making love to a duplicate of herself for the voyeuristic entertainment of the party guests.

Findé decided that this was an illusory game of Who’s Who, in which she had to pick out disguised demons in a room full innocents. There was nothing innocent about Clerisse, who lifted her head from between her own magnificent thighs and called, “Join us, Findé!”

As aroused as she was, the invitation was a tempting one, but she was not about to humiliate herself by fucking an illusion. Nor was she going to feed her girlfriend’s egotism by doing so. At that moment, she wanted her sword, her cloak, and her title even more than she wanted sex. She ignored the twin Clerisses, keeping her eyes averted, and wishing she could close her ears to the cacophony of the partiers. She even ignored the attempts by her loved ones to engage her in conversation.

She wanted a quick way to finish the puzzle and move on, so she found an empty table near the center of the room and put her dagger down. She watched, frustrated and angry as the blade spun uselessly. She looked up at the ceiling, and in all the corners, but there were no signs of the annoying little imps. She was not even certain she could spot them in that false environment. If they made any noise, it would blend with the noise of the partiers. Then again, it could be more of the mage’s tricks. She picked up her dagger and yelled, “Clerisse, play the game right!”

The guests all stopped their dancing and their chatter. Illusion or not, everyone turned to stare at Findé’s outburst. She reminded herself that they were not really there, but she still felt the heat of embarrassment. The two Clerisses on the stage answered simultaneously. “Why don’t you play right? Are you telling me you’d just whip out a blade in the middle of all this? Leave it to a demon hunter to walk into a party and take a great big shit on everybody’s good time!”

Findé decided she would have to play along in order to get out. She opened her hands at her sides and addressed the guests, “I apologize. I was only upset, for it seems I’ve forgotten my costume. Please, don't let me spoil your fun.” Someone in the crowd handed her a feathered mask and cloak. She forced a smile and a “Thank you,” then sat down at the table to watch the partiers and figure out the puzzle.

She knew that everyone in the room was an illusion designed by Clerisse. The ones who represented her loved ones would only have what information Findé had shared, or what Clerisse could have gleaned when she was introduced to them. That actually made it simpler for her, limiting her questions and observations to what Clerisse would know.

Findé got up and moved about the room to mingle, listening and watching for anything that was off. She also kept an eye on anyone who removed a mask, looking for signs in the eyes or expression. When she thought she had her choices narrowed down, she sat at a table again, using it as a cover. Keeping her hands hidden, she retrieved a small glowing vial from her pocket. The vial contained the Light of Velith, a sacred liquid granted by the Goddess, that the Shades used in their work against demon-kind. She dabbed a small drop of the liquid onto her finger, then put the vial away.

Her next step was to make physical contact with those she had narrowed down. She found reasons to touch, a trip here, and handshake there, until the sacred Light on her skin burned one of them. She only had to watch for a reaction. She took the hand of a dance partner, and the response was immediate. He snatched his hand away and recoiled. His mask only covered the upper half of his face, and she saw the pained grimace on his lips.

She ducked away from him, back into the crowd. Finding a guest passed out on a table from too much wine, she quickly exchanged her mask and cloak and slipped her dagger into her sleeve. She smiled beneath her mask, for she was a cat stalking a wounded bird. He was looking for her, but she knew precisely where he was, and kept herself behind him. It was all too easy to stab the demon in the back.

With her target eliminated, the illusion faded. Findé was left standing alone in a room that was much smaller than it had appeared. There were four exits, and she no longer recalled which one she had come in through. She took a look into each way, but they all looked the same to her. Then she heard a gruff voice say, “This way, stupid.”

She looked up and saw one of the imps clinging to the wall above an archway. She stared at the creature who was using its tail to point her through to one of the corridors. With quick reflexes, Findé threw her dagger. The imp was quicker, and it dodged. Her blade bounced off the wall and clattered to the floor. The imp said, “That’s what I get for trying to help you. By the way, you missed, bitch. Now, maybe you got all day, but I don’t. So, move that tight, dark-elf ass before my brothers and I start getting anxious.”

She glared, “When I get out of here, I’m bringing in the other Shades, and we’re cleaning you fuckers out.”

She felt she would regret it, but she went the way the imp told her to go. The hall was long and sloped slightly upwards, and she knew she must be fairly close to the surface. There was a soft blue glow at the end of the hall. With no more turns, doors, or magical tests, Findé sensed she was near the end of her trial. Though she heard the imps, they kept far enough back that they were out of sight.

Findé found Clerisse in a chamber lit with dim blue globes of Aether light. At first, she could not believe what she was looking at. Clerisse was naked and laying on a low stone bench, one leg bent, the other dangling off the side. She was so relaxed, as if everything was just as it should be. Though Findé’s body yearned to lay with the woman she loved, she felt they were not safe there with the imps behind her.

“Clerisse, we need to get out of here. There are imps in here with us. No doubt they have a greater demon leading them. We need to go up and get the others.”

Clerisse did not get up, she only turned her head and gave Findé a sweet smile. “There’s nothing here but you and me, dear. I really am just that good. And it’s about time you got here. I was going to start without you.” She trailed her fingers over a full breast while reaching for Findé with the other hand.

“Damn it, Clerisse! Get dressed, I mean it! There are imps, real imps in this maze with us! Look at the demon blood on my clothes. It’s not an illusion. You’re not safe here! Now, come on!”

Clerisse sat up and smiled at Findé, “Oh, baby, you’re so sweet for wanting to protect me. Did you think my little imps were real? Of course they aren’t, Findé. Those were mine, and I’ve been in control this whole time.”

“But, the blood…?”

“I put it there, just to give a bit of doubt. It worked too, didn’t it?”

Findé’s eyes narrowed, because this all seemed very strange to her. Why would she make the imp blood stay while the spider blood faded? Part of her mind clamored that she was being manipulated by more than just illusion, but she fought back against that thought. Clerisse loved her, and she was just trying to make sure she was well tested. She said, “If you put the blood there, then make it go away.”

“Fine, silly.” She waved a hand, and the muck on Findé’s clothes disappeared, along with the small cuts and scrapes she had taken in the fight. “The whole point of this little game was to make sure you were ready, right? And you won. Look, there’s your new toys. Now, get naked, and come celebrate your victory with me.”

Findé still felt uncertain, but it could be uncertainty was what she was meant to feel. Perhaps, Clerisse did have control of the situation all along. The task was over, and she had earned her reward. Tempted as she was by the woman who reached for her, she tore her eyes away for just a moment. Her new cloak and weapon were draped over a pedestal nearby. She moved over to run her hands along the heavy cloth, to draw the Hellstone longsword from its scabbard.

From behind her, Clerisse said, “Put that away!” Her voice was sharper than it needed to be, and it startled Findé. She automatically dropped the blade back in the sheath, and as she turned to argue, Clerisse was right behind her. Slender hands came around her waist and started to work the fastenings of her leathers. The sweet, tender look in Clerisse’s eyes caused her to drop the blade back on the pedestal. Soft lips pressed her neck, and Clerisse purred, “You’ve the rest of your life to play with your new toys, baby. Let’s celebrate. Make love to me. Here. Now.”

When Clerisse bit her earlobe, Findé forgot about spells, imps, spiders, and sharp words. She kissed Clerisse’s parted lips. Their tongues collided and caressed as Clerisse’s hands pulled away the ties that held Findé’s hair. Fingers gently worked her scalp, shaking loose golden blonde waves that tumbled down around her shoulders.

In seconds, Findé’s midnight skin was bared. Clerisse held her hands and led her back to the bench. Findé knelt on the ground at Clerisse’s feet and caressed the woman’s toned thighs. She looked up into her beautiful brown eyes and said, “I love you so much, Clerisse.”

“Oh, I know you do, baby.” It was not the response Findé longed for, but the glorious body she worshipped was bared before her.

She smelled of desire, and Findé let her eyes travel down to the little triangle of neatly trimmed hair. She kissed Clerisse’s belly, her groin, and the curves of her parting thighs. Clerisse’s fingers played in Findé’s hair as she gently traced the outer lips of her lover’s sacred center. When she dipped into the nectar there, Clerisse gasped. Findé smiled as she flicked the tip of her tongue over a firm clit. When her lover started to tremble, Findé gripped her buttocks, holding her still and kept her rhythm steady. It was not long before Clerisse loosed a cry and pulled Findé’s hair.

Clerisse lay back on the bench and drew Findé on top of her, then she filled Findé’s mouth with her tongue. Findé put her thigh against Clerisse’s warm, wet sex, rubbing her with her leg to feel her grind back against the pressure. She worked her mouth over Clerisse’s delicate chin and down her neck, pausing to nibble on the spot that always made the woman squirm. Clerisse put her hand between Findé’s thighs and massaged her wanting pussy. Busy fingers pressed inside and she moaned around the stiff nipple in her mouth.

Clerisse murmured, “I want to lay you out on this altar and fuck you, Findé.” She held a strap-on in her free hand.

Findé drew back and blinked at Clerisse. “Where did you get that?” The object was not one Findé had seen before. It was made of a dark substance with deep green striations, and that material was something she did recognize. She thought it a very odd thing that someone would make a dildo from Hellstone. It was carved with runes that glowed with magical energy.

Clerisse shrugged, “I brought it from the Spire. You have to try it. It’s amazing!”

“Why haven’t I seen it before, and just what kind of sick mind makes a fuck-toy out of Hellstone, Clerisse?”

Her lover laughed, “I was saving it for a special occasion, for tonight, to be exact. And have you met some of the ‘sick minds’ at the Spire, Findé? Mine included? The material holds spells better than anything else we have.”

Findé shook her head, “No way. Put your clothes on and let’s go. We’re done here.”

Findé started to get up, but Clerisse held her arm. “Please, Findé, I’ve used it, and it’s all right. You know I could never do anything to hurt you. Look.” Clerisse touched the head of the phallus to her own sex, and the runes shown brighter. She then touched it to the inside of Findé’s arm. The material was warm and polished smooth, and it was vibrating.

“That’s all it does?”

“Yes, that’s all it does. Will you lay back down and let me please you?” Those big brown eyes pulled on Findé’s heart. It did not help that the curves she loved to touch, the body that made her own body come alive in ways she had never experienced with anyone else, was right there for her taking.

She had been teased by Clerisse’s spells all morning, and though she ached to be with her, she tried sanity one last time, “Wouldn’t you rather do this at home, after the party tonight? The others are waiting for us, Clerisse.”

“I’ve been waiting for you, and I want you first. You can be with your friends later, but you’re with me now, and I want you celebrate with me first, Findé. Please?” She could not resist the pleading look in Clerisse’s eyes, nor the little pout. As she sat back down next to her, she leaned down and sucked that bottom lip into her mouth.

When their lips parted, Findé said, “I don't know why I even try. You always get your way.”

Her eyes sparkled her pleasure, “That’s because my way is always best!” They rolled together until Clerisse was on top. As she rubbed the dildo in the fluid between Findé’s folds, it vibrated against her clitoris. The sensation sent a shock through her body and drove a cry from her. With a throaty laugh, Clerisse asked, “You like that, baby? Do you want to feel it inside?”

She continued to rub the device up and down her slit, lubricating it in her juices. The thrill of lightning pulsed from every place the wand touched, and cascades of pleasure washed over the entirety of her being. Findé could only grip the edges of the bench and writhe against Clerisse’s wand. She managed to gasp, “Ooh! Fuck yes!”

Clerisse backed off just long enough to insert her end of the device and cinch the straps, then she lay on top of Findé wrapping her arms tight around her body. She put just the vibrating tip inside Findé’s pussy and held her position. She ached to feel it inside and tried to move her hips, but Clerisse held her still. The woman whispered in her ear, “I’m going to make you cum so fucking hard, Shade Findé.”

Slowly, Clerisse pressed deeper, and Findé could feel the subtle textures of the vibrating rod as it stretched her flesh and filled her. She wrapped her legs around Clerisse and locked her feet. When she bottomed out she held her place for a moment, and Findé felt the energy throb in her every nerve. Finally, Clerisse moved back and began a rhythm of thrusts that sent Findé higher and higher. She gripped her lover’s ass and met her every pump.

Beads of sweat glistened off their bodies under the magic glow of the Aether lights. Skin slapping and voices raised in passion echoed off the ancient walls. Then lips and tongues met in a near frantic kiss as pleasure built and rolled through their bodies. The two of them reached their climax together, and at the crescendo, fluids gushed from both of them and pooled on the stone bench. They held each other, softly caressing as they caught their breath.

Findé was not sure how long they lay together on the stone, but by the time Clerisse moved off of her, the sweat had dried. If she had had her way, they would have been in the comfort of their own home and just stayed together, holding each other that way. She wanted to hold Clerisse for the rest of their lives.

Her heart longed for that woman to speak love to her. Instead, she watched as Clerisse casually donned her soft grey robes, and threw her hair back into a quick pony tail. She looked at Findé and said, “Who’s got lazy bones now? Get up and get dressed. There’s something I want to show you.”

Findé did as she was asked, though she was not sure she was ready for any more surprises. She took a moment to savor the feel of the enchanted Shade’s cloak about her shoulders, to admire the clasp that announced her profession as a hunter. She drew the longsword from its sheath and studied the unique black marbling of the Hellstone blade. All she had worked for was finally hers, and she kept the grip in her hand as she followed Clerisse to an adjoining chamber.

The small room Clerisse stood in was darker than the rest of the ruins, and looked as if Hellstone had been worked into the walls. The entire floor was covered in runes that Findé could not recognize, though the whole thing made her ill at ease. There was a round depression in the center of the room, as if the floor was one big, shallow bowl with a sort of small drain hole in the middle. Clerisse knelt over that place, and Findé watched with mounting confusion as the mage detached the still glowing dildo from its base. She carefully inserted the phallus into the floor and gave it a twist.

“What the Hells are you doing, Clerisse?!”

Clerisse did not look at her as she answered, “We’ve prepared the key. Now, it’s time to unlock the door.”

Findé’s heart started beating hard, her hand tightened on the grip of her blade, for Clerisse’s voice was thicker, heavier, and her words were strange. Nothing about this was right. “What key? What door? I don’t understand.”

The room took on an eerie green glow, and tiny holes opened up in the floor to release a fine black mist. Then movement caught her eye and she looked up. The imps she had seen in the maze, the creatures she had understood were only Clerisse’s illusions, were clinging to the ceiling there. They flapped their leathery wings and watched the two women with eager yellow eyes. Findé’s heart slammed against her ribs as her body prepared to fight, but she knew Clerisse had a sick sense of humor. “Clerisse, that’s enough. It’s over. Stop playing around.”

When Clerisse stood up and turned to face her, Findé took an involuntary step back. The tender brown eyes that she had loved so much had been replaced. Black, lightless orbs stared through her and crushed her pounding heart. Clerisse’s voice changed completely, sounding as if she were several people at once, and not one of them was the love of Findé’s life. She felt her blood turn to ice as her possessed lover said, “It’s not nearly enough. It’s only the beginning. One more sacrifice, and he will be free.

“Just how much do you want this life of a hunter?” Clerisse wrapped her hand around Findé’s weapon hand and brought the tip of the enchanted blade up against her own breast. “Are you really ready to destroy your first demon, Shade Findé?”

She had loved Clerisse for a year. She could not possibly be a demon. Findé told herself it was another exercise. But her test was over, she was done playing Clerisse’s game. She yelled at her, “Stop it right now, Clerisse! This isn’t funny! Drop these fucking illusions and let’s go, Gods damn it!”

Clerisse’s eyes stayed the same, black and empty. Her voice kept the demonic qualities, and the imps laughed with her as she said, “I know, sometimes I go just a little too far. Couldn't you just kill me?”

“No! No, no, please, this can't be.” She did not feel the tears that ran down her cheeks as she tried to take a step back. She could go nowhere, for Clerisse’s hand became as an iron vice around her wrist.

The demon-Clerisse said, “My Master must be freed. The door is unlocked by a Shade through sex, sacrifice, and by the blood of my Master’s own kin. You sacrificed yourself to me on his holy altar, thus anointing the key. You will sacrifice your love, and my blood will call him from his slumber. Now, spill the blood of your enemy, Shade. Do it!”

She screamed, “No! I won’t!” With her free hand she brought up the vial of Velith’s Light. “You let her go! Release Clerisse or I’ll turn you to ash!”

The demon threw back its head and laughed. As it did, Clerisse’s form began to fade. Her lover was replaced by a thing twice her size. It was covered in dark scales, its head adorned in deep green and blue plumage. Yellow glowing eyes glared at her, and she recoiled as a third eye opened in its forehead. “You stupid mortal, the thing you call Clerisse has been gone for years. And as for the light of your bitch Goddess, that’s not enough to do anything but sting, ‘baby’.”

With its free hand, the demon grabbed her other arm and squeezed until bones popped and its claws cut into her flesh. Pain exploded in Findé’s arm, while her hand went numb. The vial of Velith’s Light dropped and shattered on the floor. The demon leapt away from the splash, jerking Findé along in its movement. Pain jarred her arm all the way to her shoulder every time the thing moved, but she could no longer feel her hand at the end of her crushed wrist.

The demon snarled at her, “You can kill me now, or I will break your body and leave you alive, so that you can hear the screams of your colleagues while I rip them to shreds. And I know where your family lives Findé. Poor Mother and Father. Poor little sister and her sweet infant son. Hmm, I’ll bet they're tasty.”

She could not understand what it was doing, had no idea why any of this was happening. Whatever its death might bring, she had to kill it. Findé felt her soul freeze to death. She stood outside of herself, detached, watching her own body. It was the body of a demon hunter. She leaned forward into the demon’s arms, pushing the sword that it still held tight against its chest. She felt her newly earned Hellstone blade pierce skin, cutting through muscle and sinew, breaking beyond ribs. When the enchanted metal struck the heart, black, inhuman blood trickled from the wound. She felt the involuntary contraction of muscles around the blade. Still barely conscious of what she did, she raised her boot and pressed against the body to get better leverage as she tugged her weapon free.

Terrible, cold, clawed fingers dropped her broken arm and caressed Findé’s cheek. In that awful voice that would never be Clerisse’s voice again, the demon said, “I thank you, my love. And my glorious Master who is finally freed, thanks you for your sacrifice.”

The demon did not so much fall, as lay down. Black blood pooled in the center of the floor while the light of life faded from its eyes. An earthquake shook the floor, and Findé let it shake her off of her numb legs. She landed on her arm, and the shock of pain threatened unconsciousness. She was stunned, her vision was blurred, but she looked down at the blood pouring from her mangled arm, watched as it pooled with the black ooze from her fallen enemy. That enemy had been her only love, her Clerisse, and she had killed her. As her world went to chaos all around her, Findé fell back against the stones, and a scream of grief and anguish burst from her aching soul.

Stones shook loose, opening a gaping black maw in the center of the room. Wind and thick smoke billowed out of that space, lifting the loosened stones into a vortex of debris. Out of the vortex a sibilant voice whispered, “You’ve done well, Child of Velith. One day, I will reward you for your service.”

She was growing weaker, but she managed to croak, “Go to the Hells, you son of a bitch.”

“Oh, my dear sweet child, I am the Hells.” With that, the whirlwind of smoke and stone picked up speed. Rubble crashed around her, some of it pelting her. She felt her heart and soul were destroyed, there was no reason to save her body. She lay there, praying for a deluge of stone that would bury her forever. It became so loud in the chamber, and her mind was so locked in pain and grief, that she did not hear her colleagues calling to her as they broke in through the ceiling above.

She did not understand how she could have loved Clerisse for so long, never recognizing the true nature of the spirit that was inside. She was supposed to be a Shade. She had been trained, and it was her sacred duty to her Goddess, to her planet, and to her people to see demons for what they were and kill them. Instead, with eyes shut tight, she gladly clung to deception. She chose to follow her heart, led about by an illusion of love. She should have known better. She did know better, and she failed her Goddess, herself, everyone.

What she had released from the ancient ruins was an unknown, but as she faded in and out of consciousness, she realized that she did not need to know. She was dying, and her only wish was that it would happen faster. The thing that had crushed her forearm might as well have crushed her heart with it, for it would never beat the same again. Her own spirit fled as her lover’s form was replaced by a monstrosity. She had no soul, no love, and no faith. She was only a body waiting for death.

Findé’s good hand was still loosely clasping the sword she should not have earned. She could end it quickly. She tightened her grip and tried to lift the blade. Though she wanted to die, a basic animal sense of self-preservation kept her from it. She was a failure, even in her own death. She clenched her jaw tight against chattering teeth as cold began to overtake her body. Tears ran trails through the grit on her skin, and her vision narrowed to blackness.

She woke suddenly to strong arms that slid under her and wrapped tight around her. She gripped her sword, believing it was the imps that had her. She might have been ready to die, but she would not let it happen in their hands. That one tiny spark of dignity was strange to her, but the tattered remains of her soul flocked and held on to that spark. With a ragged, choking scream, she swung the blade upward and back in a haphazard attempt to cut the imp that had her.

Then a hand took her sword arm in a hold that was firm, but not painful. They did not try to take her weapon, only stop her from swinging it. It was not the clammy touch of a demonic minion. It was a person’s hand, clad in a leather glove. Her friend Varrin’s voice in her ear. “Whoa, take it easy. We’ve got to get you out of here.” Blackness swam before her eyes again as horrible pain wracked her bad arm. Someone on her left was binding it. Varrin said, “Don’t you fuckin’ faint on me, Findé.”

The Commander’s face appeared in her field of vision, his face-mask was on, and his hood was low to protect himself from the flying debris, but she would know those sharp eyes anywhere. He shouted at her, “Are you a fucking recruit, or are you a Shade? Your legs ain’t broke! Get up, Shade! Move your ass!”

Something happened inside of her at the sound of that voice. It was a bit of kindling on the tiny spark. She was a Shade. It was not only her sword and her cloak that said so; it was in her blood, and it was in her commander’s voice. And she had just been given a direct order. With a little help from Varrin, her feet put themselves under her and she got up. She pushed herself to a standing position, and dragging her new sword along at her side, Shade Findé followed her colleagues out of the crumbling ruins.


"The Dark Ones" by PT Winters

It was cold. Colder than it should be this early into autumn, Randr thought as he dismounted his horse. He looked around the Gunnarson's farm. It was not a good night to be out, and the rain wasn't helping.

He walked the path from the road to house, his armour clinking as he strode quickly down the muddy path. His gloved fist banged on the large wooden door several times.

A woman in her forties pulled open the heavy wooden door.

"Randr?" Yrsa said, recognizing the King's Guardsman. He had been especially kind to her family since her husband had died two years prior.

"M'lady, I beg that I may come in," he asked as the rain picked up considerably, seemingly out of nowhere.

"Of course." She stepped out of the way, allowing him to enter.

Randr shook off the rain, and removed his helmet. The stone home was simple but warm. A pot of stew boiled on the fire, the only source of light in the room.

"What brings you out on such a night?" Yrsa asked.

"Yrsa, forgive me, but I must speak plainly. We have not the time to be as tactful as I would otherwise wish." Randr placed his helmet on the large wooden table. "Your daughter, Dalia, she is of age, yes?"

"Of age, plus a year this last season," Yrsa nodded.

"Tell me, has she yet laid with a man?" he asked.

Yrsa whispered, "Randr, you have been a friend to this family but even so…”

"Forgive me, we have not the time. I have received word that the Dark Ones are roknor hunting, and are in search of pure energy to replenish their stores," Randr explained. "If Dalia is still pure, as I suspect she is, she is in grave danger."

"By the host! The wizard and sorceress both?" Yrsa asked, not believing it.

"It is indeed dark days when those two find common ground," Randr agreed. “Why they would so openly challenge a roknor, I cannot even fathom. Dalia, is she here?"

"She is." Yrsa turned her head, "Come my child, Randr is here to help you."

Dalia entered the room. Though her clothes were plain, her beauty was great. Her long golden locks hung to her shoulders, which were bare in the shirt she wore. Randr couldn't help but admire how beautiful she was, though her eyes were wide with a fear that suggested she had overheard his conversation with her mother.

"Dalia?" Randr asked.

"I swear to you I have not laid with any man," she told him.

He nodded, "Now then, quickly. We shall ride. The king has offered use of the keep, where you shall be safe with the others."

Randr took back his helmet and strode to the door. He had barely begun to pull it open when the wind threw it open wide, with enough force to knock him to the floor.

Hail and gale force winds entered the home. It took Randr all his might to close the door once more.

"That is not a natural wind," Yrsa told the room.

"Indeed, it seems someone does not want us to leave," Randr agreed.

"Then I shall kill myself, for I will not be taken by evil," Dalia told her mother.

“Haste,” Yrsa told her daughter. "Randr, is there nothing else to be done?"

The tall man considered what options they had.

He lowered himself to one knee and said, "I beg thee to not judge me. There is another way and I would not think it, less utter it, if I there was even a chance of making it to the keep."

"You have come to save my daughter, that is how I judge you,” Yrsa told him. “How may we save Dalia?"

Randr looked to the floor before he spoke.

"The Dark Ones seek one who has lived but has not yet been corrupted. One who is of age, yet pure." Randr hesitated a moment, "If Dalia were to be rid her purity, she would be of no use to the Dark Ones."

Dalia fell back on a wooden stool, the meaning of Randr's words hitting her.

“Than her purity must be lost," Yrsa told him.

"Mother!" Dalia gasped.

"The choice is yours, dear. Be forced to submit to the Dark Ones when they arrive or choose to surrender yourself to Randr now."

Dalia pondered for a moment, weighing the options in her mind. She looked at Randr, for guidance.

"Dalia, you must understand, it is your purity that draws them near. You would need to do more than lose it, you would need to rid yourself of it completely," Randr told her.

Dalia nodded slowly. She was untouched by a man, but not naive to the ways of the world. She had grown up a lot since her father had passed two years prior. Without a word, Dalia turned her back to the others. She headed to her bedroom, undoing her top and dropping it to the floor as she walked.

A moment later Randr rose, and without looking at Yrsa, followed Dalia into the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

* * * * *

Dalia stood on one side of the bed, undressing with her back to Randr. She was shaking with nervousness.

Randr stood at the foot of the bed, unbuckling his armor, and placing it on the floor, piece by piece. He snuck a peek at Dalia, her back still to him, and saw her remove the last of her clothing. He looked away as she turned and stepped over to the bed and slid under the covers

From the bed, she watched him remove his shirt. He was a soldier, and as such scars were expected. That he was so muscular, however, was a pleasant surprise. She looked up his well-toned body till their eyes met. He smiled awkwardly and removed his under garments.

Dalia gasped. He was large. Larger than she had expected and already partially erect. She felt a sudden tinge of excitement. Randr slid into the bed, under the coarse blanket that covered her.

"Dalia," he whispered. "We don't have the time to do this the way a woman as beautiful as you deserves."

She reached up and cupped his face, "You're a sweet one, Randr of the King's Guard. I trust you, do as you must."

He responded by leaning into her and giving her a kiss. It was soft and gentle, the very thing he had just tried to explain they didn't have time for. It was an important gesture though. For both of them.

He pulled away and asked, "Are you... prepared?"

She understood his question, he had used up any time they had for her feelings with the kiss, and his question wasn't about tenderness so much as it was functional.

"I...no," she admitted. "The idea of being with you, it excites me, but your manhood… it is more than I expected and I don't think my body could take it yet."

"You understand, it is you that must cast aside your purity. You would still retain some power if I were to just take if from you." He told her as he slowly pulled the blanket off of both of them.

Completely exposed, she nodded, whispering, "I know."

"Then prepare yourself," he told her.

Tentatively, Dalia's hand traveled down her body, her fingertips making and breaking contact with the goosebumps on her stomach as they made their way toward her femininity.

Randr watched as she reached between her legs, and split open her lips with a single finger. He was hard, his large erection throbbing as he listened to her gasp with pleasure.

"Open your legs," he told her, firmly.

She turned her head away from him as she obeyed.

"Oh gods," she said as she dipped a finger inside herself. It wasn't the first time she had pleasured herself, but she had never done so in front of anyone, let alone a naked man.

"Look at me," he instructed.

She forced herself to turn her head to face him, her hand continuing to play with herself. He made eye contact with her for a moment before letting his gaze drift along her nubile body.

"I… this feels good," Dalia admitted aloud, knowing she had to make a better effort if she was to lose all the value the Dark Ones would see in her. She moaned as she watched him watching her, the excitement of sharing this experience beginning to outweigh her embarrassment. His cock bounced as her movements shook the bed, and she imagined it entering her as she slid several fingers deep inside. She was now very wet and clearly ready for him.

"You may... do it now," she told him.

Randr shook his head.

"But you must!" she whispered urgently.

"No, it is you who must. I am in no danger."

"Please, I need you to..." Dalia struggled for the words.

"To what?" he challenged her.

"I need your... manhood. Inside me."

Randr half snorted. "My manhood? Call it what it is."

"Your... cock. I need your cock," she said hesitantly. "Please."

Randr reached over, and cupped a breast. "Not yet."

"But the Dark Ones! We don't have much - oh!" Dalia gasped as he took her nipple in his mouth. He kissed and sucked as his hand slid down between her legs. She moaned in pleasure at the combined sensations.

"What was it you were trying to say?" he teased.

Dalia had trouble speaking, the new thrill of being touched by a man overwhelming her.

"I need," she tried. "I..."

Randr curled a finger inside her, sliding it in and out while his thumb rubbed her engorged lips.

"What do you need?" Randr asked again, removing his hand and kissing down her body until his face hovered over the tuft of blonde hair. She could feel his warm breath on her.

"Please," she repeated.

"Dalia, unless you tell me, I don't know what to do," Randr lied, attempting to force her to do what she must.

"Randr," she complained, looking down at him. He looked up, his face feigning confusion. She took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. "Lick me," she told him.

Randr responded by immediately dragging the tip of his tongue between her lips. She groaned.

"Yes, lick me," she repeated as his tongue began to move up and down her lips, only to stop a moment later.

"Randr, please," she begged, at which he licked once more. She realized what he was doing, acting only when being instructed. It made it easier to say such things.

"Yes, yes. Lick me. Lick my..." She hesitated before finally saying it. "...Lick my pussy."

She felt dirty saying such a word, which was, of course, the whole point. Randr responded by increasing his efforts, using his tongue on her clit and occasionally dipping inside of her.

Dalia continued, embracing the filthy talk as every word led him to make her feel more and more incredible, "Oh gods, that's it. Fuck."

Her sentences broke as an orgasm built inside her. She grabbed a fist full of his hair, pulling him down hard, "Randr. Fuck my pussy, it's...it’s..."

And with a loud moan, she came suddenly. It was stronger, more intense than anything she had ever achieved alone and it just made her want him inside her even more.

When it had passed, Randr moved back up to her side.

"l..." She paused, hesitating for just a moment. "...need you inside me."

Randr smiled. He knew what she was going to say, and the fact that she hadn't said it meant she still had power others could use. He slid even further up the bed. As his cock approached her face, she realized what he meant for her to do. Her eyes widen in surprise. Surely he didn't expect her to do that, she thought.

And no sooner had the thought appeared in her head than she realized that was exactly why she had to do it. It wasn't something the innocent virgin version of her would have done, but she was there to rid herself of that innocence. That was what was going to save her.

"Thank you, Randr," she whispered as she reached out for his erection. "Thank you for letting me have this… cock. I need it."

Randr looked down at the gorgeous woman holding his dick, and couldn't believe that circumstances had led her to thanking him for what she was about to do.

"I need your cock in my mouth," she told him.

She looked up at him, smiled awkwardly and lowered her mouth, taking his dick between her lips.

"By the gods!" he grunted, as her tongue swirled around the head of his cock. She laughed, and began licking his shaft, from base to tip and back down again.

"Yes, I need this cock," she told him again, then began bobbing her head up and down on it.

Randr reached down and took her hair in his hand, holding it behind her head so he could see her face. His shaft was slick with saliva as he watched her lips slide up his cock till just the tip was in her mouth. He felt her swirl her tongue around it again before sliding back down him.

The room was silent save for his quiet grunting as she continued working his member, and the occasional wet noise from her mouth.

Eventually he signaled her to stop. She backed off him and said, "I need it, Randr. I need your cock so the Dark Ones can't use me."

"Dalia, wait," he barked. She ignored him and tried to swallow him. He had to physically stop her.

"I must be a filthy wench by the time they arrive," Dalia told him, desperate. She pushed his hands out of the way, determined to lick and suck and stroke his cock all at the same time.

Randr watched as she acted like a woman possessed, eager to please him. It was so intense he could feel an orgasm building, and had to forcefully pull her off of him lest he finish before they had done all they needed to do.

She landed in the middle of the bed, looking up at him. The lust that had overtaken her, still in her eyes. She began openly fingering herself as she spoke to him, "Take me."

Randr couldn't believe his eyes. The daughter of his departed friend Erick had transformed from a sweet maiden into a lust driven slut. Intellectually he knew that had been their goal, but to see it now was shocking. Shocking and exciting.

"Take me. Take me like I'm your whore. From behind if you prefer. I need it." Dalia wasn't even looking at him, but rather his erection. "No, not need, want. I want it. I want it deep in my pussy."

Dalia turned around, so she was on all fours, her wonderfully tight ass facing him. Her head was turned over her shoulder as she beckoned him. “Fuck me, Randr.”

Randr got into position behind her, and before he was even in place, her hand reached from between her legs and took hold of him. She guided him to her wetness, and impaled herself on his cock.

She whimpered as he pierced into her, the mixture of pain and pleasure oddly enjoyable. He quickly began thrusting, while she swayed back against him, his pelvis and her ass hitting against one another hard.

“Yes, that's it. That's it,” she cried out.

He grabbed her hips and pounded away at her. Dalia dropped her face to the bed, muffling her moans of pleasure in the blanket. The fear of the Dark Ones may have instigated this, but it was pure lust that was driving her now. She really did want to be fucked as hard and as long as he could.

Randr, for his part, also wanted to last as long as he could, but he was just a mortal man. Her hands and mouth had gotten him going and now her pussy was simply too wonderful for him to last much longer.

“Dalia,” he called out to warn her.

"Yes. Yes! Fuck me," she told him.

"I'm close," he told her. She reached between her legs with one hand and rubbed her clit, desperate to get off one more time before he came.

"Oh Goddess!" she moaned.

Randr closed his eyes, hoping if he didn't see her incredible body it would help him last a bit longer. It might have worked if she hadn't chosen that moment to yell out, "I'm a whore, I’m your fucking whore."

The warm, wet feeling of her pussy in combination with her erotic words was enough. He pulled on her hips as he thrust forward, forcing his dick as deep as he could possibly go and released with a cry.

Feeling him cum inside her, alongside the furious movement of her fingers on her clit was enough to push her over the edge too. She came hard, calling his name as Randr's cock was still spurting inside her.

The pair collapsed to the bed, and as they caught their breath he smiled at her.

"That was a bold claim there, at the end," he joked.

"Just wanted to make sure there was nothing left of my purity for anyone to use against me," she laughed.

They were interrupted by a loud crash in the next room. Still nude, Randr ran to see if Yrsa was okay.

* * * * *

Yrsa stood by the fire, unharmed, but the heavy wood front door was open wide and the Dark Ones stood in the doorway. They were human, a man and a woman, wearing huge cloaks that were so black you couldn't see any folds or texture. It was as though they were each wearing a void.

The wizard, a hundred years old if he was a day, lifted his arm and pointed to Randr, "Bring her to us, if you want to live."

"There is nothing for you here," Randr told him defiantly.

The sorceress stepped forward. She wasn't nearly as old as the wizard, half a century if Randr had to guess her age, but the lines on her face betrayed the hard life she had lived.

"Something is wrong," she said as she looked around the room. She eyed Randr's nude form. "What have you done?"

"There is no power here for you to steal," he repeated.

The Dark Ones looked at each other, deathly concerned. The wizard pulled an amulet from his cloak. Its chain was wrapped around his fingers and it hung from his hand like a pendulum as he waved it around the room. It pulsed a blue glow, the light fading and growing as he did so.

"She is here and yet..." The wizard stopped when he heard footsteps. Dalia entered into the room, covered by a blanket that hung over her shoulders, her long legs bare. She handed Randr another blanket, which he wrapped around his waist.

"I am here," Dalia declared. "The power you seek, however, I no longer have."

The sorceress stepped forward, cautiously approaching Dalia. Randr stepped into the way, blocking her path. She ignored him, and evaluated Dalia silently for a moment.

"You have power," she told Dalia, as if Randr wasn't there. "You have much power. But you have claimed it for yourself. It is of no use to us."

"You fool!" the wizard yelled at Randr. "Do you have any idea what you have done?"

Randr braced for an attack, but the sorceress stepped between the two men.

"Calm yourself, Jace, he has done nothing," she told the wizard. Turning back to Randr, she eyed him from head to toe. He adjusted the blanket uncomfortably. "Well, not nothing, but he did not take anything from her. Can you not sense it? She is the one who made the choice. Nothing has been taken from her."

"The power has been claimed, that is all that matters! We are defenseless. The kingdom is defenseless!" Jace argued.

"And why is that, you old fool?" the sorceress fired back. "You are the one that maintains this fiction that we are evil. You are the one that feeds the rumors."

"You know well why we act as we do," the wizard spat. "There is safety in fear. We are left alone to do what we must."

Yrsa looked at the Dark Ones, confused. Their behaviour did not match the stories she had heard of them since she was a child. The extreme fear of them she had always held fading as the pair bickered. It reminded her of Dalia and...

"You are brother and sister," Yrsa said without thinking.

"We are. Of a sort," the sorceress acknowledged.

"We are part of a family that protects this realm from...others," Jace offered.

"But why the lies? The secrecy? If you are defenders of this realm as you claim, why not tell the king what is it you do?" Randr challenged them.

"Others have tried, some became great friends to their courts. Most, however, were not. We are known as The Dark Ones, not for our deeds but for our connection to a violent past."

"The Dark Times? But that was an eon ago. Only stories remain from that time," Yrsa said.

The sorceress shook her head, "Not just stories; feelings, fears, memories."

As tears welled up in her eyes, Jace stepped behind his sister and put his hand on her shoulder. "Zora, it's okay."

"How old are you?" Randr asked, his eyes squinting, trying to focus in their faces.

The wizard cut off the conversation, "The roknor is near and we are defenceless."

"If I retained my power, can I not use it? Or lend it to you?" Dalia asked.

"It does not work that way. The power remains, but we require it in a... more malleable form," the wizard explained. "You've defined it, and it is of no use to us now."

"Jace, wait," Zora raises a hand, motioning for him to stop. "There is still a useful power here. I can sense it."

She turned her head to Yrsa, then Randr and finally Dalia, who reached for Randr's hand. "I don't understand, I can feel a purity here... but not here." The sorceress was frustrated by the contradiction. "Brother, do you sense anything?"

The old man shifted his gaze, not focusing on anything in the room but seemingly beyond it.

"There is another!" he announced.

"Her energy is strange, but it is there. How have you hidden your other daughter?" Jace demanded.

"I have no other daughter, just Dalia. Since her father died, it is just Dalia and her brother and I."

"A son?" the wizard asked. "He is of age?"

"Since the harvest time," Yrsa assured them.

Jace turned to Zora, renewed optimism in his eyes as he urgently asked, "Can this be done. Sister?"

She pondered it for a moment, before responding, "I have heard... Yes, it hasn't been done in a lifetime, but I believe so. You'll have to handle the incantation this time though."

"Wait, what are you planning to do to him?" Dalia asked.

"No harm shall come to your brother, I swear it," Zora assured her. "We need only harness his essence long enough to drive the roknor back to its realm."

"He is in the barn," Yrsa told them. “Tending to a sick calf.”

* * * * *

Fror was feeding Randr's steed when the barn door flew open. He had secured it after the horse had made its way through the ominous winds to the barn earlier, so it frightened him that anything could have opened it at all, let alone with such force.

To see two cloaked people there sent a shiver up his spine.

"Fror, there isn't much time," the old man told him.

"I am Zora, this is Jace," the sorceress said. “Randr is keeping your mother and sister safe while we deal with the roknor."

"A roknor? Here?" Fror exclaimed.

"Not if we have your help," Zora explained. Her face seemed to soften as she spoke. "The roknor will emerge into our world shortly, my brother will draw him near so we can trap him, then you and I must defeat it."

"Me?" Fror panicked.

"Tell me, Fror, have you ever been with a woman," she asked.

"Of course, I..." Fror stopped, mid-lie. He felt a sudden urge to be truthful with her. As if lying to her would hurt physically. "No. Never."

"Good, good," she nodded approvingly and gave Jace a quick look. Jace nodded back and stepped outside. The sphere of calm around him doubled, and no wind or rain passed into the barn.

The wizard pulled a small dagger from his cloak and walked thirteen paces from the door of the barn, before stabbing the ground, leaving the weapon half buried. He then pulled several blue vials from his robe, and began walking thirteen paces to the west.

Inside the barn, the sorceress had a hand on Fror's shoulder. "Tell me, Fror. Do you find me attractive?" Zora asked.

He looked at her, confused. When she has entered the barn he would have guessed she was older than his own mother, but looking at her now she seemed a bit younger and full of life. Her face was quite pretty, how he hadn't noticed that before he wasn't sure.

"It's okay. I need you to be honest," she told him, taking off her cloak as she spoke. Underneath she was wearing a tight dress with a long slit on one side, which showed off a fair bit of leg as she casually laid the cloak out on the ground in front of them, as if it were a picnic blanket. The top of her dress was tight, and the plunging neckline would have probably shown a lot of cleavage if she wasn't so flat chested.

"You're quite pretty," Fror assured her.

"Quite, you say?" she repeated, with a smile. It was cute that he was being so polite. "Fror, is there someone in town that you like? A tavern girl perhaps?"

Fror immediately thought of the baker's daughter. She was a couple of years older than he was, and had rarely even talked to him, but he had fantasized about her many times over the years. "There is someone, but I've never, I mean she would never..."

"Shhh," the sorceress hushed him, putting her finger to his lips.

Unnerved by her touch, Fror looked down, away from her piercing eyes. His eyes stopped at the sight of her nipples protruding through the cloth of her form fitting dress. How had he not notice how perky her breasts were before?

The sorceress spoke. "The roknor is on its way. I need you to show me your penis."

"My penis? But how..." He was confused. "Um, I can't. I mean, I can but..."

"But what? Don't you want to show me your penis?" she teased.

Fror felt light headed. The woman before him was showing an awful lot of leg. Had her dress been that short the entire time?

"I do, but I'm embarrassed. It's..." Fror trailed off.

"Erect?" she finished for him.

He nodded, but said nothing.

"Oh good, that was the next thing I needed you to do for me," she said with a wry smile.

Meanwhile, the wizard placed the last of the vials on the ground, they made the outline of a rectangle. He held out his amulet again, this time its glow was a steady blue. The sky above him began to shimmer and fold and he could feel a warm, almost damp wind blowing down, as if a large animal was on the other side of the sky, breathing down on him. He shed his cloak, laying it out as wide possible on the ground in front of where he stood, much like Zora had inside the barn, but Jace took special care to not have it extend pass the lines of his rectangle. He began chanting something low and almost inaudible.

Inside the barn, Fror stood on the makeshift rug that was the sorceress' cloak. He was completely nude, his erect cock pointed at Zora. As she reached out and took hold of his dick, he gasped.

"Now, it's very important you don't have a release," she told him. "I need you to keep everything inside, no matter what happens."

And with that she began stroking him; slow and deliberate, her hand sliding up and down his shaft.

"What happens if I, um, release?" he asked, suddenly concerned. A woman had never touched him before, so he wasn't sure how long he was going to last.

"It wouldn't be good, so don't do it," she told him coyly. Her pace quickened and while he very much enjoyed the sensation, he was also suddenly very panicky.

Outside, Jace's chanting was getting louder. It was a bizarre, ancient tongue from a long dead people and he struggled for moment, not used to recalling the words himself. He repeated the previous lines a second time. And then a third time, in an attempt to stall.

The sky above ripped as if it were wet parchment and a viscous fluid dripped down on Jace. The roknor’s two mouths snarled as its head poked into reality, dripping otherworldly mucous onto Jace. He took a deep breath to calm himself, and immediately regretted it. The stench was unreal. It did, however, do the trick. The smell reminded him of the roknor that his sister and he had fought off during the battle of Bluddenhaven, and he was able to resume the ancient chant.

The roknor, however, continued to rip through the shimmering sky, creating a hole that could be felt more than seen. As the large beast dropped to the ground, a crackling blue glow shot up the lines of Jace’s magical rectangle, creating walls that rose from the ground up to the hole the roknor had made in the sky.

The foul beast was trapped as it hit the ground, forced to awkwardly stand on it back four legs as the front four pressed against the walls. Jace laid on the ground, stuck under the snarling beast.

"Zora! The roknor has crossed planes!" he yelled back towards the barn, which he could no longer see.

Heedless of the danger and now lying on his back, Fror watched as Zora climbed on top of him.

"Okay, things are about to get intense. Remember, you aren't allowed to release," she warned him.

"I don't know if I can do that," he confessed, as she moved down his body.

She took hold of his cock as she spoke, "You don't have a choice."

Before he could object, she slid down his cock. Her warm, wet pussy enveloping his manhood.

"Goddess!" Fror yelled, not believing the incredible feeling of actually being inside a woman. No sooner had she begun to ride him, they both heard Jace yell for help.

"Damn it," Zora muttered, still riding Fror. She was frustrated. Her pleasure wasn't required for the ritual to work, but she hoped she could sneak in an orgasm of her own.

"Okay, Fror, change of plans," Zora told him as she climbed off of him. "But it's still vital you don't cum." He simply nodded, scared.

"Get behind me," she told him as she got on all fours. Making sure they were both still completely on the cloak, she guided him into position, so he could take charge for the first time.

"I need you to fuck me. Fuck my pussy as hard as you can. But do not release," she said.

Fror’s desire to grab her hips and pound away was almost overwhelming but he also knew there was no way he'd last very long. He took hold of his cock, looked at her well-toned bottom, and slowly slid into her pussy.

"Yes," Zora moaned, encouraging him. Fror paused, enjoying the sensation of being completely inside her, her ass pressed up against him.

"Fror, fuck me. Fuck me right now," Zora ordered, angry with how slow he was moving. He grabbed her hips and began pumping, petrified he was going to orgasm already, but too scared to disobey.

"That's it," she encouraged him as his pumping sped up. "Fuck my pussy with that hard cock."

Trapped under the roknor, Jace began to panic. The beast couldn’t seem him, but sooner than later one of its four feet was going to crush him and he knew it. And then, without warning, he felt himself sink into the ground. The cloak seemed to melt and grow. It extended to the four walls of the barrier and somehow down at the same time. Jace laughed as he sank deeper and deeper into the black void

Fror stopped his thrusting, the sensation of sinking confusing him. He was on a cloak that lay on top of solid ground and yet his knees were an inch or so lower.

"Don't stop," Zora yelled, her hands and knees similarly sinking into the void.

Fror resumed his movements, albeit tentatively.

"Focus on me," Zora barked. "Focus on your dick deep inside my pussy. Get it as deep as you can."

Fror redoubled his pounding, grabbing her hips even tighter. Pulling her into him as he thrust forward. Too scared to think, he simply followed her instructions.

"Yes. Harder, harder," she moaned.

"Oh gods," Fror said. "I'm..."

"Listen to me, Fror. Do. Not. Cum," she yelled.

The pair were thigh deep into the void at this point. Fror, about to burst.

"I can't help it," he cried.

"Fror Gunnarson, you are not allowed to cum," she warned him. "Do you understand?"He stopped thrusting, but she immediately began yelling at him, "Don't stop. You have to fuck me."

Fror began thrusting once more, confused. He couldn't stop without her getting mad but he couldn't continue without ejaculating, which she had forbidden.

Zora was actually pretty impressed with his stamina, given this was his first time. But enough was enough, she needed to harness the energy now.

"That's it, Fror!" she moaned. "Give it to me. Give me that cock. Fuck me hard."

Fror was suddenly furious. She wanted him to fuck her without cumming, yet she was purposely making that impossible. She might get mad at him, they both might be killed, but there was no denying his orgasm at this point.

He reached up, grabbed her hair with one hand and pulled, making her head tilt back. She squealed in delight as he rammed her hard several more times, giving in to the inevitable. Then, without warning, the black void they had been sinking into suddenly enveloped them both.

Fror wasn't sure if they were falling or standing still, if he was still in the barn or had been transported to another world. He couldn't even see Zora, yet he was still inside of her. The release he had been about to have hadn't started, but it hadn’t stopped either. It was if they were caught at the moment where his orgasm had built up and was about to explode.

Zora reached back with one arm and clutched his hip. He leaned forward and grabbed her breasts roughly. Fror couldn't see her or even his own body but it didn't matter as his animalistic instincts had completely taken over. He pumped and thrust and grunted, all while listening to Zora do the same. He was fucking her and she was fucking him. She was sucking his cock and he was licking her pussy. They were standing, kissing each other passionately. It made no sense whatsoever, but it was somehow all true.

Fror felt Zora call his name in ecstasy, he responded calling out hers, neither saying a word. Then, after what seemed like eons had passed, a white light passed through him and he erupted. The physical realm returned to his senses just in time for him to enjoy the waves of pleasure that rippled down his body and into his toes as his cock spurted again and again.

The roknor sensed the danger but had no time react to it as a white light emerged from the black void it was caught in. The light seemed to both push and engulf the beast, forcing it back up and through the hole it had created in the world.

The dagger Jace had stabbed into the ground rose into the air, flipped around and flew straight up, piercing the roknor. The beast howled. The void then traveled up the shaft of light, seeming to consume the white energy as it did so, and upon reaching the hole, covered it like a patch. In moments, any evidence of an intrusion into this plane ceased to exist.

Inside the barn, Fror, Zora and Jace awoke on top of Zora's cloak. Fror turned his head, hoping for another look at Zora's nude body. Gone was the young woman he had given his virginity to, and instead was a much older woman, the woman that had entered the barn with Jace. She smiled at him. Her eyes were still a piercing, beautiful blue. He smiled back, unsure of what to say.

"Thank you," she told him before he could think of anything.

Jace was the first to stand. He helped Zora up as Fror made his way to his clothes, still strewn across the ground. As Fror dressed, Jace gathered up his sister's cloak and wrapped her in it.

Randr, Dalia and Yrsa entered the barn, the storm outside having abated. "Fror, are you alright?" Yrsa asked, rushing to his side..

"Yes, mother," he said, embarrassed by her concern.

"The beast, it is dead?" Randr asked.

"Gone at the very least," Jace assured him.

"Just as we should be," Zora added.

"You should speak with the king. He is just, and will treat you fairly," Randr told them.

"Perhaps," Jace told him.

Zora winked at Fror, and then the Dark Ones were gone.

Dalia gasped in surprise, and leaned into Randr, who put an arm around her.

"The roknor may be gone, but it is still a cold night. Let us return to the fire," Yrsa told the group.

As they headed back to the house, Fror lagged behind. Something caught his eye where the mystical construct had been. He picked it up, a blue amulet of some sort. It was beautiful. The perfect gift for the baker's daughter perhaps, he thought.


"A Thimble of Sweet Honey" by Zoe Miller

Kless was late.

Myna worked her dishrag at the mixing bowl, building the soap into a thick lather and rubbing until her fingers were raw. There, clean enough. She grabbed the next dish from beside her and dunked it into the hollowed-out acorn that served as her washbasin. Her large, gossamer wings curled and flicked behind her in an unconscious attempt to sublimate her anger. Every so often, she ran the back of her arm against her sweat-dappled forehead to clear away the strands of her long, dark hair, which just would not stop falling into her face! No time to find a cord and tie it back. She had to wash these dishes; she couldn’t start on the parfaits until the dishes were clean.

She shouldn’t be surprised. Kless had a habit of making herself scarce whenever there was real work to be done, but never on the spring equinox! It was a holy day, for faeries, and there was still so much to do before the celebration—far more than there ought to be, thanks to Kless’s absence dragging Myna further and further into the weeds.

Myna released a sharp growl, shaking her head to dissuade her unruly hair. She’d been at it since before dawn—sneaking into human cupboards to scrounge for ingredients, collecting pails of water from the stream, kneading the dough for the festival breads. All by herself, she’d had to make several extra trips, and her poor wings ached from the effort. Even for Kless, this was a startling lack of commitment.

The absolute nerve of that girl!

She was giving a wooden mortar its final rinse when the door to her home burst open with a crash, setting pots, pans, and all sorts of bottles clattering to the floor. Startled, Myna dropped the mortar into the washbasin, and the foamy water burst like a geyser, positively dousing her.

A girlish cackle sounded from behind her. As she spun to confront Kless, a hard scowl scrawled across her face.

“You are late.”

…though the impact of her stern look was likely somewhat mitigated by her waterlogged hair, to say nothing of the soap suds slipping down over her pointed ears.

Kless had the good grace to mask her grin behind one of her hands, but this did nothing to hide the elated upward curve of her eyebrows, nor did it do much to muffle the expressive snicker that blurted out between her clenched lips.

“Myna!” she said. “You’re a mess!”

Kless was a dragon childe, her mother being a faery and her father a nymph dragon, though this prodigious lineage did nothing for either her size or her demeanor—she was small for her kind, and her personality displayed not one mote of her honorable heritage. In fact, with her pale skin, comparatively small wings, and shock of short, blonde hair, the only thing to differentiate her from any common faery were the twin trails of emerald scales that curled from her brow to behind her ears, and then down the length of her neck in a captivating, symmetrical pattern. Otherwise, she was as faery as faery goes—and twice as irresponsible as even the worst of them, which was saying something.

She hadn’t even shown up dressed for work! While Myna slaved away in a coarse shirt and rough trousers, Kless’s short, diaphanous skirt, and loose, airy blouse, were better suited for tonight’s festival. Myna took particular umbrage with the blouse. Most faery clothing is tied at the shoulders for the sake of comfort, given their wings, but the bows of Kless’s blouse were almost comically ornate—overlarge and multicolored, they exploded from each shoulder like patches of wildflowers in full bloom. For whatever reason, that was the thing that Myna’s fuming ire centered on.

“Never mind that!” said Myna, snatching Kless by the wrist and dragging her towards the washbasin. “I need you to finish this while I get the bread into the oven. After which—” Myna paused, noticing they’d stopped moving. Kless had set her feet halfway across the room. With a glower, she turned to assess the problem.

Blushing beneath her shaggy mop of straw-blonde hair, a shy smile sneaking across her lips, Kless said, “About that…”

Myna’s hands slapped against her hips. “About what?”

“Nothing important!” Self-conscious, Kless poked her fingers together as she spoke. “But I thought I might ask if you still had those thimbles. You know, what you borrowed from those seamstresses last autumn?”

“My thimbles?” Myna blinked. “You’re not thinking of running off again, are you? We’re hours behind schedule already.”

“Not running off!” Kless protested. “Only… oh, Myna, it’s the most wonderful thing. I happened upon it this morning, a cache of fermented honey, deep as a pond. I thought if I had a thimble, I could barter with the bees for it; you know, so we could have it for the festival. It’s very nearby! Five flits of my wings, there and back, honest!”

“The way you and I count fives are very different, I’ve learned.”

Kless jutted her lip forward in a deep pout. “Well that’s a rude thing to say.”

“What’s rude is you, Kless Bittleburg!” Myna crossed her arms. “Here I am, up to my wingtips in work, so far behind schedule I’ve only just started the bread, and then there’s the acorn parfaits to think of…”

“Ah, that’s right! I’ll need pollen to barter with.”

“Pollen? No, absolutely not. That pollen is for the parfaits, not for you to secure a thimbleful of booze so you can lounge around, getting drunk all afternoon, while the rest of us put in the hard effort that enables your good time—”

“But Myna!” Kless interrupted. Her small, adolescent wings shimmered with prismatic colors as they drooped in deep despair. Her green eyes were glassy with budding tears, and her voice softened to a murmured plea. “It was her favorite…”

Myna pinched the bridge of her nose and gave a helpless sigh. Once she got an idea in her head, Kless was harder to stop than a rampaging badger. Glancing out the window of her hut, she noticed the sun still high in the sky; it was just a little past noon. She didn’t trust Kless to go on her own, but if they went together, Myna would be able to ensure Kless didn’t wander off on another misbegotten treasure hunt before she even got to the honey. If the hive was as close as she said, they could be there and back before mid-afternoon…

* * * * *

The hive was nearly as close as Kless promised. The trade went well; they secured two brimming thimblefuls of fine-smelling, well-fermented honey for a mere pittance of pollen—owing to Myna’s prowess as a negotiator, of course—which meant they’d have plenty left over to top the parfaits.

Overjoyed with their victory, despite her rather small part in it, Kless beat a twig against the tall grass, balancing her thimble on her head. She hummed the strains of a stirring faery ballad as they headed for home.

“Doesn’t it smell wonderful?” She asked, after a while. “It’s the clover, I think. She loved it, didn’t she? Clover honey.”

“That’s right,” said Myna.

“Which explains why I do too.” As they tromped down the path, a large brown grasshopper leapt out from the tall grass and paused in front of them. Kless lunged forward, stabbing out with her stick as it if were a sabre, the thimble wobbling perilously atop her head with the momentum of her attack. “Raah!”

The grasshopper examined Kless with its large compound eyes, apparently unconcerned; Myna’s reaction was an entirely different matter. “Will you be careful!” she said, eying Kless’s haphazard hold on the thimble.

“I am indubitably careful in all things, Myna Frogsong,” Kless said, standing tall and stern, with wings erect, clearly struggling not to burst into laughter.

“She’s very sorry,” Myna said to the grasshopper, holding her thimble with both hands and bowing in full apology.

Without a word of acknowledgement, the grasshopper bounded away with a flick of its wings, disappearing back into the grass.

Myna sighed. It was hot, for spring, and the thimbles were heavier than she expected. She might’ve been able to fly her own back, but Kless would never be able to manage—“Weakwings,” some of the ruder faeries called her. Though she was in a rush to get back to work, Myna knew that, however likely it might be for an unattended Kless to shirk her duties, an unattended Kless with a thimbleful of sweet honey was all but certain to do so. So she did her best to enjoy the walk. It was nice to have a break from the kitchen, anyway.

They strolled along in silence for a while. Myna tried to ignore the growing ache in her from arms from the heavy load of honey, marveling at how Kless appeared completely unencumbered. Neither by worry nor weight, she didn’t seem to have a care in the world, swishing her stick idly in the air, humming a few uncoordinated bars of what Myna believed was The Sword Maiden’s Song—though it was a rather off-key rendition.

“What’s got you singing that old thing?” Myna asked.

“Just the season, I think. Spring’s the time for adventures, you know. Don’t you just feel it? In your bones, I mean. Don’t you just want to—to go out and slay an evil dragon or some such?”

With a soft laugh, Myna said, “I’ve had enough adventures. These days, I struggle enough to slay dinner.”

Her time as a shield maiden in service of Kless’s mother was a source of great envy to the girl. Myna had learned to meter out these stories in a careful measure. Though Kless wasn’t particularly adept at actual flight, she was notably prone to flights of fancy, especially where tales of her mother were concerned.

“Well, I haven’t had any.” Kless sighed, adjusting her grip on the thimble and letting her stick hang limply at her side. “I can’t believe you, Myna, you’re not that old yet. C’mon, let’s have an adventure, a good one, with proof, so’s I can bring it back to the bonfire tonight and have my pick of the damsels.”

“Damsels?” Myna asked. “Any specific ones, or did you just plan to grab as many as your arms would hold?”

Her face red for a moment, Kless shrugged and looked away.

Myna chuckled. “It’s that neighbor girl of yours, isn’t it? What’s her name, Piju? With the green hair?”

“It is not Piju,” Kless said.

Myna raised an eyebrow. “Judging by your reaction, it seems like it very well might be.”

“It is not. She’s a face like a rat’s!”

“A rat?” Myna shook her head, smiling. “Well, back in the day I remember you two being thick as a pair of them, anyway. So it’s not Piju. Then it must be…”

Pointedly avoiding Myna’s gaze, Kless released a flutter of irritation through her wings. Myna allowed herself an inward laugh; she’d finally found a topic of discussion that would silence Kless Bittleburg. She let the conversation lapse, enjoying the heated flush on Kless’s face as the younger woman screwed her eyes to the road and committed herself back to her humming.

Likely, Kless was a bit envious. Piju was a shoe-in to be crowned Queen at the festival. Knowing she had no hope of being elected the Hero, Kless was probably stewing a bit over the idea that Piju, her childhood crush, would share a joyous bed tonight with whatever brave faery was lucky enough to don the Hero’s laurels.

Eventually, apparently having forgiven Myna for her curiosity, Kless paused her song and glanced over to her. “Hey, Myna, sing with me. You know the words.”

“Oh, my singing days are over, I think.”

Kless groaned. “Come on now! It’s a beautiful day, and we’ve got the honey, and the whole equinox festival is out ahead of us. Let’s have a song and celebrate, why not?” Without waiting for her cue, Kless belted out what she knew of the chorus.

Though weight be heavy and world be woe

We sally forth to meet our foe.

Wind we, wind we, dragon’s darts.

Tremble, bears, and flee you…

Pausing, Kless blinked, the tips of her small wings fluttering with thought.

“…carts?” She asked.

Myna shook her head, smiling even as she sighed. “Harts.”

“What, hearts? Why are they fleeing?” she asked, putting her hand on her chest.

“Not hearts, harts. It’s another word for deer.”

Kless cocked an eyebrow with contempt. “Then why not just say deer?”

“Because it doesn’t rhyme, for one, and besides which—”

But her explanation was lost beneath Kless’s strident screams as she dove into another attempt at the chorus.

At the sound of those old words, Myna lapsed back into distant memory. The sun was shining in the sky, and the smell of fresh grass was all around them, and even the ground felt good to walk on today. Despite the unseasonable heat, and Kless’s extraordinary lack of discipline, it was shaping up to be a fine equinox. Infected by Kless’s good mood, she was just about to join in, when suddenly her ears perked to attention. Lunging forward, she clasped a hand around Kless’s arm and yanked her still.

Startled, Kless quieted herself with a frown. “If you didn’t like my singing…”

“Shush!” Myna hissed, her shoulders tense. “Do you hear that?”

Kless looked up at the sky, carelessly scratching at her nose. “Huh? Hear what?”

The grass gave an anxious rustle. Before they could blink, a small brown field mouse with a mohawk stripe of tufted white fur burst from cover and skittered across the path, diving in a fearful blur into the grass on the other side of the path. Relieved, Kless sputtered out a charmed giggle. “Ah! It’s so cute!”

But Myna was more cautious. She cocked her head, catching the oncoming sound of something bigger. Responding on instinct, her wings unfurled and stood ready. “It’s a fox! Drop the honey, run!”

Kless blanched, her legs locked. While she stood stunned, Myna sprung into action, tucking her thimble of honey under one arm and gripping Kless by the wrist. “Kless, you dullard, move!”

Kless stumbled into motion but slowly. With a beat of her wings, Myna darted forward, lurching Kless just out of range of the fox’s opening pounce. As the blur of rust-red fur, pointed ears, and slavering jaws struck the empty ground where Kless stood just moments ago, the earth shook with the impact, and the thimble balanced atop Kless’s head teetered, wiggling precariously for a moment before it hurled itself from her head, drenching Kless’s wings in sticky fluid as it tumbled towards the ground, gurgling the rest of its cargo out onto the path.

“The honey!” Kless shouted.

“Forget it, let’s go!” Beating her wings, she struggled against Kless’s weight shackling her to the ground, but, watching Kless’s sodden wings ineffectually flap, she knew her friend was grounded. The fox spun to face them. Its fur was caked with dried mud, its eyes dark like thick amber and laden with predatory lust. It reared onto its hind legs and raised its front paws to strike, claws extended.

Thinking quickly, Myna dropped back to ground, grabbed Kless’s discarded thimble, and flung it at the fox. The animal yowled as the thick metal container rebounded off its sensitive nose, killing the momentum of its pounce and sending it floundering into the dirt. The fox squirmed its body into the dirt, scrambling its paws in a futile attempt to soothe its wounded nose, screaming more from the indignity of the assault than the impact of it, Myna suspected.

No time for that now! Grabbing Kless by the wrist, Myna dragged her into immediate action. Knowing they couldn’t escape by air, she had no idea what to do except:

“Follow that mouse!”

The fox’s paws beat like thunder behind them. The air stunk with its carnivorous breath, Myna was sure she could feel the heat of it against her neck, and her legs began to ache from effort. Kless mewled with fear and stumbled over her own feet, unable to match Myna’s frantic pace except by the iron grip of Myna’s hand around her wrist. That mouse had to be going somewhere!

They burst into a small clearing, where the grass was beaten flat by an overturned tree. Moss-covered and hollowed out by time, it bore an opening wide enough to fit three faeries abreast. The grass behind them susurrated threateningly as the fox whipped into the open, landing so close a blast of wind rustled Myna’s long hair into her face. Her wings beating frantically, begging her to take flight, to leave Kless, and escape, Myna surged the remaining distance on screaming feet, hurling Kless, sticky wings and all, towardsthe log. Then, free of encumbrance, she clutched her thimble of honey to her chest with both arms, and finally gave her wings license to soar. With two sharp flaps, she broke ground, sailing to safety, lofted by the very current summoned by the fox’s final, futile pounce behind her.

* * * * *

Coughing and sputtering, Myna came to her senses what felt like hours later, but could’ve only been a few seconds. Her ears rang with the screeching that echoed through the chamber, and she could hardly tell whether the frantic sounds of worry came from Kless, or the field mouse, or both. Behind her was the snuffling sound of the fox’s muzzle rutting against the opening. Big enough for two faeries abreast, but not a fox, thank the Queen for that.

They were safe.

Myna groaned as she sat back against the curve of the log. She looked herself over, but found nothing worse than a few scratches along her bare arms and legs; a thick bed of comfortable green moss had braced her fall. She gave her wings a testing flick and was relieved to find them undamaged. Somehow, even the thimble had survived the tumble, sitting upright next to her, its precious contents shining in the dim light.

The whines of the fox became more frantic. It had no compunctions about screaming its frustration to its would-be meal. A large paw groped ineffectually towards them, scrawling its claws against the insides of the hollow, preciously close to its dinner, but always, just barely, out of reach. A squeal broke the air, the log apparently having rewarded the fox with a painful splinter for its efforts. Eyes wide, it suddenly retreated back to the grass, favoring its wounded paw with a tender limp.

Abruptly adroit, Kless leapt to her feet, put her thumb against her nose and chicken-wiggled her fingers in the air towards the retreating fox. “Myyneeeh! That’s what you get!”

Myna braced herself against the wall behind her and dragged herself, groaning, to her feet. Stumbling the few steps over towards Kless, her indignant rage overcame her, and she belted the younger faery with a hard slap against the cheek.

“Ow!” Kless responded by stumbling back a step, eyes wide. “What’d you do that for?”

“You know why I did it,” Myna growled. “Why didn’t you drop the honey?”

Kless whimpered, clinging a hand to her stinging cheek. “You know why!”

“I can’t believe you! You’ve no sense at all, almost getting the both of us killed over a thimbleful of honey! The nerve!”

“B-but it’s her favorite!”

“Her favorite, her favorite!” Myna chanted in mimicry. “If you want to get yourself gobbled up by a fox over some ill-conceived memory of your long-dead mother, that’s fine. Next time leave me out of it!”

Precipitous as a summer storm, Kless fell to her knees upon the soft moss and began to sob. Her honey-dampened wings, rippling with painful emotion, glittered even more fetchingly than usual in the low light. At an unconscious whim from Kless, they folded protectively around their owner.

Myna clenched her fists at her sides and pressed her lips into a firm line, clamping down on her anger so she didn’t haul off and deck her stupid little charge right then and there.

But, even as her fingers twitched with rage, her heart began to tremble. Somewhere inside her, distant and subtle, a painful memory began to build. She paced over to the sobbing faery and squatted beside her. “I’m sorry, Kless.”

“Leave off!” said Kless, shuffling her shoulders in a fruitless effort to dissuade the hand Myna touched tenderly against her shoulder. “Nobody’s asking for your sorries!”

Myna sighed. Taking a breath to compose herself, she brushed a bit of her loose hair behind her ears. “I am, though. I shouldn’t have said it like that. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Yes, you did,” Kless replied. Her words took a pause beneath the swell of a wrenching sob, but after that, she swallowed, and her voice was clear, and soft. “I don’t mean to be like this,” she said. “It’s just—it’s just this time of year, it’s when I miss her the most.”

Myna sat down beside Kless, tentatively resting a hand atop the younger faery’s knee. “I miss her too, you know.”

“Well, you hardly show it.” Looking towards Myna, tears still glistening across her cheeks, Kless swallowed the last of her sadness. “I just wanted something to remember her by. I thought it would be a nice token, since she didn’t leave me any.”

“None but me.” Myna smiled, squeezing Kless’s knee. “Am I not enough?”

Myna tilted her head when Kless glanced away, abruptly bashful for some reason.

It was then that the field mouse decided to assert itself. Sneaking out from the shadows, it inched tenderly up to the two of them, clutching its paws with aching anxiety, and twitching its little brown nose as it spoke in a series of expressive squeaks.

At its approach, Myna stiffened her back, dropping into as deep a bow as she could, since she was sitting. “Thank you, sir mouse. Without your warning, we might not’ve escaped.”

Kless cleared her nose with a sharp sniffle. “What’s he saying?”

Myna shook her head, bemused. “I’m not sure… he’s not speaking in mouse.”

“Who ever heard of a mouse which didn’t speak mouse?” Kless asked, eyebrows lofting upward with inchoate curiosity. “Are you sure you’re just not rusty with it? You don’t know many mice, on account of them generally disliking you and all.”

“Mind that you learn some animal speak yourself, Kless Bittleburg,” Myna said, “before you begin criticizing others on their aptitude,.”

As quickly as it came, Kless’s upset vanished, and she spread her mouth in a wide grin. “My apologies.” She blinked, then, watching as the mouse grew bold, gripping its paws at Myna’s trousers and giving them a fretful tug. “I think he likes you!” Leaning forward, she gave the mouse a bit of a scritch under its little chin. “He’s a cute one, isn’t he? I like this little stripe of his…”

As she reached up without care or compunction—or even common forest respect, Myna noted—to ruffle the stripe of white fire that ran down its head, Kless gave a giggle of surprise. The mouse had taken her wrist in both of its small paws and guided her hand to something hidden beneath the scruff of its neck fur. Her pointed wings lifted to full attention and, fingers closing around the unexpected object, she asked, “Oh, what’s this?”

The mouse squealed with obvious import, its rump and tail twitching expressively. Myna leaned forward, jostling Kless away so she could get a closer look. Gently brushing its fur out of the way, Myna revealed a thin leather collar closed with a clasp of gold and ruby.

“Well, that explains it,” she said. “It’s an enchantment.”

“It might be a prince!” Kless said.

“I very much doubt it’s a prince. It’s more likely we’d be freeing some common criminal.”

“Aw, Myna, you’ve no head for romance!”

“And you’ve too much of one.” Scowling, Myna glanced at the glitter of honey soaking into Kless’s membranous wings. “You lout, you’re half drunk already, aren’t you?”

Biting down on a giggle, Kless let out her glee in a graceless snort. “More’n half drunk.”

Myna sighed, rolling her eyes.

Kless bit her lip, her face deeply flushed. Embarrassed, she asked, “So I’m a bit drunk, so what? Maybe now that I am, I can finally get up the guts to—”

Myna’s skin quivered with anticipation; but, whatever sudden confession Kless was priming herself to make, thankfully, the cavorting of the mouse distracted her before she could make it. It tugged dramatically at the collar—with these sorts of enchantments, usually the victim was barred from freeing themselves—dropped to all fours and spun three times in a circle before standing upright again, clasping its paws in a genuine plea. Watching its delicate, almost cute submission to their whims, Myna found a smile coming to her lips, and lost herself for a moment in a fond memory.

“Well, that’s the length of it,” said Kless, already reaching for the collar. “Even if he is a criminal, he’s a cute one, and I don’t like the idea of leaving such a nice young rodent in bondage if he doesn’t want to be.”

“No, Kless, wait—”

As Kless undid the leather shackle at its clasp, the collar disintegrated in a blinding burst of pure white light. A rather masculine groaning and coughing echoed through the room while they rubbed at their eyes to clear their splotchy vision.

“Water,” he said.

A pointed heat rose in Myna’s cheeks. She blinked, scarcely believing her eyes. “L-Largo?”

* * * * *

With nothing else to offer, they gave him the honey, and he gulped the thin, sweet liquid down as if it were water. Kless almost had a thought to protest—that was her honey!—but it was subsumed by the boundless curiosity that set her wings to such a zealous flittering that a gentle breeze began to stir through the hollow in time with her excitement.

“Largo?” She asked. “Who’s Largo?”

Well, obviously he was Largo. And what a fine Largo he was! With his long, pointed ears, onyx-dark skin and rich, tawny hair, Kless quickly deduced that this Largo was some sort of hillock elf, a distant cousin race of theirs, of a similar size as faeries and similarly fetching in appearance—though, regrettably, wingless. What’s more, this Largo was dressed in a manner that suggested, no stops allowed, a full measure of royalty. He wore a dark purple topcoat with ruffled white cravat, light brown riding trousers of an expensive make, and belted to his waist was a sterling silver rapier.

“I am Largo,” Largo said, confirming Kless’s suspicions. And, apparently having no time to waste on his savior—that is to say, her—he knelt before Myna, clasping his hands around hers. “I-I can’t believe my fortune. Lady Mynathalia, can it really be you?”

“Lady?” Kless asked. “Mynathalia?”

Myna groaned, shaking Largo free with rustle of her hands, so she could grind her palms against her temples. “Of all the—what are the absolute odds of it being you?”

Largo’s dark eyes were wide with… reverence? He knelt obsequiously before Myna—ahem, Lady Mynathalia—clenching a fist against his chest and throwing out his other arm in a deep curtsey. “You’ve been gone for so many years, the court had assumed you dead.”

With a wrinkle of her brow, Myna said, “Good. Best they continue to do exactly that.”

Less awestruck with each passing second, Kless tugged anxiously at Myna’s sleeve. “I have so many questions! Who’s the court? Who’s this Largo? Who’s Lady Mynathalia? Who are you?”

Standing to attention, Largo gave his topcoat a stiff, downward jerk. “Why this is Lady Mynathalia of Her Royal Court, of course, relation to the Queen of Winks—”

Kless slapped her hands to her cheeks, eyes wide as saucers. “You’re a princess?”

“Distant relation,” Myna corrected. “And I am not a princess.”

“—the heir apparent to the duchy of Eastern Webeldown—”

But Kless’s gawping maw only grew wider with each passing phrase. “You’re a duchess?”

“Still?” Myna asked. “It’s been over forty years you’d think they’d have—”

“—and my betrothed.”

Kless emitted an ear-piercing shriek of girlish glee. “You’re engaged?”

“Not for a handful decades, by my reckoning!” Myna released a severe groan. “Largo, will you please stop talking?”

Largo stiffened, a flutter of confusion passing through his pale eyebrows. “But, Mynathalia…”

“It’s Myna, now. Mind telling me how in Tet’s name you wandered over into faery lands, and apparently got yourself changed into a mouse in the process?”

“Where have you been?” Largo asked, pointedly ignoring the question—and, Kless suspected, attempting to do the same with the burning flush that darkened his cheeks. “I’ve run the events of that day over and over in my head a thousand times. We all thought we’d lost you.”

“You did lose me, and I’d prefer if it stayed that way…” Myna snapped her attention towards Kless. “Stop that this instant!”

With great strength of will, Kless forced herself to stop bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet, though she still beamed with irrepressible interest, a stupefied grin plastered from ear to ear, and hands clasping each other in front of her chest. Glancing between Myna and Largo, Kless felt her insides brimming over with joyous curiosity. She could hardly believe it! The always dour, always dowdy Myna, not only was she once a shield maiden in service of her mother, but she was a lady of the court? A duchess, even? She probably had a castle, and lands, and ladies in waiting, possibly even a scepter! It was too unbelievable to be true, a genuine faery story, like the ones the humans told! She went to speak, but all that came out was a squeal of delight.

At the sound, Largo perked his slim eyebrows towards Kless. “And what shall I call you, Lady Dragon Childe?”

“Lady?” Kless cocked her head. “I’m not a lady. Well, that is it say, I am a lady but I’m not a Lady. Anyway, I’m Kless!” Grinning beneath Largo’s ongoing attention, she reflexively tickled a sheepish finger at the scales that traced the thin curve of her neck. Quite without her asking it to, her body gave a prideful flex from side to side, and her scales shimmered beneath the changing angle of the light.

“Do you like them?” she asked, apropos of nothing.

Largo nodded, standing up straight and folding one arm before him and one arm behind as he dipped into a polite bow, his cravat fluttering in the gentle spring breeze. “Emerald is an exceedingly rare color among dragon childes. At the risk of being too forward, I find it especially winsome.”

In response, Myna let out another groan.

“Lady Mynathalia—” Stifled by a glance from Myna, Largo corrected himself. “Myna,” he said, simply. “We must go at once. The court will be overjoyed at your return.”

“The court?” Kless asked. “You mean the Queen of Winks?”

“Naturally,” said Largo. “I expect the Queen will be thrilled at the return of her long lost, most beloved niece.”

Kless’s mouth became a gaping portal to the plane of exuberance. “You’re her niece?”

“Her cousin,” said Myna. “Seventh cousin; you only say ‘niece’ because she’s so much older. So hush up about it, I’m about as related to her as you are. And Largo?”

Largo stood quickly to the ready. “Yes, m’lady?”

Myna pointed a stern finger at him. “Shut up already!”

Crestfallen, Largo did.

None of them noticed the watchful yellow eyes of the fox observing them from the cover of the tall grass.

Kless furrowed her brow and pursed her lips, flicking her eyes around the hollow, marveling over how Myna’s foul mood seemed to explode from her like a plume of gnome soot, almost visible in the air. Curling her wingtips in thought, observing how Largo seemed intent on looking anywhere Myna wasn’t, a revelation overcame Kless. Surreptitiously, she encouraged Myna closer with a gesture of her hand.

Sparing a surprisingly compassionate glance towards Largo’s befuddled sulking, Myna stepped over to Kless, wriggling her shoulders with discomfort when Kless threw an arm around them and dragged her almost cheek to cheek.

“What?” Myna whispered in a hiss, suspicious as a shy serpent, her face flush as a toad berry. “What is it?”

“Why’d you leave him?” Kless whispered, her eyes glimmering with conspiratorial intent. “He’s bonkers cute!”

Myna shoved Kless away and stormed off to the other end of the hollow, and Kless, still quite drunk from the infusion of honey through her wings, exploded into a storm of giggles.

“Blithe damn this day,” Myna said. “It wasn’t enough to be three hours behind work, it wasn’t enough to go off in search of honey, it wasn’t enough to be chased by a bloodthirsty fox, no—this, of all days, is when I have the misfortune of running into you!”

Slumping his shoulders, Largo said, “But aren’t you happy to see me, Lady…” At her glare, he coughed. “That is to say—Myna?”

“Of course I am!” Despite the aggression in her voice, a triumphant smile bloomed on Largo’s face. “It’s the rest of the court I’m not so thrilled about. I’ve built a peaceful life here, Largo, one without the strife or intrigue of courts and their whims, where my only concern is getting the bread done on time for the spring equinox—which it won’t be, I’m afraid, because I’ve spent the whole afternoon babysitting this ill blot”—a finger jabbed in Kless’s direction, who hardly seemed to mind, or even notice, the insult—“running from foxes, running into you, and now I’m very quite sure my beautiful bread is quite very burned!”

“Oh no, the bread!” Kless gasped, before descending into giggles. The depth of her drunken stupor seemed to ebb and flow by the minute.

“If it’s only bread you want,” Largo said, his words coming a bit slower, slurred. His complexion, too, was a bit flushed. Hillock elves didn’t experience the same inebriety from fermented honey, but that’s not to say they didn’t experience any of it. “Why not come back to court?”

“It’s not their bread I want, it’s mine. Why is that so hard to understand?” Myna gripped both hands into her hair. “I have missed you, Largo, terribly, of course I have, but life—”

As Largo’s hand took her by the wrist, and his pale, soft eyes gazed deeply into hers, Myna stammered, losing her words behind trembling lips. Her cheeks grew red, and her expression melted into one of heartfelt passion the likes of which Kless had certainly never seen cross her face. Her hand limp in Largo’s loose touch, she lifted her other one to self-consciously correct a few wayward tresses that had slipped into her face.

Kless let out a whimper of bliss, lost beneath the budding romance filtering through the air, tickling at her nose like dandelion fronds swept up in a zephyr.

At the sound, Myna shook herself out of her trance, adopting a firm look usually saved for miscreant faeries—one Kless knew well, of course, but that’s neither here nor there.

“That’s it,” she said. “I’m done, and I’m leaving.”

“But Myna.” The sternness of Myna’s tone forced Kless back to temporary lucidity. “The fox might still be out there.”

“If it is or if it isn’t, I don’t care!” With a stomp of her foot upon the moss, Myna indicated the matter closed. And none of them were as surprised as her when the entire log seemed to lurch with the impact.

“The fox!” Kless said.

Sure enough, with another slam of the fox’s body outside, the log jostled loose of its moorings. As it rolled end over end, the three of them crashed to the floor, then the ceiling, which had become the floor, and then the floor again. Dizzied from the impact, Kless tried to shake out her head, hoisting herself upright with her palms. “What do we do?”

Outside, the fox’s claws scrambled furiously against the tree. Myna glanced upward, mouth tense. “I’ll distract it.”

“You’ll what?” Kless glanced between Myna and Largo, a swell of bravery finding her through the fear—not only could she be the Hero, she could do it in the service of their lover’s reunion. “No, Myna, let me do it!”

But Myna had not patience for fantasies. “Like the devil you will! Even if you weren’t completely soused—and doused—by that honey, I wouldn’t trust a job like this to wings like yours.” Noticing the look of hurt that flashed across Kless’s face, Myna gripped her by her quivering cheeks, reining her close. “You take Largo and get as far away as you can. Don’t stop until you’re back at the village, I’ll meet you there.”

Kless began to sob, small hands gripping ceaselessly over Myna’s. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “Myna, please don’t leave! I don’t want you to die before I tell you I love you!”

Myna’s heart skipped a beat. “You what?”

Kless’s eyes spilled over with fresh tears as she summoned the last, straggling threads of her courage. “I—”

The end of the log broke with a splintering crack. The fox thrust its whole foreleg through the now much wider opening, only denied its prey only due to Largo’s intervention. Grabbing the two faeries around their waists, he yanked all of them deeper into the hollow, and the fox’s swipe missed by a hair’s breadth.

Recovering the fastest, Myna unfurled her wings and staggered towards the clear exit on the other side of the hollow. “Get him out of here!”

With that Myna beat her wings, flying from the hollow faster than a heartbeat and alighting on the ground just outside. There, she beat her fist against the side of the log and shouted, “Here I am! Come and get me!”

Lured by the taunts, the fox leapt atop the log, and the lurch of its weight nearly threw Largo and Kless to the ground once more. Bracing herself against the side of the hollow, Kless watched Myna’s wings unfurl as she prepared to take flight. She made for the exit, desperate to follow, but Largo caught up with her after a few steps, snatching her around the forearm. Now shackled, Kless’s fear overcame her and she began to shake, shrugging uselessly against Largo’s grip, paralyzed.

The fox pounced for Myna, hitting empty earth as she took to the sky. The blazing mid-afternoon sunlight pierced her translucent, gossamer wings. The fox reared around for another go. Myna flattened her body into a slim line and aimed for the clouds…

…but too late. The flailing of the fox’s limbs mid-pounce clipped Myna’s wings, abruptly halting her momentum. She twisted in the air, and Kless caught the look of shock on her face as, for a second, she froze mid-air before gravity overcame her and she hit the earth in a plume of dirt.

“Myna!” Kless shrieked.

Myna emerged from the dust cloud on all fours, tried to stand, but collapsed. Her left wing was bent at an obscene angle, and attempting to flap it spilled a grimace of pain over her fine features.

The fox focused in on Myna’s prone shape with a loping turn of its body. Sinewy muscles rippled beneath its fur. It was almost casual in its approach. Scrambling across the ground, it was all Myna could do to drag herself beneath a small pile of carelessly stacked stones, likely left by some human child. The fox batted a paw a her, its claw clipped her ankle and she cried out, going belly-down in the dirt and sliding beneath the rocks, barely out of reach, but safe for the moment.

Almost lazily, the fox nosed at the shelter, which shook ominously with each curious nudge. Even if it couldn’t scatter them, they might very well collapse and crush Myna to paste!

Turning to Largo, her eyes wide, Kless asked, “What do we do?”

Largo stammered something, unable to look away from the grim scene unfolding before them. Kless shuddered. The thought of looking back at the fox was unbearable, but the sound of its unceasing attacks against the rocks was almost as bad.

Then, a thought bubbled to the surface of Kless’s mind.

Wind we, wind we, dragon’s darts.

Though fresh tears were brewing in her eyes, Kless felt her jaw tighten. Glancing down, she caught the silver glint of the rapier at Largo’s side. She snatched for it, drawing the sword with both hands. Surprised by its weight, she stumbled forward a step, into him, and he kept her upright with an arm around her shoulders.

For a slim second, she was dazed, feeling the compress of her breasts against his firm chest, and the warm feeling of his fingers latched beneath her armpit. Standing tall, she extracted herself from Largo’s grip and made for the open air. “Get some rocks!” She said. “Pebbles, sticks, anything to distract it!”

“And what will you do?” Largo asked, scrambling to keep up with her as she sallied forth.

Clenching her fingers around the rapier, Kless hefted it in front of her face. She took a deep breath and said, “I’m going to slay that dragon.”

She stormed from the log and sprung skyward. Though her wings were weak, and still laden with honey besides—though perhaps, she thought, this is what gave her the courage to try—Kless beat them harder than she ever had before. Her body streamlining, she took to the air easily as a bird. Once off the ground, a warm current of spring wind lofted her upwards, and it hardly felt she needed any effort at all.

She was flying!

Her loose clothing bustled and bloomed against her skin as she climbed. Closing her eyes, Kless thrilled at the buoyant sensation beneath her wings, and the rush of air over her cheeks. When she opened them, she found, in shock, she was higher than she’d ever been. The thin, wind-blown leaves of the treetops were within arm’s reach, and she marveled at how small everything looked, so far down below.

“Hey, hey, hey!” said Largo, tiny as a dot from Kless’s vantage point, pelting the fox’s backside with an armful of pebbles and twigs. “Over here, you mangy cur!”

Cooperatively, the fox turned. Likely deciding that Myna was secure as prey could be, it was now eager for the opportunity to add another morsel to its dinner menu.  As the beast’s hunger centered in on Largo, Kless steeled her resolve a final time. With a percussive beat of her wings, she threw herself upwards, as high as she could go. The wind was thrilling, and even the sunlight seemed warmer, this high up. Her wings began to tremble, too weak to flap even one more time. And so, gripping the hilt of the rapier with both hands, she spun round, and dove towards earth.

Largo scrambled backwards, slipping over a jagged cleft of earth as the fox made its way towards him—its new, easy, very quite wingless prey. He fell back onto his bottom, dirtying his fine riding trousers.

Kless sleeked her wings, exulting in the speed of her descent, which brought a rush of air that cooled her body and fluttered her messy hair like a battle standard. The fox reared back onto its hind legs, poising itself for a fatal strike. Lost, Largo threw his arms up in front of his face in a futile defense.

Setting her lips and clenching her brow, Kless aimed the sword. Just as the fox was ready to cut Largo down, she split the air like a blazing sabre, slamming the point of the rapier directly into the fox’s wet, flaring nose.

Momentum abbreviated, Kless’s elbows and shoulders wrenched from the impact. The fox yowled in pain, jerking its head this way and that. She lost her grip on the sword and pirouetted in the air, falling into the dirt belly first. Her breath exploded from her, and she rebounded several times across the ground, coming to a stop against Largo.

The fox, still impaled, took Largo’s rapier with it as it fled into the underbrush. Kless didn’t notice, her vision spinning as Largo held her close. Her head lolled back and she looked, with wonder, at the brilliant sunshine filtering through the leaves so dazzlingly high above. Smiling through her gasps, she said:

“I flew.”

A pained groan snapped Kless back to reality. She leapt up, charging towards the rock pile on unsteady feet. Largo followed just a few steps behind, the both of them shouting, “Myna!”

* * * * *

Kless’s inquisitive voice broke Myna from the fog of sleep. “What were ya doing as a mouse anyway?”

At this, Largo’s voice seemed to acquire a shy affect. “It was my own carelessness; I had no idea the wizards in this country had a penchant for snatching up small folk and ensorcelling them into familiars.”

Kless giggled. “Extraordinarily cute familiars, you’ll append.”

The chirp of crickets filled the night air. Myna roused herself more decisively from slumber. Blinking her vision clear, the familiar creases of the hollow log greeted her, illuminated by a softly crackling fire.

“It was not extraordinarily cute to me, I assure you.” Largo spluttered for a breath or two, murmuring, “The indignity of it…”

“But what were you doing here in the first place?” Kless asked.

“Why, I am a knight. I was on a quest, of course.”

“What for, I wonder?” After a pause, Kless appeared to hit upon the answer with a small surprise. “What, for her?”

Largo’s voice became uncharacteristically bold. “I vowed I’d never stop looking, not as long as there was hope she might be alive.”

Myna felt a soft tickle at her wingtip. A cloying sensation pecked at the corners of her mind. She rolled her shoulders against the comfortable bed of moss beneath her, but her head was elevated, nestled into something soft and warm. Her mouth was dry.

A giggling snort escaped Kless. “I don’t think I’d have the heart to do something for forty minutes, let alone forty years. She must’ve been amazing, hey?”

“Just the hope of seeing her beauty once again, bedecked in jewels and the finest court fashions, was enough to keep me going.”

“Now that’s a lie if I ever heard one. Myna’s never worn anything you can’t wrestle a squirrel in.” Still, she took the bait, asking, “She didn’t wear dresses, did she? Not actual dresses?”

“It’s true!” Largo said. “In her time, she was the most beauteous woman in the whole court, even more so than the queen—blasphemous as it might be to say so. But then, I am biased.”

Kless clasped a hand to her heart and let out a wistful sigh. “Oh, I would’ve liked to see that.”

At the motion, Myna realized she was looking directly at the underside of Kless’s bosom. Which meant the warm support at the back of her head much be… Kless’s leg! She shot upright with a start.

Kless smiled, reacting to the abrupt motion with a casual indolence. Leaning forward, roved a gentle hand across Myna’s shoulder.

“You’re awake,” she said, plush lips smiling deep and rich.

Myna scowled, glancing at the two flushed faces that beamed towards her. “And you two are drunk.”

Kless wriggled a handful of sticky fingers towards Myna, tipping her chin in the direction of Myna’s wing. “So are you, it turns out.”

“I’m what?” Myna glanced behind her, drinking in the way her honey-dappled left wing, flopping at a comical angle from its fox-inflicted wound, glistened in the firelight. “I can’t believe you, Kless Bittleburg! Here I am, gravely wounded, out like a light, and you’re sousing me up?”

“It’s medicinal!” Kless said, sulking.

That much was true. Sweet honey was good for injuries, and, with her head all abuzz, Myna hardly felt the wound at all.

“Besides which,” Kless continued. “It’s the blooming equinox, for Blithe’s sake, so have a little fun for once, Myna Frogsong.”

“The equinox!” said Myna. She jumped to her feet, but her ankle twisted beneath her weight. Yelping, she collapsing onto her bottom, and Kless surged forward to keep her upright.

“Steady!” The younger woman said, pulling her into a hug. “You won’t walk on that till morning.”

Myra wrestled free of Kless’s embrace, leaning back on her hands and flicking her wings with irritation. “But the equinox,” she said, surprised by the truculent pout that overcame her.

“Look around you,” Kless said. “We’ve got the fire, we’ve got the moon, we’ve got the food, we even found a few sprigs of thistle to string up.”

At Kless’s request, Myna took in the scene, finding, indeed, the walls of the hollow were decorated with thistle, and there was a small pile of berries and nuts beside the fire—which was built in a ring of stones atop the moss bed; Kless had enough sense not to burn the whole log down with them in it, at least—and a pale glow streamed in through a knothole in the ceiling, drenching the whole scene in peaceful moonlight.

It was all quite beautiful, even Myna had to admit.

“We decided to have our own equinox,” Largo said. “Since we couldn’t bring you back to yours.”

Kless smiled as Largo handed her a simple crown woven from fresh grass. “And guess who’s been crowned the Queen, for her bravery.” Kless leaned close, the sweet smell of her honeyed breath spilling across Myna’s nose. Gently, she swept the hair from Myna’s face and behind her ears before she set the crown atop her head.

“Nonsense,” said Myna, blushing. “I’m far too old to be the Queen.”

“Well, you’re already crowned, so it’s too late for take backs.” Kless leaned back on her hands, nudging the half-empty thimble towards Myna with her foot. “So have a drink, and let’s enjoy a peaceful night.”

Though she remained slightly mortified, Myna smiled, deciding she’d like that very much.

* * * * *

Kless hooted as the game of Shoots ended in her favor, collecting all the wagered fruits and nuts to her side of the fire, and consuming fully half of a plump berry in a single bite, getting more of the fragrant red juice on her chin and blouse than in her mouth.

“Oh, I wish the village could’ve seen me slay that fox.” She stabbed a juice-covered fist into the air, pantomiming a thrust. “Hyah!” Her body became so wracked with giggles she collapsed sideways against Myna, who bore her writhing weight with reticence. “Tell ‘er, Largo! Tell ‘er how I flew.”

Largo nodded, a much milder reflection of Kless’s broad grin spreading across his face. “She did, high as the treetops.”

“As the treetops?” Myna scoffed. “Now that’s an exaggeration if I ever heard one. Kless Bittleburg’s never gotten more than two faery-lengths above ground without climbing a tree.”

Her head was light with drink. That would explain why her arm tucked so naturally around Kless’s squirming side.

“No exaggeration,” Largo said. “She positively soared.”

“I did, that’s exactly what I did!” Rubbing the back of her hand against her face, Kless’s mood became somber for a moment. “I soared, and I soared, and I’m terribly sorry for the loss of your sword, m’lord.” After a pause, she blinked. “Hey, that rhymed!” And, lying languidly in Myna’s lap, she seemed rather pleased with herself.

“There’ll be other swords.” Largo said, soft brown eyes gazing at Myna across the fire. “But just one Myna.”

Finding herself blushing all the way to the tip of her nose, Myna was grateful for Kless’s cackled interruption of:

“I’ll drink to that!”

Separating from Myna, Kless dragged herself across the moss, gripping for the mostly empty thimble. After a brief chug of the quickly depleting honey, she came up for a gasp of air so sharp it made Myna’s wingtips stand at alert. Her chubby cheeks were rosy with liquor, and she collapsed back into Myna’s ready hold.

“I do wish some of the other faeries would’ve seen it, though.” She sighed as the Myna gently stroked her hair from her face. “If any of them had, I might’ve spent this night banging the whole lot, which is exactly how I prefer my equinoxes t’go!”

“Kless Bittleburg, Myna scoffed. “Aside from pots and pans you’ve never ‘banged’ a thing in your life.”

“I have so! Piju Thistlebell, on my name day!”

Largo choked on his honey mid-chug.

“Your name day?” Myna asked. “You’ve never kept a secret longer than a second, and somehow you lasted five whole years without telling me this?”

Kless groaned. “It was embarrassing! She said I was a bad kisser.”

Myna put a hand in front of her mouth to obscure her abrupt laugh. “You need to kiss more than one person to get good at it, you know.” When she saw how Kless crossed her arms in front of herself and dipped her head, Myna softened up on her teasing—just a touch. “So, Piju Thistlebell all the way back when you were twenty, and never since then?”

“Well, not for lack of trying!” Kless protested, though a soft hiccup muted the impact of her words. Embarrassed, a pout wrinkled Kless’s pudgy nose. “Tet’s tits, Myna, are you really that dense?”

Myna blinked. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Well fine, be that way, you old nag.” Kless dragged herself upright—a soft sigh slipped out of Myna at the loss—and, glancing over at Largo, the two of them shared a conspiratorial smile. “Equinox is comin’ t’end you know. Let’s see, let’s see… We’ve drank, ate, played all the games. Now’s time to decide which one of us secures your kiss.”

Myna crossed her arms. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous. It’s for the healthy summer harvest and the well-being of all fey folk!”

Looking at Largo for support, Myna found herself rebuked with a gentle shrug of his shoulders. “I’m surprised at your reticence. While you were asleep, Lady Kless spent a great deal of time explaining how important you held these traditions.” 

“Kiss me, Myna,” Kless said. Myna almost leapt out of her seat, discovering how close Kless had leaned towards her, squeezing her hands at the moss between her legs. “Please?”

At this final, plain request, Myna felt her heart strum, and her skin grow cold with want. Well, it was the equinox, wasn’t it? And she was the Queen, and, face flushed and head swimming, it didn’t seem like a terrible idea at all. In fact, you might even say she’d wanted to do so for a rather long time herself. With the rich green eyes of Kless Bittleburg staring into hers with unmasked intent, Myna opened her lips to say…

But before she could respond on if she was or if she wasn’t, Kless lunged. Gripping two dense fistfuls of hair, she dragged Myna into an aggressive, passionate kiss. Myna gasped, barely able to suck a burst of breath through her nose before she found herself drowned in Kless’s scent. The smell of wildflowers radiated from her skin and the tart hint of berry juice was on her lips, and always, always the fresh aroma of sweet honey.

If she could drink that moment for a second, Myna thought, it’d be as good as if she could drink it for a year.

* * * * *

As the night grew long, they partook in every act required for a truly great equinox, and Kless was astonished at Myna’s uncharacteristic willingness to join in on all the fun and games, and even recount a few of her own stories, when it came time to share them, which was a rare boon indeed. Kless listened with rapt attention, almost as drunk off the hearing of these valorous deeds from those earlier days as she was off the honey.

Having few tales of her own to tell, Kless reiterated over and over the story of her heroism with the fox, and she was thoroughly pleased at how Myna and Largo indulged her on the matter. At some point, since no one else made move to take the honor, Kless named herself the Hero of their ersatz festival, and wore the empty thimble atop her head as if it were a very regal helmet. As the last dregs of sweet honey slipped through her hair and down her face, Myna chided her in that Myna way, but Kless didn’t mind—the admonitions were delivered with the gentle slip of fingers against her blushing face, as Myna wiped an errant trickle of honey from her nose and, quite unworriedly, popped those selfsame fingers between her lips to suck them clean.

Kless thought that of all the myriad times when Myna had been beautiful, none were as elegant, crystalline, or pure as this night, and the memory of Myna’s lips upon hers made her heart bloom like a sail in a strong wind.

The fire began to gutter, and all the important tasks were done, except for the capstone ceremony of the Queen’s Request.

Naturally, it was Kless who brought it up.

“What?” Myna asked. “No, I don’t think so. Absolutely not.”

“But Myna, it’s the equinox!” Kless whined. “Someone’s gotta do it. For the crops!”

“For the crops?” Myna asked, glancing towards Largo as if for permission—or perhaps, just for a bit of plausible deniability regarding her evident desire.

Largo nodded, giving that handsome smile of his, drooping at the corners with drink. “For the crops.”

Kless could tell she relished the way Largo’s gaze seemed to penetrate her from across the fire. And so she gave an exaggerated sigh as she stood on unsteady legs. “Not that I want to or nothin’, but I’m fine with giving you all your privacy.” She kicked her boots free of moss and turned leave the hollow. “After all, story books don’t say nothin’ about two long-lost lovers and their beautiful, brave, spectacular third—” Finding Myna’s hand around her wrist, Kless froze. “Eh?”

“Stay,” Myna said.

Kless swallowed. “For true?”

Myna nodded. “For true.”

A bit lost, Kless glanced towards Largo. “You too?”

Largo nodded. “There could be foxes out there.”

Kless saw the wisdom in this, nodding. “There…” Watching as Myna’s hand slipped away from her wrist. “Could be...” Watching the slink of Myna’s body as she crawled over to the other side of the campfire, draped a leg over his. “Foxes…” But the last word was abbreviated by Kless’s yip of delight, as she watched Myna draw Largo into a quiet, sensual kiss.

As the kiss lingered, and Largo’s hands found the curve of Myna’s hips, Kless took a seat on her side of the fire, bringing her knees up to her chest, and wrapping her arms around them, and watching, with some glee, at the mysticism that seemed to cloud the air with this lover’s reunion. She rocked from side to side, wings flapping out her impatient giddiness, and she was glad just to be a speck in this moment.

They wasted no time, hands undoing each other’s clothing with expert fingers, finding laces and tresses and pulling them apart with avid tugs, removing boots, and underthings, and never, not for a moment, did their lips seem to separate. Kless was quietly awed, both by the process and the passion, and then by the stark, unquestionable beauty of their pairing. Their hands roved each other, exploring one another as only the love lost can—or so Kless suspected, having been lovelorn, but never love lost.

Myna’s nails dug furrows into Largo’s nape as she pulled him into her. His fingers parted the curtains of hair atop her full breasts, subtle tweaks urging her large, brown nipples to an impatient stiffening. She responded with a winsome little squeal and expressive shimmy of her hips, counterattacking with a scrape of her nails across his firm chest and down his stomach. He sucked in a hit of air as her hand drove home, drifting through the thick, tangled strands of his tawny pubic hair and wrapping around his cock.

She encouraged its length to wake with a steady rock. He replied in kind, gripping at the thick, giving meat of her thighs and trailing inward. Kless leaned forward in her seat, eyes straining across the fire, eager to catch any glimpse of Myna’s raven-fringed sex beneath the shadows cast by the curve of her knee. Licking her lips, Kless was suddenly, bogglingly, hungry.

Largo laid Myna down across the bed of soft moss. Myna suddenly winced, letting out a soft squeak of pain as her ankle twisted. Immediately, Largo recoiled, the passion of the moment seeping from his face, replaced with worry.

Kless shifted with a soft cough, a dirty look coming over her. “You better watch how you treat my Myna, Largo, she’s delicate.”

“Delicate?” Myna gave a throaty laugh, beckoning Kless. “Then you ought to come over here, and show him how your Myna’s meant to be treated.”

“What?” asked Kless, unable to erase the impious grin spreading over her. “Stop fooling.”

“What’s fooling?” Myna replied. “It’s the Hero who beds the Queen, isn’t it?”

Kless sprung into action, realizing she was waiting, hoping for something just like that. That’s right, it is! And who was she, if not the Hero? Her face burning, feeling almost too dizzy to move, Kless inched her way to their side of the fire and sat atop her bent legs, her hands in her lap. She fidgeted aimlessly. “Only,” she began, “I’ve no idea how it should go—”

Reaching out, Myna shushed Kless with a touch of fingers against her lips. “However you think it should.”

That suggestion woke something primal and potent in Kless’s belly. She glanced between the two of them, relishing in the spill of Myna’s glossy mane over her smooth shoulders and wonderful breasts, in the muscular curve of Largo’s chest, and the slender lines of his face, and, most of all, in the evident fervor that radiated between the both of them—somehow, she was content just to be caught in the middle of it.

“Well, all right then.”

Their bodies moved like tools for her use. First, she guided Largo to lie atop the moss. The stiffness of his erection bobbed in the air as he reclined, wanting, waiting, its slit dappled with the clear, pearly dew of his arousal. The sight of it alone made Kless swallow, and set her skin to tingling. She wanted to reach out and touch it…

Instead, she took Myna by the wrist, to act as her proxy. Myna obeyed, wrapping her slender fingers around the thick length, and gliding her touch gently upwards. Largo let out a quiet groan, his shoulders already shuddering. His head arched back, and his fine hair spilled out across the pillow of the moss.

“Is this what you want?” Kless asked.

“More…” Largo said.

A hard blush overcame Kless’s thoughts. She reveled in the potent undulation of need stirring inside her, and, almost without thinking, brought a hand to Myna’s mouth, and guided her fingers between Myna’s lips.

Myna accepted her digits, slipping her tongue around them, and moistening them with an easy grace, her lust-soaked eyes riveted to Kless’s. Kless shivered, just a touch, and tried to look away, but Myna’s other hand caught her by the curve of her jaw, and guided her gaze back to her face. Kless let her fingers drift inward, wanting badly to spear them into her, to become some part of her being. Myna moaned with the effort of containing the pointed thrusts, pillowing them with her wet, warm tongue. Her hand squeezed around Largo’s cock, and he cried out. At the sound, her grin spread ear to ear, and she furrowed her fingers deeply into Myna, claiming her in full, and drinking, deep as she could, the dizzying draught of Myna’s tacit acceptance of her use.

Kless slipped her fingers free, gazing at how they glinted in the moonlight. She took a breath, steeled her courage, and lowered her hand to lace with Myna’s fingers around Largo. Together, they painted him with the slippery moisture. His body began to shake, and that caused her to grip him, harder than she imagined she had strength for, but there it was. She squeezed around the fat, giving flesh of his cock, savoring its rigidity, and how it seemed almost as if she could feel the pulse of his heartbeat storming up its length.

“It’s warm,” she whispered.

“So are you,” Myna said.

Kless, at an atypical loss for words, stuttered out something mindless. She wriggled as Largo’s hand slapped down against her thigh, gripping her through her loose skirt. She felt altogether woozy.

“Is it…” she gasped, clenching that firm rod for all she was worth. “Do you want to…”

“Do I want to what?” Myna asked, soft green eyes gazing into Kless’s as if they were delving into her.

Kless wrinkled her nose. “Well, fuck him, of course!”

“Badly.” Myna lifted her hand from Largo’s cock, pressing it just below her bare stomach. Her hips lightly squirmed. “Largo, do you want to fuck me?”

Largo almost whimpered at the loss of her touch, pressing himself urgently into the loose hold Kless still had on him. “Badly.”

Myna cupped her face and Kless smiled, releasing her hold on Largo too. She had a high-pitched voice, even among faeries; still, she affected the best, huskiest tenor she could. “Then I think you better should.”

Kless watched, almost in reverence, as Myna mounted Largo’s body, as she braced her weight against Kless’s shoulder, and carefully slung her wounded leg over Largo’s hips. Kless, face burning all the way to her ears, gulped almost as loud as Largo did, as she watched Myna’s agonizingly slow descent. Her insides began to dance and buzz, and she squeezed fingers against her thigh, hoping to relieve the sensation, fearing she might burst if she didn’t.

Largo’s hands leapt for Myna’s hips, guiding her. The flared head of his cock split her open, and Myna let out a sharp gasp, holding in the air for a moment, inuring herself to the burning sensation of his cock. She groaned, bracing a hand palm-down on his shoulder, as she eased herself onto him, which Largo echoed in her name. “I’ve missed you, Mynathalia…”

“Just Myna,” she shushed him with a finger drafted across his lips. “I’ve missed you, too.”

“Myna,” he whispered, still as a statue, but for the pulsing of his stomach with each effort-laden breath, as her cunt embraced him fully, all the way down to the root. The jungled thatches of their downy pubic hair tangled with one another, slick and damp, as they completed their joining. The hollow filled with the soft wheezing of their breath, as they struggled not to let passion overcome them in full, and bring a premature end to this moment.

Kless simply couldn’t imagine the willpower it required to hold themselves still—surely more than she’d ever possess.

Distracted, she didn’t notice Myna’s attention until her face was lifted by Myna’s soft touch. Gazing again into Myna’s simple, easy eyes, she blinked.

“You’re still dressed,” Myna said. “I want to see you, too.”

“You’ve seen me,” Kless said, swallowing. “Lots of times.”

“I want to see you now.”

Kless assaulted the laces of her blouse, its white cloth stained with patches of green, brown, and red from her various trials and tumbles. Her fingers fumbled, and she found herself unable to open them. It required too much concentration, especially when so much of hers was devoted to watching the gradual rock of the couple’s hips as they stirred into a measured, aching fuck. Largo gave a shuddering gasp, and Myna echoed it. Her back arched, and her beautiful black hair spilled away from her breasts, revealing the stiffened caps of her nipples. Myna’s hand lashed out. She gripped Kless by the blouse, and yanked her inward for a hard-won kiss.

Kless squealed with surprise, melting into the kiss and returning Myna’s practiced passion twice as hard. With impatient zeal, she groped her hands around Myna’s neck, and snuck her tongue against the giving barrier of her lips. Largo’s hips surged upwards and Myna threw her head back, crying out, her dark hair striking the air, glittering in the moonlight like a spell. But she recovered quickly, pushing Kless backwards with a sharp shove. Her wings stood erect, potent, far more regal than any sodding queen’s.

“Those,” she said. “Off. Now.”

Never had she been more eager to obey one of Myna’s commands, Kless thought, as she forcibly summoned the coordination to untangle the laces of her blouse and strip it lose, baring her small breasts, their pale, freckled skin and their pert, pink nipples. She stood on shaking legs to divest herself of her short skirt, and to kick free her boots. Then, standing in just her underthings, she put an arm around her breasts as a frustrating hint of self-consciousness passed over her with a shiver of the cold night air.

“Those too,” Myna said. “Show us every bit, all of you.”

Kless gulped so loud that half the faeries back at the village probably heard it. Tucking her fingers into her underthings on either side, she let them fall from her hips, exposing the fluffy blonde curls that framed her wanton, steaming sex. She stood there for a moment, bouncing on the balls of her feet, as Myna and Largo drank in her visage like a statue in some human museum. Examining herself in the moonlight, she was pointedly aware of the scales that traced down her neck and over her shoulders, around her small breasts, and then sweeping inward with the curve of her waist to frame her pubic mound and then down the insides of her thighs all the way to her feet.

What a foolish thing, statues, Kless thought.

“You’re beautiful,” Largo said.

…though they could be nice to look at, sometimes.

Myna gripped him by the cheeks with one hand, grinding her weight down onto him. “Careful, I’ll get jealous.”

Largo replied with a thrust of his hips, and the two of them shared an instant, penetrating groan. Flitting his eyes between the two of them, he clenched his hands around the arcs of Myna’s hips and returned the pace of their passion to a gradual, indolent grind.

“If anything,” he said. “I’m the one that should be jealous.”

“Is that so?” Myna asked. Her breath was becoming shorter, and her breasts bobbled wonderfully with each rock of their hips. “What about Kless? She’s the one standing off by herself.” With a flux of her hips, and a pleasing wiggle of her bottom, she pinned Largo’s body to the ground, forcibly stilling it, and not relenting, despite his urgent whimpers lacing with her evident need in the open air. “Is there anything she wants?”

“I…” Kless dug her nails into the side of her hip, shivering as she forced deep welts into her skin, overwhelmed with sharp, dizzying passion. “I want something…”

“What is it, then?”

Kless swallowed. Her wings began to flutter and curl. Her joints started to burn. No one had ever asked her something like that before—and a resentful thought regarding Piju Thistlebell might’ve flashed through her mind—so it took her a bit of consideration before she decided on:

“I should go.”

“What, go?” Myna asked, posture shooting straight upright. She, and Largo, too, drenched Kless with a concerned look. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing!” Kless said, “Nothing’s wrong! This is wonderful, and you’re wonderful, and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier for two people in all my life.” She groped her hands into the air, seizing on nothing. “And… and… and I don’t want to ruin your forty-year reunion with my bad kissing!”

Myna took Largo’s hand. Together, they reached for Kless, and drew a twin trail with their fingers over the soft scales than ran along the line of her hip. Questing downward, they tickled through the furred expanse atop her sex, and then between her legs. One each of Largo and Myna’s fingers traced against the slick lips of her cunt, already overflowing with moisture and need. Myna took Largo’s wrist. She guided him into Kless. A single finger eased against the slickness, the pressure, of her. Kless gasped, her wings twitched, and her knees buckled. Her body accepted him with eager want, even as it strained to contain even this small bit of him. Her nipples sprang to painful life. She had absolutely no earthly idea how she kept herself standing.

“That?” Myna asked.

Kless gritted her teeth. “Yes…” She hissed it out, an unending, snaking sound. If it lasted forever, it still wouldn’t express even a tenth of her want.

Myna drove him deeper, and Kless began to tremble as she felt his finger curl inside of her, exploring the tightness of her body, and gently coaxing against her resistance; never hesitant, but never hasty either, he quelled the flare of her tension, replacing it with different sort of flame. Kless ran hands over her body, having no idea what else to do with them, feeling herself, mystified by the heat pouring off her skin, the coolness of her scales in the open nighttime air, the tension of her stomach, and the thick, nubby feel of her nipples, hard as icicles, sensitive as bruises. She pressed her hand flat against herself, just above her pubic hair, wondering at the feeling of him inside her, wondering at the scant layers of flesh that separated her hand from his.

“He’s good at that, isn’t he?” Myna asked.

Kless nodded so hard she thought her neck might snap.

She looked down at him, and he smiled up at her, effortlessly, amorously, and obviously still quite drunk. Kless watched the clench of Largo’s body beneath the firm compression of Myna, begging her for relief, to let him go, and to express these long decades of pent-up lust—but it was like expecting a set of iron bars to bend if you asked them nicely. Myna refused to move, not a muscle, trapping him motionless inside her warmth, until she was ready—and until Kless was ready too.

“More than that?” Myna asked, guiding hers and Largo’s fingers just a touch deeper inside of her. Kless cried out. Embarrassed at the sound, she slapped a hand over her mouth to quiet it. Her nose flared with wheezing breath. Unable to speak, her eyes clouding with tears of effort and lust, she pressed out a shaky nod.

The finger slipped out of her, and Kless almost snarled at the loss. Now divested of their pleasant warmth, she felt somehow empty inside, and a burning want grew in the wake of Largo’s finger. She reeled a bit, her legs caught up in endless shaking, while she watched Myna pat the ground beside them, guiding her to knees once more.

Largo released a groan of restrained effort. “Mynathalia, please! I need to fuck you.”

In response, Myna leaned forward, placing a hand against his chest, forcing him to bear her weight. She drew herself, inch by painful inch, off of his cock. His hips tented in the air, trying to follow her, but she was perfect, always just a touch ahead, until she kept herself poised, precisely, around the tip of his cock. “It’s Myna, now.”

“Myna, then,” he groaned. “Exactly as you like.” Trapped by her eyes, he sought blindly for her hips, entreating them to descend once more. “Please, I’ll go mad!”

“Absolutely not,” Myna said. “Not until we decide how the Hero will be rewarded for her bravery.”

At that, Largo seemed to submit. Looking to Kless, Myna continued, “Why don’t you ask what else he’s good at?”

Kless watched as Myna’s hand went to the crux of hers and Largo’s joining, as her fingers became slippery with their shared essence. She tilted her head, cherishing how her mind swam slowly through the sea of her thoughts, even as her heart beat so hard in her chest it almost leapt all the way up into her throat. Watching Myna’s wings unfurl to their full extension, shining all the colors of the rainbow, watching her hair slip across her dusky skin, and the flash of her eyes, and the curl of her nails into Largo’s chest… Kless firmly believed everything she’d been told. Here was hardly Myna at all, but Lady Mynathalia, a powerful woman of unthinkable prowess and poise.

But here, still, was the same Myna that Kless had always known, and had so deeply fallen in love with, as the years went on.

Kless fixed her gaze to Largo, planting her hands upon her hips. “Well then,” she said, her shoulders taut and proud. “What else are you good at?”

Largo smirked out his response. “Eating faery cunts.”

“Largo!” Myna slapped him on the shoulder indignantly. “None of that talk. Kless is a beautiful, naive young woman.”

“I am not!” Kless retorted. “You’re the naive one. I’ve been trying to get in your rutting trousers since my name day—since before that, even!—and you only—”

Myna’s hand graced across her cheeks. Fingers slippery and wet, she painted Kless’s face with their communal essence, and Kless’s nose flared as she drank in the heady aroma.

“Is that what you want?” she asked. “For him to lap at your sweet, faery cunt?”

Her lips quivered. She snatched them around Myna’s fingers, drinking in the taste of them; she wanted to drown in it. She wanted to die, or explode, or burn up like star fire, just like this, right now, in this moment.

Instead, she forced a brief, silent nod of her urgency, because she very badly wanted that other thing too—the one with the lapping, and the cunts; that sounded nice.

Myna guided her to squat above Largo’s face. Before she’d even lowered herself, she could feel the warm wash of his breath against her, and that set her to an almost perilous squirming. But she tried to remain composed, as they both were; but, so resplendent was their pairing, she hardly knew what to do with herself. Her breath caught in her chest as, mounting Largo, her face became level with Myna’s. Effortlessly, Myna captivated Kless with a look as deep as an ocean, a soft frown of concern folding over her.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Wuh-what?” Kless stammered. The tickle of Largo’s lips had started around the slick insides of her thighs, and she felt the incipient exploration of his nose tickling against her soft pubic hair.

“For…” Myna swallowed. Her face was soft. She cupped a hand against Kless’s cheek. “For never noticing.”

Largo’s hands claimed her legs, and she shuddered beneath the possession. He guided her down to him, and his nose gently spread the entrance of her body.

“It doesn’t matter,” Kless replied, toes curling behind her, shaking out her head, trying to will away the confused blot of emotion building within her.

“It does matter.” Myna’s hand traced gently over her down, and down against the scales that peppered curve of her neck. “Thank you,” she said. “For saving me.”

She felt the wash of Largo’s tongue over her ready cunt. Her crinkled lips spread, her insides clenched and roiled, and her body stood ready, urgent for his attention— Myna’s attention. Her spine was straight as an arrow, her skin charged. She felt like a thunderhead about to break into storm.

“Sssh, sssh,” Myna said, folding her arms around Kless’s neck and bringing her forward, into her waiting body. Kless’s hands scrambled for support, clinging at Myna’s arms, the thick strands of her soft hair, her shoulders, whatever she could reach. Myna drew Kless’s eyes up to hers, for a final, love-soaked look. “What do you want from me?” she asked.

Throat flexing, finding even the plainest words near impossible to utter, Kless allowed herself to simply say:

“Will you kiss me?”

And Myna replied:

“Always.”

And, finally, her storm did break. A wash of fresh tears spilled down her ruddy cheeks. . A stirring sob of pure emotion built within Kless’s body, but it was quickly compressed beneath the pliant weight of Myna’s lips. Myna’s mouth found hers, and Kless clung to it like it was a single strand of spider silk above a bottomless chasm. She held to Myna, as hard as she was able, lost in this moment, crying out gently as Largo’s tongue began its long-awaited search of her ready sex. In reward, she felt the roil of Myna’s hips against his, coming to steady motion like the slow awakening of a powerful machine.

Their bodies matched each other’s pace. They began to move in rhythm. Kless bit down on squeal after endless squeal—thinking such outbursts did not suit the mood—as Largo dutifully collected the overflowing elixir of her body, and laved his ardor into her in return. Like a furnace, pouring heat, no matter how much of his passion he threw into her body, there always seemed to be more. Stand too close to a furnace, you’ll find yourself burned. Would that happen here? Would his tongue find some deep place inside her that even she, with all her nightly rovings, was unaware of? What would happen if he did? Would she cry out? Would she faint? Would she explode?

Just from the thought of it, her knees started to shake. As Myna ground herself down upon Largo’s surging cock, Kless responded in kind, sweeping herself across his face in careless strokes, claiming him, just as Myna did.

The moss was soft and supple beneath her knees, the air was cool and comfortable, and the smells of spring were everywhere. She could hardly imagine a more perfect moment. At times, she thought the whole thing might be a dream, and wouldn’t that be sad, if it were?

But she knew it wasn’t, because never in any of her dreams had Myna taken her by the hand, guided her fingers to the apex of her glistening cunt, and pressed them down against the hidden nook where the small button of her clit discreetly hid. Never had she imagined Myna would ever take her to that most private place, and wordlessly beg for her indulgence, but here it was. Looking up, her eyes hazy with sex, Kless felt her body pouring into Myna’s gaze as if it were an unending, unstoppable ocean, shaped to claim all life, but especially hers. Her ears started to ring. More’s the pity, that, because she hardly heard when Myna said:

“Please.”

But she heard it. Some part of her did, somehow. Shaking atop Largo, as if trying to balance upon a tidal wave, all coordination lost, and most of her sense, too, Kless grabbed Myna by the wrist, forcing Myna’s fingers to her joining with Largo in mirror of her own hand upon Myna’s sex. Together, they began the frantic, indulgent glide of their fingers against each other, urging themselves towards necessary climax in perfect time with one another.

Sometimes, when she closed her eyes, and indulged in the aggressive slap of their hips, and the heated, wheezing gusts of breath that Myna’s nose washed over her face with each plunging impale of herself upon Largo, Kless could almost imagine the slip of Largo’s tongue against her was actually the surge of his cock within Myna’s wanton, aching, long-denied cunt. For years, Kless had suspected she didn’t masturbate—so uptight, for a faery!—which struck her as both sad and maddening in equal measures. But never mind that! No, focus on the way he slams into her. Imagine it as your body. Imagine hers as yours and yours as hers, and his as yours and hers as hers. Imagine what it would feel like, him fucking you, or you fucking her, or just the three of you in a great, big, sopping, drunken mess of long-deferred emotion and unquenchable need. 

Fingers frantic, stroking against Myna, Kless let her throes of passion unfurl her wings to their fullest shape. Nearly blind with lust, she watched as Myna’s wings mimicked her own, opening to a majestic fullness. The moonlight filtered through them, scintillating and beautiful in its simplicity. Their shared weights pinned Largo beneath them, and they ground out their love for one another into his hungry body.

Largo responded in kind, his tongue dancing along the folds of her sex, happy to drink every ounce of her unbridled longing, endlessly hungry for her, and never sated, not for an instant. Kless began to wheeze with effort, her cheeks hot, her head lost in a sea of ephemeral clouds, and, from some far-off distance, she could hear the husky tenor of Myna’s voice calling for her, begging her to let go.

And so, she did. Kless and Myna shared a climatic yell, their wings erect and open, tense with energy, and beneath them, perhaps Largo shared a similar sound, but who could know, muffled as he was beneath the overflow of Kless’s well-tended cunt—shame he didn’t have wings, Kless thought, he ought to know how much fun it was too… too….

Her climax ripped through her like a crack of lightning, startling in its alacrity. She shook, moaning into the open air, and Myna knew this was insufficient, she must have; why else would she lurch forward, snaring her arms around Kless’s willowy shape and claiming her lips with a kiss of unending, drenching appetite. Myna’s body grew rigid, a throaty moan passed from her mouth into Kless, and Kless shrieked along with it, feeling the pent-up explosion of Largo’s spunk into Myna’s heated core as frankly as if it were her own. Their three bodies rioted in simultaneous overflow, and then, just as quickly, froze still. All together, they trembled with release, bound up against one another in this eternal, quivering moment.

Her body did eventually collapse. Rolling over onto the comfortable bed of moss, Kless found her small chest heaving with giggles, her face flush enough to light the dark night, and her body floating somewhere far away, lost among the heavens, only scarcely aware of the sights, sounds, and smells of this material world, losing her mind just in trying to focus on the clenching that still ricocheted within her loins. She cleaved to it, wanting to preserve every hint of this strange, riotous sensation that still stormed within her pitiful shape, wanting to keep it, cast it into something permanent, and hold it, forever, inside of her.

Eventually, she grew tired of laughing, and her quaking body slowed to a persistent tremble. Letting her head fall to one side, she looked over at the pair of eyes that gazed lovingly at her, at the pair of hands that tickled across her sweat-dappled skin, and traced the subtle lines of the scales along her flanks. Myna laid atop Largo, her breasts molding against him, his arms around the small of her back, her head nestled beneath the crook of his chin, and her wings beating in lazy strokes, but seemingly, the two had eyes only for Kless. She smiled at them, her own eyes heavy with exhaustion.

“Well,” said Kless, voice hoarse, burdened by sleep. “I do believe this is the finest equinox I’ve ever had the pleasure of.”

They wasted what scant energy they had left on a little laugh. Largo’s hand curled around her hip, and Myna’s hand cupped her cheek, and Kless yearned to grab at either of them, to lace fingers, to hold them, and to imbue the true depth of her feelings, and warmth, and love into them as they did into her. But they had the benefit of experience, where she did not, and so she did nothing at all, too tired to move a muscle. All this being new to her, she thought to ask if it was always this exhausting, and, if so, how anyone managed to do it with any regularity. She would need a least a week off, or perhaps even as much as a month, or… or…

If they gave her an hour, she thought she might be able to go again.

Or perhaps just fifteen minutes…

Their gazes still locked upon her, never wavering, Kless thought she should tell them that they were beautiful, that they were kind, that this was wonderful, and it was perfect.

Instead, she was content with the silence—for once. Seemingly beyond any further words, the three of them exulted in the moonlight, listening to the weakening crackle of the fire, and the sounds of the crickets in the forest beyond. As she drifted off to sleep, Kless mulled over titles in her head; a hero needs a title, after all, otherwise what’s the point?

Kless the Fox Slayer? No, a bit too bulky in the mouth. Foxslayer Kless, now that had a good ring to it…
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Exclusive Extract - Arms And Armor by FV Meyer

For a young battle-maiden, the trade of her body for her weapon's power is never given lightly - nor is it taken that way. Arms And Armor by FV Meyer, an erotic epic fantasy novella, is coming soon from Uruk Press.

The villagers huddled around me, their faces half-shadowed by the dancing flames but ranging from hopeful expressions of optimism to outright skepticism on the part of the elders. One of the young mothers of the village broke the silent tension, “We're told you're a great warrior, a battle maiden –“

I quickly raised my hand and cut her off gruffly, “Tales are often exaggerated on re-telling.” I knew my voice was deeper than anyone would expect given my youth and conspicuously soft features, made even more ragged by the small sickness I carried after days spent in the woods during autumn rains. “Only a fool would believe a story thrice removed from its maker.”

A long silence followed in the shifting light of my campfire. The only disturbance was a loud pop of firewood. The quiet prevailed until one of the elders, a wrinkled, balding man with thin wisp of a beard, spoke, “So you are no bladeswoman then.”

His tone and inflection made it clear he'd not meant his words as a question, but I responded as if they were, “No, I fight. But I would not call myself a great warrior in any real sense.”

Nor a maiden, if I was confessing my myriad of sins. However I didn't say that to the villagers. They were a provincial sort in this part of the world, reverent and traditional in their beliefs. There could only be four types of women in their summation: maidens, married, widows and whores. And since being the third type so often beget the fourth, even widows were viewed with a degree of suspicion and contempt.

Let them believe I was a maiden, even if it couldn't be further from the truth. It made things easier for me. I've often found that appearing honest makes people deal with one honestly, whereas many men of upstanding reputation will knowingly steal from a whore. “What is it that troubles your village so much that you must visit strange campfires in the evening?”

The elders looked to each other, then to the women who'd first spoke, nudging her to speak again. “I... uh... we have an issue with our road to the capital. Highwaymen, a band of them, all deserters from a mercenary band of riders.” I almost grimaced at the name, but kept my face level and nodded for her to continue speaking. She twisted a finger nervously around the stray hairs that had fallen down her face, biting her lip while gathering courage, “They've taken to robbing us for sport and pleasure, ourselves and the other villages along the road!”

“And you've petitioned your lord for his protection?” I asked the obvious question, already knowing the answer, but needing to ensure for my own sake that I could answer truthfully when questioned about my activities. “Surely he has a marshal or sheriff who can gather a few men and scatter a band of highwaymen?”

This time the elder chimed in, a different one than before, looking as ancient as dust with a creaking voice to match, “No use. Our lord and his lord above him departed months ago, at the start of the spring. Took every man capable of bearing arms."

A woman's voice from behind the press of bodies interjected, “And a few who weren't.”

I shifted my leg from below, rising on one knee. The cloak I'd used as a blanket wasn't much and it slid easily from my narrow shoulders, revealing the gist of my form to the villagers. I was far from the hulking, bulky brutes who usually garnered a reputation for martial prowess, possessing little in the way of thick muscle, heavy bones or considerable stature. Instead I looked much as what my origin suggested; the daughter of a fisherman and his wife, a full two heads shorter than most men and probably half as wide.

However my voice carried the proper impression even if my body did not, sounding as if I'd spent a lifetime wandering under arms, “So now you petition me to do what is properly your lord's work?”

Most of the villagers were taken aback, but the balding elder was not, “Yes, young lass, we do. The question remains only if you can do it.”

The hairs on the back of my neck rose at the implied challenge, the feeling of disbelief that tinged his voice. But I wouldn't be baited into using my skills as alms for these villagers: they were peasant farmers, however far from destitute. All around I saw faces rounded by regular meals, with none of the gauntness of hardship and deprivation marking their expressions. As bad as things were for them with the highwaymen around, they were still better off than beggars in the capital or the people scratching a meager existence in the near-barren highlands. Nevertheless, a job was a job.

I stiffened myself further, tilting my head from side to side to crack my neck, a bit of theater to help shift the negotiations in my favor, “That's your question. My question is what are you offering me in exchange for my arms and armor?”

There was a light cough in back and the balding elder narrowed his eyes at me, “I see neither.”

It was true; armor, even of the finest quality as mine was, was dreadfully uncomfortable to wear in the best of circumstances and didn't stand elements nearly as well as any halfway decent set of furs. It was in nondescript knapsack, surrounded by the rest of my possessions. As for my arms, the elder's eyes were either bad in the shadow-filled light or inexperienced in the ways of war, because my short sword ran along the length of my thigh. A pair of daggers decorated the opposite boot but my preferred implement remained under the cloak's mass pooled around my feet. I saw no reason to draw it when the villagers first spoke.

But now I had reason.

In a flash, I'd reached down and hefted the weapon in my hands, bringing it steady in line with the skeptical balding elder, slightly tilted towards him. There was a collective gasp and the whole mass of faces leaned back as one in shock and surprise at my speed – with the exception of the elder and a particularly young girl-child, who laughed and clapped clumsily before her mother pulled her back into her arms. They had good enough reason to be afraid; they were simple folks who would usually take nothing more than cudgels and farming implements with them when levied by their lord.

Occasionally though, there was one who knew his weapons and would laugh at my display. I couldn't say I blamed them. If there was one thing the weapon wasn't, impressive would be the word. It was essentially a simple club, slender and light at one end, gradually growing thicker and heavier towards the other end. The total size of it was perhaps two hands longer than my arm, the last third of its length dotted by a regular pattern of small knobs. Of course it was naturally unbalanced, requiring great skill to wield effectively, especially when recovering from a missed swing. There was none of the heroism and versatility of the sword, the mystique of the bow, the simple efficiency of the spear, the ferociousness of the axe.

But the weapon had its merits. The knobs helped apply the full impact of the weighted end to a narrow area, useful for breaking blades, denting steel and shattering bones. It was simple and solid in construction – little more than a thick bar of fine iron – difficult to damage, but easily repaired by any blacksmith if so. Most of all, it was underestimated in my hands, the slightness of my build seemingly incapable of wielding such a weapon. More than once I'd had a towering beast of a man standing before me, fully-armored but with his visor up, laughing right up until the heavy end smashed into his exposed face, leaving behind a spray of blood and broken teeth where his head formerly stood. Over the years, I'd grown fond of it.

I called it “Kanabo.”

The balding elder remained less than impressed and stood – silent and unmoved – for a spell before slowly reaching an aged hand out to grasp the weapon, feeling its cold iron against his hand and taking measure of its weight. He was a shrewd one, probably used to dealing with tricksters willing to pull such ruses as hollowed metal, gilded copper and false testimony. When he realized his eyes  didn't deceive him, his stony visage broke into something approaching curiosity. “How did you learn to wield this?”

It was not a hostile question, but I held Kanabo in place, “Practice.”

He smiled at the answer and let go. I pulled it back and let it fall from the ready position, idly swinging it one-handed back and forth near my foot while sweeping my eyes across the assembled villagers. The balding elder stepped back into the crowd, turning to briefly take counsel of his counterparts, a hushed conversation quickly developing but ending just as suddenly. The balding elder spoke up one final time, “You will be paid a sum of two silvers –”

I opened my mouth to refuse outright and throw them from my camp but he calmly raised his hand and continued, “A sum of two silvers for every one of the highwaymen you either slay or arrest.” Well, that was certainly a bit more equitable, but I still had other services I needed.

“I want a horse.”

“Beg pardon?”

“A horse. I need one. I tire of walking and these highwaymen are mounted, are they not? I'll need a strong horse. Age doesn't matter, but if I'm to carry proof of my grim task, it won't be on my back.”

The balding elder sagely nodded, “A horse as well then.”

“And food. I'm hungry.”

“Of course. Will that be all?”

Briefly, I considered asking for guest rights but didn't wish to push my luck. Under-promise and over-deliver. Especially when dealing with men such as those who'd make the cut as freelancers. I wasn't much good fighting mounted, but I figured that wouldn't be a problem. Horses have to be fed, watered and rested regularly. There would be plenty of opportunities to catch them on foot, in spite of what I'd told the elder. It was true I was tired of walking though. It would be a nice change of pace to ride for a time.

* * * * *

The villagers were all smiles as they walked away from my little camp, their mood jovial even as several of the children were tasked with bringing me a late meal of bread, soup and redfruit picked from the forest. I was truthfully tired of redfruit, having subsisted off it for several days, but their pink cheeks and innocent faces made it hard to make my displeasure at one dish known. The oldest of the lot asked me a simple question, “So are you going to drive the highwaymen off?”

“That is my intention, yes.” I picked up the last morsel of bread and swirled it around the bowl, collecting the final bits of flavor within before popping it whole into my mouth and chewing.

“How? You are one and they are at least five.”

I shrugged my shoulders and spoke through the bread in my mouth. “Magic.” Children deserved the occasional truth, even if they wouldn't believe it.

“Magic? Did you say magic? My father says magic isn't real.”

A second, younger boy piped up right alongside the older, “My grandmother says it's a sin.”

There was a chorus of agreement, giving me enough time to finish chewing through the bread and swallow the bulk of it, “Well, it can't be both.” I pushed the bowl and the plate towards the children, “I'm finished, so be good children and take those back wherever they came from.”

There was a brief scramble between the two boys, each one arguing over the bowl or the plate as they walked away with both. I thought I was free then and was just about to begin the closest thing to prayer I'd ever come to practice when a small voice sounded in the darkness, “Are you going to do something sinful to those highwaymen?”

It was the only girl, wearing crudely made clothes, her face full of dark freckles and with a head of short brown hair cut unevenly to one side. It was evident from her appearance that she had probably lost her mother. But I felt tired and ill-mannered, so I opened my mouth to say something else flippant, but stopped myself and reconsidered my words. I could plainly see how sensitive she was and didn't wish to have a crying child to contend with.

“I'm going to do something just to the highwaymen. Justice is never sinful.”

She seemed very satisfied by the answer and lifted a doll, as if making an offering to a vengeful god. I knew what she was going to do and put my hand out to press the doll back to her chest, “Keep it, child.” She finally broke into a small smile then stepped back a few steps before turning and running after the boys. This time I watched her go, letting her scamper into a stand of far-off trees before I was satisfied she was truly gone.

Only then did I reach over to my knapsack and pull it towards the flickering flames, digging through its contents quickly. The clothing, redfruits, spare dagger, sewing kit, salted bacon, a royal warrant for my arms, extra blanket, all of it bundled in such a way to keep my most prized possessions (after Kanabo, of course) hidden from curious fingers: my set of armor, mainly consisting of a leather lamellar chest piece and mail hauberk underneath. It was not every day I brought them out, wishing to spare them from the twin furies of wind and rain. It was only when I needed to call upon their strength.

Taking one last look around my campsite and ensuring no one was near, I pulled off my traveling clothes, neatly folding them near the fire so they wouldn't cool in the night's air. Naked and shivering, I glanced up to the sky, searching until I saw a waning gibbous moon – not perfect, but good enough. Then I placed the hauberk across my nude torso, which caused goosebumps to rise across every inch possible at the sensation of cold metal pressed against my flesh. From there, I hefted the lamellar chest piece and adjusted its bindings, the solid squeeze of its material offering solace of a sort. It was far from traditional comfort though, especially with frigid rings of metal biting into my skin, dragging across my exposed and stiff nipples. The final bit of protection was a pair of stiff leather vambraces, protecting the backs of my hands, my wrists and my forearms. Some would complain about their tightness, but I'd taken enough pommels, teeth and boots to my hands while in melee that one would never hear such nonsense escape my lips.

Now wearing my full set, I got down on my hands and knees, remembering at the last second that my cloak still remained beneath me and gently sliding it away with my foot. Then I reached over and grasped Kanabo, pulling it to the ground under me before placing my forehead on the tip of the weighted end.

Should anyone have observed me, it would have appeared I was partially nude, partially armored and deep in prayer. In a way, that would be the most honest appraisal of my act. I allowed for a long spell to pass with my forehead on the tip of Kanabo before I began speaking in soft tones, “Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength...”

On and on I repeated the phrase, a phrase I'd been taught long ago, when I'd first been given the arms and armor. I don't know what form of magic or mysticism had imbued the pieces with their powers, but I do know that whatever forces inhabited the metal and leather itself could think, even if it could not speak. It made its desires known long ago. And it always demanded  satisfaction before empowering the owner.

Several minutes passed as I repeated myself endlessly, feeling naught but for the night's chill creeping into my bones. Shivering and frantic, I sped up my 'prayers' and dug my fingers into the dirt, bidding the armaments to accept my offering.

“Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty –!”

They were nothing if not sudden, invisible and ethereal yet with a warm touch. The being I knew as Kanabo was the rougher of the two, grasping my hair and forcing my head off the iron club that was its physical form, then prying open my lips and shoving itself inside until my throat bulged. My eyes widened at the vicious intrusion, but quickly settled, as it drove in and out.

The nameless armor was gentler, but far from a chivalrous prince from the tales all girls are told. It pushed both my legs apart and squeezed unmercifully on the cheeks of my ass, spreading me wide before shoving itself up my dewy womanhood. Being far more able to receive than my mouth, it spread the petals of my flower and went faster and deeper than Kanabo. But it was always more considerate, sparing a small flick for my budding clit, sending trills of pleasure up my spine as I was speared again and again.

Neither made a sound, but I couldn't help but gurgle around Kanabo like an dockside harlot. Spit ran out of my lips like a leaky barrel, the flow unimpeded by the spirit's essence filling my mouth. I started to gag, but Kanabo didn't care – had never cared – and let my throat muscles grip down in a forlorn attempt to expel the ghostly intrusion. It seemed to take considerable pleasure in my discomfort and plunged deeper just as my neck tensed, enjoying the additional tightness while sliding deeper. Tears watered my cheeks and my throat burned as if set aflame.

Quickly they built a rhythm together, Kanabo taking advantage of the unnamed one's thrusts to drive itself even further into me, the wet squelch of my pussy sounding off loudly in the midnight darkness, matched by the soppy sound of my mouth being violated at the same time. I couldn't say it was without pleasure however; my mind floated off into the ecstasy of the unchaste as my own arms and armor fucked me like a vulgar whore. My body scaled the heights of hedonistic pleasure, sometimes gently pushed, other times dragged under protest but always rising, higher and higher. Soon my shivers and goosebumps turned from markers of the chill to markers of my arousal, my entire body flushed and heated and feeling ready to boil over. I know the two can feel it as well, as both of them reached below to perform something like a slow tonguing of my breasts, but in inhumanly broad swathes with each lick.

My eyelid began to flutter uncontrollably and I knew I was close. Kanabo gave up its licking and focused instead on my nipples themselves. It clasped the stiff buds tight and twisted them past the point the pain, but not beyond the feeling of pleasure. I squealed and my eyes exploded open as stars filled my vision. Then I came.

I was screaming, shaking and weakened, collapsing atop the iron club, the metal bits of my armor clanking and swishing loudly. There wasn't much left of my campfire, but the sound alone would have brought all but the utterly incurious or cowardly, should they have been in a position to hear it. For two very long minutes, I writhed and bucked as my body took its fill of pleasure. My legs were still trembling when the two resumed the acceptance of my offer.

If they had any shame or sense of limitation, they never showed it. They always took me however and for as long as they pleased. It is hard to imagine any man would be so spirited and indefatigable as those two. One of them – I couldn't tell which with my mind still addled from the thick fog of orgasm – hefted me up, tugging under my thighs to raise my legs while holding my arms above my head, pushing my back against a nearby tree and slipping back into my now juicy and open cunt. The position was more Kanabo's style but it rarely fucked me with anything but tooth-rattling speed and fervor. That meant the nameless one was having a second fill, pumping me in a slow, methodical fashion while teasing my overly-sensitive clit.

   With my mouth no longer stuffed full of Kanabo, I was able to protest weakly, “Nnngh, please... not there... just fuck me... nnnnngh... go on, take my purse, just not my clit... hnnngh... please...” Purse. A term for cunt I'd borrowed from the harlot's trade tongue. It was a polite euphemism for women who were, as a rule, anything but polite. I don't know where exactly I'd picked it up, but I knew why I used it: harlots took cocks in order to get things they needed.

But the one without a name didn't listen, continuing to swirl around and softly squeeze my clit while I moaned in distress. It lifted me and dropped me, spread me wide and plowed me like a farmer's field, taking its time and offering me a sense of profound fullness with each and every entry. I could scarcely control my breathing, the natural rhythm knocked out of balance by its essence plunging into my depths. Every stroke filled me nearly to my womb and my head rolled back against the tree, lolling from side to side, my mouth hanging open, my tongue dancing in the cold air.

I was so close to coming again, but I knew Kanabo would not stay inactive for too long and the lingering sense of worry about what it might do kept me teetering on the precipice. I needn't have worried; Kanabo restricted itself to roughly caressing my breasts under the hauberk while its firm grip took up my throat, mildly choking me to enhance the pleasure of release. For the second time, I reached climax, my juices dripping lewdly from my pussy as I gushed in complete ecstasy, soundless in my cries of joy.

   The two of them redoubled their efforts as I jerked and flailed, the unknown one pinning me in place as it sped up, Kanabo's hold on my breasts becoming closer to a vise's grip, pulling them up and away from my body, causing my armor to bulge. I was prevented from groaning at the rough treatment only by the hold around my throat growing equally tight, choking off even the lightest sip of air from reaching my lungs. All the while, the aftermath of my orgasm coursed through my body and stars again appeared to dance across my vision. I was so incredibly juicy that the unnamed one's penetration sounded like a man trudging through a muddy field, the wet schlick-schlick-schlick of ground threatening to suck his boots off. And so it was with my sex, extraordinarily moist and clenching tight to the ethereal burden that stuffed me full, again and again.

Most improbably, I came again. It was too much, coming so quickly on the heels of the last and bells rang in my ears as clear as any I'd ever heard. I opened my eyes but saw nothing as tears of exertion and commitment fell like rain, joining the spit that still smirched my face. There was nothing but the warm heavenly bodies of Kanabo and the one never named. At least I thought they were heavenly at the time; even if my good sense told me that demons were also said to provide untold pleasures, I had trouble imagining such feelings could ever be inducement to corruption.

The both of them lowered me to the ground gently, Kanabo releasing its choke hold in stages as I was brought down to a sitting position, my legs tucked back under my thighs. I sucked in fresh air and felt my head swimming, whether from an overflowing deliverance of pleasure or from being able to breath or both, I could not say. It didn't matter either way because the two weren't done.

Respite was not a term Kanabo was familiar with and it led the charge in rolling my still-quivering frame over onto its back. The metallic jingle of my hauberk rattled throughout the trees as Kanabo lifted my legs, pushing them back upon me with a slight spread until my slender thighs were adjacent to my ribs. I gasped at its manhandling but bit my lip to keep from outright begging; Kanabo had never once listened to my pitiful pleas and I had the impression the words did nothing but make it even more excited. In spite of years of experience and training, there was only so much I could offer of myself in one night, therefore anything that made it even more likely to keep going risked running past the limits of my endurance.

   That was something I'd learned from deep personal experience.

With its formless, airy touch, Kanabo was able to hold my legs firmly in place while at the same time prying open my nethers, the evidence of my previous culminations glistening against my skin in the moonlight. It roughly spread my cheeks while my lips were parted gently. I exhaled deeply, feeling far too open and exposed to the moonlit night before I sensed the warmth of ethereal essence cover me. It felt like something approximating a half-lick, half-slurp and it slid against my exposed flesh in long, deep strokes. It spared no bit of wetness on my creamy skin as it took my succus as its due and quickly exhausted all that which was outside my body. I purred, captivated by the sensation and felt lesser for its absence when it finally pulled away.

But I knew Kanabo wasn't nearly so satisfied and the touch's essence changed character, growing firm as it filled me, piercing both holes simultaneously, my knot especially taking the brunt of its wanton act. It was something only Kanabo did, taking me in a manner considered mortal sin by the local faiths, each aspect of its essence stretching me with delightfully powerful, domineering thrusts as I raised my hands, my slim fingers seeking purchase against Kanabo's insubstantial form.

   Biting my lip failed me then and I cried out, “By the moon and the stars! Right there! Kanabo, yes! Yes! Yes! Fuck me right there!”

The nameless joined it's sibling, slipping its essence against my heaving breasts and filling my open, moaning mouth, silencing my harlot's talk. It took care to only proffer as much as I could comfortably partake between my lips, but the unknown one slithered its essence back and forth like a lumberjack's saw between my bosom. In turn, I lowered my dainty hands, using them instead to press the soft flesh of my globes together while tweaking my nipples, providing the unnamed an additional offering of snugness. It accepted, firmly ratcheting back and forth, its essence engulfed by my mounds.

The wet sounds of my violation carried even more loudly around the camp, my body writhing and bucking and rolling and sweating, feeling every motion as warmth flowed inside me. I felt full, inflating with each lunge, thrust, shove and gentle slide, wondering not for the first time how I was able to accommodate all the essence they offered my diminutive form. The warmth of their touch began to radiate from within me, extending from my core and snaking outward to my limbs, seemingly racing against my next consummation. My temperature rose as did the pair's state of excitement, as even the unnamed one took charge of my mouth, his form overflowing my throat until I gagged on his essence.

My toes curled and my nipples felt hard enough to replace the daggers in my boot, the warmth moving faster and running hotter. Fat beads of sweat rolled down my already sensitive skin, the rivers they formed forcing a stark and gratifying contrast as the cool breeze offset the burning heat of my flesh. I closed my eyes and relaxed my straining throat, tightly pressed my breasts and bucked my eager hips, arched my back and let the feeling of essence pour into me by the score. I clenched around all four essences and the duo filled me, their fiery passion matching my own final release. So caught up in my culmination was I that I forgot to breath and blacked out just as the searing heat washed over my eyes.

And, like that, I saw the world as they saw it, above my physical body as it exploded with release, spilling wetness on the ground below as its limbs continued shaking a good long while. The gentle rustling of the metal rings of my hauberk and indecipherable moaning were the only noises in an otherwise still forest. The dying campfire's shadows danced across my damp skin, mixing with moonlight to create a melange of blues and oranges along my curves. I moved closer to my body, admiring the youthful, womanly development – slight but still noticeable – even as its head rolled to one side, mouth open and exhaling. Suddenly its eyes shot open and looked right at me.

That was when I awoke, invigorated and empowered, stretching my limbs and feeling a fresh energy in my muscles, a new esthesis running through me. I tested myself, lifting Kanabo up one handed with the same speed and control it had taken two hands to impress the balding elder with. There was no longer any weight or discomfort wearing my hauberk and lamellar armor. The darkness receded wherever I looked, replaced by a dully-colored approximation of daylight. Finally, I could no longer feel the chill of the deep night, making the issue of my near-extinguished campfire moot.

I turned to the moon and raised Kanabo overhead, eyes open wide, “Thank you for your strength.”
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Also from Uruk Press

Want more sex and sorcery? Check out Sex & Sorcery 1!

You can also explore our whole catalogue:

Amulet – literary erotica. For those who are turned on by plot, prose and character.

Arrow – sugar and spice and all things nice. For those who want grand romance, steamy sex and happily ever afters.

Broadsword – strictly hardcore. For those who want larger than life heroes and heroines, epic escapism and lots and lots of sex.

Amulet

Fencing Academy by AW Freyr

Destitute and alone, Lyza Dunwall returns to the city of her birth with one thought on her mind: vengeance. But when her fortunes change and she is enrolled in the prestigious Sara Sunderland Academy of Fencing, she soon finds the world is more complicated when you’re rubbing shoulders with the likes of the Duchess Adriana, the most powerful girl in the world. Seduced by the lifestyle of the Rotham elite, Lyza must reconcile her competing desires or die trying. Meanwhile, the Weeping Maiden stalks the streets, revolution is in the air and the malevolent River Blackwater flows slowly past the living and the dead.

Fencing Academy is the darkly seductive debut from fresh talent AW Freyr. The start of a major new fantasy series, it begins the captivating Lyza Dunwall’s remarkable journey of moral, political and sexual awakening against a backdrop of murder, necromancy and swordplay. For fans of the erotic intrigue of Jacqueline Carey and the verbal cut and thrust of Scott Lynch. Lyza's struggle will continue in Duel To The Death.

The Squab Fiends by Victoria Arius

Elizabeth Herbert is as free as any woman can be in Victorian England. A widow with fortune, connections and an appetite for new experience, her search for her old lover John Maginn will lead her into adventures which stretch her credulity and sexuality. When two scientists pull Maginn from the side of a Channel steamship in 1862, he bears little resemblance to the man who left England seven years before. Exiled by his Herbert’s husband, left for dead on a battlefield in India and battling constant pain and an addiction to opium, it seems the fates have conspired to make his existence intolerable.

Damodar Rao has been raised to rule, every moment of his childhood and adolescence carefully controlled to prepare him for a great future. Arriving on English soil after his guardian disappears, a happy accident will open his eyes to becoming a prince among women, without violence or responsibility. Together the trio must keep transform themselves by rejecting their dark pasts and dependencies. Determined to take control of their destinies and using progress as their weapon against superstition, they discover that to be truly free, they must fight an elite occultist movement, while warring against their own desires.

A devilish blend of history and fantasy, The Squab Fiends is the debut novel from Victoria Arius. The adventures of Elizabeth, Maginn, Rao and the Lunar Society will continue in book two of the Bête Noire trilogy, The Demon Ape. Highly recommended for fans of the supernatural secret histories of Tim Powers, the steampunk Victoriana of Alan Moore and the Gothic romance of Edgar Allan Poe.

Arrow

Hells Unleashed by Guinevere A. Hart

With Good Intent

As a young elf raised among humans, Céde just wanted to be normal. But when strange new powers emerge, marking her as a sorcerer, “normal” is forever beyond her reach. With her dark and sullen guardian Varrin and her stalwart half-orc companion Jorak, she journeys across forbidden lands to join others like her at the magical academy known as the Spire. There, they will learn to use their goddess-given power and prepare for war against an ancient and terrible enemy.

All the while, the demon god known as the Lord of Hordes bides his time. As celestial bodies align in convergence, a gate between worlds will open to allow his armies through to join him in plundering the world of Velith. Will Céde and her friends be strong enough to face the hordes and save their planet, or will the world of Velith be destroyed in the chaos as the Hells are unleashed? With Good Intent is the first book in the three-part Hells Unleashed series.

Bells And Buckets

Elf Céde and half-orc Jorak are young and in love and just want a normal life. But life in the magic academy known as the Spire is far from normal. Céde must come to terms with being a powerful sorceress and become the leader that is her destiny. Meanwhile Jorak must choose between becoming a master blacksmith or joining the Shades, an elite military outfit. With all these competing demands, can they find time for each other?

And time is the last thing they have. The Lord of Hordes is tightening his grip on the kingdom of Ardyth'tol. How long before he moves against the Spire and all Céde and Jorak hold dear? Bells And Buckets continues the epic fantasy romance begun in With Good Intent. The Hells Unleashed trilogy will conclude with Devil To Pay.

The Lady Of Dawn's Light by Guinevere A. Hart

A powerful, erotic adventure series for fans of romance and epic fantasy alike, now available in a single omnibus edition.

Hope's Awakening

Adri, a light-hearted and affectionate elf, is loved by everyone she meets. Even the gods are moved by the expanding radiance of her spirit. So she has no idea why someone wants to kill her. On top of that, her mother and the emperor are missing and no one seems able to do a thing about it. While those around her are tempted to despair, Adri’s faith is enough to propel her forward. Through it all, she is challenged by her love for Krellyn, a brooding dark-elf with a past darker than his flesh. Is her hope enough to save her family, the empire, and maybe even Krellyn?

Hope’s Ascension

Adri and Krellyn are now happily married and living a life of domestic bliss with their daughter Jubilee. But dark-elf Krellyn’s past won’t leave him alone. Two thousand years ago his cause was betrayed and Elelmin, the god of the high-elves, was killed by the locust-headed demon known as the Prince of Winds. The land was sundered, Elelmin’s soul was shattered and Krellyn was caught in the cross-fire. Now the Prince of Winds wants to finish what he started. Krellyn will do whatever it takes to protect his family but for them to survive, Adri must ascend to her true calling.

Broadsword

The Adventures Of Pervikar by John Evans

The classic erotic epic fantasy series from John Evans is now available for the first time in a new and definitive four volume edition.

Pervikar

Pervikar Devon is just an average farm-boy. Oh, except for the fact he is a half-ogre who stands seven and a half feet tall and has green hair. One day Per accidentally incurs the wrath of the queen by protecting two young women from the advances of a corrupt baron, and is forced to flee her assassins.

So begin Per’s adventures. Leaving his home far behind, he sets out to find fortune, fame and female companionship. As he journeys across the strange, magical world of Provost, he encounters orcs and goddesses, mages and ghosts, and even a dragon. Along the way, he learns to be a leader and a lover, and using all that nature has endowed him with, rights a lot of wrongs and beds a lot of women. Per gets his intelligence and compassion from his human mother, and his strength and… size from his ogre father.

The Rescue Of The Queen

Perikar Devon’s adventures have taken him from one side of the world to the other. He’s learned much but lost everything so, tired and weary, he returns to the Capitol in search of his friends. But before he can find them, he witnesses the kidnap of Queen Shara – the woman who tried to have him killed.

Knowing he will be unfairly blamed for her disappearance, Per resolves to rescue her. She almost murdered him, now he must save her life! Heading out of the city, he starts a long journey that takes him from a magistrate’s perverted dungeon to an orgy in a far off dwarven fortress. Will he be able to must fulfill a prophesy and overcome powerful sex magic to rescue the queen?

Karina's Quest

Karina Devon hasn’t seen her son Pervikar for over a year, ever since Queen Shara tried to have him killed. Then, out of the blue, she receives a summons from Per’s ogre father, Gar. He tells her that Per must take part in the ritual of neccar, where he must mate with every woman he has ever had sex with. If he fails to complete the ritual, the ogre god Ahhspah will take his soul. Unfortunately, Per has been a busy boy and has sown his seed across the world of Provost. So Karina must set off on a quest to reunited him with his past loves. All of them. Then there is the small matter of finding her son.

The Ritual Of Neccar

Pervikar’s adventures are almost over. Once an innocent farm-boy, the half-ogre has grown into a noble warrior. He has faced gods and ghosts, dragons and dwarves, mages and monsters. He has even taken Queen Shara, the most powerful woman in the world and once his greatest enemy, to bed. Now he has assembled her and his other lovers to take place in the ritual of neccar – the sacred ritual that will see him take on the mantle of his ogre heritage and truly become a man.

But first his mother Karina must recount how she ventured into the underworld itself to bring back a demoness and a dead woman to play their part in Per’s future. She must navigate pirates and foreign courts before entering the nine hells. Along the way, she slakes her thirst for battle with her axe and her lust for sex with her body. The end is in sight but she must confront her biggest challenge yet: being turned into a man!

Morgana by DA King

Morgana of the Black Moon. Harbinger of Hell, Ransacker of the Righteous, Violator of Virgins. Her titles number as many as her sins, her infamous cruelty only matched by her unsurpassed beauty, renowned and feared throughout the land for her mastery of sorcery and seduction.

But, dear reader, she was not always so. Before she enshrouded the kingdom in darkness, before she forged the Black Knight, before she was Morgana of the Black Moon, she was… Morgana. Simply Morgana. Born from a humble coven of simple means, named after one of the greatest witches in history, the young Morgana began her tutelage under the great Voroven, the oldest living disciple of Merlin himself! This is her story…

DA King is a writer and painter who favors pulp sci-fi and fantasy, a baroque aesthetic and erotic transformations akin to those seen in cheesy 1980s horror movies. Morgana, a tongue-in-cheek tale of evil, good and very large breasts, is his first novel.
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