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"Thrice Bitten" by Dragon Cobolt

As I returned to the road that led to my distant home town, I tried to forget the smoky, promising eyes of the wench who had served drink and food to the human, halfling, dwarven and brownie travelers at the Happy Hole. She had been a halfling, but her curvaceousness had been nearly on par with a human form – making her curves even more pronounced when placed on her smaller, shorter frame. Her eyes  had promised a great deal in the common room last night. Her hips and breasts had promised more as she had taken every chance she could to press up against me when giving me new drinks.

It was a good my betrothed was not there to witness this. Elisabet of Dulndorf could have lifted the halfling wench above her head with one arm and snapped her completely in half. Her position as a novitiate in the Way of the Light meant that she had the gods on her side. But even had she been willow thin, a head shorter than me, and the lowest charcoal burner, I’d still not have wanted to irritate her by glancing at another lass.

Not because of affection, mind!

Even without her position and her physical strength, Elisabet had the personality of an Emperor-Elect. I shivered at the mental image of her blazing eyes, her snarl, and her piercing voice. Wally, you do understand exactly what is at stake in our relationship, do you? The gold, the position, the fact that I am not doing paperwork once I become a Chevalier?

I sighed. Yes. That was why Elisa had her eyes on me. Not for my charms – being a somewhat chipmunk faced fellow with more of a belly than belly muscles. Nor my intellect, since talking about my reading or research produced nothing but a clear sign of boredom from Elisa. No, she was interested in the fact that I was soon to be a graduate from the University of Bells. Not even as a mage! I had no talent. I had merely learned letters, ciphering, balancing books, and handling bureaucratic law. I sighed again, and filled the cold air with a fine cloud of mist.

To be a mage… then I would not need to return home for the holidays to save on expenses in the city. Mages had their room and board paid for while staying at University. Lowly solicitors like me had to scrape and save for everything.

Though, the idea of my mother’s pies was something to look forward to!

That was when I heard the muffled sound of war cries, the clatter of steel on steel, and the unmistakable roar of trolls. My eyes widened and without thinking, I kneed my horse – a sleepy mare I had purchased in Trentdorf for three silver thalers. She responded to my urging with a kind of tired resignation, and I quickly drew around the winding, curving road that marked the clear path through the Stout’s endless forests. The fey folk, natural allies to the Triumvirate Kingdom, had enchanted the road to keep it safe from most minor mischief from the less sociable members of fairy courts. But there was nothing minor about a troll. In fact, the only thing worse than a troll was-

I rounded the bend and saw the scene.

Two trolls stood above the stage coach that had been coming the other way. The horses, all magnificent black beasts, were dead. The front row had run into a wire drawn across the road, slitting their throats and letting out great torrents of red blood. The trolls had killed the others with their massive tree-trunk clubs, while the guards who had been protecting the wagon did their best to try and fend the immense beasts off. The guards were tough looking fellows. Broad brimmed hats, festooned in holy symbols, armed with swords and shields, each shield marked with the symbol of the goddess Lyita, she who brings life. Then one of their blades slashed at a troll’s ankle, drawing a gout of blood and bending nearly completely in half.

The guard cried out in wordless fury before the troll kicked him across the field like the leather ball in a game of scrum. He impacted the towering redwood tree behind me with a sickening crunch and dropped ten feet to the ground in unlovely death. My mare bucked in fear, throwing me. I sprawled on the soft ground with a grunt. I scrambled to my feet as quickly as I could and saw that the bent sword shimmered.

Who brings a silver sword to the Stout?

The other guard was struck a glancing blow by the left troll. As the troll was eight feet tall and could carry a tree one handed, the glancing blow shattered the guard’s spine and twisted his body nearly in half. As he sprawled, as dead as his comrade, I looked down at the corpse near my feet. There were several weapons attached to his vest – daggers, a few vials that were marked with symbols in a script I couldn’t read, even a pistol! My heart leaped to my throat. I grabbed the vial and the pistol.

Witchfire was a common weapon for guards. If I could but hit a troll with one, I could set it alight and scare the other off! I cocked back my arm and threw. While I was no shakes at scrum – being a tad too, ah, timid for a sport that involves plowing into one another at full speed – I did have a skill at darts. And so, the vial struck the right troll on the face before he could smash open the wagon. Water glinted on that trolls face. Ordinary water. Not witchfire, not alchemist’s acid, not even naptha. Simply water.

It did draw the attention of both trolls, though.

I gulped, then turned and ran, shouting as I did: “Come on, trolls! I have a lot of meat on my bones!”

The trolls roared and started to thunder after me. They loped forward on their long, knobby legs, their green flesh glistening in the moonlight that shone through the trees. My heart was in my throat and I leaped over a stump... and caught my boot against the bark. I tumbled forward, sprawling to the ground, the pistol I had snatched skidding away from me. The trolls were shoving aside trees with gunshot cracks as branches snapped and trees spread. I scrambled, grabbed the pistol,  and rolled onto my back. One troll was lifting its club up, roaring in fury and excitement alike.

I pulled the trigger. The wheel-lock spun and sparks flared but the pistol spluttered and produced a poof of smoke whose only advantage was that it confused the troll. I groaned in desperation and threw the pistol at the troll. It struck his face and he roared. The other troll, not distracted in the slightest, lifted his club. I flung myself forward and heard a whistle of air and a resounding whump as the club hit the ground I had been sprawled on moments before.

By now, my shins and elbows and back felt like a wall of pain and my lungs were aflame. But I still managed to sprint back to the stagecoach. I was barely thinking straight – only a faint idea of getting the people within the coach out, so they might run away. But when I slammed into the stagecoach at full speed, I found myself nose to nose with a massive pile of white powder, poured onto the side of the coach. Around that powder were cloves of garlic, garlands of witchbane, and wheels – the holy symbol of the Way of Light. My brow furrowed in complete confusion. But that was a mystery for when I couldn’t hear the trolls thundering back after me. My arm swept the odd collection of spices and symbols off the wagon’s door.

Ah. Salt.

Salt.

They had piled salt on the door?

And garlic?

That thought filled me so intensely that I didn’t even think to dodge before the club smashed into me. It caught me, flung me, and I was caught against a tree. My entire body seemed to crumple and I hit the ground a moment later. It hurt far less than I expected. Then my brain realized what had happened, and the pain came with it, crashing into me. My eyes closed and red filled my vision, a red throbbing wave that crashed and receded in time with my breathing. A thundering roar filled my ears – a roar that mixed with the roars of the trolls. I could barely breathe. Then a hand took a hold of my shoulder and gingerly rolled me onto my back.

In the moonlight, all I could see was cascading brown hair and a pair of beautiful, blue eyes. They glowed faintly and I could hear her voice. Her hand touched my cheek, and it was warm and dripping with a thick, viscous blood. Troll blood.

“He’s hurt, my sisters, he’s hurt!”

And then, thankfully, I fell into darkness.

How little did I know how accurate that turn of phrase would be.

***

I dreamed in darkness. I dreamed of memories.

I was twelve years old and the bandits were coming. I ducked behind the palisade, dumping gunpowder into the muskatoon. Next to me, my older brother was kneeling and aiming. Smoke filled my nose and I wished, desperately, to use the muskatoon. But my father had told me: Keep your head down, son. Do your job, we’ll get through this.

Three voices echoed.

The first, bright and cheerful: “Oh, look at how sweet his cheeks are!”

The second, somewhat gruffer: “Hmm, a bit of a coward, hiding like that.”

The third, sounding quite attentive and assertive: “No, Kass, he’s following orders. Hmm, not aggrandizing himself.”

The memories shifted and-

I was eighteen and three roughs from the tavern were kicking me. I had ducked my head under my arms and felt the tips of their boots thumping into shoulders, forearms, knees, shins. A few kicked at my back, but most wanted the face or belly.

“Come on, fight back!” the gruff voice said.

“Let's go back a bit,” the attentive voice murmured. I felt the kicks slam back home, and they seemed to drag the pain from me with every reversed impact. I sprang up, a furious glare appeared on my face, and a brick flew from the ground, rebounded off the wall of the nearby tavern, and then slapped into my palm as the serving wench that the three toughs had surrounded ran back into her original position.

“Aww, he’s a  hero!” the cheerful voice cooed. “Much better than Sebastian.”

“He’d be a better hero if he was a better shot,” the gruff voice muttered.

“Come now, Kass. Hmm, it looks like the capital.”

I was twenty and sitting in the class I shared with Nelian, the girl from the Nerifti Empire. Every boy in the University of Bells drooled over her, but none more than my room-mate Johan. I glanced from him to Nelian, then back to Johan. I sighed, slightly, and packed away my own feelings and looked at things logically. What would a viscount’s daughter see in a miller’s son? Meanwhile, Johan was the Heir-Elect of his house, though he tried to hide it. But who else would be named Johan Von  Trentdorf? And so, I elbowed him in the class and hissed: “Go ask her, after class!”

“A romantic!” cooed the bubbly voice.

“Pah!” came the gruff voice.

I tried to speak, but I was too muddled in the darkness.

“Well, girls, I think we know enough for now. Let us let him dip back.” A ghostly, cold kiss pressed to my cheek. Then another, to my right. Then I heard what was unmistakable sound of an elbow being driven into someone’s side, a grumble, then a soft kiss on my forehead. Then my mind was dragged away from memories and into a nightmare of running from a vast troll that called after me in Elisabet’s screeching, furious voice.

I slept.

***

I woke, bleary and aching. I rolled out of bed and fell onto my hands and knees with the normal grace I exhibited when waking up. I existed in a state of confused, muddled lack. I stumbled through my room, but rather than hitting a wall, I simply continued to walk forward, looking through slitted eyes. A faint glimmer of silvered glass and a pair of candles drew me like a moth and I realized that while I had been away, my mother had gotten some new wash basin. My tired brain managed to decide that was a good thing as my hands mechanically found the water. It was warm. Thanks, Ma.

I splashed the water in my face, groaning as it managed to wipe away some of the fatigue. I blinked a few times, looking at myself in the mirror.

I saw a room that was opulence itself. Silken bed-sheets covering a four poster bed, with gleaming suits of armor set in the corner niches as decoration. A family crest of roses and ravens spread above the bed, while thin slit windows showed a moonless night sky. Torches guttered and flickered on sconces, providing a warm glow to the room, with heat being trapped by carpets and tapestries of extraordinary quality. The ceiling was decorated by a large chandelier, which also glowed with light, flickering with dozens of candles. Lush furs and complex patterns alike made the entire room seem to breathe with color.

I saw all of that and nothing of my own face. Or body. Or anything. I leaped backwards and screamed at the top of my lungs.

The door to my room exploded open and an eight foot tall fusion of man and black timber wolf sprang into the room. Golden eyes flashed and claws as long as my arms sprang from his paws as his tail lashed in fury. He growled at me and I ran backwards. My foot pressed to the wall behind me and I continued to back upwards, as easily as if I was walking across the floor. Before I knew it, I stood from the ceiling, cowering behind the chandelier, which now seemed to hang above me.

“Are you okay!?” the massive wolf-man shouted at me. “Who is it? Where are they!?”

I pointed at him in horror. The wolf-man spun around, lashing with his claws at the air behind him. They smashed into the water closet, sending water spilling, shattering the porcelain bowl, smashing the mirror into tiny shards. The claws dug into the ground and the wolf-man sprang backwards, growling at the wreck.

“Did I get them? Is it invisible assassins?” the wolf snarled.

The door to the room – which had rebounded shut, so fierce was the wolf-man’s entrance – sprang open again and three women entered. The first, leading the way, was a fiery haired woman with skin as pale as the bowl the wolf had smashed. Her cheeks were flecked with freckles and her blood red dress was cut shorter than anything any noblewoman would wear in the Triumvirate Kingdom, exposing her legs with shocking indecency. She also, even more shockingly, held a long steel sword that glowed with glimmering blue runes. To her left was another woman – her hair was chestnut and curled as fiercely as the red haired woman’s hair hung straight. She was dressed in a far more modest blue gown, and had placed her gloved hands on her hips, a look of consternation on her face. The third and final woman had hair the color of purest gold and wore a green dress that was bedecked in more gemstones than any I had ever seen in my life, even when a procession went by on Trentdorf. She also, ah…

The most delicate way to put it would be that she had, of the trio, the most ample, ah, tracts of land. Yes.

“Rex!” the brunette said, clucking her tongue. “That water closet cost thirty nine golden groschen!”

“S-Sorry, but, your husband-”

“Your what!?” I shouted.

The three women looked up at me.

“Great, Rex,” the redhead snarled, sheathing her sword with practiced ease. “We were going to break that gently.”

“Go play outside,” the brunette said. “Leave us alone with Sebastian.”

“My name is Waldemar of Ostermark, not Sebastian! Get back!” I shouted, lifting up my hands, trying to make one of the many symbols against evil. Rex gasped, his eyes wide as he looked up at me.

“He’s not Sebastian? Where’s Sebastian?” Rex asked.

The blonde girl produced a large, red leather ball from underneath her skirts and held it above her head. Rex’s head swung around and she swayed the ball from side to side, cooing slightly. “Come on, Rexy! Leave us alone with our new hubby, and you can play with the ball!”

She made an abortive throw towards the window. Rex sprang after it, then ran back, then started to sprint in circles. He fell to his hands and knees, his body morphing smoothly into a pure wolf. Save that it was a wolf that was easily the size of a small horse. He knocked over several chairs, and nearly bowled over the redhead. Now that he was good and excited, the blonde threw the red ball out the window.

Rex leaped.

From the distant crash and string of cursing in a language I almost knew, I was dolefully certain Rex had landed on or nearly on some kitchen servants. Then the language clicked.

“We’re in the Transubaria Mountains!” I squeaked. “A-And you’re vampires!”

“Wow, nothing gets by you, University Boy,” the redhead said, quite suddenly standing beside me on the ceiling. I yelped and backed away from her – and directly into the tracts of land of the blonde, who had appeared behind me. She hugged me around my belly, snuggling my neck with her nose.

“Aww, don’t be mean to poor Wally,” she said. “He’s had quite a few shocks.”

“Ahhh!” I screamed and wriggled – but before I could try and escape, both women dropped from the ceiling, dragging me. We landed on the bed as gently as a feather, but as I was not used to flipping about so cavalierly, I ended up sprawled with my head crooked against my shoulder, my legs in the air, and my whole body twisted up. By the time I had gotten my back underneath me, the three women had drawn around me and were looking down at me.

“The blood kiss has had some marked improvements,” the brunette said. “I’ll need to consult the writings of Archduke Nosferat. He did claim that the moral viciousness of the subject had a definite and inverse impact on the transformations wrought by necromantic energies and-”

“He’s ripped,” the redhead purred. Her palm mashed to my chest. It was then that I realized the extra two stone weight I normally carried – a product of enjoying reading and food in equal measures – had been replaced by what seemed like half an acre of muscular flesh. Hard muscle. I gaped at the transformation wrought on my body. I had abs! Eight, easily. And each was traced by the slender finger of the redhead. “Okay, I’m suddenly fine with this plan.”

“What plan? Blood kiss, I-” I spluttered. “You killed me!”

“Uh, no, that was the troll,” the blonde pouted. “You were dying.”

The redhead let loose with an extremely upper class snort. “We saved your life.”

My finger went to my throat. I felt no pulse. Now that I reflected on it, I had no need to breathe. “I’m dead!”

“Undead,” the brunette said, nodding sagely. “Specifically, you are now homo sapiens lilinus, sub-category, Karstein Necromantis.”

“A vampire!” I...squalled. That was the only word for the outraged squeak-shout that escaped from me.

“Yes, but, ah,” the brunette said, stammering. “We were both in sticky situations.”

“You were dying,” the blonde said, taking my hand. She pressed it to her chest. . My eyes widened as my hand was almost smothering my appendage between her immense breasts. “And you were so heroic, fighting those trolls and saving us from that awful garlic.” She shuddered, which set off deeply distracting jiggles all through her chest.

“And we needed a, uh, a husband,” the brunette said. Then her head lifted. She looked at the others, then at me. “Okay, you have to play along. You are Sebastian Orloc, and you are extremely proud to be here and simply say yes to everything Father says. Please!”

I stammered, but the three women dragged me to my feet, shoved a silken shirt over my head to go with the hose that I had woken in, and then pushed me before the door moments before it opened. Two footmen in curved plate chestpieces, with straight sword at their hips and pistols in their belts, stepped into the room. A swarm of bats followed them, flying forward into a great mass. Then, as if the world had blinked, the bats transformed into a man. There was no smooth transition. Simply a jarring jump between moments.

The man was coolly handsome in an exotic, Nerifti way. His chocolate black skin was unscarred and blemish free, and his head had been shaved bald, exposing the fact that his ears were tipped almost as fiercely as a wood elf's. His eyes were a somber brown and deeply sad. His lips were curved neither in a frown nor in a smile, and yet the total affect of his eyes, his bald pate, his unmoving lips, all of it combined to create a mood of intense concentration paired with sobriety. He was dressed in fine, but not ostentatious, clothes. Silken jerkin, cotton undershirt, high boots, gloves, belt. What made his clothes so expensive was the quality in their make, not in the quantity of gems and gold. He bore a raven crested ring on his right pinkie.

“Father,” the three women said, simultaneously, curtsying.

“Kasteen,” the man said, inclining his head to the redhead. “Julietta.” He nodded to the blonde. “Minabelle,” he finished, nodding to the brunette.

Julietta squealed and ran forward, hugging him tightly. As he staggered under the impact, Kasteen scoffed and Minabelle put her hands over her face. The two footmen managed to barely hide their smirks.

“Daddy!” Julietta drew back, then swung her arm expansively towards me. “This is Sebastian, he’s so charming and kind and nice and such an amazing man, you’ll love him!”

“Humrph,” their father said, stepping forward. I stood stock still, my blood going to ice as my brain recalled his name. It wasn’t hard, now that my brain started working. He was Baron Tavian Golovono. The Black Baron. The Lord of Golga Pass. The most enduring, wickedest, vicious vampire lord in the entirety of the Transubaria Mountains. He looked me up, then down, then inclined his head.

“Welcome. Son,” he said, his voice incredibly strained, as if he wasn’t quite comfortable using the word.

I nodded back. “Hello, sir. I mean, uh, Baron! Uh, Father!”

He pursed his lips. “I was told by your father that you were a fully versed Necromancer of the first circle? We will you be ready by the Tenday evening? That would be the best time.”

“Of course!” I said, nodding quickly.

“And you are ready to take part in the Ritual of Blood in addition to the binding?”

“T-Totally!” I squeaked.

“And, needless to say, you remember the stipulations that I and your father agreed upon?” The Baron arched an eyebrow.

“As if they were, uh, written. In my brain. On. My brain.”

“Good,” Baron Golovono said. Then he turned and exploded into bats. The bats flew out the windows with a cascade of squeaks.  Once he was gone, the two footmen bowed, then turned, and left. The door closed.

“Wow,” Kasteen said. “You did well.”

I collapsed in a faint.

The three women dragged me back to a chair and set me down. Then they pulled chairs over themselves and looked at me. I panted slowly, more out of reflex, then said: “What. Is. Happening? Who is Sebastian Orlo-” I stopped. “Wait. Orloc? As in Count Orloc? As in the Recluse of Vandenberg?”

The three women nodded.

“He’s a vampire?” I squeaked. “But he’s a lord in the Triumvirate! He votes on the Electoral College”

“Yes,” Mina said, her fingers touching together as she leaned back in her seat. “He turned himself in the year 409 when the Emperor-Elect Ralsten broke the trollish hordes using Orloc men at arms as the center of his formation. Orloc turned his back on the Kingdom and on life that day. He used a necrotic spell of his own devising to attain similar status as we and it had unpleasant side effects.”

Julietta made a pair of hooked fangs with her fingers with both of her hands, placing them before her mouth, while twisting her face into a hideous snarl. “Plus green skin. Green skin!” she hissed.

“Count Orloc I could take or leave,” Kasteen said, nodding. “But his son? Ugh!”

“I hated him!” Julietta said, nodding.

“He was a total monster,” Mina said. “Do you remember how many times he told us that stupid boat story?”

“Oh, I’m a big bad vampire,” Kasteen said, imitating a brash, male voice. “I picked off an entire crew of sailors just for fun. Because killing everyone who sails the ship I’m on is a fucking fantastic long term strategy for transport.” She made a masturbatory gesture I had only seen passed about by soldiers. It made my cheeks darken with a blush. Then Kasteen made that blush turn to incandescent flame by adding: “Fucking wanker.”

“Now,” Mina said. “The unfortunate requirements of vampiric geopolitics did require the marriage.”

Kasteen made a face and made the masturbatory gesture again.

“He was just awful,” Julietta said, nodding.

I looked between them. “So, where is he?”

“Uhhh...” Mina looked at Kasteen. Kasteen scowled.

“Hey, you were the one who opened the door,” she said. “And she was the one who closed it.” She jerked her thumb at Julietta.

“I did not!” Julietta squeaked. “I just, uh, maybe kind of accidentally might have staked him before you kicked him.”

“Fucking sweet,” Kasteen beamed.

“You staked him!?” Mina gasped.

“He was bragging about eating a baby!” Julietta whimpered, her eyes brimming with tears.

I rubbed my temples, my eyes closing. “So, he’s dead? You killed him?”

“Oh, no, a stake to the heart simply paralyzes us,” Julietta said. “We didn’t kill him.”

“The vampire hunters chasing us did that,” Kassteen added.

I groaned and ducked forward, tilting my head between my thighs. “And so you turned me?” I whimpered. “I’m not a noble’s son! I’m not a wizard! I-I-I I’m a half-trained solicitor! I haven’t even graduated from the University of Bells! Hells and the Ruinous Gods, I’m the son of a miller and a baker!”

“We know,” Mina said. “While you were dying, we walked in your memories. And you know what we found?” Her cold fingers cupped my chin and lifted me up. “A brave, kind, noble soul with a deep heart and a generous spirit.” She smiled.

As she did so, I realised the obvious. None looked even remotely similar. And their ‘father’ looked as different from them as the sky from a sea lion. And so, I stammered. “How are you sisters?” I asked.

“We were all turned by the Baron,” Mina said. “I was turned in the year...” she snapped her fingers. “509, I think. No, 511!” She nodded.

“550 for me!” Julietta said, cheerfully.

“542,” Kasteen said, nodding. “It was after a two week pitched battle. I’d managed to disarm him twice, tracked him to three tertiary lairs, and-” her eyes glowed excitedly, but I held up my eyes, stopping her.

“Firstly,” I said. “You’re all over a hundred years old?”

Mina blushed. “Well, a lady doesn’t like to admit their age but yes.”

They didn’t look a day over twenty. But then I mentally kicked myself. They were unaging abominations that sucked the blood of the living to sustain their unholy existence. And I was married to them. Elisabet was going to kill me. Again.

Then I felt the softness of Julietta’s touch as she pressed to my side. She nuzzled my neck, her voice soft. “It’ll be okay,” she whispered. “I know you’re confused and scared. But we’re here to help you.”

Her finger twirled along my chest, stroking me through the cotton. My heart, if it had still beat, would have stopped instantly. If I had not been dead, I would have died then, feeling her cool breath against my ear. Which, I suddenly realized, was pointed.

And sensitive.

“We can worry about everything else after...” Julietta murmured.

Kasteen grinned, slowly. “Julietta raises a good point.” She stood, walking towards me with the brash confidence of a man approaching a blushing bride. The fact the genders had been reversed slowed her down not at all. She sat on my lap, her feet slipping around behind my back, the chair creaking under both of our weights. Before I could move, Mina had slipped up to my other side. Her breasts pressed to my shoulders and she nuzzled at my other ear. I gasped and Mina laughed, her voice filled with joy.

“Gods of undeath, he’s so freaking cute!” she squealed, then licked me from ear-base to ear-tip. My eyes widened as Kasteen ground herself against me. Her shockingly open skirts had flared outwards, and I could feel a curved, smoothness press against me. A moment later, I realized that she was pressing her bared maidenhood against me. She was grinding her sex against the unusually large bulge in my hose, as brazenly as a back alley whore. Her face was filled with a delight I was sure most whores lacked, her fangs actually hooking over her blood red lips, her red hair spilling around her shoulders.

“Oh my, I think the blood kiss make him bigger,” she purred.

“It’s possible.” Mina said, her fingers starting to tug my shirt up. Mutely, I lifted my arms, and felt the cool air kiss my skin. Despite being nearly chilled as the night air that blew in through the window near where we sat, I shivered as Julietta started to kiss along my neck. She grazed my neck with her fangs.

“I bit you right here.” She pressed the fangs to my neck and I hissed.

“I bit you here.” Mina kissed my wrist, having lifted my arm. But she kissed her way up to my bicep. “Gods, what muscle,” she purred.

I blinked, then looked forward at Kasteen. She was grinning as wickedly as a daughter of sin could. Her eyes were glowing and I could see that they had gone from green to blood red. I gulped slowly, feeling the most intense mixture of utter terror and total arousal I had ever felt in my life. It was like being near Elisabet, except the terror was more detached. No matter how frightful these three vampire women were, I didn’t think they’d ever hit me.

That was nice!

“Do you want to know where I bit you?” she purred.

I couldn’t even begin to speak. Instead, I nodded.

Kasteen flowed off the chair like water. Her palms pressed to my thighs and with a faint snick her fingernails turned to claws. Mina cried out, but Kasteen either acted before she heard her, or she simply didn’t care. Within seconds, my silken hose had been reduced to scraps, and my cock had been freed.

Among the Triumvirate Kingdoms, the fashion was to hearken back to antiquity and the Classical Empire. Our statues and paintings showed men with respectable, civilized members. In contrast, murals showed barbarians swinging cocks like clubs.

So I had always been pleased with my member's modest proportions. "My Wally's cute little willy," as Elisabet liked to call it.

Well, it wasn't cute any more. Or little...

Along with my new abdominal muscles, the blood kiss had gifted me with a truly monstrous endowment. In it's semi-slumbering state it was already twice as big as it had ever been at its very hardest.

But clearly, Kasteen was more barbarian that genteel Trentdorf lady, because she nuzzled up against my thick member as if it was the most wonderful thing in the world. She kissed the base of my cock, nuzzled where my scrotum joined, then kissed her way to my thigh. Her teeth grazed where my femoral artery would have once pumped with blood.

“Right. Here.” She grinned, wickedly, her cold hand – barely able to encircle my shaft – pumped as she looked up at me.

“Those were ten groschen silken hose!” Mina squawked.

“Ten groschen!?” I yelped.

“Oh gods!” Kasteen rolled her eyes. “We have five pair!”

“Mina,” interrupted Julietta, “You should be focussing on the most important matter here. Namely, our new husband's horse cock.”

“They take two weeks to make!” Mina continued.

“It’d have taken me a year to afford those, doing books in the library!” I stammered, pretending to ignore her sister's equine comparison.

Kasteen groaned. “Fuuuuuck! Two Minas, stake me now.” She slammed her forehead into my thigh. Then, sneakily, she planted a kiss on one of my full balls. The touch of her lips – feathery soft – made me shiver in delight. Then the subtle pleasure of her lips were replaced by the intense pleasure of a woman's mouth closing around the tip of my member for the first time and the shocking feeling of her entire mouth slurping forward over my newly engorged shaft. She had no gag reflex, no need to breathe, nothing to stop her from taking every single bit of my cock into her hungry, eager mouth. The feeling of her fangs, pressing to either side of my member, only added to the pleasure. I opened my mouth in shock. Next to me, Juliette was shrugging off her green dress with casual ease, revealing her breasts.

It transpired that, as a vampire’s feet were not constrained by gravity and her harsh rules, neither were Julietta’s immense breasts. They remained as perky as if she was wearing a corset. I blinked slowly, then gaped as she walked along the wall, moved above me, then crouched down, so that her thighs were spread before my face. Her sex was completely bare of all hair, and her slit glistened with arousal, which dripped onto my lap and Kasteen’s face, which seemed to provoke nothing but happy mewling from Kasteen as she slurped back, then forward, then back, then forward.

“So,” Julietta said. “Let's see if Elisabet of Dulndorf's appraisal of your skill is accurate.”

My cheeks flushed as I realised she and her sisters had seen all my memories.

Myself and my betrothed had, of course, never made love as we were not yet wed. But Elisabet was a modern woman - after all, it was 681! - and allowed me to orally service her on a regular basis. Occasionally she would even deign to robustly stimulate my own sex with her hand but, for the most part, it was I who eagerly attended to her needs. As a result, I considered myself to be no mere novice.

So putting thoughts of my easily angered bride-to-be from my mind I leaned forward, kissing Julietta's dripping sex. She tasted delicious and the difference from Elisabet's thickly furred mons was thrilling. I reached up, cupping and squeezing her hips as my tongue sought out her pearl. Julietta laughed, her voice gay.

“He’s eager,” she said, cheerfully. “Oh. Ah,” she hissed. “Mmm, you are as g-ooooh!”

Her whole body rocked against my face and I could practically see the jiggle of her breasts as my tongue found a hard, eager nub peeking from a hood above her sex. My tongue circled it, and soon, Julietta stopped saying words. She started to simply make noises. Noises that were essentially musical accompaniment to the glorious taste filling my mouth and the feeling swirling from Kasteen’s shockingly skilled tongue.

Mina, though, was not merely happy to watch her sisters take part. She took the arm she had been kissing and nuzzling – which barely felt as if it was attached to my body. Then I felt the softness of her thighs and the cold desire of her sex. My fingers crooked and my thumb found her clit almost immediately. It seemed Elisabet had equipped me well, and Mina crooned happily. She moaned as my fingers thrust into her sex, bucking her hips. Then, cruelly, Kassteen drew her mouth back and purred: “Who goes first?”

Freed from the confines of her throat, I was able to marvel for the first time at the extraordinary thickness and length of my new cock. Erect it had reached dimensions I could hardly fathom.

“I was the one who fed on him first!” Juletta said around a mewl of pure pleasure as her juices dripped into my open mouth.

I swallowed eagerly, then blinked as Kasteen snarled, “I’m the one sucking his dick!”

“I was the one, ah, yes, right there!” Mina groaned. “Right there, right there!” She cried out as my finger continued to grind against a place within her sex that made her seem to simply shudder in pure bliss. Once she had finished gasping, she also finished her sentence: “I suggested turning him in the first place.”

I drew my mouth away from Julietta’s pussy, panting. “What are you debating?”

“Who gets to ride this amazing hunk of man meat until her knees stop working,” Kasteen said, with a soldier’s bluntness. “I think that I made the most goodest points.” She smirked, her tongue snaking out to caress the very tip of my cock, flicking up a thin stream of arousal that had spurted out as my cock throbbed with a wanton eagerness.

I gulped slowly as I looked down at Kasteen.  Her nose pressed against the side of my dick, her cheek rubbing against my member, and I realised that what could previously fit comfortably inside my hand was now longer than her face. She kissed her down to my balls, her hands cupping the very top of my dick. Every action she took only seemed to enhance my feeling of... scale.

Maybe, a tiny part of my brain whispered, eternal damnation was worth it.

The two other sisters exchanged glances. Then, slowly, Mina grinned. It was a wicked grin. “Very well,” she said. “You can go first.”

“Yes!” Kasteen purred, then vaulted up onto the chair, which shattered with the impact of her weight. As I sprawled on the stone amongst the splintered wood, I realized just how tough my skin and hide were. I didn’t feel pain, merely an odd pressure where the debris pressed to my shoulder blades. And then Kasteen was kissing me. No, that was too pitiful a word for what she did. Her kiss was deep enough and powerful enough to leave my head spinning, despite me being undead. Her tongue swirled into my mouth and touched both tips of my fangs, teasing them, while her hands squeezed and caressed my arms, then my sides, and her thighs spread wide, letting her dripping wet sex slip and grind along my cock. I had no idea when she had undressed – though tatters of red silk surrounded me. The only thing that Kasteen still wore was a thin belt that had remained around her hips, meaning that the leather of her sword scabbard kept bumping against my hips.

She broke the kiss, gasping happily.

“S-Sword?” I stammered.

Her grin was fierce. “I never take off Longfang.”

I gulped. “Okay.”

“Now...” Kasteen put her finger to my chest. “My sisters think that because you’re totally cocked and loaded, you’re gonna thrust three times into my undead cunny and fire off your entire load.” She grinned. “I know how their sneaky minds work.”

“Hey!” Juletta said, angrily, even as she sat down on my left wrist, trapping my hand between her thighs. My fingers knew their work and soon the curvy blonde was crooning happily again.

“Nothing gets past your keen intellect, eh, Kassteen?” Mira asked, smirking.

Kasteen grinned, fiercely. “But I know you have guts, Wally. So...” She licked her lips. “You’re going to fuck me until I cum three times, then dump your load deep inside me with every inch of strength.” And she believed it. My mind contrasted this was how Elisabet would encourage me. On some levels, there were similarities – both women were clearly dangerous and physical. But the difference came in the tone. Kasteen spoke with utter certainty, but it was a certainty in me. Elisabet spoke in ultimatums.

Do this or, not you will do this.

I grinned. And I felt my fangs against my lips. And for the first time, that feeling was good.

Kassteen leaned forward, her hair caressing my face as she sank her hips down. My arms were trapped by the thighs and eager sexes of my other wives. Wives. That word felt good in my mind. What felt even better, though, was the silken coldness of Kassteen as she impaled herself. The low, eager grunt that escaped her lips as she rolled her head back so that her face was lit entirely by the candlelight made my un-beating heart want to skip. Then she started to buck her hips up and down, up and down. The slapping impact of our flesh together was nearly as musical as the sound of Julietta and Mirabelle’s voices as they mewled and gasped and groaned.

I was no warrior. I was no poet. My cock had never been sheathed in the flesh of a woman, let alone not one as beautiful and muscular as Kassteen. And those muscles weren’t merely on her arms and her belly. She was able to tighten her sex around me with the skill and grace of a palm, only adding to the trial of not immediately cumming inside of her. My thumbs were grinding against the other’s clits as I realized the one thing I was.

I was a solicitor. I had spent nearly two years at University learning scroll after scroll of legal texts and addendum and referendums and memorandum. I had studied scholars both well known and obscure. I had done mathematics that most peasants would have taken for wizardry. And so, as I bucked my hips and fucked my vampiric wife’s brains out, I started to do sums. And figures. And calculating investments.

I started with the price of the hose that Kassteen had ripped off my hips. If I had invested that in-

“Oh Wally!” Kassteen wailed in pure bliss. “I mean, ah, fuck, Sebastian! Yes!”

-in... ah, fucking 611, then by now, I’d have earned how much? Well, that depended on the bank. I closed my eyes, even as Kassteen’s pussy tightened around me with a kind of involuntary squeeze, something far more urgent and desperate than the muscle contractions she had gleefully inflicted on me. In fact, it was so slick and so tight that my cock actually slurped free of her sex and bounced free in the air. Kassteen gasped heavily. “Wow, I squeezed him out!”

Mina reached down and the touch of her fingers on my slick member was almost enough to jar me out of doing the long form fractions in my head. Compounding interest required not merely the multiplication of gold, but the translation of gold to silver and copper. And that was a complex knot of sums all in of itself, especially when one started to compare coinage. Then the floor underneath me creaked as Kassteen slammed herself back onto my shaft so hard that I jerked upright, my mouth opened in shock. Julietta leaned forward to kiss me. She kissed with a tenderness that dragged the contact out for whole minutes as Kassteen rose and fell and rose and fell, moaning in purest bliss.

The instant Juletta drew back, though, Mira had drawn in. She kissed me daintily, her gloved hand pressing to my chest, feeling my muscles as she darted her tongue in, then drew back, as if she was urging me to follow. Follow I did, taking advantage of my new strength and lack of pain to remain in this somewhat awkward position, still fingering them. Kassteen cried out a blissful: “Threeee!”

And then she was lifting herself up and off. Mina, Kass and Julie all threw themselves forward and flat and my cock was engulfed. Mina got her mouth around the tip of my shaft, her eyes closing as her gloved hands closed around my cock, the silk soaking through with Kass’ slickness. Julie kissed one ball and Kass kissed the other, and both ended up kissing one another and my scrotum in the same debauched, desperate tangle of tongue and lips.

That was all there was to it.

I came. Hard. My balls clenched and cum surged into Mina’s mouth. She drank in a single quick gulp, then took the second spurt into her mouth without swallowing. Instead she drew back and Kass, taking advantage of her inhuman speed, fastened her fanged mouth around my cock before my third jet of thick, cold cum had escaped. She drank greedily – having to actually be pushed off by Julietta, who sucked the last few jets of my cum from me, her hands stroking me desperately to get the final bursts.

Julietta, though, did not swallow. Instead, she smiled and drew her mouth back, a thick strand of my cum dribbling along her chin. Mina swept forward, her gloved hands tenderly cupping Julietta’s cheeks. Her brilliant, blood red tongue slipped from between her full lips and with delicate, deliberate slowness, Mina licked up the cum. This ended with her mouth pressing to Julietta’s mouth.

I watched, my eyes wide as saucers. Julietta tilted her head to the side, her mouth opening a bit. I could see her tongue pushing forward, and the cum that she had been holding in her mouth passed to Mina. Mina moaned. Then Kass swept in. Where Mina had been almost dainty, Kass had no such patience. She grabbed onto Mina’s dark brown curls and yanked her head around, drawing a muffled gurgle from Mina. Her eyes widened in anger before Kass pressed her mouth fiercely against her lips.

Mina squirmed. But Kass held her and kept kissing her. Every moment that passed, Mina squirmed less and less. Her eyes slowly drooped and I could see Kass taking my cum into her mouth. She drew back, swallowing with clear relish. She sighed. Mina wiped at her lips and all three looked down at me. Despite being undead for decades, all three panted heavily. This set their pale breasts heaving - glistening with sweat. 

“Okay,” I whispered. “I think I can get used to this.”

The three women laughed, then sprawled themselves around me. Kass nuzzled against my right. Julietta squished her breasts into my chest, her hair spilling across my face. Mina took my left, her nose finding the hollow of my neck. Her gloved hand caressed my cheek and she kissed at my ear, finding the tip and teasing it. My hands slipped down, each one finding an ass. I squeezed Kass and Julietta's rumps as I turned my head to kiss Mina.

When I broke the kiss, I felt nothing but pure contentment, looking into Mina’s warm eyes.

“Mmm,” Mina murmured. “Now...” She paused. “About the Ritual of Blood.”

Fuck, I thought.

***

“Think of it like attaining a long held dream!” Julietta said, cheerfully as she set down another stack of tomes.

“I wanted to become a wizard,” I snapped, my head throbbing and my stomach knotting. “Not a bloody necromancer!”

Julietta blushed and looked hurt and I immediately felt guilty. That didn’t make my head stop aching. We had been working nonstop for the past three days, cramming facts and knowledge into my head. I had studied the grimoires of Alberect, the scrolls of the Tomb Kings of Necronis, and the writings of the Mad King of the Rats. I had been translating from Classical and various arcanic scripts into common, and studying illustrations as ghastly as they were confusing. And honestly? I was sick of it.

It didn’t help that my stomach was gnawing at me, like a living thing and my head was aching, even when I took a break to rest my eyes.

Mira smiled. “If it helps, you are not actually a blood mage. Your part of the Ritual of Blood is merely related to the skeletal arts.”

“Oh-” I bit back the immediately sarcastic response that tingled at the tip of my tongue. I gritted my teeth. And then a low, rasping, grinding noise filled my ears. Again. Slowly, I turned to the seat that Kass was sprawled in. She had her magical blade out and was sharpening it. “Could you not?” I snarled.

“Who pissed in your blood?” she asked.

“No one!” I shouted. “I’m just expected to engage in an unholy ritual using magic I’ve never cast to do something I don’t even understand!”

Julietta blinked. “Wait, have you had any blood?”

Mina and Kass looked up as well.

“No!” I shouted. “I’m not... I don’t... I... I...” I spluttered. “That’s why my stomach hurts, isn’t it? I’m hungry. Fuck!” I slammed my head into the table and knocked over the candle that had been set on a skull that added the last bit of macabre decoration in the Dark Library. Said candle landed in my hair. I yelped and sat up, batting at my head. But as I batted, the door to the room creaked open of its own accord. Then the world seemed to blink, because Baron Golonova stood there once more. His face was set and his lips were turned into a frown.

“The winds of magic have picked up. The best time for the ritual has shifted for today.” His eyes darted over the tomes. “I see you are more studious than your father intimated in his letters. This pleases me.”

I gulped. “Thanks?”

“Join me in the courtyard. We shall begin our work there.”

The world blinked and the Baron was gone.

“Okay, you have the basics,” Mina said. “You can do this – remember, you just need to do the incantations and the passes.”

I groaned, rubbing my temples.

“And!” Mina added. “We’ll be there. Believing in you!”

“Please, just tell me, what does the ritual do?” I asked, standing up.

“Something about the hoards of the undead,” Julietta said, waving her hand.

I felt a cold weight settle in my gut. Mina opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, Kass grabbed my arm and dragged me towards the door. Clearly, she didn’t want me to be late. We walked through the corridors of the castle. Servants bowed to us as we passed, and when we emerged into the courtyard, I saw Rex sitting happily on the ground in his wolf form, his tail wagging excitedly, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. I waved shakily at him. Then I was standing before the Baron in the pentagram scrawled on the ground in the middle of the courtyard.

“Now,” the Baron said, looking up at the roiling, black heavens. The clouds that rushed overhead seemed to be laced through with eldritch greenish flames, reaching through them like fingers of lightning. I felt a power welling up in my belly. My fingers tingled. I tried to remember the passes, even as the Baron lifted his palms upwards, his eyes closing. He started to speak words in the dark tongue of the Tomb Kings.

Rex growled. It was a furious, angry growl. I’d have ignored it, save that he wasn’t a dog. He was a werewolf. I spun around – and so the crossbow bolt struck my shoulder, rather than my back. I staggered in shock as two more bolts whistled through the air, striking the Baron in the gut, then in the heart. He shriveled up and collapsed to the ground. I grabbed at the crossbow bolt, wrenching it out as I turned.

A figure in brilliant white was dropping from the castle walls, a white cape flapping behind them. In one hand, they held a complex looking crossbow that had a boxy attachment on the top, holding three more crossbow bolts. Their other hand held a sword, which glowed with Light. Not light, Light. The holy white flames of the Way of Light. That figure landed and slammed the tip of the sword into the ground. Flames exploded out, making a circle around my wives, who all cried out in fear as they backed against the wall.

The paladin flipped her hood back…

And Elisabet of Dulndorf glared at me over her bent nose, her coal black eyes glittering with fury.

“Well!” she said, sounding intensely furious. “I knew you were a weasel but turning to the powers of darkness to get away from me? Really?”

The magic that had filled the Baron leaped from him to me. I had read somewhere that when a ritual started, the energies were going to be drawn no matter what. My head pounded and my stomach knotted and I started to desperately make the passes, my palms moving in what was the magical version of a holding pattern. That was supposed to be used by novice arcanists to keep magic charge stable. But if what I had read was accurate, this technique was meant for a fraction of the power that was being drawn to me.

Elisabet started forward, leaving her sword behind. Tears streamed down her face. “How could you!?” she snarled

“This isn’t what it looks like!” I squeaked.

“You’re casting black magic in a castle with vampires and you are a vampire and-” she spluttered. “And you freed them! After two hunters had pinned them and were about to kill them!” She shook her head. “Their deaths are on your head!”

“There were trolls!” I shouted, then yelped and dove aside as Elisabet snapped up her crossbow and fired two shots at me. One zipped by and another skidded along my hip. I scrambled up and felt sparkling lightning surging along my arms. I started making the passes again, stammering. “I didn’t know they were vampires!”

“Oh, like I buy that!” Elisabet shouted, then fired her last crossbow. I lifted my palms and an arc of lightning leaped between my fingers, raw magic scorching the bolt into ash. As it pattered into my face, I coughed and spat. Then I looked aside, seeing my wives backing up even more against the wall. Kassteen started trying to climb up, but the flames leaped up and circled around, forcing her back down onto the ground. The flames were drawing closer and closer to them and I could see real fear on their faces through the flames.

My hands froze.

I could launch this magical power at Elisabet.

But then the ritual would fail. And who knew what would happen to her.

I gulped. “E-Elisabet, shoot me.” I whispered as she slammed a new box of bolts into her crossbow. She lifted it up, her hand shaking slightly. “Stake me, light me on fire, I don’t care. J-Just let them go. Please.” My hands made the gestures, and I felt the magical charge growing heavier and heavier and heavier. I hoped Mira, maybe, could complete the ritual. Even if she couldn’t, she could get rid of the magic more safely. It felt as if there was a furnace of cold fire in my gut, burning and roaring.

Elisabet’s hand shook more. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I... I thought...” she whispered. “I thought you loved me.”

“You threatened to beat me if I didn’t do what you said!” I shouted.

“I was kidding!” she whimpered.

“You said you just wanted me for ciphering!” I shot back.

“I-I’m really... bad...” She lowered her crossbow. “At saying things. Like... I like you. Cause you’re sweet and kind and... and...” She ducked her head forward. “I was so scared when I found that you had gone missing, and the carriage, and I then, I saw you and them in the window...” She nodded to the three of my wives.

I bit my lip. My hands continued to make the passes. The power, though, was hitting a peak that was starting to cause my fingernails to smoke. I hissed. “E-Elisabet, give me, uh, one second!”

I closed my eyes, and to my shock, I remembered every pass, every arcane symbol. I spoke the words carefully. Mina’s voice echoed in my ear, Julietta’s comforting presence filling my body, memories of Kass grinning at me over the books, saying that I got this. My fingers twirled and twisted and then I barked out the last of the orders, slamming my palm into the ground. The magical energy I had filled myself with surged through my palms and the ground shuddered and shook.  I gasped, panting, my head hanging there for quite some time.

Slowly, I heard a faint woosh as flames died.

Then a warm hand cupped  my cheek. I looked up. Elisabet looked down at me, her voice soft. “I’m sorry...” she whispered.

“I’m-” I started. But then my stomach growled and my nose flared and I could smell the blood rushing through her wrist. I grabbed onto her arms and bit down. Hard. Teeth sank into her veins and I felt the warm glory that was fresh, fresh, fresh blood pumping into my mouth. My eyes closed and I shuddered in orgasmic bliss, my cock straining against my hose. Elisabet froze, her eyes widening. And then I heard her mewling moan of purest bliss.

“Ohhhh Wally!” she moaned.

I jerked my mouth back, blood dripping from my lips. “Sorry,” I whispered. “I was really fucking hungry.”

Elisabet panted, her cheeks bright red. “Holy gods, that felt good,” she whispered.

“...Wally?”

The dark, rich voice of Baron Golonova came from behind me.

Slowly, I turned to see that Rex, helpful as ever, had yanked the crossbow bolt from the Baron’s chest. He was looking right at me and Elisabet. Reflexively, my tongue darted out, licking the bite marks I had left on her wrist, closing the bleeding holes.

“Y-Yes,” Elisabet said, her voice soft. “This is my betrothed, Waldemar of Ostermark.”

The Baron frowned and my wives clustered around and behind me. Kasteen growled as she slid her arm around my chest, while Julietta flung herself over my lap, and Mina stammered out a quick: “We can explain.”

“Let us retire to the study.” The Baron adjusted his collar. Then, a moment later. “Good work on the ritual, Waldemar.”

***

We sat in the tower study. Elisabet looked distinctly out of place as she glanced between the Baron and my wives and me. The Baron looked utterly impassive as Mira explained everything. She started from the beginning, worked her way forward, and ended at the end. The only problem was that when Mina heard ‘explain everything’, she meant explain everything. That meant that I had to sit there, squirming, as Mina explained how I had fingered her, fucked Kass, and ate out Julietta. Once she had finished, the Baron pursed her lips slightly.

“Well,” he said.

“Well?” I asked.

“We cannot allow her to leave,” he nodded to Elisabet. “While I find Count Orloc odious, he is a vital conduit of information to ensure that our lands are not attacked by an army of self-righteous paladins who would see nothing wrong in lighting all of our loyal citizens on fire.”

“N-Not all of them!” Elisabet stammered. The Baron transfixed her with an icy glare. She quailed then stammered. “N-not all of them,” she said, again, weakly.

The Baron shook his head.

“We do need a blood pet,” Julietta said, smiling shyly. “For Wally!”

The Baron inclined his head. “And Waldemar has earned his place here,” he said, quietly. “You have completed the Ritual of Blood. With almost no preparation, and no real training. That shows a remarkable mind.”

I gulped. “W-What does the ritual do? It’s not... evil, is it?”

The Baron smiled ever so slightly. It was the very first time that I had ever seen him smile, and it made his face seem almost like a living man’s. “The Ritual of Blood animates the donated skeletons of a few hundred mortals who have passed on in peace and repose. Their bodies work the fields and the mines, so my people may do as they wish. They may learn to paint, or to write, or to simply enjoy their lives.”

“Oh...” I whispered.

Elisabet stammered. “I-Isn’t necromancy evil?”

“Only when used for evil ends.” The Baron inclined his head to her. “And to that end, I will reiterate the stipulations I had given to Orloc when he offered his son in marriage: You, Waldemar of Ostermark, will under no circumstances ever harm or abuse one of the peasantry. If you do, I will kill you myself.”

“I swear, father,” I said, feeling as if an immense weight dropped from my shoulders. I looked at my wives and my... blood pet. Elisabet was looking relieved and was rubbing her wrist with contemplative eagerness, her teeth sinking into her lip as she clearly considered the future. Mina was beaming, and Julietta was clapping her hands together, bouncing excitedly. Kass just looked smug, as if she had called this all from the very get go.

I was willing to let her believe that.

“And one last thing,” the Baron said, standing. He started to go. “Waldemar’s parents were not consulted about his marriage. You three will need to draft a letter to send to them, to invite them here, so that I might meet them and we can ensure they are not cheated out of any bride payments or social relations.”

I sat bolt upright.

“I am sure they will enjoy their stay,” he said.

And then he was gone – winking out as if he had never been.

I whimpered.


"Windheart" by Regina Gatsby

Karzak heaved with exhaustion as she pulled herself over the rocky ledge. The short woman tumbled over the edge and collapsed on the stone ground of the cave. Pumping her arm up in the air, Karzak would’ve let loose a yell of satisfaction if she had the energy. She looked over the ledge to admire the distance she had just climbed free-handed.

Far down below, tall mangrove trees reached upwards, trying to ascend with their roots still knotted in the flooded lands below. Beneath the cave Karzak was lying in, the cliff quickly dropped down and curved out of sight. It looked like the mountain she had just climbed wasn’t attached to anything because, well, it wasn’t. Floating boulders and stone spires orbited around the mountain and across Karzak’s vision like clouds, and far below was the spike she had lodged into the flying mountain’s base with a rope attached to it – the start to a journey that had been nearly impossible.

Grinning wide with satisfaction, Karzak rolled away from the cliff. She wasn’t intent on taking the quick way off the mountain. Even one screw-up, and that’d be it. She wasn’t here for grins and giggles anyways. Besides, you’d have to be nuts to climb up a flying mountain just for the hell of it.

Karzak wobbled to her feet and checked her slim pack. Still good, with nothing torn or broken. It contained a rope with a grappling hook and a few glow-stones for light. Karzak had more supplies down below; this shouldn’t take long. She took out a glow-stone and set off through the cave.

She wasn’t doing this exactly for fame and glory either, she reflected. This place, known as Zephyrstone Mountain, held a formidable legend in its heart. One of the wonders of the natural world, the flying mountain was once the lair of an unknown creature. Some said it was a demon, others a dragon, others still an elemental. Whatever it really was had been lost to antiquity, leaving Zephyrstone Mountain’s most valuable treasure unguarded. If she found it, she could easily sell it off for a fortune or use it herself.

Karzak had been doing jobs like this for years, and it had left its mark. She was small, with a wiry and taut body. Her eyes were the green of the rolling plains of her home islands, her hair a sparking orange, her nose small and her face faintly lined around the eyes. Barely an ounce of fat was left on her dusky-skinned body. Small scars decorated her skin, but that was covered right now with thick cloth and leather armor. She had been sweating her tits off down in the mangroves below, but here where the cold wind whipped and snapped? It was the best idea she had ever had.

Speaking of the wind, it came and went like a current flowing through the cave. One blast would come from behind her, pushing her onwards, only for it to be cut off by a gust from ahead.

The cause for the twisting winds revealed itself as Karzak came upon a fork in the cave. One tunnel spiraled upwards, while the other dipped and opened up into the open air. The mountain had a number of these openings along its mid-point, and it slowly turned with the wind. That, combined with catching up to the mountain and waiting for it to drift down low enough to plant a spike in it, had been more than half the battle.

Karzak followed the spiral upwards, and then proceeded through more maze-like tunnels. She got lost several times, and combined with her earlier exhaustion, it was slow going. More than once, she turned a corner to reveal a literal dead end; one misplaced step and over the edge she’d go! Each time was a sharp shock that removed any growing complacency wandering the flying labyrinth.

Finally, Karzak made it to what had to be the highest point of the caves. It was a small chamber with a 3-foot hole in the ceiling, with the wind sucking up through it to escape. Peering upwards, she thought she saw there was a ceiling up there, but it was too bright to easily see.  If it was up there, she supposed she’d have to rely on blind luck.

Karzak took a length of thin, strong rope out of her pack and tied it around a hook. Twirling it around, she flung it straight upwards. Immediately, it felt like a great hand had caught the hook and was pulling it upwards. Her eyebrows knitted together in confusion, Karzak stood dumbstruck as the rope was nearly torn out of her hands.

Yelping in surprise, Karzak tried to brace against the ground and keep ahold of the rope, but it felt like she had no traction. In fact, she was barely on the ground! Karzak was on her toes, and she was being pulled up as well! This was a fine way to end everything, she thought as she got pulled up through the hole.

With an embarrassingly high-pitched shriek, Karzak flew up through the hole and crashed down back onto the floor again. Groaning, she sat up, and looked around. She was in a large, circular room, carved in a series of concentric circular pits. On the outer edge of the room, pillars connected the floor to the ceiling, leaving the room open with massive window-like gaps. However, not so much as a puff of air disturbed the room.

Standing up and dusting herself off, Karzak tried to get a better sense of her surroundings. The ceiling was pockmarked with holes like the one Karzak fell through.  Looking out of the gaps, she expected to see the sides of the Zephyrstone Mountain looking over the mangrove lands. She didn’t see that. She saw the expansive blue of the sky instead, not unlike an ocean of its own. So where was the ground?

Karzak looked up and immediately stumbled back. Above her was the spattered patterns of mangrove trees and waterways resting above the grey wind-whipped stones of Zephyrstone Mountain. Her mind began tumbling over itself trying to come to grips with her sudden realization. She was upside-down! Somehow, she was on the ceiling of a chamber! “Holy shit,” she whispered to herself.

She turned back to the center of the room. In the middle of the innermost ring, on a cushion that had seen better days, was a head-sized crystal ball colored a perfect, ever-swirling green.

Karzak grinned to herself. She’d found it. The legendary treasure of Zephyrstone Mountain, the Windheart. It was never properly described in any texts or legends, as it was well and truly ancient, but it was real. It was the sole occupant of this room, the last memento of whatever had laired here. She knew more than a few people who’d love to have this particular artifact. She danced down the four levels, each just a half-step in difference of height, and plucked the Windheart off of the cushion.

It was a surprisingly undramatic event. The Windheart didn’t protest in any manner whatsoever. It was just like picking up an inflated pigskin ball, and it weighed about as much too. It felt like glass, though, smooth on her tough and calloused fingers.

Just then, something shot through the windows like an arrow, screaming hysterically all the way as it bounced and slide across the stone floor. Karzak nearly dropped the Windheart in surprise. She clutched the crystalline orb to her chest and looked at the new invader. It’d be good to hoof it, but the big problem was, of course, she was upside-down.

Whoever had just failed to land had encountered that same problem, and they were crumpled up in an awkward pile. Karzak could see an emerald, serpentine tail, large leathery wings, a humanoid upper torso with straight emerald hair….

Karzak gasped aloud. She knew who this was! “You!” she exclaimed aloud.

“Me?” came the dazed reply as the crumpled figure raised her head. Her face was heart-shaped, symmetrical and untouched by the years. Sculpted to perfection, with eyes a sea-foam green, it was a lovely sight. The woman focused her eyes on Karzak and said, “You!”, before looking at the Windheart in Karzak’s arms. “That!” she added.

“It’s mine! You can’t have it!” Karzak responded, holding the Windheart away from the crash-landed woman.

“Gimme!” the woman replied too late. She untangled herself fully, revealing just how strange she truly was. Her upper body was that of a woman’s, as idealistic as her face was, olive-skinned, with a long tunic thrown over her body. But, at the hip, her body changed, turning into a serpentine form. Where she would’ve had legs, long leathery bat-like wings grew, her loins covered by the tunic’s extended front. Her emerald tail ended with a wide fluke, like the tailfin of a fish grown sideways.

“No way! I already said that you can’t have it!” Karzak shot back.

“Aww, come on, Karzie!” the woman replied.

“It’s been years since you’ve called me that. Don’t try it now!” Karzak said.

“Please?” the woman asked fluttering her green eyelashes. Damn, after all these years, and she still tried it? Well, it wasn’t going to work on Karzak.

“I said no. The Windheart’s mine. You’re not getting it, Hyndr,” Karzak said.

Hyndr awkwardly propped herself up on her folded wings, using her tail as a third leg. Altogether, Hyndr was ten feet long. She was a melusine, kind of an odd mixture of lamia and dragon. Not as formidable as a lamia or the other serpent-bodied folk of the world, but she could still be dangerous enough.

“Fine then!” Hyndr yelled back. She pounced forth, her wings pushing her forth like an arrow from a bow before snapping open. She was almost crashing into Karzak in a moment, and Karzak squeaked as she fell to the ground. Her grip on the Windheart loosened enough for Hyndr to swoop it out of her hands. Crying out in victory, Hyndr spun back before diving out between the pillars.

Or tried to, at least. She got about a foot outside before she was tossed back in with a yelp. Karzak watched as the Windheart flew from Hydr’s hands. She nearly had a heart attack as it bounced against the floor, and breathed a sigh of relief as it rolled down the rings until it bumped into the cushion.

Karzak scrambled for the Windheart, fumbling her way down the levels of the rings. She snatched it up and hugged it close to her chest. Laughing triumphantly, Karzak got to her feet and then ran for where she had fallen from the ceiling, or maybe the floor, earlier. The grappling hook and rope had fallen down earlier.

She grabbed the hook and tossed it upwards with all of her strength. With luck, she’d be sucked back up (or maybe down) to the tunnel that had led her to this upside-down room, and Hyndr would have a hell of a time trying to follow her in those cramped confines. The hook shot up, but as soon as it got near the hole, it was kicked back down by a gust of air.

Scowling, Karzak rushed over to the next hole in the ceiling and threw the hook upwards before Hyndr could get her bearings back. Like before, the hook was kicked back. She knew it wasn’t for lack of trying; Karzak had a hell of a throwing arm. Was each tunnel focused on spitting stuff into the room rather than letting anything out? This could be more trouble than Karzak initially thought.

“Hey…,” Hyndr groaned as Karzak tried throwing the hook up another hole. It ascended like normal, aimed perfectly and fast enough to go up all the way, and just like that, it was spat back by a gust of air.

“Great,” Karzak grumbled to herself. She placed her hands on her hips, Windheart in the crook of her arm. Hyndr had struggled to her wings and was looking at Karzak.

“You think you can get out by holes in the ceiling?” Hyndr asked, holding her head in a hand.

“You do realize we’re upside-down, right?” Karzak shot back.

“Huh?” Hyndr asked, before moving to the edge of the room and looking over, each wing moving like a leg on a lizard. “Whoa!” Hyndr said as she looked up and then down.

Hyndr tested whatever it was that had thrown her back into the room. She struggled to push her arm past the boundary set by the columns. “Huh, well that sucks,” Hyndr said.

“And in case you’re wondering, no, I can’t get a rope up one of these holes,” Karzak added. “We’re stuck.”

“You’re holding the ancient mysterious artifact that this place is famous for. Have you tried using it?” Hyndr asked, waddle-slithering towards Karzak.

Karzak paused, and then held the Windheart over her head. She tried to concentrate on it, but it felt like she was standing in the center of the room looking like an idiot. Brushing those thoughts aside, Karzak resumed concentrating. Nothing. “Nope, it’s not doing anything.”

“Give it here. I bet it just needs a touch of a dragonkin,” Hyndr said, reaching out for it.

“A melusine is hardly what I’d call a dragon,” Karzak said, holding the Windheart away.

“Oh, come on, just let me try,” Hyndr pleaded, activating her best, most innocent eyes.

Karzak had fallen for those eyes more than once. Weighing her options, she thrust the Windheart at Hyndr. “Fine,” she said with a scowl.

Hyndr took the Windheart with a girlish giggle. She held it aloft just like Karzak had and closed her eyes. After a while of utterly nothing, she opened them again. “I don’t get it. Isn’t this supposed to be a super-magical artifact that does a lot of things? Why isn’t it doing anything?” Hyndr said, vigorously shaking the Windheart, “Are you sure this is the real deal?”

“Hey, I risked my life getting up here! I did all the research I could just to make sure that this wasn’t some fake. I’m sure that thing is the Windheart, and I’m not about to let a cheater like you take it away from me,” Karzak said.

“Flying is not cheating. It’s a perfectly natural advantage of mine,” Hyndr pouted, putting an ear to the Windheart.

Karzak sighed and sat down on the stone floor. “And it won’t do you any good so long as we’re stuck here.”

“Oh, I’m sure we can get out,” Hyndr said, laying down on the floor and rolling the Windheart back and forth.

“We?”

“I couldn’t leave you to rot! That’d be terrible!”

“You stole things right out of my hands!”

“Stealing’s stealing. It’s not like murder or anything like that!”

Karzak snorted, and then sighed. “So, what’ve you been doing the past few years?”

“Mmm? Why do you ask?” Hyndr asked, spinning the Windheart in place.

“We’re stuck here, and last time I saw you, you were flying off with that amulet I had snuck out of the castle with,” Karzak said.

“Well, I’ve been doing fine,” Hyndr said, stopping the Windheart mid-spin. She flipped back her emerald hair. “I’ve been nicking my fair share of stuff and haven’t been caught yet. I’ve got jewels and gold and mirrors, and I’ve even got my own little place that only I know about!”

“You’re hoarding? I wonder what Mother Geldtongue would say,” Karzak said.

Hyndr burst out into a giggling fit. “She’d be envious. Who made a dragon the mother superior in charge of an orphanage anyway?”

“I dunno, but she’d be doing barrel-rolls if she saw us now,” Karzak said with a grin.

“I’m pretty sure she did those the day we left together,” Hyndr said.

“Yeah,” Karzak said with a faint smile, “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

“But what have you been doing, Karzie?” Hyndr asked.

Karzak’s smile turned to a scowl. “I’ve been forced to hoof it through crappy, moldy dungeon after crappy, moldy dungeon. It’s been shit.”

“Oh, Karzie! I’m sorry!” Hyndr said.

“Sorry? You abandoned me!” Karzak snapped, jumping up and jabbing a finger at Hyndr. “You went and flew off with our score, and you weren’t at the rendezvous! I waited a week for your scaly ass to arrive! We could’ve been rich! I wouldn’t have had to risk sickness and injury in those shitty hole-in-the-grounds if you had just met up with me.”

Hyndr stood up and said, “I’m sorry, I was being chased! They were firing arrows at me!”

“Oh yeah? Then how do you explain that entire week that I waited? You travel faster by wing than I do by foot.”

“I, uh, I dropped the amulet. In a river,” Hyndr admitted.

Karzak twitched. “Bullshit. I bet you still have it.”

“I’m serious!” Hyndr said, raising her hands in surrender. “I dropped it by accident when an arrow clipped my wing! I don’t know where it is now!”

“And you still didn’t rendezvous back with me?” Karzak asked.

“I was scared you’d get mad at me!”

“We were lovers, Hyndr!” Karzak spat. “But you left me over losing an amulet! What were you thinking?”

“Oh, tell me you’ve never made a dumb decision before in your life? What about nicking those pies? Mother Geldtongue was right there!” Hyndr pointed out.

“You stole her glasses. The ones with the sapphires on them,” Karzak returned.

“You stole the big book she read from during worship services,” Hyndr replied.

“You stole from her personal stash of treasures,” Karzak said.

“You tried to steal the abbey’s bell.”

“I didn’t get away with it. That thing weighed a ton!”

“Yeah, and then Mother Geldtoungue had us do transcriptions as penance,” Hyndr giggled.

“Oh yeah! And she had you rewrite the entire book after you put dirty words in it!” Karzak said with a laugh, flopping back down. It trailed off and she said, “I miss being young.”

“Yeah, me too,” Hyndr said as she slid back down to the ground. “It was nice being together. All the times we had….”

“Even after we left the orphanage?” Karzak asked.

“Yes, even after the orphanage,” Hyndr said. She idly spun the ball in place.

“We were cold and dirty, and we were short on coin all the time,” Karzak said, looking at the ceiling.

“We had each other, that’s what was important. And we learned more out in the real world than anything at the orphanage. Do you think we could have another chance?” Hyndr wondered aloud.

“A chance at what?” Karzak asked.

“Us, together, like how it used to be,” Hyndr said, rolling the Windheart over to Karzak.

Karzak caught it. She looked into its swirling greenness. No true answers. It was just an orb of glass. A tough orb of glass, but an orb none-the-less. “I dunno,” she said, rolling the Windheart back.

“I’d like to have another chance,” Hyndr said, taking the Windheart and rolling on to her back. She tossed it up into the air and caught it. “Us two, making it in the world together with each other. There was something fantastic about that, don’t you think?”

Hyndr pressed the Windheart against her bosom. The tunic caught itself on curves it had been draped over previously, tracing and highlighting things that Karzak had liked seeing.

Karzak chewed her lip. “I’m not sure.  It’s been a long time,” she said, turning away.

The Windheart rolled into her back, and Hyndr came slithering after it not too long after. “Come on, Karzie. Time heals all wounds. I’m sure we could be together again.”

“After the amulet?  After everything you’ve sent me through?” Karzak said.

“An amulet’s an amulet,” Hyndr said, placing a hand on Karzak’s arm.  “Besides, what matters is that we’re here, now.”

Karzak didn’t push it off. She turned to face Hyndr. “And then what? We’d go on pretending that all those years never happened?”

“It’d be nice to,” Hyndr said. They waited for the other to say something, the air thick between them.

Hyndr slithered over and kissed Karzak. It was sweet and nostalgic. It was something Karzak had been angry at for too long to want, but when Hyndr broke the kiss, Karzak missed it.  She grabbed Hyndr’s arm and returned the kiss. Hyndr pushed the Windheart away, and it clunked down the circles until it rested against its pillow.

As their lips mingled, Karzak found herself awash with nostalgia. It’d been too long, and she wanted this so much! It felt like she was digging up a box of feelings she had buried long ago.

Hyndr broke away, her breaths heavy and wanting. “I’ve missed you so much, Karzie. Everything we did together – those heists, running away, even curling up together when it was cold out. Especially that. I love you.”

Karzak’s heart was thudding in her chest. She missed everything too, but it was Hyndr who had ran away from her. What should she say to that? “Me, too,” she sputtered out.

Hyndr nuzzled Karzak’s neck, her hips gyrating against Karzak’s. “You remember when we first started exploring each other? We were so awkward and so clueless! And so scared that somebody would find us. But that doesn’t matter now. We can do anything we want. Together.”

Heat grew in Karzak’s core, her mind loosening up. Hyndr kissed her again, and Karzak took more control this time. Their warm lips, together, mingling. She felt Hyndr’s curious tongue sliding across her lips, pushing and seeking. Lust-drunk, Hyndr’s hand scrabbled for the catches on Karzak’s leather armor.

“Let me,” Karzak whispered. Breaking away and sitting up, she undid the straps to the leather armor’s bracers and breastplate. She threw them into a pile and pulled up the thick cloth shirt she was wearing underneath. It wasn’t glorious; she was sweaty and dirty, her skin was roughened from small scars, and her breasts were too small to be effectively revealed in an enticing manner. Half-erect rosy pink nipples popped out from under her shirt, and that too joined the pile of clothes.

Hyndr’s eyes filled with want as she slithered up to Karzak. Hands gently took Karzak’s shoulders as Hyndr’s familiar, tender lips found hers again. It was the warmth Karzak wanted. Hyndr moved down to kissing Karzak’s jawline, to her neck, embracing her with all the love they had missed out on for so long.

The fingers of Hyndr’s hand traced Karzak’s muscles, and then went to gently rake Karzak’s breast. Shivers of pleasure followed the nails’ reddish trails, and Karzak’s nipple hardened as nails went around either side of it. Then, Hyndr’s hand cupped Karzak’s breast, covering it almost completely. Karzak’s body craved this; it almost glowed from within and her wetness was soaking her underwear.

Hyndr forced Karzak to lean backwards as her kisses continued. Across her collarbone, down her sternum, leaving little bushfires of excitement as she went. Hyndr’s kisses embraced Karzak’s soft, meager breast to a thrill that bounced around inside Karzak’s body, and when Hyndr kissed her erect nipple? It took Karzak’s breath away.

Her back caressed by Hyndr’s clever hands, Karzak found herself submitting as the melusine woman’s soft lips kissed one breast, then the other. It was the perfect touch, setting off warm fluttering fires in Karzak’s chest. A gentle moan broke through Karzak’s lips as pleasure crawled across her skin.

Karzak fell backwards, trapped by Hyndr. Soft lips at her breasts, dexterous fingers tracing the muscles of her arms and stomach, wide wings over her legs like a cloak. Wet kisses broke from the tender skin of her bosom only for a tongue to tread a trail of shivering delights before the kisses returned. “Hyndr…,” Karzak moaned softly, running a hand through Hyndr’s emerald hair.

The kisses let up, but Karzak’s breasts were still aflame with passion. “Did you miss this?” Hyndr asked.

“A lot,” Karzak answered, chewing on her lip and trying to avoid focusing on the aroused heat in her cheeks.

Hyndr smiled gently and bent back down. Her tongue pressed against Karzak’s breast, traced circles just outside the areola, teasing her and tickling her. Hyndr brushed Karzak’s nipple with all the force of a feather. She locked her lips around the erect peg, sucked, and even nibbled a little. The sting of the pull only added to the humid delirium swirling inside Karzak’s body. Trying to suppress her own weak groans, Karzak cradled Hyndr’s head and ran a hand across her shoulder blade.

Suddenly, Hyndr left Karzak’s bosom and sat up with a playful giggle. She grabbed the long dress-like hem of her tunic and pulled it up slowly, teasingly. It revealed her wide hips, powerful, scaled, and muscular for her wings where a humanoid would have legs. Just beneath those muscles lay a slit, its green lips open wide. Pink flesh glinted with wet desire, and a erect peg struggled against its hood.

The dress was pulled up further, over the narrow waist and taut stomach. The pale fabric caught on her breasts, pulled them upwards, and them let them escape and fall back as it rose over the shoulders. They were magnificent. Full, round, and smooth as silk. The nipples were an enticing light pink and erect, the areola slightly puffy. Karzak wanted to feel them roll under her fingers.

Over the shoulders, over the head, and Hyndr was free of her clothing. She tossed it away bent over Karzak. She was aiming to kiss and suckle Karzak’s nipples again, but Karzak eagerly caught one of her breasts in her hand and gave it a playful squeeze. Hyndr squeaked in surprise, and Karzak grinned. “Shoe’s on the other foot now,” she taunted.

“I don’t have feet!” Hyndr protested as Karzak felt her up. The smooth, warm skin on Karzak’s hand was heavenly, the erect nipple protesting against her palm. Full flesh tried to squeeze past her fingers, resisting as she groped the supple breast. As Karzak petted and squeezed Hyndr’s bosom, she was rewarded with high-pitched whimpers.

She grabbed Hyndr by the shoulder and hoisted her up so that they could share another tender kiss. It had been years since Karzak had this kind of relationship with anyone. There were the occasional one-night stands and ill-advised couplings, but it had never been like this. Not since they had left each other.

Lips locked in a wet embrace, one arm around Hyndr’s back and the other playing with her breast, Karzak was in heaven. She rolled Hyndr on her back and trapped her there by planting her knees on either side of her hips, the pale skin of Hyndr’s wings trapped between floor and leg. Sitting back, drunk on lust, Karzak taunted, “My turn.”

Hyndr squeaked as two hands descended upon her bosom. Each hand grabbed a tit and bounced them up, Karzak admiring the way they moved. Fingers groped tender flesh and thumbs raked over stiff pegs. Hyndr was powerless, her arms raised over her head in surrender as she mewled and moaned.

Kissing Hyndr’s cheek, Karzak’s lips made their way down her neck and collarbone until she was kissing the smooth, yielding flesh of Hyndr’s bosom. Karzak’s womanhood was practically melting with desire as she buried her face in the valley of Hyndr’s breasts. Fingers squeezed pink nipples and her tongue licked the veneer of sweat off Hyndr’s excited skin.

Karzak locked her lips around one of Hyndr’s nipples. It was tough, stiff, and begged to be played with. She sucked it, pulled it upwards, and was rewarded with a sharp moan from Hyndr. Letting go, Hyndr’s breast bounced back into shape and Karzak sucked on Hyndr’s other tit.

She pushed Hyndr’s breasts together, forcing her erect nubs closer. Karzak’s pink, wet tongue wagged back and forth, pressing against the hard nubs and pushing them in sensual directions. Hyndr writhed underneath her, too weak to push back and too in-love to protest.

Grinning and satisfied with her return, Karzak sat up and left Hyndr’s breasts to return to their lovely natural shape. Hyndr moaned in protest and tugged at Karzak to bring her back.  Their bodies were blazing with passion and they loved it.

Karzak’s loins were blazing hot and felt like she had submerged them in a bath. She could feel her snatch open, dripping wet and aching. She needed to get out of her pants. She stood up and her boots were rapidly unbuckled and chucked next to her armor. Then she slid out of her pants clumsily and kicked them over as well. She was left in just her underwear, wetness plastering the cloth to her sex.

“You have no art in you,” Hyndr complained as she watched the inglorious strip.

“Don’t care. Besides, when you stripped, look what happened,” Karzak said. She peeled her underwear off of her, revealing her toned buttocks and barely-trimmed reddish bush. Her wetness was running in rivulets down her thighs. Karzak tossed her underwear away and kneeled over Hyndr, stealing another kiss. “Anyways, do you care at this point?” she asked.

“No, not really,” Hyndr said with a girlish giggle.

Karzak kissed Hyndr’s sweet lips again and rolled one of her breasts in Karzak’s palm. Dizzy with lust, Karzak thirsted, her loins aching. She knew that Hyndr was much the same, rolling and twitching slightly at every touch on every sensitive location.

She laid just over Hyndr, kness on the fine leather of Hyndr’s wings and trapping Hyndr fully. Hyndr’s wings wiggled weakly as she tried to writhe away, her back arching and breasts trembling slightly. “No escaping now,” Karzak taunted breathily.

She pulled one of Hyndr’s arms down, sliding it in between their hot, sweating bodies. They both needed this so much, and this way was perfect. Their hands were trapped at their wet, eager sexes, ready to play with each other’s tender folds.

Karzak cradled Hyndr’s head in her spare arm as her clever, thieving fingers sought out Hyndr’s pink flower. Bosom pressed against bosom, nipple to nipple, eyes lost in eyes as her hand wandered. She was rewarded when she felt slick, tender folds, wet with need, and Hyndr stiffen underneath her.

Hyndr murmured, “So that’s the way we’re playing? Fine then.” Her spare arm fell around Karzak’s back, and with a leathery rustling, her wide wings came over and bound the two together.

They kissed again, addicted to each other. Karzak squeaked as she felt Hyndr’s hand trail up her inner thighs and stroke her sex. Shivers of pleasure made their way up Karzak’s spine as fingers gently tickled moist, thirsty folds. Karzak moaned into Hyndr’s kiss as she felt her petals touched, bolts of pleasure washing up her body.

She felt Hyndr’s fingers trace up and down the folds of her sex, shivering with the ecstasy. She could only reply in kind, trapped with her lover. Her fingers ran across Hyndr’s hairless labia, across her soaking wet lips, feeling the sensuous flesh beneath her fingertips. Hyndr shivered underneath her, her lips trembling and her eyes closed, basking in the touch and in the touching.

Their rhythmic stroking taunted each other. Every time Hyndr’s fingers trailed up and down or made a complete circle on her sex, Karzak felt another wave of passion strike her. In retaliation, her fingers traced Hyndr’s folds, dug in between them occasionally, tickling just enough to get Hyndr to sigh in lust.

Fingers raked across tender lips either side of her entrance. Karzak was forced to break the kiss as the hot wave of pleasure made her moan. Her whole body tingled with heat, soaked in passion. Her breasts felt fantastic, hard, aching nipples grinding against those of another woman.

Her breath heavy and driven by eros, Karzak thirsted to repay Hyndr twice over, to see the wyrm-woman writhe wonderfully beneath her. Running her fingers through Hyndr’s silken green hair, Karzak took back her delirious kiss.

At their need-soaked loins, Karzak’s hand wandered and played. Slick folds across her fingers, wetness running between them. Just between Hyndr’s sweet lips was her tunnel. Undoubtedly, it thirsted too. Karzak hooked her middle finger and pressed it against the entrance. Hyndr gasped aloud, her turn to break the wanton kiss, as Karzak’s finger slid into her body.

It was hot and tight inside Hyndr, her womanhood almost unused. It wasn’t surprising; Hyndr felt romantic around very few people. Still, Karzak’s finger, sunk to the first knuckle, pushed against soft, velvet flesh and was rewarded by a light moan from Hyndr.

Smiling, Karzak kissed Hyndr’s neck and buried her face against Hyndr’s shoulder. She focused on her finger, sliding up to the second knuckle. She waggled it back and forth, stirred it around, slid it in and out, and was rewarded by Hyndr’s trembling body and breathy moans.

Hyndr returned the favor. As her wings wrapped tighter around Karzak, her hand became busier. Fingers dug in between folds, stroking up and down, making Karzak pause as pleasure flushed through her body again and again. Fingertips, pressing down on petals and swirling around and around, like a constant wave of ecstasy.

A fingertip pushed up against Karzak’s entrance. With a pulse of pleasure, it slid in with a low groan from Karzak. A finger was inside her, doing all the wickedly sweet things she was doing to Hyndr. Pushing in and out, flicking, rotating, stroking her inner walls and subjecting them to things she hadn’t felt in earnest for so long.

Moaning, Karzak directed Hyndr’s head so that she could kiss her lover once again. She was drunk on kissing Hyndr, her body – their bodies – brimming with lust and passion and bliss. Their sweating forms shivered together, Karzak’s hips gyrating on Hyndr’s fingers, and Hyndr’s hips trembling on Karzak’s.

Deliriously craving more, Karzak pushed her palm against Hyndr’s sex. Her finger still trapped inside, slick folds graced her palm, along with a hard, yet tender, nub. As Karzak pushed her hand against it, Hyndr leaned back and moaned aloud. It was the sweetest thing Karzak had ever heard.

As Karzak sawed her finger in and out of Hyndr’s sex, she ground her palm on Hyndr’s clit. The tender, engorged nub, stuck in its hood of skin, resisted valiantly. Hyndr dug her nails into Karzak’s back, a spike of pain to accent their pleasure, and her finger hooked harder into Karzak’s womanhood, a spike of bliss this time. Her moans and twitches were delights to Karzak’s eyes, her sweet, nubile form under Karzak’s power.

But if Karzak thought that Hyndr wouldn’t struggle back, then Karzak had never made love to Hyndr before. Her expectations were met when Hyndr’s own fingering hand pressed hard against her yearning clit. A thunderbolt of pleasure shot up her spine as her sensitive nub was graced by touch. An unbidden moan escaped her smiling lips.

The women gyrated together, sweated together, felt the hypnotic pleasure together. Karzak ground her hips against Hyndr’s hand, basking in the ocean waves of bliss and ecstasy just as Hyndr writhed against her hand. Her finger stirred a honeypot sweetly, her palm grinding against a stubborn bean, just as her honeypot was stirred, her bean grounded. She couldn’t kiss Hyndr; her body trembled too much to the passion and her lips let out swaying moans. Just like Hyndr was.

Karzak pushed harder into Hyndr, trying to slip more of her finger in or to push harder. She moved her palm in circles, spinning Hyndr’s clit. Her hand dug into Hyndr’s hair, gripping it for support as she felt her own clit rotated by Hyndr’s gyrating hand, her own walls plucked at by a conniving finger.

Moaning heavily in lust, unsure of how much time she had burned lovingly with Hyndr, Karzak ran her sweaty body alongside Hyndr’s. Their breasts rolled together, hard nipples sensitive to every contact. Hands were wild, playing with each other’s sex. Lips free, moaning, mewling, groaning.

The ecstatic pleasure inside Karzak was like a roaring fire. She could melt to it, bask in it. It was a source of utter bliss. With every twitch over her clit that Hyndr made, more was added to Karzak’s pile of pleasure. Hot, imposing, commanding, driving; it was the sensation that only Hyndr and Karzak could make together.

Bodies running together, the tidal wave of pleasure inside Karzak grew more and more. More, from breasts pushed together. More, from a finger caressing wet velveteen walls. More, from a hand worshipping her clit.

Just before Karzak came, she felt Hyndr stiffen beneath her. Then it hit Karzak.

A giant wave of pleasure, heat racing up and down her, turning her mind blank. An erratic moan through her lips, toes curling, fingers trembling. Her body shivered, her back arcing as ecstasy and joy danced its way through her, her sex gasping and clamping and sucking. Her eyes shut tightly, as if trying to keep the sensation in.

But it drained from her, slowly, carefully. It left bliss in its wake, leaving her body warm. Beneath her, Hyndr was also recovering. Dying moans, trembling body, fluttering eyelashes. Happiness and fulfillment.

Karzak pulled her hand away from Hyndr, and Hyndr did likewise. Their fingers were soaked, and juices stained their hands. Groaning from exhaustion, Karzak crawled away from Hyndr and searched for something to wipe her hand clean on. Hyndr just began to lick her hand clean.

Silence filled the air. Karzak certainly hadn’t meant for that to happen. It just spun out of control. But it was a good thing.

“Does that change your mind any?” Hyndr asked breathlessly.

“I still love you, too,” Karzak said as she dug through her clothes for something to clean her fingers on. She settled for wiping her fingers on her pack. “But….”

“But?” Hyndr slithered up behind Karzak, her naked breasts pushing against Karzak’s breasts. Still-stiff nipples poked at her shoulder blades.

Karzak shook her head. “The only reason why we met again was because we’re both after the same thing. Let’s face it, Hyndr, we’re not nice people. We steal things for a living. What’s to say one of us doesn’t backstab the other over something?”

“I’d never do that again! I missed you so much!” Hyndr said, recoiling.

“Yeah, but you tried to swipe the Windheart out of my hands,” Karzak said.

“Then we talked about it, made love, and everything is better!” Hyndr said as she nuzzled Karzak’s shoulder. “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat. We don’t need to cut things up so much between us.”

“I don’t know. I’m still just not sure,” Karzak said, shrugging out of Hyndr’s grasp. She walked over to the Windheart, still resting against its pillow. She picked it up and rolled it in her hands. If it hadn’t been for this bauble, neither of them would be here. It was supposed to be something of legend, yet it looked like a crystal ball. Who’d make something like this into the grand treasure of a floating mountain?

Leathery wings rustled as Hyndr slithered up behind her. “I’m not sure we should bother with that any more. Besides, nobody else appears to have gotten stuck up here before us, so we should be able to escape.”

Karzak kicked the pillow aside. A few aged threads came undone as it was punted to the step, but there wasn’t anything fancy underneath it. She tossed the Windheart up in the air, spinning it and looking at its cloudy surface. Why was the Windheart not in some kind of fancy treasure chest or in a locked room? You didn’t leave something so supposedly valuable out in the open, after all.

However, Hyndr was right.  The place was totally abandoned, and Karzak hadn’t seen a corpse or even a lost grappling hook up here.  Whatever it was that was keeping them here was something they could escape from.

Karzak dropped the Windheart back on to its pillow and put her clothes back on. “Well, if we’re going to do something about being stuck here, no sense in doing it naked,” she said mid-way through sliding into her shirt.

But she really couldn’t foresee a way out of this. “Hey, can you try flying out of here?” she asked Hyndr.

“Sure, but I’ll probably get blown back in,” Hyndr said with a shrug, sliding into her dress-tunic. She hopped to face the outside. Her powerful wings coiled, thrusted against the ground, and she was off. Wings colored like leaves carried her aloft and forward, racing towards the area between the columns.

Towards, and as quick as an arrow.

Towards, Hyndr bracing for impact.

Towards, and-

-And through. Hyndr squawked as she rolled to right herself, now upside-down relative to Karzak and racing along outside of the columns. Karzak’s heart fluttered. So they could get out! But how?

Karzak’s eyes landed on the Windheart. It was resting on its pillow. Was that it? Karzak waved at Hyndr to get her to come back inside.

Hyndr landed less-than-gracefully, something about the change in gravity, and hopped next to Karzak. “What is it?” she asked.

“I think it’s something to do with the Windheart itself. We can’t take it out of here, because it won’t let us. It might be something to do with the pillow!” Karzak said. She grabbed the Windheart and the pillow together. “Take my grappling hook and trying throwing it out the windows.”

Hyndr shrugged, took the grappling hook, and whirled it around, leaving some rope on the floor. She threw it at the window. It flew like a pigeon, aiming for freedom and….

It was sent careening back. Whatever was keeping them there was back. “Dammit,” Karzak cursed under her breath.

“You know,” Hyndr said as she wound the rope back up, “I’m not sure why we’re bothering with this. It’s just a crystal ball that neither of us can get to work. There’s easier pickings elsewhere. I say we drop this and meet back up below.”

“Hey, I still haven’t agreed to getting back together! Though you’re right,” Karzak said, dropping the pillow and staring into the Windheart’s depths. “It’s supposed to be some kind of legendary treasure. If that’s the case, then why is it a glorified glass bead?”

She studied its swirling green depths. It was murky and obstructive, more like a decoy or a disguise than a powerful artifact. The more she looked at it, the more she noticed tiny cracks. It had been dropped over and over again, which would make sense. But you’d think that such an important and legendary artifact could survive a few drops over the centuries.

Something clicked inside Karzak’s head. Sticking out her tongue in thought, she looked to the ceiling. Might be enough distance.

Karzak crouched, holding the Windheart in both hands like a catapult, and then whipped it upwards.

“What are you doing!?” Hyndr shrieked, launching herself at the Windheart. She missed by inches, and the Windheart slammed back down on the ground with a resounding crack.

Hyndr coiled around the Windheart, rolling its surface over in her hands. “You’ve broken it! You’ve just destroyed an ancient treasure!” she cried.

“Oh, don’t be such a big baby,” Karzak said, reaching for the Windheart.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Hyndr said, taking the Windheart away from Karzak. “Just because you can’t have a shiny piece of treasure doesn’t mean you should go and destroy it!”

“I don’t think I’ve destroyed it. Come on, give it here!” Karzak said, motioning at Hyndr’s hands.

Hyndr looked between her and the sizable fracture that had grown on the Windheart. Sighing brokenly, she handed it over.

Karzak looked at the Windheart, and then smashed it crack-first on the ground. Hyndr winced noticeable as the glass orb cracked like and egg and split into several hunks. Wispy green mist drifted from the remnants of the orb, revealing a large heart-shaped emerald.

“Huh?” Hyndr said, dumbfounded.

Karzak quickly snatched up the gemstone. Immediately, all around her, she could feel the winds play and tussle her hair, gather around her feet and hands, come and go like playful sprites. She grinned. “Of course. What we thought was the Windheart was just a box for it. A box that, if disturbed, trapped us here until we put it back,” she realized aloud.

“But we’ve been tossing that orb back and forth ever since we got here! Why now?” Hyndr asked.

“Only so much punishment it could take, I guess. This place is ancient, and thieves like us must have been tossing it around for years. Sooner or later, that glass shell had to crack,” Karzak said with a shrug.

The breeze swirled around her as some new feeling brewed inside. She felt like she could go anywhere. She grabbed her rope and grappling hook and shoved it back into her small pack. She walked to the edge of the room and stared down at the infinite sky. Keeping a firm grip around the true Windheart, Karzak took an experimental step off of the ledge.

“What are you doing again?!” Hyndr shrieked as she launched herself towards Karzak. She went shooting past Karzak, twisting around in surprise to right herself.

Karzak slowly drifted around until her feet were pointed to the ground. Wind swirled around her feet, holding her aloft. She looked up at the sky above and down at the world beneath. She took a deep breath. The air was sharp and cold, yet also pure and refreshing.

With the Windheart in her hands, it felt like Karzak could go anywhere and do anything. She wasn’t limited to anything anymore. No more moldy dungeons or getting chased around by guards. No, the world was her oyster now.

Hyndr swooped around Karzak, watching her intently. “What’s it like?” Hyndr asked.

Karzak looked into the Windheart. “Fantastic. It’s like a whole new day,” she said.

Now she had a powerful artifact in her hands, what was next? Karzak had intended to sell it off, but that would be a waste of power. She could dance through the clouds now. No tower could keep its treasure from her, nor could any moat or crevasse stop her. She was as free as a bird.

But Karzak had been free of Hyndr for a long time now. Hyndr was right, though; life was better with her around. Even though nothing would be an obstacle to Karzak now, what’s to say she shouldn’t have something tethering herself down? She made up her mind.

“You were asking about asking about us together again? Well, I’ll tell you at the bottom. Race you there,” Karzak said to Hynder. She began to run, as fleet as the wind, with Hyndr flying after her.  Hyndr would be very happy.


"The Wolf Queen" by Nathan Ravenwood

Although it was only the second day of the annual Conclave, Queen Riala Naxian of Brehl was already bored out of her mind. And if she, a veteran of almost forty of these such gatherings, was bored, she could only imagine the state of the younger royals.

“...therefore, you can see that because such measures are taken,” King Griz of the neighboring province of Chaff was saying as he pointed to numbers scrawled on large piece of paper. “There has been an exponential increase in our harvests, leading, of course, to…”

Riala surveyed the room from her position at the head of the conference table, something that she doubted Griz had ever bothered to do, or else maybe he might have gotten a clue about how boring everyone found him. She and Griz were the oldest two in the room, the other royals - all of whom were visibly trying very hard to stay awake - were under half her age. For many this was their first Conclave, and Riala was already wondering if they’d even bother coming to the next one.

Behind her, a hulking, muscled Wolf anthra leaned down next to her to whisper in her ear. “Do you wish me to implore the good king to hurry up a little?” he asked.

Riala smiled. “How is it that you always manage to know just what’s on my mind, Malik?”

“Familiarity, My Lady,” he replied before straightening up again. Riala smiled, taking a deep breath to catch a whiff of the wolf’s musky scent around her.

“Did you have a question, Queen Riala?” Griz said, stopping in the middle of what was no doubt an enthralling, fascinating sentence.

Riala shook her head. “No, I do not. Please continue.” One of the younger royals at the table made a muffled groan of frustration and dropped his head into his hands. I empathize, believe me, Riala thought.

Griz went back to it, and Riala in turn tried to find something to occupy her attention. She looked out the open window to her left, the rolling hills of her domain visible in the distance. She could just barely discern farmers moving to and fro across the green curves. Her people had worked diligently to provide the castle with the supplies to host this Conclave. She had yet to come up with a way to compensate them rather than simply paying them. They insisted, and had even supplied her with extra out of generosity, as Malik had confirmed when he’d gone through the shipments one by one. At least she liked to think it was generosity. Perhaps some of them felt bad for her.

“...and thus concludes my report on the state of Ragnia’s agriculture,” Griz said, turning expectantly to the room. “Any questions?”

Nobody said anything for several full heartbeats. Riala could feel the awkward in the quiet air. There was no sound save for the gentle swish of Malik’s tail against his pants. One of the younger nobles coughed.

“I guess not!” Riala said quickly. She feigned a glance at the hourglass on a corner table next to her. “My goodness, look at the time. It’s almost lunch recess.”

The younger nobles perked up visibly. Griz raised a hand. “Milady, by my calculations…”

“I know what time it is,” Riala said, her voice stern. “Now, everyone, let’s all get out of this stuffy room and enjoy the beautiful day that it is outside. You’re all dismissed.”

Youthful eagerness propelled the younger nobles out of their chairs and the room. In a matter of seconds, the only occupants were Riala, Malik, and Griz.

Griz grumbled as he gathered up his scrolls. “With all due respect, Queen Riala, these  young royals need to hear all this.”

“I agree,” Riala said, slowly getting up from her own chair. She smoothed her teal gown down with her hands, the fabric hugging the maternal curves of her body. “But the onus is on you to not drive them to sleep while they hear it.”

Griz jammed the charts into a satchel with an audible crunch of paper. “It’s not my fault they lack patience and discipline. And you coddling them won’t let them learn.”

“They’ll learn in time,” Riala said. “I certainly did.”

“Aye, all it took was being married to Lorn for forty years.”

Riala felt Malik tense even though the Wolf was still behind her, out of her line of sight. Her fingers clenched on the table for a moment, and for a few heartbeats, her nails felt like blunt claws. “Out of deference to our professional history, Griz, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. But be mindful of the next time my husband’s name is upon your lips.”

Her tone left no room for any backsass, not with the lithe, dangerous form of Malik lurking behind her like a revenant. Griz swallowed, then quickly gathered up the rest of his things and left the room, closing the door behind him.

Riala closed her eyes and shoved the anger rising through her body back down. The Vargscra on her body was warm, radiating like a hot compress through her lower back, it’s magic responding to her emotions.

“Are you just going to allow such disrespect?” Malik rumbled behind her.

“It’s not worth making a fuss over,” Riala said, feeling her heart steady. She opened her eyes. “Come. I’m hungry, and if I recall correctly the menu for today included those spinach and cheese pastries.”

She moved, and the Wolf followed, ever vigilant as he padded along behind her down the second floor hallway. They passed into the main hall, with it’s high ceilings and intricate moldings depicting the flowers that dotted the hillsides of the kingdom she’d ruled for ages. As they descended the stairs, they passed small groups of nobles, chatting about matters both serious and benign. All of them paused to acknowledge her, as was proper - she was the host, after all. But many of the acknowledgements were given with an addendum of sympathy, and some variation on the promise of “if there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate to ask.”

And each and every time, Riala had to stop herself from replying, “can you bring my husband back?”

The lunch had been laid out on tables outside, a vast spread of meats, cheeses, breads and salads as well as a separate table for the particular requirements of the elves. Drinks were ciders and cordials, served fresh from barrels trudged up from the cellars.

Riala accepted a plate from one of her kitchen staff, a jovial Otter who gave her a little extra with a wink. She accepted it without complaint, and simply passed the extra slices of roasted boar to Malik, who folded the meat into squares and ate them surreptitiously out of his hand.

She did what was expected of her and made conversation, trying her honest best to be involved in the affairs of others. Griz had been somewhat right - the things discussed at the Conclave were important. Matters of trade and diplomacy, agriculture and finance, and it never hurt to be appraised of the current gossip. But inevitably every conversation turned to her late husband, and the fact that this was her first Conclave without him, and wasn’t it such a challenge? She wanted to scream No! No, it wasn’t! The palace staff is perfectly capable of handling the affairs, all I did was come up with the ideas! But such an outburst would be a social faux pas, and that drove her mad.

She missed the Wolves. It had always been easier with the Wolves.

“While it’s nice to meet everyone, I feel like this whole thing is just an excuse for us to be lectured at by all these older kings and queens,” a young noblewoman was saying as Riala breezed past the group. “I feel like there should be more socializing and less serious affairs, you know?”

Riala paused, and Malik did so in turn as she cocked her head to listen. The woman speaking was young and raven-haired, wearing a layered dress and fanning herself in the midday heat. Apparently she’d missed Riala’s memo to bring lighter dresses and tunics like the ensemble she wore. “I mean, we already meet another four times a year to discuss state affairs, why can’t this whole thing just be a more casual, social gathering so that we can get to know each other?” She leaned in close to the person she was speaking to, lowering her voice and making Riala really focus to hear what she said next. “This is the perfect opportunity to find a man yet we have to spend all day listening to duffy gits lecture us about their crop returns.”

Riala pursed her lips, reaching up to brush an errant strand of her long silver-grey hair aside. She racked her brain, trying to recall what flower it was that she was… that was it!

“What are you thinking?” Malik asked her quietly.

“The plant that your clan used back then,” Riala said slowly. “During the Vargscra ritual. What was it?”

“Elvenefe.” Malik cocked his head. “There’s a patch of it over by the tomb, remember?”

Riala felt a pang. She’d completely forgotten about that. How could she? “Do me a favor and go grab some.”

The Wolf arched an eyebrow. “And your plan is?”

Riala rubbed her hands together, feeling very nefarious indeed. “We’re going to liven up this party.”

“Are you sure that’s wise? Why not just open a cask of the vintage ports in the cellar? That’ll loosen everyone up.”

“The plants will make the effect all the more potent,” Riala said. “Plus the first time around it gives you a wicked hangover, remember? We do that, we might be able to get out of the sessions tomorrow morning as well.”

Malik stopped and stared at her curiously. “You sound like an adolescent, Riala.”

“And?” Riala raised her chin defiantly. “What’s so wrong with that?”

The power dynamic in their relationship was contradictory in many ways. The Vargscra mark seared into Riala’s skin technically made her property of the clan of wolves that Malik came from, so he could command her as he pleased. However, by marrying Lorn and becoming queen, Riala wielded an authority all her own. They’d settled into a holding pattern of sorts, neither of them higher than the other. Riala technically couldn't command the Wolf to do anything, but neither could he forbid her from anything.

Malik sighed. “Very well. If you think it’ll help.”

“I know it will,” Riala said, feeling the mark on her lower back prickle. “It helped me.”

The Wolf brushed past her, almost roughly, his scent prickling in her nose, and was quickly lost to sight as he walked down the garden path around the corner. Her eyes lingered on his broad back, looking like it was about to burst free of the tunic he was wearing, and the strong legs emerging from the folds of his leather kilt. Things had been so different between them after Lorn had passed away. Riala knew Malik felt it too, but neither of them could bring themselves to talk about it.

“Careful, looks like your dog’s about to break free of his leash.”

Riala’s jaw tightened. “Can I help you, Lord Veni?”

Lord Veni of the Yenolla province stepped around her. He wore a yellow tunic the color of a snake’s eye with pants the color of smoke, his boots shining in the sunlight. Despite his age, his face was youthful, with a strong beardless jaw framed by curly ringlets of brown hair. He was soft-spoken, a consummate charmer, and very wealthy. Riala hated his guts.

“I simply hadn’t had the chance to offer my greetings in person,” Veni said with a sweeping bow. “And given how your bodyguard snarls at me every time I get within fifteen feet of you, I felt a need to wait until you sent him on an errand. I couldn’t help but overhear some of your conversation, however.”

“It’s none of your business,” Riala said, her voice flat.

“Oh, but I agree with everything you said! These Conclaves are so dreadfully boring and redundant, they could do with a little livening up!” Veni tilted his head and rubbed a finger along his chin. “Is the Wolf Queen seeking new companionship, I wonder?”

Now there was a name she hadn’t heard in a long while. Mostly because Lorn had taken personal offense to anyone disrespecting his Queen and had dealt with it summarily. “I’ll give you the same professional courtesy I gave King Griz earlier,” Riala said, her voice low and dangerous. “Mind your tongue, Lord Veni.”

Veni was not as easily cowed as Griz. “I meant no offense!” he said, waving his hands back and forth. “It just seems that given your age, any possible exploration of a relationship on your part must be more in line with convenience of political gain rather than any honest affections. Then again, you could describe half of the marriages here as such.”

“Is there a point to this?”

“I simply wish to know if you intend to return to your… old ways now that Lorn is no longer with us. Seeing as you have no heirs, I wouldn’t be opposed to a quick, expedient marriage that unites our houses and territories.” He leaned forward a little. “There’s no obligation on your part. All you’d have to do is sign the papers and you could run back to the woods to have relations with the savages you’re so fond of.”

Riala was shocked by the sheer nerve of Veni. It occurred to her then that some of the others nearby had become aware of the conversation, and were paying attention to see what she would say next. The spotlight made her mouth go dry. What would she say to that? What could she say?

Then Malik seemed to materialize out of thin air, looming large behind Veni. “Care to repeat that?” he murmured. Somehow, the calmness with which he said it made it all the more terrifying.

Veni’s entire demeanor immediately changed. He started and shied away from the menacing Wolf behind him. “Well, I… you see…”

Riala glowered at him. “Get out of my sight, Veni. If you’re not gone from my palace in an hour, I’ll have my guards throw you out.”

Veni looked between her and Malik several times, his head snapping back and forth like a banner in the wind. Finally, he muttered “Bitch Queen” under his breath, turned, and stalked off.

Riala watched him go. Her hands were trembling, and flashes of warmth from the Vargscra brand made her vision sharpen, then recede in time with her breathing. She closed her eyes and brought it under control.

“Are you okay?” Malik asked her.

“I’m fine,” Riala lied. “Did you get the flowers?”

The Wolf held up his paw. In his palm were half a dozen bright pink flowers. They could easily be mistaken for a variety of rose, unless you looked close and saw the jagged, wavy pattern on the edge of the petals and the small splash of blood red in the center.

“Perfect,” Riala said, taking the flowers from the Wolf. “Now, what to put them in…”

“The elderberry cider?” Malik suggested.

“I thought you weren’t on board with this idea?”

The Wolf let out a huff through his nose. “I’m not. But you are, and I could be wrong about what might happen. So I’m suggesting the elderberry cider. There’s a barrel that Lorn was saving for this Conclave that I think is still untapped in the cellar. I can get the kitchen staff to check.”

Riala smiled at him and passed the flowers back. “Do so. And thank you, Malik.”

That earned her a rare smile from the Wolf, but he said nothing as he turned and padded away. Riala watched him go, enjoying the sight of his muscled legs moving underneath his kilt before he vanished into the crowd.

She spent the rest of the afternoon making nice with her guests, trying her best to act like the confrontation with Veni hadn’t happened. It wasn’t as though her past was a big secret. How she’d been related to a noble family but had desired a wilder existence, which in turn had led her to the company of the Wolf clans in the Dark Forest. For years she’d lived among them, learning their ways and their native tongue, one of only a handful of humans who could speak the language.

And in a fit of youthful haste, with no thought of consequences, how she’d taken part in a hedonistic ritual that left the outline of a Wolf’s paw branded on her lower back, forever tying her to the clans, the forest, and the Wolf that had left the mark on her.

Night fell, and the attention of the Conclave attendees turned to food. The spreads of the Brehl palace were legendary. The centerpiece was a massive pair of roasted boar that had been buried in a pit with hot coals, spices, and sweet fruits since the night before, all of the ingredients cooking together until the meat fell apart at a touch. Alongside the boars were dozens of roasted turkeys, each attended to by a cook with a carving knife to slice and serve as needed. More platters held steaming piles of roasted beef and venison, with dishes of savory and sweet sauces at the ready to suit any palette. The meats were supplemented with vast dishes of potatoes, leeks, and cheese, savory rolls studded with nuts, and heaping bowls of summer salad for those who abstained from meat. A whole other table was dedicated to desserts - tarts, pies, cakes, and candied fruits of amounts so great they clouded the air with the scents of sugar and spice. Not to mention the smorgasbord of alcoholic beverages ready to be imbibed.

“You absolutely have to try this,” Riala implored the nobles in front of her. They were from a small province to the south and she knew that it was a major faux pas that she didn’t remember their names. “It’s been fermenting for two years.”

“Three,” Malik muttered softly under his breath behind her.

Riala poured two cups from the stopper and passed them to the nobles. “It was my husband’s favorite.” She poured another for herself and took a long sip, rolling the cool, clear liquid across her tongue before swallowing.

The two nobles thanked her and moved along, slowly sipping from their own cups. Riala could taste the elvenefe among the other plants the cider had been brewed with, a faint taste reminiscent of soap, but in a good way. She took another sip, then rocked the barrel as much as she could. There was still a good amount of the drink left. “We’ll get everyone at this party good and drunk yet, Malik,” she said.

The Wolf hummed under his breath, scanning back and forth across the room with his eyes while his ears swiveled to and fro. Even after several decades of palace life, Malik still seemed to not be fully used to living inside buildings rather than the wide-open spaces his people preferred. Riala highly doubted anyone would have the balls to attempt to assassinate her in the middle of the Great Hall in the center of her palace, but stranger things had happened before.

One by one more nobles came up to make small talk with her, and each one she gave a cup of the spiked elderberry cider, even those that she knew she’d already given some too prior, because a little more couldn’t hurt.  Gradually, she saw the mood in the room shift. Married couples stood a bit closer together, the women leaning on their husbands, their laughs more natural and far less forced. Some of the unmarried nobles began to cluster together into small groups, and Riala looked on with satisfaction. “See, Malik?” she said. “Nothing to worry about.”

One of her pages edged his way around the room and hurried over to her. “Milady, we have some unexpected guests.”

“Who?”

The page looked at Malik for a moment. “A Wolf, milady. From your… from the Hav’ruk pack.”

Riala and Malik shared a glance. “Did you invite her?” she asked.

The Wolf shook his head. “Nay.”

Riala straightened out her tunic and smoothed down the folds of her skirt. “Well, no sense in being rude. Let’s go see what she wants.” She clapped her hands and raised her voice. “Attention, everyone! Something minor has come up that I must take care of, I will return in a few moments. Until then, enjoy yourselves!”

She and Malik followed the page out of the Great Hall through the hallways of the palace, taking a few minutes to get to the front gates. Her guards looked relaxed but still a tad wary, accustomed to Malik’s presence in the palace but mindful of their jobs and their duties. She patted one on the shoulder as she passed. “At ease, gentlemen,” she said.

The Wolf stepped forward into the light. She wore an extremely brief kilt out of some misplaced adherence to human modesty, the cloth covering her sex and little else, the expanses of her muscled thighs visible and tantalizing. However, she wore no top, her full, furred breasts rising and falling in time with her light breathing. “Hasi,” she said. Sister.

It took Riala a moment to recognize her. “Eri?”

The She-wolf smiled. “In the fur,” she said in the Wolf tongue.

Riala laughed and embraced her, exchanging nuzzles along the cheek. “I didn’t recognize you! You’ve grown about the…” She made wavy motions with her hands. “Everything.”

“I’ve mothered several children,” Eri said. “Such things happen.”

“What are you doing here?”

Eri reached into a pouch tied to the waistband of her kilt and rummaged inside for a moment before withdrawing a smooth river stone chiseled with Wolf runes of blessing and protection. “We only recently became aware of King Lorn’s passing,” Eri said. “He was a good friend to us through you. I wished to come pay my respects.”

Riala blinked. “I… I’m flattered. And honored.”

“What about you?” Eri asked, laying a gentle paw on Riala’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

She looked around at the guards clustered near them. “Let’s speak in private.”

At her behest the guards let her and Eri through, and they walked together up to the study that had belonged to Lorn in his life, and now fell to her. “I’d heard of this place,” Eri said, reaching up to run her blunt claws along the spines of the books on the shelf. “The Varga who came to meet and talk politics with Lorn spoke highly of his decorative taste.”

Riala looked up at the trophy skulls mounted above the bookshelf - a stag, a boar, a basilisk, and a lesser drake. “I wonder why,” she said wryly.

Eri laughed and sat down in one of the chairs, smoothing out her kilt for decency’s sake. “Indeed.”

Riala didn’t sit in her late husband’s chair, instead standing and leaning on the desk. “Truthfully, Eri, I’m not okay. If it’s not everyone seeming to pity me for my husband’s passing it’s others still insisting on bringing up my past with the Hav’ruk and using it to insult me. I already kicked out one noble from the Conclave for such remarks.”

“Oh, that surly looking windbag and his entourage that I passed by on the road here?” Eri asked. “I stepped off the path and hid among the trees while I waited for him to go by. Seemed best to not force a confrontation.”

“Apparently you can rule as a queen just fine for decades and everyone will still define you in relation to who you were or who you’re married to, as opposed to who you are. And even the rare one who does seem to have a modicum of respect for you just wants something.” Riala shook her head. “Sometimes I just wish…” She trailed off. Eri’s ears had dipped for a brief moment, an involuntary reflex that she was familiar with from all the years of living with the Wolves. “What is it?”

Eri fidgeted. Behind her, by the closed study door, Malik raised his head slightly. “My purpose here is not just to pay respects,” she said. “Believe me, that’s part of it, it’s why I volunteered for the duty. But I have a message here for you from the Varga.” She reached into her waist pouch and withdrew a sealed letter, placing it gently on the desk. “It concerns some of the arrangements and treaties made with Lorn before he passed away. There’s no rush, I’ve got leave to stay as long as I need to.”

Riala worked her mouth, then clenched her jaw to keep from blurting out what she wanted to in frustration. Her fingers tensed against the oak surface of the desk so hard she felt like she might gouge furrows into it, even lacking claws as she did. Even the Wolves, her former family, wanted things from her. Did anyone even care about how she felt?

There came a hurried knock at the door. “Milady Riala?”

“What?” Riala thundered, her level of volume causing the ears of both the wolves to pin back against their heads.

“It’s the Conclave guests!” the messenger said, his voice full of trepidation. “In the ballroom downstairs! They’ve all… well, Milady, they’re all getting naked.”

Riala smirked. Finally, something goes my way. She straightened up. “Is that all they’re doing?”

“Um, well… no.”

Perfect.

Riala and the wolves followed the messenger down the stairs from the study, though the halls of the palace towards the Great Hall where the banquet had been taking place. Many of her guards were clustered around the entrance, arguing in low voices about how to proceed. Even several yards away from the thick oaken doors, Riala could hear the sounds from within.

Eri’s nose twitched. “I can smell elvenefe,” she said. Her yellow eyes slid over to Riala. “Did you have anything to do with this?”

Riala put on her best “who, me?” face as they came close to the doors. The guards snapped smartly to attention. “Milady,” one said. “We’re decidedly unsure how to proceed here. Frankly, well, we never really trained expecting this.”

Riala laughed. “Relax, gentlemen. We’ll handle this. Just keep anyone from wandering off so we can keep this contained to one room.” She strode forward past them, yanking the massive wooden doors open just wide enough for her to slip through into the Great Hall.

The food on the back table had been all but forgotten, a feast of a far different sort taking place in the vast expanse of the Hall. Riala folded her arms as Malik closed the door behind her. “And here I expected people to be less naked,” she said.

If there was a single scrap of clothing left on anyone in the Hall, she couldn’t see it. The floor was carpeted with naked, writhing bodies, entwined like vines of ivy in the gardens outside. Nobles young and old had come together with no concern whatsoever for house or standing, united by a common need - physical pleasure. There were plenty of couples to be sure, simple joinings of two people who were enough for one another. Riala saw a young nobleman buried balls-deep in a woman about his age, her hands cupping his face as she implored and begged him to fuck her. Two of the noblewomen who had been in her meeting earlier explored each other with a frenzied passion, lips and teeth leaving bite marks up and down the length of their bodies. Far off to the side, she saw a page quivering with delight as an older, muscular nobleman spread him wide and fucked him slow.

But it was where there were more than two participants that the real magic was. An elf was spit roasted between two men, their hips moving in a steady rhythm as they took her from both ends. The elf’s eyes were lidded as she dutifully sucked on the length in her mouth while her ass clapped against the pelvis of the man fucking her. Another young nobleman from her earlier meeting had a woman grinding her hips into his and another riding his face, her face beet-red with embarrassment and delight as he ate her out. To their side, two women were arranged in such a way that their male partners could thrust deep into them while they buried their faces in each other’s groins. More and more permutations came together, chains of men and women joined where they could be into long chains of pleasure. Men surrounded by ready and willing women, women commanding the attention of three or more men, all of them writhing and moving together in a union so base it went beyond even the primal instincts of the wolves.

“Now this is what I’m talking about,” Riala said.

Eri’s tail lashed. “I haven’t seen carnality like this since the last clan gathering.”

Malik watched impassively, though his eyes remained firmly locked on one of the elves getting railed by multiple partners. Riala looked down, smiling at the sight of the Wolf’s bulge against his pants.

She watched as a young noble couple climaxed together, locked in breathless passion as he came inside her. With almost no break, the woman lifted her hips free of him and moved to his companion, who was eagerly beating off to keep himself ready. The cry they let out as she slid down his length with a pussy full of slick cum echoed off the rafters.

Eri fidgeted. Her nipples poked up through her fur, as it fluffed up. “Spirits, just that smell gets a reaction out of me.” She tilted her head back and sniffed deep. “Elvenefe and musk. More heady than anything in existence.”

Riala inclined her head towards the orgy. “Nobody’s stopping you.”

The She-wolf hesitated for only a moment before stripping off her kilt in a flutter of fabric. She strode forward with purpose, wading into the crowd to the side of a particularly broad-chested, handsome young man. He looked her up and down for only a moment before pulling her into a passionate embrace, his lips pressed to her muzzle eagerly. More hands emerged from the pile to caress her body, and soon Eri was just another body among many.

“I forgot how potent those flowers could be,” Riala said. She reached down and groped Malik, making the Wolf jump. “How in the world did I ever build up a tolerance to them?”

The Wolf gently pushed her wrist away. “The high is like no other,” he agreed. “But it’s no substitute for real passion.”

Riala gestured to the pile of fucking. “Who’s to say this passion isn’t real? You saw the looks a bunch of these horny youngsters were giving one another. We just gave them a nudge, that’s all.”

“Then why aren’t you in there with them?”

Riala lifted her chin. “Because… I was getting to it.”

Mallik inclined his head. “Then go.”

“Aren’t you going to?”

The Wolf looked at the elf woman again. Every time they looked at her she seemed to have found a new cock to play with. She was at the center of a gangbang, with more crowding around her by the moment. “I need to stay lucid and keep my cool. Make sure nothing happens to you.”

“Like I’m going to be assassinated in the middle of a bloody orgy,” Riala muttered. She moved away from the wolf, undoing some of the fastenings on her dress. Mallik wanted to be a stick in the mud? Fine.

But as she approached the orgy, her step faltered. Riala’s gaze swept over what she had made happen, the gorgeous bodies all locked together in the embrace of physical ecstasy. How long had it been since she’d experienced such things? Far too long. Another couple fastenings came undone. Her will surged and receded like the tide as she teetered on the edge of joining the pile. There were so many good looking men among them, and drunk as they were on elvenefe spiked wine they’d do whatever she wanted them to do.

But their hands wouldn’t be Lorn’s hands, calloused from decades of physical labor in service to his kingdom, or Mallik’s paws, dangerous and stimulating. Their faces were too youthful, too soft, with nary a hint of beard or soft fur. Their bodies had yet to put on hair, had yet to be marred by injuries that they would overcome and come back stronger from that were ultra-sensitive when teased. But most of all, their eyes would be drunk and glazed, not shining with light and love like his had. Like Mallik’s still did, even though she hadn’t done anything about them in some time.

Riala took a step back, an immense sadness constricting her throat. Suddenly the smell in the room was no longer enticing, but overpowering. The sounds were no longer pleasurable, but grating. There was nothing for her here. Why had she thought there would be?

She turned and ran, blowing past Mallik before the Wolf had realized what was going on. She forced herself to walk out the doors of the ballroom. “Gentlemen,” she said to her guards. “Let them have their fun in there.” Before any of them could say anything she kept walking, until she was around the corner from the Great Hall. Once there, out of sight, she broke into a run, through the hallways of her palace and out one of the side entrances.

The night air was sticky and hot, but she paid it no heed as she hurried out into the darkness. Her feet slapped gently against the dirt path that led to the gardens on the east side of the palace. It was here that the kitchens had their vegetable patches and herb gardens, to cut down on what they needed to bring into the castle for day-to-day food needs. Beyond those, however, were well-tended flower gardens, their plants organized into neat rows. There were roses, lilacs, sunflowers, a smorgasbord of color and fragrance unlike anything else in the kingdom of Brehl.

In the center of it all, surrounded by a massive ring of elvenefe, was the grave of King Lorn. The garden had been theirs, after all.

In the traditions of the land, with some minor changes based on his own wishes, Lorn had been cremated on a funeral pyre of white oak, birch, and elm trees. His remains had been put into a small, simple box, to be buried in the center of the flowers he’d loved. A simple iron plaque marked his resting place: Lorn Magron, King of Brehl. Husband, Peacekeeper, Friend of the Wolves.

Riala stared down at the plaque. Despite this place being visible from the palace windows, a good stone’s throw from the walls, she hadn’t returned here in the seven months since Lorn had passed away. Because she knew exactly what would happen if she did.

“Hello, love,” she whispered, barely audible over the breeze rustling the trees around them. “It’s been a little while.” She sat down on the patch of earth, resting her palm on the memorial plaque. Her fingers curled in the grass.

“You’re her, right?” The voice was strong, regal yet youthful. “The girl who runs with the Wolves?”

Riala looked up from where she sat. The young man who had spoken looked about her age. He was wearing leathers stenciled with the crest of House Magron, rulers of Brehl. His body language wasn’t aggressive, and his gray eyes sparkled with curiosity, rather than the fear and suspicion most of her kind regarded her with.

“That’s right,” she said, taking a moment to find the words. She was so used to speaking Wolf that her birth language seemed foreign to her now. “What is it to you?”

“I was simply curious,” the young man said. “My name is Lorn. Prince Lorn.”

“Is that supposed to impress me?”

He grinned. “No. Just thought it proper.” Riala was taken aback that he had yet to comment on her nakedness. Perhaps he didn’t mind. Or he was enjoying the view. “I wanted to meet you, actually.”

She blinked. “Why?”

For the first time, a bit of nervousness crept into his body language. “I’m not sure. It just seems like the right thing to do.”

Riala rose, finding that she stood just as tall as Prince Lorn. She leaned on her spear, sizing him up. “Well, you’ve met me. Now you should leave. Some of the pack are far more territorial than I am.”

Lorn nodded. “I’ll keep it in mind. But I’d like to see you again, if I could.”

And he had. For months she and Lorn met in the forest. He filled her in on what was happening in the human realms, and in return she told him of the Wolves. The first time they’d made love it was in a meadow underneath a canopy of stars, and he’d sated her in a way that formerly only Wolves could. When he’d asked her to come back to Lorn with him and be his wife, she’d said yes.

Pawsteps on the ground behind her turned her head. Malik padded into the clearing, stopping a short distance away from her. “You missed that elf getting stuffed,” he said. “I knew elves were flexible, but not that much.”

Riala laughed, picking at the grass some more. “They’re full of surprises.”

He moved closer to her. “Always,” he murmured. “Are you okay?”

Frustration boiled over inside her. “Of course I’m not okay!” she snapped. “Why does everyone keep asking me that question? The man I loved for forty years is gone now, and I have to keep everything going without him! Everyone wants something from me, everyone keeps asking me that infuriating question! It’s maddening!” She trailed off, breathing heavily as he fingers curled into the grass again. “It’s maddening…”

Malik knelt down next to her and wrapped his arms around her. The Wolf drew her in close, smushing her face into his broad, strong chest. The scent of his fur filled her nose, and she closed her eyes. “I miss him too,” Malik murmured.

Riala felt her eyes burn, and gave up trying to resist. She burrowed her head into the Wolf, crying softly into his clothes. She grabbed hold of two fistfuls of his bare fur and held on tight, finding solace in his solidity.

“I’m surprised you think that way,” she said. It was her, Lorn, and Malik in the study, the door shut so as to not let their conversation leak.

“It’s true I don’t fully understand the complexities of that mark on your back,” Lorn said. He was older now, his body filled out, a full beard accenting the strong line of his jaw. “But I know that I love you, and you love me, but that you also love him, and he loves you.” He shrugged, smiling that smile that set her heart alight. “Who am I to stand against it?

Riala looked to Malik. “And you’re okay with this?”

He smirked. “I’m a Wolf, hasina. We don’t exactly follow human rules when it comes to partner exclusivity.”

Riala giggled and brushed some of her dark hair behind her ear. “I just… Lorn, aren’t you worried about what might happen if someone finds out?”

Lorn got up from the desk and moved around it to her side. “Riala, love, I’m King. The only people I need to be concerned about the approval of are other nobles, and even then I don’t care what they think. I only care about the two of you.” He threaded his fingers with hers.

She felt a sense of giddy eagerness flutter in her chest, which redoubled when Malik pressed up behind her, growling low in his throat. “In that case…”

She hadn’t walked straight for a week after that first night.

“I got really lucky with the two of you,” Riala murmured. “I got to have my cake and eat it too.” Malik hummed in contentment, slowly rocking her back and forth like he had all those years ago, when they were both young and foolish and she was wracked with the side effect of being branded with the vargscra. “I just… I just feel like everything’s stopped and nothing makes sense.”

“I know,” Malik said gently. “You’re not the only one who grieved. Who’s still grieving.”

Riala lifted her head and touched her nose to the Wolf’s. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For being so distant. For not realizing that you needed someone as well.” She snorted. “For not touching you in seven months.”

Malik nuzzled her. “You needed time. I was perfectly fine with waiting.”

Riala groaned. “Gods, I hope everyone’s memory of this is hazy, otherwise I’m going to have a lot of explaining to do.”

The Wolf laughed softly and hugged her. “We’ll get through it.”

Riala nodded, pressing her face into the hollow of Malik’s throat. Then she lifted her head and kissed him on the muzzle. The Wolf hummed and kissed her back, his strong paws sliding down to the small of her back and holding her there. Warmth flared between them, pulsing between them in time with the rhythm of their heartbeats. Her hands slid across his chest, then inside his jerkin, teasing along his pectorals.

“Kinky as I’m sure Lorn might have found this, I’m not entirely comfortable with making love right here,” Malik said.

Riala snorted, then yelped as Malik shot to his feet, her body slipping along his front down into his arms. He carried her as he had all those years ago out of the garden, back up the path and into the palace. He dutifully carried her through the palace hallways to the royal chambers. Riala’s rooms were befitting a queen, with a four-poster bed and elegant, shiny wooden walls. Malik set her down inside the doorway, then closed it behind her.

Then the two were upon one another, their bodies coming together in a frenzy. Riala had abstained from sex in the wake of Lorn’s death, and she knew that Malik had as well. Now, with the sights and sounds of the orgy burned into their minds, it finally felt right to break the dry spell, just the two of them. She felt Malik’s frustration at having to be careful with her clothes, but the Wolf managed well enough, yanking open her tunic in between frenzied kisses. Her breasts spilled free, still full and perky despite her age. Malik wasted no time, latching onto one with his teeth and kneading gently. Riala arched her back and pressed into him, her own hands working to free her Wolf lover from his pesky garments. His jerkin came undone, allowing her to draw the sleeves down and expose his strong, scarred chest and broad shoulders.

Then he was crushing her to him again, muzzle on her lips and tongue against her teeth. Riala moaned and clung to him in turn. His hips nudged reflexively against her own, and she felt that wonderful hardness on the front of his pelvis that she hadn’t realized how much she missed until that very moment. She cupped it gently, and Malik huffed out a breath into her mouth.  “Riala,” he moaned. “Hasina…”

“Malik…” she purred against his mouth. She broke away from his muzzle, feathering kisses along his body as she went down, down, down to her knees. Her fingers only took a moment to undo the drawstring on his pants, allowing her to tug them down and free his wolfhood. It was long, dark red, tapering to a point where it emerged from it’s furred sheath. And it was all hers. Her first kiss on the sensitive skin made Malik jump, a soft whine escaping his throat. Her tongue flitted out, finding the curve of that long, beautiful cock and licking all the way up and down, circling the tip with quick motions. Her hands cupped his balls, gently teasing those furry orbs.

“Spirits, yes,” Malik moaned, his hips trembling with the effort of not slamming into her face. Riala smiled. Evidently, she wasn’t out of practice. She kept going, switching from her tongue to her lips, starting out by just teasing his sensitive tip before going all the way down on the Wolf. Her mouth filled with his musk, pre spurting along the back of her tongue. Her fingers curled a little tighter around his sac, just the way Malik liked it, and was rewarded with a bark of delight from the Wolf. His fingers threaded into her hair, curling against the crown of her head as she reduced him to putty. “Good,” he groaned. “Good, good…”

Riala let him go, letting his wet cock rest against her cheek as she caught her breath. Her mouth was full of the taste of him, a masculine melange like no other. She panted heavily, each inhalation taking in more of his scent, his musk. “I missed this.”

“Come here, you.” The Wolf’s paws lifted her up to his muzzle for another fiery kiss. His hands moved down her body, pushing her dress down with it until it was a puddle of fabric on the floor. She shuddered as the air flowed over her naked body, goosebumps raising on her soft tummy and thick hips. The Vargscra pulsed in time with her heartbeat, faster and faster with each passing moment as she molded her body into the curve of his, his fur padding the embrace like she was hugging a warm, masculine pillow.

Then he grabbed her and took her to the bed, laying her down on her back and bearing down on her. Riala responded, arching her back up into him as the Wolf gave her another head-spinning kiss. She could feel Malik’s cock resting against her mons, the thick red length pulsing with eagerness. It felt right for her to hook her calves onto his hips, her heels brushing against his tail as it wagged back and forth. His strength had buoyed her for most of her life, and she would forever be grateful that his reservoir seemed bottomless.

“Hasina, hasina,” Malik growled, his rough tongue lathing across her throat.

“Always,” Riala crooned, a shudder passing through her as some primal instinct responded to the rasp of the Wolf’s tongue. It made her feel like she was at his mercy. Like prey. And she loved it. Her legs spread of their own accord, to welcome him back.

Malik’s growl reverberated through her as the flared head of his thick cock pressed against her slick, eager labia. One of his paws closed around her breast, the other pressing down on her shoulder as he slowly thrust into her. “Spirits take me,” he moaned.

Riala squirmed, gasping in delight as she felt his warmth for the first time in a long while. It was familiar, yet so, so wonderful, the feeling of being spread wide, being filled to the brim with delicious Wolf cock that was devoted to her, bonded to her on a level that most humans couldn’t even comprehend. She met his thrusts with her hips as Malik bore down on her, pinning her to the bed with his bulk and driving himself into her. His heavy balls slapped gently against the curve of her ass. “Oof, slow down, big boy,” Riala crooned, letting her head fall limply on the pillows behind it. “I’m not as young as I used to be…”

“Sorry,” Malik chuckled, his tongue lolling. “Just missed this.”

“I did too.” Their lips met again, and Malik adjusted his grip on her body, pulling her up into him so her breasts mashed against his chest and every deep thrust of his cock touched her innermost depths. She gasped against him, both of them moving as one and letting everything else fade away. Grief, expectations, pressures, all it of became abstract in the moment.

It became even more abstract when Malik gently but firmly pushed Riala down to the bed and rolled her over so she was on all fours. Her body responded instinctively, her shoulders lowering and her hips rising. If she had a tail it would’ve been lifted in a dainty curl, quivering with anticipation.

The Wolf pressed up behind her, less gentle than before. He slammed himself back into her roughly, adjusted his body so his legs were hooked over hers, his powerful thighs supporting his weight while his arms clung to Riala. That thick cock slammed into her again and again, and Riala simply let herself go limp on the sheets, her hair falling in front of her eyes as she simply panted and squeaked into the silk. “Right there…” was all she managed before she lost the ability to form words completely.

Malik was already gone, grunting and growling as he satiated himself, his claws leaving faint scratch marks on her sides as he held her fast. She felt the flare of his knot with every thrust, that thick bulb of flesh at the base of his wolfhood, and craved it like nothing else. Her hips nudged back against his, desperate for that full feeling.

It came quickly, as Malik’s full length pushed inside her with a faint pop. Then the Wolf sighed in beastly contentment as he came. His cock pulsed within her, a warm rush filling her body. His teeth fastened in the scruff of her neck gently, a mating bite that only made her own orgasm a moment later all the more intense. Riala bucked underneath him, her body trembling as her breath came ragged. One of Malik’s paws closed over hers, his fingers tight against hers. They stayed like that for a long while, silence filling the room gently save for their breathing.

“You know what I forgot?” Malik said after a while. “A towel.”

Riala groaned. When he pulled out of her after his knot went down there would be no stopping the rush of Wolf cum that would spill out of her. All over her nice clean sheets. “Whatever. We’ll just avoid the damp spot.”

Malik laughed and nuzzled the back of her neck, the tender spot where his teeth had nipped. He nosed up the back of her neck to her hair, inhaling deeply of the scent there. “You’re still so beautiful, hasina,” he murmured. “Never doubt that.”

Riala grinned, gently wriggling her hips against him. “Flatterer.”

The Wolf snorted, then slowly slid off to the side so they could lie there together, nuzzling and kissing in the afterglow of their cathartic lovemaking. Riala felt a peace that she hadn’t come close to feeling since Lorn’s death. Just because she’d lost one partner didn’t mean she was allowed to neglect the other.

She would do well to remember that.

***

But of course, the next morning had to come, and with it, the consequences of her actions.

“It’s all very strange,” Griz said to her over breakfast, rubbing his temples with his fingertips. “Dinner last night is this strange blur, and it seems as though everyone had the same strange dream of a massive orgy in the main hall.”

Riala nodded hurriedly. “Oh, yes. It seems as though one of the beverages went bad, or some prankster among my staff spiked it with something. We’re working very hard to figure out who was responsible.” Behind Griz, Malik looked as though he was barely holding his laughter in.

“I have full confidence in you, Milady,” Griz said. He looked her right in the eye. “You know, I was worried you’d lost your fire since Lorn passed. But seeing the way you handled Veni’s disrespect yesterday made me realize I was wrong. You’re still the Wolf Queen after all.”

Riala blinked. “I… appreciate that, King Griz. You flatter me.”

“Not at all! I speak the truth!” Griz slowly rose from the table. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I must prepare for my presentation this morning. You’ll be there, of course?”

Riala looked past him to Malik again. The Wolf inclined his head, as if to say whatever your choice is, I’ll be with you. She smiled, and even though she didn’t have a tail to speak of, it might as well have been wagging. “I think I shall.”


"Breaking The Drought" by Belinda LaPage

The Enchanted Forest was no place for a water sprite. Perrière was lost, alone, and frightened beyond measure—every rustling leaf and snapping twig a fresh new terror. Would she ever find the ocean again? Granted, it had been only an hour since she’d been caught in the tempest, whorled through the aether, and dumped in a quivering mess on the forest floor, but time has a way of stretching when you’re utterly miserable.

Not to mention naked.

She still hadn’t stopped blushing. The delicious freedom she always felt when swimming nude had evaporated like sea spray in the sun. Lost now in the forest, she felt vulnerable and so deeply ashamed. She was thankful for her hair—long, wavy, and shimmery blue. It concealed the ample swell of her breasts but fell a few inches short of protecting her greater modesty.

For a barefoot water sprite, picking a path through the rock- and twig-strewn forest was no mean feat, and for the supple-skinned Perrière, her knees knocking and hands cupped desperately fore and aft, it was nigh on impossible.

“Ow. Ow. Ow!” Why did everything in The Enchanted Forest have to be so sharp? What a dreadful place to live. She’d held the tears at bay thus far, but they were oh-so close. How she longed to be back in the water, riding the bow-waves of the great clipper ships. When the wind was right, she’d cavort in the spray whipping off their crests, droplets of water beading her ivory skin. And what if a sailor should spy her—rivulets coursing over her breasts or streaming though the gap between her thighs?  What fun then, lying beneath the waves and hiding in plain sight, camouflaged by the rippling surface and her flowing hair. She’d watch them search, licking their lips, determined to catch another glimpse of her naked beauty. But they never did.

“You don’t belong here.”

“Wha—?” Perrière twisted so quickly her flying hair wrapped twice around her body. Her hands danced frantically, covering her breasts, revealing her bottom; in the moment of panic, she flashed the blue wisps between her legs more than enough to draw unwanted attention down there.

“Where are your clothes?” It was a fairy—Perrière saw her now, coming out of the bushes. A head shorter than herself, the fairy had large, wide-set eyes, and impossibly long lashes. She was achingly pretty, Perrière thought, and elegant too, sheathed in a filmy strip of yellow that clung to her slender curves like spider’s silk. “And why are you wet?” the fairy asked, not waiting for an answer to her first question. “That tempest dropped not a single drip. How does a creature the likes of you find water so plentiful?”

“I’m a water sprite,” said Perrière. “I’m always wet. And as for clothes, if I’d known I was visiting the forest I’d have worn a dress of kelp and cuttlefish heels, but the tempest swept me up without so much as a by-your-leave.”

“A water sprite, you say?” The fairy batted her eyelashes at Perrière, her gossamer wings quivering fetchingly. “I’ve heard about sprite magic. Is it true what they say?”

Find a sprite

Whose lips be pursed

Kiss her quickly

Ye’ll never thirst

Perrière shrugged. “I suppose. I’ve never tried.”

“What’s your name, sprite?” The fairy sidled closer. Those eyelashes really were stupendously long.

“They call me Perrière.”

“Fleur.” The fairy offered her hand. “Princess Fleur.”

There was really nothing Perrière could do but take it. She shook her hair down over her breasts again and took Fleur’s right hand in her left, curtseying awkwardly. “Fleur, I’m so lost. Will you help me get back to the ocean?”

“The ocean… the ocean…” Fleur mused, still holding Perrière’s hand, slowly twining her fingers among the sprite’s. “You know, I have been to the ocean, but I’ve had such a troublesome time remembering anything since the brook ran dry.” She pressed the back of her hand (the one not clutching Perrière’s) theatrically to her own forehead. “If only I weren’t so thirsty.”

“Oh, you poor thing,” said Perrière, forgetting her nakedness and stroking Fleur’s forearm, the downy blond hairs there tickling her palm.

“Unless…?”

“Yes?” Perrière leaned forward.

“If you kissed me,” Fleur said, arching one eyebrow, “you might slake my thirst.”

“Really?”

“Yes indeed.” The fairy’s lashes fluttered again. “And then I could concentrate more fully on this matter of helping you find the ocean.”

“Would you?” Perrière verily danced on the spot. “Oh, I’d be so grateful.”

“I’m sure you would,” Fleur said softly. “But first, that kiss.”

Perrière had never kissed a girl, though she’d dwelled on the prospect more than once in her twenty-some years. And Fleur was so very pretty, she found the idea strangely compelling. She licked her lips and then immediately kissed them dry, worried she would repel the helpful fairy. “I don’t really know what to—”

“Just purse your lips,” Fleur said, suddenly half a step closer.

Perrière gulped audibly and did as she asked, pursing to her most fulsome pucker.

Fleur fluttered her wings and rose to meet her. “Close your eyes.”

She closed them. A fairy hand slid beneath the curtain of her hair and cupped her nape, and when Perrière’s lips parted in surprise, they were met with a supple touch, dry and soft, and the tickle of fairy breath on her cheek.

Oh my.

Fleur kissed her once, twice. Perrière realized with a start she wasn’t kissing back and made haste to do so. She copied the fairy’s actions, closing her mouth, plucking gently at her lips.

“Mmm.” Fleur’s other hand slithered around Perrière’s waist and pulled her close, pressing together their breasts, their tummies, and more southern climes as well.

Perrière heard the sound of the fairy’s beating wings, but only barely, over the pounding of her own heart. Never had she imagined a kiss could be so… She opened her mouth and Fleur’s tongue stole inside. Oh my! Her breath shuddered. Her nipples hardened to stony chips and an unexpected heat kindled between her legs. Her arms—acting of their own accord, it seemed—stole around the fairy’s tiny waist, tracing her shape, touching, caressing.

Fleur stilled her wings and relied on Perrière’s embrace to stay aloft. She was scarcely any weight at all. Perrière’s searching hands traced up her back and found the root of her wings, sheathed in muscle and sinew, which she tenderly stroked before following their lines up to the delicate panes of gossamer silk—so light, so soft.

“These are wonderful,” Perrière breathed, coming up for air. “If I had wings, I’d fly along the tops of the waves, letting them lick at my body from below.”

“You wouldn’t,” Fleur said, swiping moisture from her chin, for Perrière was shedding heavily in her excitement. “You can’t fly if your wings get—” Her face contorted into a mask of shock. “Oh!” She stared down at her soaking dress. “Ah!” She cast desperately over each shoulder, fluttering her wings and sending droplets flying. “You wet my wings!”

Fleur leapt free and Perrière backed away, alarmed. “You soggy, slippery…”—Fleur bared her teeth, shuddering with rage—“slut!” Then, in a whorl of fairy dust, she disappeared.

Perrière deflated. “But what about the ocean?”

An angry, disembodied voice echoed through the forest. “I hope you drown in it!”

***

The tears came. To go from the sweet tenderness of the fairy’s kiss, which had made Perrière feel so… well, so unlike ever before, and then to be called a… She couldn’t even think the word. It was so humiliating.

And soggy? Perrière thought of her own kind as glistening, glimmering—on this occasion, perhaps a little dewy—but soggy? What a dreadful thing to call somebody.

She sank to the forest floor and cried, great hitching sobs wracking her chest, her long blue hair a-tangle and hanging in her face. Alone, cruelly attacked, and now with jagged sticks and stones digging into her bottom, Perrière was swallowed up by her hatred of the forest—and by any reasonable assessment, the forest hated her right back.

She cried to the sky, “It’s not fair!”

“I don’t remember saying it was,” answered a morose voice.

Perrière cast about desperately through misted eyes, hunting for the unexpected voice. “Who said that?”

“Don’t mind me.” It came from across the clearing. “Nobody ever does, anyway.”

“I can’t see you.” Perrière wiped her eyes and searched again, but there was nobody. Unless there’s somebody behind that rock. Spying on me! She shook her hair down over her breasts again and pulled her knees up to her chest. “Come out and show yourself.”

“You don’t need to pretend, you know.” The rock stood up on a pair of squat, rocky legs and stretched its squat, rocky neck. “If you don’t want to talk to me, then don’t. But don’t pretend you can’t see me. It’s not very nice.”

Perrière blinked, scarcely able to credit a talking rock—even in The Enchanted Forest. “I beg your pardon, Mr… Um, I mean, I’ve never met a rock before.”

“And I’ve never met a fish.”

Perrière bridled. “I’m not a fish! I’m a water sprite.” She flicked back her hair to show the milky skin (not scales!) of her shoulders and arms.

“And I’m a golem, not a rock,” it droned. “It doesn’t feel very nice, does it?”

“I apologize, Mr Golem, Sir. I’ve never met a golem before, either. This is my first time in the forest and most everything is new. I never meant to suggest you were in any way, ahem, rocky.”

“I’m made of mud.”

“M-m-…” Perrière coughed, not sure for the moment that she’d heard correctly, and yet her eyes told her that this creature was indeed made of mud, dried now into solid reddish-brown blocks. “I see,” she said, recovering quickly. “Rock indeed. I must have some in my head where my brains once lived.” She got to her feet and moved closer. “Do you have a name? Mine’s Perrière.”

“I am Brique.”

“I beg your pardon? Brick?”

“Brick? Shake the water from your ears, sprite. What craftsman would give their creation such a blundering designation?”

“I’m so sorry.” Perrière held out a reassuring hand. “Will you say it again so I may learn it properly?”

“Brique,” said the golem. “Brique, Brique, Brique.” He rocked back and forth (very brick-like, Perrière thought) on his stumpy legs.

“Breek.”

Brique sighed loudly.

“My friend,” Perrière said (choosing the path of lesser offence), “I’m lost in the forest. Do you know how to get back to the ocean?”

“I don’t like the ocean.”

Perrière beamed. “You know it, then?”

“Never heard of it,” he said. “It sounds awful, though. I’m sure I’d hate it.”

Poor Perrière’s shoulders slumped again.

“Arbora would know,” said Brique.

“Arbora?” Was there hope after all?

“Arbora is queen of the forest. She knows everything.”

Perrière almost quivered with anticipation. “Is she close? Where can I find her? Will you take me?”

“Hmph. Why didn’t you just say so?” moaned Brique. He rocked backwards, weaving between a couple of trees before Perrière realized he was actually walking somewhere.

She hurried after him. “Brique?” she called, finding the courage to try his name again now it had had some time to echo around in her head. “I can’t see your face. Are you going forwards or backwards?”

Brique stopped and turned his head, offering Perrière his profile and making her gasp. His face, or what was left of it, was ravaged by time and heat—sandblasted to an almost featureless plane with deep, dry fissures running from his crown to his chin.

“And that’s why I turn away to talk,” he said, waddling slowly onward.

“I’m sorry.” Perrière felt some of his pain herself, though she’d never known the burden of ugliness. “I gasped and that was rude.” She thought to follow the apology with a lie, to say the damage really wasn’t so bad, but it was.

Brique walked on and Perrière followed.

“So, this Arbora,” she continued, deftly changing the subject. “Is she a good queen?”

“She’s not my queen.”

“Oh, I thought—”

“Golems don’t have queens. We have makers.”

“Oh, who was your—?”

“He’s dead.”

Clearly, conversation with Brique was going to be fraught.

He brushed too close to a tree, and great flakes of what Perrière first thought was bark peeled away. When she stepped up to it, though, she saw instead that it was clay, and it had flaked off the golem himself.

She picked it up and was about to show him, but it melted in the middle and collapsed in her moist hand. “Oh dear.” She clutched at it with both hands lest she lose the lot, and in a trice the whole sheet had turned to mud—not the stagnant, foul kind she’d found before in estuaries, but smooth and clean, viscous between her fingers.

Perrière turned her hands over, regarding them thoughtfully. From the palms, at least, she looked for all the world to be wearing a pair of elegant, reddish-brown gloves. She rubbed her hands together to complete the effect, scalloping the lines of mud prettily around her wrists.

When more clay flaked away from Brique’s shoulders and back, she collected it up and gave herself a matching bustière, painting her breasts and a single strap, like a sash, running over one shoulder.

Brique had stopped up ahead at a dry creek bed. Perrière scurried to catch up, plastering down the unruly thatch between her legs with mud and painting herself a pair of panties, mimicking the lacy style she’d spied up the dresses of fine ladies on passing cruisers.

“This used to be our brook,” Brique said.

“It doesn’t look very brook-like.” The ochre color of its cracked surface reminded Perrière of Brique himself. She thought she knew where his clay had been sourced.

“The rains never came this year. Or last.” Brique gazed off to the left, which Perrière judged to be downstream. “Arbora is that way. Follow the brook until it splits around an island. That’s where you’ll find her.”

Perrière was disappointed to leave him. Her new clay underwear had given her some confidence and perspective, and she was warming to the golem’s company. “Won’t you come?”

“My mud is flaking,” Brique replied. “I think I’ll just stand here for another year.”

Perrière boggled. “You were standing back there for a whole year?”

Brique looked to the sky. “Maybe longer. When was the eclipse?”

Perrière remembered the eclipse. She’d watched with her parents from atop a rocky little island, but she’d only been a child. “Brique, the eclipse was ten years ago.”

“Mmm, yes. I remember looking up. Good times.”

She wondered how old he might be but was afraid to ask. “You haven’t moved from that clearing in over ten years?” She stepped in front of him and he turned his face up to her, revealing his ravaged, weather-beaten features in their full, hideous glory. “And you walked all this way to help me?”

“You asked.”

Perrière’s eyes began misting again. “I did, didn’t I?” She got down on her knees and stroked the crack running down his right cheek—or what would be a cheek if he weren’t made of clay. “Does it hurt?” Her fingers left a damp track.

“Not when you touch,” he said. “You have hands like a maker.”

Perrière leaned in close and kissed him. Not a lingering, passionate kiss like Fleur’s, but something more than a peck—something to show her gratitude for his sacrifice. She felt a soft film of clay on her lips, but she liked it and left it there.

Brique sighed happily. “That feels nice.” Slowly, and before her very eyes, Perrière’s magic spread from his mouth to the rest of his head, moistening the clay, and then it trickled down to rejuvenate the rest of his body. Brique shone like new.

Perrière had left a mark, a wet imprint of her kiss on the corner of his mouth. “Um, you’ve got a little…” She went to thumb it away but left a dent in the softened clay. “Oh dear, I’ve made it worse.”

“That’s probably not possible.”

She stroked the other side of his mouth to even it up, like a pair of dimples. “There. That’s better.”

“Thank you... Perrière.” It was the first time he’d used her name. “I hope you find the ocean. It’s probably not as dreadful as it sounds.”

She’d known him long enough to recognize that for the compliment it was. She smiled and touched his brow, smoothing the pock-marks there and healing some of the flakes where the clay hadn’t yet peeled away. It looked… nicer. “Brique, will you let me try something?”

“I don’t see how I can stop you.”

Using her magic touch on the dried brook bed, she scraped up a handful of moist clay and worked it between her fingers until it was supple enough to model. “I’m going to give you some repairs,” she said, pressing wet clay into the cracks on Brique’s face and then smoothing over the top until the line was hidden. She fashioned him more textured eyebrows, fuller lips, and a squarer jaw where age had taken the dearest toll.

“How do I look?” Brique’s voice had taken on a hopeful tone.

“Use the reflection in my eyes,” Perrière said, kneeling before him and opening her eyes wide.

Brique was silent for a few moments. “I’m upside down.”

Perrière wrinkled her nose. “I can’t help that.”

“You’re really very pretty,” he said. “But I guess you already knew that.”

“And you’re very sweet to say so.” Perrière smoothed over the last of the roughened clay on his shoulders and back. “I need to go,” she said. “Will you be okay?”

“I will. I might just stand here a few months to set.” Brique angled his head in a way that made her think he was smiling. “You would be a good maker, Perrière.”

“Thank you.” She kissed him again on the cheek, careful not to disturb her work. “Brique, I won’t forget your kindness. If you ever need help, come find the ocean and stand by the shore. The other sprites will see you and come find me. I’ll make sure they all know who you are and what you’ve done.”

“Are the rest of them as pretty as you?”

Perrière grinned. “Prettier.”

After a short silence, Brique replied, “The ocean might be nice to visit after all.”

“Until then, farewell.” Perrière walked off down the creek bed. It was smooth and warm and didn’t hurt her feet at all. And the sun had come out. She looked back as she rounded the first bend. Brique was still there, not even looking in her direction.

Goodbye, my strange new friend.

Perrière had completely forgotten she was naked, and her return to the ocean now seemed only a short matter of time.

***

She didn’t know what she’d expected to find on the island. A castle perhaps? At least a mansion. There was nothing but a tree, though; a small fig, slender, but with a beautiful sweeping canopy. It wasn’t even big enough to support a tree-house. Did Arbora live underneath in its shade? If so, she was out.

Perrière climbed up the bank. “Hello? Is there anybody here?”

No answer.

She walked toward the fig tree, casting about for any signs of life. Brique must have been mistaken, or more likely, Arbora had taken up residence elsewhere in the ten years or so he’d spent back in that clearing.

Curious looking tree. Not that water sprites were experts, but as Perrière got closer, she could see that the trunk was very… shapely. Sensual, even. It didn’t go from thick at the bottom to thin at the top like a normal tree; it began slender, gradually broadening out before dipping sharply back in like a waist, and then curving up to—

A waist… It’s a woman!

How could she not have seen that? Standing right before it now, there was no denying the shapely hips, narrow waist, full breasts. Nearly a head taller than Perrière, the figure had her arms raised and stretched, forming the two main branches that supported the canopy. And that face… High cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, lips pursed and slightly parted—her ‘hair’ was just fine texturing in the wood, but it looked as smooth as watered silk.

Could this be Arbora? Wouldn’t Brique have mentioned if she was a tree? He’d said she was queen of the forest; perhaps he’d intended that more literally than she’d expected. Or perhaps there was some powerful magic at play here that had turned her into a tree.

(Tree nymph.)

The name came to Perrière just like that. She’d probably heard mention of them before. Mermaids, fairies, tree nymphs; it was hard to keep up. The world was fairly bristling with magical creatures.

“Arbora?”

Nothing. Just the sound of her branches groaning in the breeze. Perhaps she’d died when the brook dried up. She still had leaves, but most were yellowed and unhealthy.

As with Fleur the petulant fairy, Perrière experienced a strange, animal attraction she’d never felt toward other women. Maybe it was the magic. Arbora’s curves were… magnetic. Perrière would gaze off at the branches, the roots, the rest of the small island, but without even noticing, she’d find her eyes back on Arbora’s bust—a fulsome swell draped in a fine lacework of crumbling grey moss, not unlike the clay bustière Perrière had painted on herself.

She fingered the edge of that wasted shroud along Arbora’s décolletage. It was weightless, without substance, and it crumbled beneath her touch revealing a shadowy cleavage. “Oh dear,” Perrière muttered to herself. She tried to stop one large flake from falling and only made it worse. The rest happened quickly—dead moss peeled off in great sheets, one, two, and then suddenly it all fell away, leaving Perrière scrabbling. Underneath, Arbora was supple and umber-toned, her naked breasts alive and vibrant in contrast to the surrounding grey bark.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Perrière hurried to cover her up with her hands, but then felt the blunt nubs of Arbora’s nipples tickle her palms and she pulled away, ashamed. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” And she was—not so sorry she would avert her eyes, but deeply conflicted given her own embarrassment earlier to be discovered naked.

Arbora didn’t move. Didn’t blush. Didn’t react.

Perrière took a deep, steadying breath. “Anyway, it’s not like you’ve got anything to be ashamed of.” She said it as much to herself as to the tree. “I mean, you’re beautiful, aren’t you? Who wouldn’t want to show off such a lovely body… um, trunk.” Other than me, of course, Perrière finished the thought, chagrinned.

Was Arbora smiling, or had her lips always had that slight uptick at the corners?

“It’s probably nice to get rid of all that nasty dead moss, don’t you think?” She helpfully brushed away a few last specks from Arbora’s décolletage. One fell and snagged between her breasts. “I’ll just… I mean, you don’t want that there…” She ran her fingers down the middle, stroking the smooth, burnished timber and extricating that last remnant.

“Maybe you’re not Arbora at all,” Perrière said, indulging a few more needless strokes, ensuring the wood shone to its best effect. “Maybe you’re just a tree and somebody carved you. You’re certainly very, very…” Perrière trailed a thumb down over her midriff to the small knot of her navel, brushing away invisible dust and imagined imperfections in the surface “…lovely,” she finished with a gulp.

Her fingers tingled. Was it magic or her own heightened nerves? Her breasts felt flushed, even standing in the shade of the tree. That fluttery feeling in her stomach when she’d kissed the fairy had returned with a vengeance.

“Arbora?” Perrière stepped closer still, close enough to smell the sweet, woody musk in the lee of Arbora’s delicate chin. She turned her head, accidentally-on-purpose brushing her lips against the tree nymph’s collarbone. Hot sparks raced down her chest, pricking her nipples and making them almost as hard as Arbora’s. Perrière closed her eyes and shuddered, waiting for the sweet burn to ebb.

What if she was just thirsty? Underwatered? Might a sprite’s kiss revive her as it had healed poor, dried-out Brique? It was just a kiss. It would cost her nothing. And who knew? It might save the queen of the forest. Perrière decided it would be rude not to at least try. Why should she hoard her gift while others suffered?

“I’m going to kiss you, now,” she said, watching carefully for any kind of response. “You might not realize, but I’m a water sprite and I’ve heard… I mean, I don’t know for a fact… well, actually I do because it worked for Brique, but I have this talent… I mean, you probably know already because you’re Queen and you know everything, even water sprite stuff, and if you do know already then you were probably hoping a sprite would just happen along and kiss you… and, well, I’m here now, so I’m just going to…”

Perrière ran out of breath and stood there panting, her lips a few inches from Arbora’s chin. She had to stand on tiptoes to reach those beautifully pursed and parted lips, and so to steady herself, she placed both hands on the tree nymph’s rump, which unlike her breasts was still sheathed in a dead lacework of moss. “Oh dear,” she murmured as the moss crumbled beneath her fingers. “It appears I’ve ruined your skirt.” Her lips touched Arbora’s. She could almost believe it was the mouth of a flesh-and-blood woman. Hard and dead? Not by a long stretch. Arbora’s lips were warm, smooth, and succulently shaped for kissing. Perrière kissed her twice, just because it felt so nice, and then again for good measure, using her tongue a little like the fairy had shown her to give her sprite-magic the best possible chance of success.

But nothing happened.

Damn. As Perrière dropped back down to her heels, her careless fingers brushed away the rest of Arbora’s skirt. “Dear me. I’m so clum—” She stared down at what she’d uncovered, mouth agape.

What in Neptune’s name—?

Situated in the nexus of Arbora’s thighs was a small, erect cock, projecting upward at a jaunty and frankly arousing angle. It wasn’t large by any stretch of the imagination—about a handful, Perrière figured, already fantasizing how it might feel to stroke it. And maybe squeeze it.

It should have looked odd on a beautiful woman like Arbora, but it didn’t. It looked… Perrière wasn’t sure she had a word for it.

(Divine.)

The word just popped into her head. Divine in the sense of godly, yes, but also in the other sense. Handsome. Beguiling. It was fresh, new wood—lighter in color than the dark timber of Arbora’s breasts and not faded like the rest of her. This was green wood, alive and probably coursing with sweet-scented sap.

I wonder what it tastes like.

She could find out. It’s not like she’d have to put it in her mouth (she’d done that for men before with mixed results). She’d only have to kiss it, but if the tip slipped between her lips while she was kissing it, well, sometimes accidents happened.

Perrière found herself on her knees, gently clasping Arbora’s small, neat cock in her fist. She didn’t quite remember deciding to do it, nor actually taking it in her hand, the truth be told. Sprites were passionate creatures, occasionally prone to following their hearts. This kind of thing happened most often when Perrière was sublimely happy, just swimming along following a turtle, and all of a sudden she’d be miles away from where she started, usually somewhere nice with warm, playful currents and beautiful shoals of fish. It was as though her subconscious knew what pleased her and sometimes took the initiative.

Arbora’s cock really was very lovely—maybe the loveliest thing about her, which for the captivating tree nymph was no idle compliment. It was hard, and yet… She pulled on it; it flexed, resisting her tug, but didn’t yield.

Did I make it grow?

Maybe it had always been there. It couldn’t have magically appeared just as she’d arrived—that would be ridiculous—but what if she’d caused it with her kiss? She’d heard of plants flowering when they were distressed—spreading their seed before they died. What if this was the tree nymph’s last gasp? A final chance to… what, pollinate, before she died? Was Perrière to play the part of the bee in some strange life-bringing ritual?

Trees had flowers, though, not cocks—a fact that was patently untrue in this instance, for Perrière held in her fist the very exception that disproved the rule. A very stiff exception.

She stroked it through her fist, half bracing in case something happened. It felt primed and powerful, ready somehow. The way it plunged through the soft embrace of her palm, forcing the fingers open, left Perrière with a tight feeling in her stomach and a warm tingle between her legs. She kissed the tip, lingering, allowing the seam to skate across her tongue.

Strange. She could have sworn earlier it was no more than a handful, but now she had it in her hand and there was still enough projecting out the end to kiss. She took that part inside her mouth, tasting it, sucking the head. It left a sweetness on her tongue that might just have been her imagination.

Arbora’s branches shivered.

Was that the breeze? “Arbora? Hello?” Perrière didn’t know what she’d do if the nymph answered, caught as she was with her hand wrapped around its cock. Was it getting bigger? That too, might be her imagination, but her fingers no longer seemed to meet quite so easily around its girth.

(Hibernating.)

Perrière had never heard that word before, but somehow, instinctively, it seemed, she knew what it was. Some animals could sleep while food was scarce and wake months later to feed. And plants could die off too, for years even, to the point they looked quite dead. Some could leave nothing but a seed beneath the ground. Arbora was hibernating. Perrière was sure of it. If the rains didn’t come, she might even die.

Unless somebody helps her.

Her enchanted kiss hadn’t helped, not even on the fresh, green timber growing between her legs. Perrière stood again, defeated for the moment, and regarded the nymph in her full naked glory. “How can I help you?”

(Kiss me, Perrière.)

It wasn’t so much a voice she heard in her head but an idea that spontaneously appeared there. If she dwelled on it too long then she might judge it as strange, but in the moment, it seemed completely natural. Like she was talking to herself—not an uncommon occurrence for a water sprite.

Perrière stretched up on tiptoe again, holding Arbora’s waist to balance. She kissed the tree nymph square on the lips, their noses touching.

Nothing.

“It’s not working.”

(It’s not working because you’re not doing it right.)

Did she think that thought herself? It was an uncharitable one for Perrière. She was a happy sprite and not especially prone to self-denigration. “I do so know how to kiss,” she muttered to herself, thinking about the ardent embrace she’d shared with Fleur. Not that that had worked out well.

(Don’t kiss with your lips; kiss with your heart.)

Which was exactly how she had kissed the fairy—whole-heartedly. In fact, the moment had quite gotten away from her.

Perrière rose up on her toes once more, nose to nose with Arbora. Whole-heartedly, huh? Instead of holding the nymph’s waist, this time, she embraced her, sliding her arms around her slender trunk. She closed her eyes and kissed (Like this?), not just once or twice like before, but a long, sensual exploration with her lips and tongue. Any stiffness in her posture evaporated as instinct took over; their bodies melded, the hard points of Arbora’s breasts pressing into Perrière’s own. She stroked her hands down Arbora’s back, cupping her bottom, and as she moved, swaying like a reed in the current, the nymph’s body warmed and seemed to caress her right back.

(Y-e-s-s-s-s.)

Perrière heard dry leaves rustle overhead. She tightened her embrace, raking her nails down Arbora’s back. It was like their whole bodies were touching and interlocked—lips, hands, breasts, tummies—even Arbora’s cock pressed eagerly against her soft mound. Perrière strained to make herself taller, rubbing her swollen clit against the smooth wooden cockhead, teasing and pleasing herself, coating it with the sweet, slippery musk that was now dripping excitedly from her center. Perrière gasped at this new and erotically charged contact. Her pussy rang with excitement, clit throbbing, lips swollen; her entrance peeled open, exposing moist, tender flesh to the cool air.

(Yes, kiss me.)

This wasn’t how kissing worked—Perrière wasn’t stupid—but it was what Arbora wanted. It was what they both wanted. Perrière felt it in her soul. Was that so wrong?

If I slipped it inside, that wouldn’t be wrong, either—not if it’s just the tip. And with that idle vow, she rocked forward over Arbora’s cockhead and slotted it into her entrance. Holy mackerel! It felt bigger than she’d imagined, wedged in that tight socket. Much bigger! Her pussy rejoiced, clenching, squeezing down over the tip. Her calves ached from stretching upward, and with Arbora’s big cock plugging her opening, her knees quickly jellyfished as well. She strained upward, trying to slip herself off again (What have I done?) but inevitably she tired and sank to her heels, slowly cleaving her slit and gliding her hot, convulsing sheath down over Arbora’s shaft.

Great Neptune! She was impaled! What a pretty pickle she’d gotten herself into, caught in the act of pleasuring herself and now unable to lift herself off. Oh, the shame. She’d be stuck this way until somebody happened along. She so hoped it wasn’t the fairy, Fleur.

She clasped her hands behind Arbora’s neck and pulled, stretching up on tiptoes. The big dick inside her coasted thickly through her lips, making her moan with the sweet friction along her slickened cunt walls. Almost! Perrière bounced on her toes to gain that last inch, plowing the head back and forth through the tightest part of her channel. The pleasure was unbearable. She strained with her whole being, reaching, stretching, bearing down with her inner muscles and trying to squeeze it out that way. Spritely nectar streamed from her molten core and down Arbora’s shaft. Perrière felt a rising, tingling ecstasy centered around her clit, and in a panic she stopped, panting, and slumped dejectedly back down Arbora’s cock.

It was no use.

“Ouch,” she muttered, bottoming out but only slightly pained. Despite initial impressions, Arbora was actually a little too big for her. Her girth at the root was straining Perrière’s entrance and making it burn, and the other end she could feel now snugged so deep in her innermost core, it was becoming hard to draw a breath. She stood up straighter, but it only helped a little. No way was this the same cock she’d held in her hand. This one had her stuffed full, and it felt like it was getting bigger by the second.

It’s growing inside me!

She wouldn’t last until somebody happened along to save her—by then she’d have branches growing out her ears.

How was she going to get out of this mess? The helplessness and shame overtook her. This was exactly the kind of thing her mother might have warned her about instead of just nagging her to be less impetuous. She clung to Arbora and cried into her neck, “I don’t know what to do!”

(Finish what you started.)

Again, it wasn’t a voice she heard, just a spontaneous thought appearing in her mind. And yet, she sensed its… otherness.

Arbora? She didn’t give voice to the thought this time.

(You know exactly what to do, Perrière. Or at least, your body does. It brought you this far.)

But… it’s so shameful.

(There’s nobody here but us girls. Finish what you started and get what you came for.)

I didn’t come for sex, she thought, bridling at the implication. I came for help—to find my way back to the ocean.

(The ways of the forest are often winding.)

Whatever that meant.

The idea, though, had merit; Perrière had some experience with cocks, and she knew what happened to them after sex. They wilted. And if this one could grow inside her, it could just as easily retreat. First, however, she’d have to…

I can’t believe I’m doing this.

Perrière clasped Arbora around the chest and then reached up behind her, gripping her shoulders. Creeping her feet up the slope of the tree nymph’s roots on either side gave her a little extra purchase, and she used it to once again raise herself, slurping the long wooden cock through her clinging lips, almost-but-not-quite enough to lift herself off.

Perrière set her jaw. Right. Let’s finish this.

This time, instead of sinking sullenly back down, she plunged herself onto the thick rod, ramming it deep in her cunt and stopping only when her soft labia plowed into Arbora’s groin.

(Ohhhh!)

She heard that one. She felt it, too; Arbora’s big dick swelled inside her, stretching her in the narrows of her entrance. She did it again (take that!), her pussy squelching; she was so wet, even for a water sprite. And again, Arbora’s cockhead plunged her innermost depths. Mercilessly she reamed her poor clenching pussy, knuckles white, breath ragged, riding Arbora like some mad woman.

The tree-nymph shuddered, her cock vibrating in Perrière’s core and her squeals of joy ringing in her mind.

(Yes! Oh, yes!)

That intense, building pressure low in her tummy kindled again, and the tingling warmth raced through her loins, threatening to ignite her throbbing clit. So hot! Wisps of steam wafted from her lolling breasts. Perrière squeezed down with her core muscles and redoubled her furious fucking cadence. The friction of Arbora’s cock sizzled along her cunt walls and drove her into a fucking frenzy. Hell with it; if one of them caught fire, she felt safe it wasn’t going to be the water sprite.

Perrière fucked for all she was worth, chasing a climax that always felt just over the next rise, but kept breathlessly climbing, scaling to untold heights. Arbora was so deep, she’d never had anything the like of the tree nymph’s cock inside her and the clenching, rippling spasms it triggered drove her wild with lust.

She held her breath, arched; she no longer had the strength to rise and just rocked, squeezing Arbora, grinding her own clit until suddenly the elusive peak was right there before her. Perrière squealed, caught by surprise. Every muscle clenched—her cunt, her tummy, her fingers digging into Arbora’s shoulders. Her legs folded, lifted, straining her arms and suspending the remaining weight on her pussy instead.

And then, magically, she released. Lights flashed behind her closed eyes and ecstatic heat bloomed inside where Arbora was deepest. A dull sub-sonic boom shook the ground, denuding Arbora of most of her dead leaves and momentarily darkening the sky. A gust blew through and bathed the island in a fine, cool mist. Pinching her eyes closed, Perrière rode the longest wave of her life, an endless curling tunnel of joy that lifted her senses and carried her weightless, helpless body from its glorious peak slowly down through the countless rocky shoals of delight she’d hurried past on her way up.

When the last sweet contraction ebbed, she took her weight back on her feet and Arbora’s shrinking member slipped free of her pussy. She sank to the ground, holding the nymph’s trunk for support.

The sound of tinkling water tickled her ears—a happy sound for a sprite.

“Look what you’ve done.”

Perrière started, jerking. She looked up to find herself clutching the legs of a naked goddess with deep-olive skin and wild hair every bit as green as Perrière’s was blue. “Arbora?”

The tree nymph reached down and helped her to her feet. “Come, Perrière. Look.” With an arm around her shoulders, Arbora walked her to the edge of her little island. The trees on the opposite bank were green and lush, dew dripping from their leaves. What was once dry dirt beneath their feet was rich, soft grass. A low, bubbling sound grew louder. Arbora pointed and Perrière followed her gaze to see the first tendrils of water coming around the bend in the brook. Gorgeous, wonderful water.

“Wow, was that me?” Perrière stepped down into the brook and waited for it to come down and trickle between her toes.  It felt delicious. Almost sexual. How she missed the ocean. “I didn’t know I could do this.”

“I’ve been calling for you,” Arbora said. “You or one of your sisterhood. I’d waited too long and grown roots, and then when the tempest came…” She offered Perrière an apologetic smile. “I used the last of my magic to bring you.”

Magic… Perrière stole a glance between the tree nymph’s legs. She was all woman again.

Arbora caught her looking and laughed. “Okay, not quite the last.”

Perrière frowned. “You brought me here?”

“Was it so bad?” The corners of the nymph’s lips curled up in a smile, making Perrière blush. “There was a time when sprites came to us when we didn’t even need help.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” Perrière giggled, unable to hold Arbora’s gaze for more than a few seconds. The brook was filling now. Perrière lay back and let the soothing water flow over her, rinsing off the remains of the clay she’d painted on her breasts and around her sex. “I still need to find my way home, though. Will you show me to the ocean?”

“Darling girl, the forest will show you. Where do you think the brook flows to?”

Downhill. It would carry her home.

Perrière’s blue hair swirled around her. Her bottom lifted off the creek bed and she began bobbing downstream. She caught Arbora’s eyes again. “I can’t stay.”

“And nor do you belong here, sweet sprite. But will you do me a favor?”

Perrière nodded. She’d do anything for Arbora after what they’d just shared.

“Watch the mouth of the brook. Especially in summer. If you see it dry up…”

Perrière understood. “I’ll come back.”

Arbora walked alongside her down the bank of her island.

“What if the brook doesn’t dry up?”

Arbora laughed. “You’re gorgeous, you know that? You’re welcome back any time. I’ll have a little magic waiting for you.”

Perrière let the current turn her around until she was facing backwards, eyes still locked with Arbora’s as she floated past the edge of her island. “Goodbye, then,” she called, not knowing how else to respond. She could always come back for a proper farewell. She wondered whether tomorrow might be too soon, but before she could ask, she was swept around the bend and away, back toward her ocean home.


"The Masks Of The Inquisitor" by Jaap Boekestein

“He has some kind of magic that transforms him into a beast,” said Lady Ferham. She was the wife of the King's ambassador to the court of the Grand Khan of Skynth. Her friend, Lady Calount nodded. Together with her husband she was touring the wonders of antiquity and when they arrived in Castantiun, the capital of Skynth, she had looked up her old friend. The two women were sitting in one of the public steam baths the barbarian capital was famous for. Everywhere women talked, soaked, scrubbed, were doing their hair or were playing with their children.

“Back in the Greater Kingdom Inquisitor Robert-Pierre has quite a scandalous reputation,” Lady Calount said. “His many liaisons...” The words she didn't say were very telling.

In response Lady Ferham winked. “This friend of mine, who shall remain anonymous, saw him transform into a fox-man. He put on a magic mask and sprouted fur, and tail and teeth and other parts. She says the night they spent was very satisfying.”

Both Kingdom-women giggled. They were surrounded by dozens of women, but they could talk freely. Nobody understood the Kingdom speech here.

So they thought.

“A man transforming into a beast by means of a mask?” The woman's voice had a strange hypnotic rhythm, full of subtle but powerful magic. “Tell me more about this Inquisitor Robert-Pierre.”

Both Kingdom ladies turned obediently towards the black-haired woman with amber-colored skin and strange gray eyes.

***

The bound hands of the Douairiëre Mathilda were holding on to Lord Bishop Inquisitor-of-the-Holy-Crown Robert-Pierre's horns while she screamed of joy. The magical mask that Robert-Pierre wore had given him several attributes of a bull: horns, pointy ears, a big nose. But far more important were the huge member and the animal's relentless stamina. He had been pounding the young noble widow for so long she was drooling and cross-eyed.

“Yes, yes, go on, go on,” she moaned to the rhythm of his movements. Her face was wet with sweat and his spittle. His huge tongue hung from his mouth.

Although a bull's face wasn't built to grin, somehow Robert-Pierre managed with his hybrid features. Tying her wrists to his horns with silk ribbons had been the douairiëre's own idea, and he had to admit it worked well. She was caught between his horns and his cock, so he could put real force in his thrusts. With some very satisfying results.

The beast in him wanted to come, but Robert-Pierre fought the urge back once more. He was partly beast, but foremost he still was man. Feeling the red-hot fire of the beast's urges was like being drunk, or riding a wild horse, but some part of him remained in control. He wasn't going to come before he had given the Douairiëre Mathilda her pleasure. He was experienced in the art of making love and it would beneath his honor if the pleasure wasn't mutual.

He fucked on, she continued screaming and moaning and begging and crying.

On and on.

And on.

“Holy Mother! Yes! Yes!” Her nails scratched his horns, Mathilda arched her back and came. A long animal-like cry escaped from her throat, like she was wearing a mask instead of Robert-Pierre. Her body spasmed.

The inquisitor let the animal inside him lose and with his head high — pulling the douairiëre halfway up in the process — he let go, releasing the flood.

Afterwards, they were laying in the bed exhausted, panting, worn out. Robert-Pierre took the mask in both hands and pulled. For a moment there was the sensation tearing, of losing a limb or once guts. He clenched his teeth while his body turned back to its fully human shape. It was a painful price to pay, but it was absolutely worth it.

The Douairiëre Mathilda looked at him with big eyes as he got out of bed.

The inquisitor blew her a kiss and unlocked a sturdy oak cabinet, fortified with iron bands, huge nails and powerful spells. Five masks hung at the back: a wolf mask, a fox, a snake, a bear and a lion. Robert-Pierre hung the bull mask between the others.

“These animal masks?” the Douairiëre Mathilda asked, “They all have the power to transform you into a specific beast?”

“Indeed,” Robert-Pierre said. He looked at the young woman. She was certainly lovely. There was look of curiosity and a certain... hunger in her eyes. “Tonight, I fucked you like a bull. Do you want to know how it is to be fucked by a lion or a wolf?”

“Or a snake?” she said wishfully. “To feel those scales, and fangs and that strangling body wrapped around me...” She started to rise but groaned and looked under the sheets. “Oh, by the dear Sun Mother, only not now! I'm all bruised and raw!” It didn't sound like a complaint at all.

“Another time,” the inquisitor promised. He didn't mind to postpone their next tryst. Being a man- animal wore him out. There was always a price to pay for magic.

“Certainly, my dear Lord.”

The Douairiëre Mathilda licked her lips and looked at the cabinet with the masks. “Is this not heretical magic?”

Robert-Pierre closed the cabinet and locked it. “Not when it is sanctified by a bishop of the Divine Temple.” He winked and made the sign of the Holy Circle.

The young widow laughed. “Ah, of course, lord bishop.”

The Douairiëre Mathilda could not stay long and after she had left in her carriage, the inquisitor took the bath his servants had prepared for him. Although it had been a most pleasurable night, Robert-Pierre's mood was melancholic, as often after a lover had left. Sipping a glass of wine, he contemplated the six magical masks in his possession. Such powerful objects! Once used for terror and murder, but now strictly for pleasure. Should he not have destroyed them once he seized them, five years ago? But they were such beautiful works of magic! And in his hands they would never be misused again.

Robert-Pierre sipped his wine once more, closed his eyes, and let the warm water ease his tired muscles. Memories of five years ago filled his mind.

***

His lover Serben came out of his trance and the Inquisitor Robert-Pierre handed him a pewter mug of steaming wine. The Chardesh was a province at the northern edge of the Greater Kingdom. It was a dark, dismissal place of cold winds, colder rains, rocky hills and deep forests. The perfect hideout for a cult of mythical assassins who had killed in secret for the highest bidder all over the continent and beyond. According to the stories Robert-Pierre had managed to patch together, they killed their victims in some demonic half-animal form: snake, bear, lion, tiger or such. Powerful magic used for evil. The inquisitor of the Holy Crown hunted for monsters and warlocks who abused their powers and the assassins hiding in their stronghold in the next valley where all of that.

Serben blinked. The exoticly pale, blond wizard took a sip from the wine and touched the pendant of stylized tree of life. The followers of the Tree were rare in the Greater Kingdom but like any other religion, their beliefs were allowed.

“A lot of alarms, but very few guards,” the foreign wizard said after a handful of heartbeats. “They think they are safe. If we are careful we can surprise them.”

“We will move after midnight and surprise them at dawn,” Robert-Pierre said. Tracking at night through hostile woods wasn't easy, but all the men were veterans. They had dealt with all kind of evil throughout the years.

“What will we do until then?” Serben asked innocently. His smile and the look in his eyes betrayed something very different.

“You're a true heathen, thinking of sex in this ghastly weather,” the inquisitor-of-the-Holy-Crown said, but he stepped towards his lover and put his hand on the golden hair. Robert-Pierre wore a fur trimmed cloak but still could feel the cold in his bones.

“Back home this is a mild summer's day. We are not soft like you perfumed men of the Kingdom.”

“That's called civilization, you barbarian. And Kingdom-men are not soft at all.”

“They are not?” teased the wizard.

“Fuck no.” Robert-Pierre had been busy with the buttons of his breeches. With Serben's help he managed to take out his dick.

“Not bad, but I've seen harder.”

“It's cold as your grandmother's ass in here,” the inquisitor croaked. He knew what was coming and in spite of the cold his dick was starting to come alive.

Serben took Robert-Pierre's rod — Cold fingers! Cold fingers! — and closed his warm wine-moist lips around the head. His tongue rubbed quickly against the purple flesh. The cold fingers dove right into Robert-Pierre's breeches and started to tickle and squeeze his balls.

“Holy Sun-Mother, yes,” Robert-Pierre whispered. He didn't want the guards outside to hear them. Fucking your companion during the march was no offense, and what went on between the barbarian and himself was certainly no secret, but as an officer you just didn't fuck in front of the men.

The blond barbarian looked up, his eyes laughing, and kept on sucking the dick of his lover. He was good at what he did. There wouldn't be time for a real proper fucking, but this way Robert-Pierre could at least release some of the tensions before the raid.

By now the dick was rock hard and gleaming.

“Don't take it out,” Robert-Pierre begged. His breath was white. “It's cold.”

Serben laughed. He took a sip of the still warm wine and without swallowing he took the throbbing dick once more in his mouth.

“Nggg!”

The combination of warm wine, rubbing tongue and sucking lips was just too much. Without much ceremony Robert-Pierre came with a big thrust, followed by a second one when the devilish foreign wizard pinched his hot flesh in some very special spot.

Robert-Pierre stood in the middle of the tent, breathing heavy while Serben thoroughly cleaned his lover's dick with his tongue and lips. “By the Sun-Mother, I needed that.”

“Hm-hum. I know. Glad to be of service. May the Life Tree give you strength.” Serben pushed Robert-Pierre's cock back in his breeches.

“You are an evil cock sucking heathen, my friend.”

“You would not have it any other way. Even when you have me in all those other different ways.”

The Inquisitor-of-the-Holy-Crown laughed. “You're right. Now let's plan how to take the citadel of those assassins.”

The next morning the men of the King's Inquisitor stormed the stronghold of the warlocks, Inquisitor Robert-Pierre leading from the front. The guards, hairy beast men from some local tribe, fought to the death.

By the time Robert-Pierre, Serben and the King's soldiers broke down the doors to the main house, the warlocks had killed themselves. On the wall hung six animal masks.

Inquisitor Robert-Pierre didn't notice a seventh mask was missing.

***

The Douairiëre Mathilda could not make it to the party. Her late husband's aunt and uncle were paying her a visit and going off to one of the notorious gatherings of the Lord Bishop Inquisitor-of-the-Holy-Crown Robert-Pierre was just not done. She sent Robert-Pierre a note that she hoped to visit him at the next opportunity; a message the inquisitor read with a grin. The douairiëre was living up to her reputation ofor sexual perversion and he was sure she would not rest until she had fucked him in all of the beast-forms. He was looking forward to it.

On a whim, or maybe inspired by the previous conversation with the young widow, Robert-Pierre had decided that the theme of his new party was to be 'beasts'. The two hundred or so guests had gone out of their way to be as extravagant as possible. There were beast masks with plums and manes, there were beast cloaks and dresses and fur tails. Several guests had animals on leashes, or men and women, some of them on all fours. A pair of twin sisters wore birdcages with songbirds in their wigs. The musicians wore all black crow uniforms and the servants carried red ant-like armor and helmets with waving antennae.

Robert-Pierre himself was dressed in a blue velvet suit covered with embroidered peacock eyes. Pretty Emperor Peacock who thought he could sing, and no animal dared to tell him otherwise. Of course it was a joke, but all his parties were whimsical. Such was his nature. Robert-Pierre's party mask was nothing more but a handful of colored feathers, hiding almost nothing of his face. I don't need a mask, I am Pretty Emperor Peacock.

As the host of the party Robert-Pierre enjoyed himself. He talked and drank, and laughed and danced. During one of those wild dances, with some count's wife dressed up like a poodle, a blur of black and yellow stripes caught his eyes.

Under her flowing orange and black striped silk coat the woman wore an airy yellow shirt, a loose striped pantaloon — Really, a woman in...? Yes! — and short leather boots. Her long black hair, so dark it was almost blue, was caught in a fine golden snood. Her wooden mask was fierce, almost primitive: a tiger with coarse stripes of paint. Light gray eyes lit up behind it. The skin of her hands and throat had the rich color of amber, like the people of the jungle kingdoms in the far south.

Robert-Pierre felt her watching him, like she was observing prey. He didn't know why, but a shudder of excitement ran over his back.

A spell to attract my attention? According to the stories, they have some really weird magic in those lands.

Spell or not, Robert-Pierre could not deny the woman was exotic. She radiated power and something else he could not name.

Danger?

The inquisitor made his way to the woman, talking and joking to his guests as he went. Finally, they stood eye to eye. Strangely enough nobody bothered the tiger-woman, or Robert-Pierre.

Like they are afraid for her, without them even realizing.

She looked at him, saying nothing. Just those strange, gray eyes.

The inquisitor was the first to break the silence. He bowed: “My name is Robert-Pierre. How can I be of service, milady?”

“You are the Inquisitor Robert-Pierre? The man of the beasts?”

The hairs on his back stood up. The magic in her voice was unmistakable. It reminded Robert-Pierre of hot honey, fierce winds, the roaring of a fire. Behind his back he made a counter-sign and felt the power wash away.

“Tonight I am the Peacock King, milady. And you are?” Even without her subtle seduction magics she was very intriguing.

Her face was hidden by her mask, but Robert-Pierre could tell she was surprised he could resist her magic. But it didn't seem to deter her. “I am the Tiger Princess, dear Peacock King.”

Robert-Pierre bowed again, not taking his eyes of the woman, like fencers did. “Welcome to my court, Tiger Princess. I see you have travelled far.” He weaved a little magic in his own voice. Not to seduce, or to dominate. No, nothing so coarse! But magic of a weak, subtle longing to answer any question he asked. The spell was easily overcome, if one was aware of it.

“I searched for five years,” the woman said without thinking, followed by a surprised clacking of the tongue. She had discovered his magic. “Five years for a man who is worthy of me,” she added.

“And you came to my court,” Robert-Pierre said with a smile. This was a mysterious woman. She was a witch, a foreigner, beautiful and certainly a little bit dangerous. His lust awoke, down below. It wasn't a proper fire, but there certainly was something glowing. Oh yes, he wanted to bed her, conquer her, please her, make her cry and beg and scream.

“I did. To see if the reputation of this Kingdom inquisitor was true, or just a bunch of fanciful tales spread by women with little experience.”

She is challenging me.

“I am sure all those tales are exaggerations, from the minds of unsatisfied women suffering from an impotent husband and a long line of boring lovers.” Robert-Pierre waved with his hand. “I can't think of anything else.” He wanted to bed this woman, but he wasn't going to run after her like a fool with his dick hanging from his breeches. She wanted him? She would have to play the game of seduction.

The Tiger Princess imitated his gesture. “Then I was misinformed. I heard this Inquisitor Robert-Pierre could transform into several beasts and give a woman — or a man — satisfaction in ways no one else could. Someone worthy of a Tiger Princess. But if he is not here...” She smiled.

“I could help you find the beast man you're looking for, Tiger Princess,” Robert-Pierre said. “With all these masks, who know who is who? What is man, or beast?” He offered her his hand, an invitation to dance.

“Yes, who knows.” The foreign witch took his hand. “Let's find out.”

***

Robert-Pierre's mansion offered rooms and discrete alcoves for his guests to retreat, but his private quarters were locked and protected by many layers of guarding spells. Robert-Pierre took the Tiger Princess to his bedroom where the oak cabinet with the six animal masks waited.

A hundred candles provided the light, sweet essences drifted through the air. Robert-Pierre threw off his Pretty Peacock mask. “There is no king of birds any more. Only a humble man who wants to love you, Tiger Princess.”

She watched him, maybe even smiled behind her mask.

Robert-Pierre could not tell. But she didn't retreat when he stepped towards her and reached behind her ears. He found the ribbon holding up the mask and pulled the tie.

He took off the carved Tiger-mask.

Her face was beautiful, but exotic. Her nose was fierce, her chin strong. How different from those Kingdom ladies! But very, very beautiful. The look in her eyes was impossible to read.

Strength. Danger.

Robert-Pierre felt his member stir. He wanted her.

He kissed her, and she responded. Just as fierce as he had expected. She wanted to conquer him with her kiss, just as he wanted to conquer her with his. After a dozen heartbeats, they ended in a draw, both of them gasping for air, both of them aware of the power of the other. Robert-Pierre's blood ran hot and his heart beat fiercely in his chest. His dick was hard, pushing without mercy against his velvet breaches.

“What is your name, fierce lady?” Robert-Pierre wanted to know. “Tell me.”

Without warning she pushed him back, escaping from his arms. One, two, three fleeing steps and she turned around again, facing him. She kicked out her soft boots, pulled open her yellow shirt and let her pantaloon drop on the floor. Now she was naked, for her silk coat and open shirt. A beautiful body, strong but still lush like a desert oasis. Her nipples were dark rosebuds on a canvas of amber skin. The hair between her legs was short and curly, gleaming with a subtle shine.

“I go by the name of Tiger Princess and I want to see the beast,” she said. “Show me their form, Kingdom-man.”

It was like Robert-Pierre was already wearing one of the masks, so strong was the urge storm her, throw her on the bed and fuck her. Was is some kind of magic, or just pure lust? It didn't matter.

With all his willpower Robert-Pierre mastered the urge. He didn't reply, just 3watched her while he slowly undressed. You have power, but I am stronger. I can resist you.

He dropped his jacket, revealing broad shoulders and hardened muscles. Although he hadn't been on a campaign for over a year, he had trained every other day. By definition was an inquisitor a warrior.

His low shoes ended up in a corner, as did his silk stockings.

Tiger Princess was watching him. She wasn't aware of it, but her tongue quickly moistened her lips.

Who was seducing whom now?

His breeches clung to his body, to his stiff dick which was pointing like a spear. Robert-Pierre saw her eyes dart down for a moment, and read her approval.

“Now we are without masks. Naked. A man and a woman. You want to be fucked by a beast? You want to feel the power and the rage and the lust of a beast?” he asked.

“Yes, show me,” she whispered. Her voice trembled very slightly.

Why did he catch her in a holding spell?

Danger. Danger. Danger.

Tiger Princess cried out when invisible hands took hold of her and pushed her softly against the wall. For one moment she fought her bounds, then she looked at him. She didn't say anything, didn't protest, nor demand to be released.

Robert-Pierre opened the oak cabinet. Six animal faces looked at him.

He looked at her. She was watching him, watching the masks. Still she didn't speak.

“What do you want to be fucked by?” Robert-Pierre asked. He felt dizzy with lust and a dark desire. He had never forced a woman. Never used his magic for something like this. But he felt the danger building up. This was a battle of wills. One moment of weakness and he would be defeated.

Still she said nothing, challenging him with her eyes.

The inquisitor took the wolf's mask and put it on. He wanted something fierce, something cunning, something dangerous to meet this woman.

It was like a birth: entering into a larger world, guided by pain and confusion. His skin stretched, bones realigned, teeth grew, ears got larger, fur grew. And his senses... He could smell the world, all the thousand layers. He could hear, and taste, and feel. He was still standing up, he was still man, he was still Lord Bishop Inquisitor-of-the-Holy-Crown Robert-Pierre, but he also was the wolf, the beast.

He looked at the witch called Tiger Princess. He wanted her.

Growling he stepped towards her.

“Do you want to fuck the wolf?” he asked with difficulty. A wolf's throat wasn't suited for speech.

“Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “Release me, and you can fuck me, wolf-man.”

Those gray eyes, still challenging him, daring him. She wasn't afraid. He smelled no fear on her. None at all.

He stepped forward. His hot animal breath rolled over her face. His fingers left traces on her breasts. Her nipples were erect like little dark watchtowers. She still defied him.

The wolf part smelled her excitement. Subtle but unmistakable.

The human part of Robert-Pierre released the holding spell. It would be her own choice. He needed her to want him by her herself, not under duress.

She was free. She looked into his dark, wild eyes.

“Fuck me, beast.”

He growled, took her in his arms and threw her on the bed. So fierce! With so much force!

No cries, no shrieks. Quick as lighting she turned around, pulled up her coat and offered him her ass. It was beautiful like a twin pair of figs, with a little dark plum hanging between them. Her smell was so strong.

She looked back at him. “Fuck me like the filthy beast you are. Let go, you bastard. Fuck me as hard as you can.”

Hot animal anger overwhelmed Robert-Pierre. She didn't tell him what to do! This bitch-woman belittled him, taunted him, wanted to be overwhelmed.

Wants me to lose control, a little voice said in the back of Robert-Pierre's head, but it was drowned out by the howling of the wild wolf. Or maybe his human part wanted to lose control as well.

Man or beast. Was there even a difference?

His cruel dug into her shoulders, his cock entered her from behind.

She received him with a subdued moan, like she was fighting her own feelings.

Panting, drooling, howling, Robert-Pierre — beast and man — started to fuck her with all his might.

There was no tenderness, no well-practiced techniques or subtle teasing. Robert-Pierre fucked her like he wanted to possess the woman under him. He wanted to dominate her, let her suffer and beg.

By now he was far more beast than man.

Oh, the folly of blind lust, reducing the mightiest emperor to a drooling animal, changing the most cautious wizard — or inquisitor — to a careless fool.

Seven beast masks the assassins once forged: wolf, fox, snake, bear, lion, bull... and tiger.

Six masks Inquisitor Robert-Pierre recovered.

But he didn't know about the tiger-mask.

Robert-Pierre didn't see her reach inside her coat. He didn't see her put on the mask. Not the one from the party. No, this was a real tiger-mask.

He felt the woman under him change.

He was deep inside her and she changed. Powerful muscles, striped fur, a wild, wild smell.

And fangs. And claws.

She turned around, to rip open his throat, to tear his guts from his body.

But she hadn't counted on the fact that she was being fucked by a wolf.

How long do wolves fuck?

A long time. A wolf's dick doesn't come out easily. Once inside it swells, blocking retreat. Together they stay locked, the wolf and his bitch. For hours sometimes.

Robert-Pierre, man, wolf, was inside her. Could not get loose.

She, the woman, the tigress, could not get loose.

Locked together, mortal enemies.

Fighting, biting, clawing. Fuck-locked, unable to kill.

They screeched, they howled, they destroyed the bed. Blood and fur. Bound by his cock, by her cunt.Her claws tried to rip open his face, but she missed. Almost. One of the tigress' nails hooked behind the edge of the wolf mask.

A moment of tearing, of becoming a man once more.

He was on top of a tigress woman, all stripes and claws.

He could use no magic, a red haze was still clouding Robert-Pierre's mind. The inquisitor handled by pure instinct. His hands came together at the tigress throat and he pulled.

The tiger mask flew through the ruined room.

Man, woman, once more. Covered with blood and bruises, still connected by the flesh.

Blinking Robert-Pierre tried to formulate a spell to stop the witch. He didn't get the time he needed: she swung her forehead with all force against his nose, breaking it.

By the time the pain retreated and he got his wits, she had caught him in a spell: he couldn't move or couldn't conjure up a counter spell. The magic stayed just out of grasp.

She looked at him, her face covered with blood from several wounds. In her hands she had the tiger mask once more.

“Five years ago, an assassin came by night, in animal form,” she said. Her voice almost sang. “The tiger killed my brother, and when I killed the tiger, the beast turned into a man. A filthy assassin.”

Robert-Pierre didn't say anything, couldn't say anything. He was caught by her voice.

“For years I searched for the men that sent the assassin. Until I heard about a Kingdom-man who could become a beast by putting on a mask.”

She looked at the wolf mask, at the other beast masks.

“This is the same magic. You murdered my brother. And now you're going to tell me who sent you. And then you die, by the same beast that killed my brother.” She held up the mask.

Robert-Pierre wanted to say something, to explain he wasn't an assassin. That he was the man who had put a stop to the killing demon beasts.

He didn't get the chance. He felt some kind of spell take hold of him. His voice started to reveal the truth all by itself.

***

Two months later, the night before her departure, the fucked once more as their favorite pair: tigress and wolf.

They loved the power, the fierceness, the danger.

Robert-Pierre was holding Tiger Princess — She still refused to tell him her former name. “I am Tiger Princess.” — in his arms. Their beast masks were at the sides of the bed.

“You really have to go tomorrow?” the inquisitor asked, although he knew the answer.

“I'll have to, my love,” Tiger Princess answered. “I need to avenge my brother. Somewhere, someone knows why he was killed.”

“I'll keep out all the eyes and ears of the King's spies,” Robert-Pierre promised. “They are experts in digging up secrets.”

“I'll come by in six months’ time, to hear if you have found something,” Tiger Princess promised.

“Even if you find you brother's killer in the meantime?” Robert-Pierre asked, anxiously. So far, they hadn't made any promises. Their affair was based on pure lust, he had told himself many times. Now he wasn't so sure any more.

She kissed him. “In that case I will return sooner. As long...”

“As long what?”

“As long as you don't wear those beast masks while fucking that Douairiëre Mathilda, or any other women. I've seen them make eyes at you, those pampered cows. They want you to take them, and hate me for having you. You can fuck them, I won't deny you that, but only as a man. The beasts are mine.”

“No fucking women in my beast form. Or men, for that matter,” Robert-Pierre promised. He grinned. “I'm expecting an old friend, Serben, to come by at the end of the summer. I think you will like him. I'll keep him busy until you return.”

Tiger Princess kissed him. “Do that, and we will see how much we all like each other. Is he strong enough to wear a mask?” Now Tiger Princess grinned.

Images of all possible combinations danced through Robert-Pierre's head.

“Holy Mother! You come back, you hear me!”

“I will. I certainly will.” Tiger Princess bit his earlobe and blood stained the sheets. “I promise.


"The Dragon’s Mate" by Alana Church

The farmhouse was quiet.

At the big table near the kitchen, lit by the glowing lanterns suspended from the roof-beams, Kinzi Hayfield sat, surrounded by her family. But the meal, made especially by her mother and containing all of her favorite dishes, tasted like ashes in her mouth. A pall of gloom hung over them all – her parents, her older sister Lizbet and her husband Velden, even the irrepressible twins, Finch and Lark.

They all knew what would happen tomorrow.

And that Kinzi would never be coming home again.

Lizbet cleared her throat. In the silence, broken only by the scrape of forks and knives over wooden plates, it seemed as loud as a clap of thunder.

“Surely,” she said, her voice quavering. “There’s something we can do?”

No one spoke. At the head of the table, her father shook his head, the movement heavy and slow with grief.

“It’s the law, Kitten.” In the gloom, his shoulders hunched, and Kinzi could sense his frustrated rage. “How can we flout it, after we have prospered under its protection for so many years? I didn’t hear you complain when the girl from Greenspring was chosen last year. Or the one from Knightsbridge the year before that. Or the one from Northcliff the year before that.”

“But…”

“But now it’s our turn. Our village that was chosen when the Great Wheel was spun last wintertide. And our household, out of all the ones in Broadfield, was chosen by the fates when the lottery was held.” His face, when he lifted it, was haunted, suddenly old, and his hands clenched into impotent fists on the heavy table.

“But why? Why did the old kings make a bargain with a dragon in the first place? And why don’t they… why don’t they tell the dragon we’ve changed our mind?”

“Why, Lark? Because our country is small and weak and poor. We don’t have wide swathes of rich farmland, or deep harbors for trade. Or mountains full of gold and silver and jewels. All we have is our wits and our bodies.” Her mother’s voice was tart. “And the northern tribes could take us and sell us all into slavery, if they ever united under one chieftain. If they weren’t terrified of Jarvallen, that is. We’re only four days from the border. One raid…” she waved her hand, “and all this could be destroyed.”

“But… but why does a dragon want a girl?” Lark’s face was confused, and Kinzi had to remind herself that she was only seven years old. “One girl a year?”

I’m not a girl. I’m a woman.

Oh? She bit her lip in black humor. Too bad. If you were still a girl you wouldn’t have to worry about this. Jarvallen only takes women of childbearing age. No younger. And no older.

“No one knows, sweetling.” Her mother’s voice was gentle and patient. “But that is the price he demanded when King Frozzus came to him a hundred years ago, and begged for his help when Esor the Black was at Serpentine pass, prepared to launch an invasion which would crush us.

“The dragon kept his bargain.” Her mother’s voice was grimly approving, as if even if Jarvallen was a terrifying beast who was about to carry off her daughter, at least he bore a trace of civilized behavior. “And we keep ours.”

“But I don’t want Kinzi to go away!” Lark wailed.

Alone in her misery, Kinzi’s lip twitched. That makes two of us, child.

“Enough, now!” Her mother stood up. “I’m not going to have Kinzi’s last night spoiled by all of you. You might want to sit around like a bunch of bullfrogs with no pond, but I’ve made sugar-apple pie. If you don’t want to eat it, I will.”

Taking the hint, the adults forced smiles onto their glum faces. From a table near the fireplace, her mother whipped a cloth off of two pies, the scent heavenly. Despite her gut-wrenching fear of the morning to come, Kinzi’s mouth watered.

“There. That’s better.” Her mother cut a thick slice and deposited it on her plate. “Eat up, child,” she said, for all the world as if she were ten years old again. “You’ll need your strength tomorrow.”

***

This isn’t happening.

Kinzi stood in the market square, her family beside her, waiting for the dragon’s emissary to claim her. Above, the sun stood high in a sky of a dark blue, dotted with clouds like puffs of cotton. A gentle breeze swept in from the west, filled with the scent of new grass and fresh-tilled earth. Outside the village, she knew, the farmers were hard at work with their plows, breaking ground for the planting season to come.

But inside the village, all was muted silence. Even the smithy was quiet, as if the blacksmith grieved along with the rest of them. The few people who were forced to come out of their houses, on one errand or another, hurried past, not raising their heads, as if by ignoring Kinzi and her family, they could pretend that she wasn’t a sacrifice on the altar of their safety.

Maybe he won’t come. Maybe he was delayed. Maybe the dragon is dead. Maybe-

A hand touched her arm. “Dearest. He’s coming.”

Maybe piglets will fly out of my bum.

He came walking up the south road, his legs eating up the ground in a deceptively long stride. His chest was bare, but he wore a crimson cloak, pinned by a gold brooch, that lay over his broad shoulders and cascaded down his back. His legs were covered in black leather trousers, belted at the waist, and he wore sturdy leather boots, calf-high, on his feet. He wore no sword, as a noble would, but only a dagger on a leather sheath at his belt. On the other side, a large leather purse swung in time to his footsteps, bumping at his hip. His body was well-muscled without being bulky, being instead slim and wiry. She was sure he would be dwarfed by her large, bear-like father, but he held himself with a kind of casual, careless grace which made her think he was a warrior trained. 

Stopping a few feet away, he waited, still as a marble statue in the temple. As Kinzi looked at him, her heart hammering in fear, she noticed that his eyes were an arresting shade of gold, glinting out at her like coins.

He seemed to be made out of primary colors. White skin, gold eyes, black hair, lips that were red and sensual. His face could have been carved out of stone for all the expression he held.

The emissary was, Kinzi thought, quite the most beautiful man she had ever seen in her life.

And she hated him. Utterly.

“Kinzi, daughter of Willik Hayfield?”

Unable to speak, she nodded, one quick jerk of her head.

“I am here on the dragon’s behalf.” His eyes raked her from crown to toes, seeming to measure her, turn her inside out, and leave her empty. She shivered. There was something flat, something inhuman about that gaze. But, she thought, she should not expect civilized behavior from a man who chose to serve a man-eating monster.

His eyes caught and held, focusing on her hair. “Ah.” Serpent-quick, his hand reached out, his fingers catching one of her red tresses and running it between his fingers. “He will approve of this.”

She stepped back, anger giving her shaking voice strength. “I belong to him,” she spat. “Not you!”

The show of temper seemed, oddly, to please him. A small smile bent his lips. “As you will, Lady Emberfire.

“Prepare yourself and make your farewells. We leave soon.”

She turned as the emissary walked a short distance away, giving her a pretense of privacy. Around the square, men and women peeked out of shuttered windows and cracked doors, peering at him fearfully. Part of her wanted to rage at them, to curse at them for their cowardice, but found she did not have the strength. Besides, who could blame them? If a bolt of lightning had struck her neighbor’s house, rather than her own, would the gods be angry if she breathed a sigh of relief that the disaster had passed her by?

She embraced Velden. “Take care of my sister. And your child.” Lizbet followed. She set a hand on the softly rounded swell of her older sister’s belly. “Raise him well.”

Her sister laughed through her tears. “Oh? And are you a seeress now, to tell me that I will bear a son?”

She shrugged. “As good as a coin flip, any day.”

She knelt down, hugging Finch and Lark in close, holding their warm young bodies, one in each arm, smelling of fresh bread and sunlight. I do this for you. “Be well,” she whispered. “Obey Mama and Papa. Make me proud of you.”

“We will,” said little Lark, the oldest by the turning of an hourglass. “Won’t we, Finch?”

The boy nodded, his large blue eyes swimming with tears. He kissed her cheek, then turned away.

Standing, she turned to her parents. Side by side they stood, their hands clasped as if they would fly into a thousand pieces if they didn’t have something to hold onto.

She threw her arms around their necks, dragging them into one last fierce embrace. “I love you.” Her voice was choked, and she could barely force the words past her lips. “Remember that. If I never return. I love you both so much.”

“We know.” Her mother’s voice was a ragged whisper. “We’ve always known. Take this away with you, my lovely child. You are beloved. Always and forever beloved.”

Pulling herself out of their arms was the hardest thing she had ever done. Her heart like a stone in her chest, she turned, one numb arm reaching down to sling her bag up and over her shoulder. The strap bit into her chest, but the weight was not unbearable. A farm girl like her was capable of carrying much more, from bales of hay to baby calves.

“Well?” she snarled at the emissary, who was watching expressionlessly. “Let’s go, then.”

***

“Your family seemed grieved to let you go,” he commented.

It was two hours later. He had led them out of Broadfield by the same south road he had entered it by, his long legs eating up the ground. Kinzi, well used to hard work, followed him silently, her mind thronging with useless plans to escape.

She shook her mind free of the sad fantasies. Even if she succeeded in sneaking away in the dark of night, how could she live with herself when her actions would only consign another woman to terror and death? The dragon was not choosy. If not her, would he fly into their village, burn it to the ground, and then make off with another young woman? Her sister, perhaps, her belly big with child?

“Of course they were,” she finally answered. She took a drink from her leather water bottle. “And I was sad to leave them. Does that seem so strange to you?”

He slowed, allowing her to draw alongside. “Perhaps.” A fluid shrug of his shoulders. “I have been doing this for some years. Many women do not seem at all sad to leave.”

She chose not to answer, instead pondering his words. Not sad? She knew that not all families were as happy as her own. And even in tiny Broadfield, there were some women, in some families, who seemed to always bear strange bruises, always flinching and fearful around others.

“How long until we get there?” she asked abruptly.

“Are you in haste? I will say, most women are not. The ones who are not glad to leave weep and wail. Such stories they must tell about the dragon! Do you fear that he will roast you with his fire, eat you, and gnaw on your bones?” His mouth, when he smiled at her, seemed to contain too many teeth. “Some even try to bribe me. They offer gold, in the hope that I will look away and they can run.” His fingers idly jingled the purse at his belt. The muffled clink of coins came up through the heavy cloth. “Fools. They learn better, in time.”

In time? Does that mean that I won’t be killed? Or only that they learn that this…emissary…is unbribable? “Don’t worry,” she said, mustering all the dignity she could. “I am not going to run. And I doubt my family has enough gold to interest you.”

“No. It doesn’t. It takes a very large amount of gold to interest me, these days.”

“I suppose the dragon pays you well,” she gibed. “To turn against your own people.”

“You know nothing of my people,” he returned mildly. His gold eyes were hooded. “Though, again, you may learn, in time.

“But to answer your question, it is not far. We walk to that place your people call the Withered Hills.” He snorted. “A fanciful name, meant to raise dread in the hearts of babes. We shall be some six or seven nights on the road, Lady Emberfire.”

“My name,” she grated from behind clenched teeth, disliking him more every moment, “is Kinzi.”

“Is it?” A small smile played over his lips, then vanished. “We shall see.”

***

They were, as the emissary had promised, nearly seven days on the road. Luckily, the weather held fine, and they were not troubled by wind or rain. They took their meals in inns and taverns as they traveled along the long, winding road south. In less than two days, Kinzi was further away from her home than she had ever been in her life, and if weren’t for her constant state of low-grade terror at what the end of the journey would bring, she might have enjoyed herself. Her eyes feasted on sights unknown, from rippling streams forded with large, flat rocks, to the sight of the distant western mountains, hovering on the edge of sight like snow-tipped thunderclouds.

Of course, the presence of the man beside her robbed her joy of most of its savor. He was everywhere, always hovering in the corner of her eye. In the small inns and taprooms where they took their meals, he always claimed a table for themselves, his large purse counting out coins to pay for the privilege. But he ate little, spoke less, and gave away nothing at all, his face set and emotionless, as if escorting her to her doom was one more tiresome task he could not wait to be finished with. In the evenings, when the short summer nights closed in about them, they stayed at village inns. His seemingly inexhaustible wealth insured that they each had their own private bedroom. But he gave her no more regard than he would a package he had to deliver. His fierce glare and his sharp dagger discouraged any man who might approach too closely, but there was no appreciation in his eyes for either her face or form. If he harbored a desire for her, he kept it well hidden.

Maybe he is one of those who prefers men, she thought spitefully on the seventh day, as they stumped along an overgrown track. They had turned off the main road earlier in the day, and as they slowly worked their way into the range of hills that led up into the western mountains, the landscape began to change, the good farmland of the lowlands making way for high, rolling hills, often crowned with clumps of trees or jagged rocks like broken teeth. She snickered under her breath as she thought of the emissary lying with an oafish farm lout, pig manure under his nails and stinking of the stable.

Of course, she couldn’t look too good herself, she was forced to admit. None of the inns they had stayed at had boasted a bathhouse, and she’d had to make do with washing her face and hands in tepid bowls of water, or in any clear stream they chanced to happen across. Her clothes had run out. The dress she was wearing had been clean three days ago, and now she realized that she was beginning to smell.

They reached the top of a long climb, and he stopped, looking over the landscape. “We’re nearly there.” Glancing at his face, she was surprised to see that he was almost smiling. But then the expression fled away as if frightened. Still, his posture was more relaxed, a knot of hidden tension disappearing from the set of his shoulders.

When he moved again, his stride lengthened. The walk of a man eager to be home, after fulfilling a dull, thankless task.

“Come on,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t dawdle.”

For just an instant, Kinzi wondered if she were capable of killing another human being.

Probably not. But it might be worth it to try.

As they walked down the hill, the road became clearer and less overgrown, small signs of use becoming apparent. The hills themselves, Kinzi thought, certainly did not deserve to be called ‘withered.’ Indeed, they were lush and full of life. Her eager eyes spied birds of all kinds, from crows to jays to a pair of red-tailed hawks watching the road from their perch on a dead tree limb. Rabbits hopped through the high grass, and she glimpsed a doe and the dappled coat of her fawn before they bounded back under the shelter of the trees.

They turned the rounded shoulder of a hill, and she stopped dead in her tracks. In front of her, the road abruptly ended.

Before her eyes was something that looked like a farmer’s homestead plunked down in the middle of the hills. To her right, a large pen held a group of goats. The females were kept for their milk and cheese, she supposed, though she did see one old billy, with horns curling over his head. To her left was a covered well, the bucket sitting on the stone sill. Further on was what appeared to be a smokehouse, fragrant wisps of smoke escaping the eaves to curl up high and then be shredded by the brisk north breeze. Her eyes spied a group of cows on the slope of the hill, their heads down, munching the grass contentedly.

But it was what was straight ahead which made her guts churn in terror. There, the road ended at the side of the hill, diving straight inside as if into a hungry, gaping mouth. Stone pillars flanked a large doorway, easily twenty feet high and half that across. Try as she might, her eyes could not pierce the shadowed interior.

And why would she want to see inside? Like as not, she would only see her own death, waiting for her with hungry jaws.

The emissary looked at her. She stared back, looking for one hint of sympathy of those cold, golden eyes.

“When you are ready, enter. Do not try to leave. You will regret it.”

Then he was away.

Kinzi stood and shook. Her legs were as strengthless as wheat-stalks after a late frost, and the burden of her bag, slung against her hip, threatened to pull her to the ground. She wanted to sink down to her knees and wail against the cruelty of the fate which had led her to this spot.

She closed her eyes, taking a deep, shuddering breath. It couldn’t be so bad, she reasoned. Perhaps, if she asked nicely, the dragon would kill her quickly.

They are waiting for me on the other side. Where the gods live. Grandmother. Grandfather. Uncle Riko. Even baby Yvayne, who died when I was a child. The blessed Nubilia, goddess of young women, will gather me in to her bosom. Surely she will not cast her eyes aside as my spirit walks past!

Her face set, heedless of the tears running down her cheeks, Kinzi walked forward. The stone pillars that guarded the doorway grew and grew in her vision, until, with a shuddering gasp, she passed under the lintel and entered the cave itself.

Whatever she had been expecting, this was not it.

In her mind's eye, as she had tossed and turned on her sweat-stained pallet in the inns of nameless villages, she had imagined the terrible confrontation with Jarvallen. She had thought the fearsome dragon would be lying on a heap of smoking rubble, with the charred bones of his victims strewn about like the wreckage of a charnel house. She had imagined an awful, noisome reek, the stench of death and decay, of moldering skulls and stones slimy with the dragon’s passage.

What she had not imagined was what looked like her family's own kitchen, though on a vaster scale and with walls made out of carven stone, rather than wood. Far less had she imagined the emissary standing in the middle of it, twirling a plump, middle-aged woman about him as she laughed and batted ineffectually at his dark head with her hands.

“Enough! Put me down, you young rascal!”

With a motion that was at least half a bow, he set her on the floor, then bent down to kiss her, a long, lingering kiss that left her flush-faced and laughing. When they parted, Kinzi blushed and looked away, for the emissary’s tight leather breeches left no doubt that he was a male.

And one that certainly does not prefer men, Kinzi thought ruefully.

She must had made some sound, for the emissary whipped around, his eyes widening as he saw that she had entered the cavern.

“Ah.” The woman stepped forward. “This must be her.”

“Yes.” With a small smile, the most natural expression she had seen on his face, he nodded. “Kinzi of Broadfield, may I make you known to Lidella of Skillet Bay, who I call Lady Hearth. She keeps the home fires warm for us all, and is a cook beyond compare.”

He glanced at Lidella. “Feed her, clothe her,” a wrinkle of his nose, “for the love of the gods, bathe her. Tell her what she needs to know. And take her to him in two hours’ time.”

With that, he turned on his heels and strode away, his boots sending back faint echoes as he vanished into a wide doorway on the left-hand side of the cavern.

Good thing he started acting like a pig-headed ass again, Kinzi thought. I was almost starting to like him.

She turned, to see Lidella smiling at her cheerfully. “Is he always like that?” she asked, then bit her lip, regretting her rudeness.

“Ah, don’t mind him. You’ll get used to his ways. And he has a good heart underneath, if you give him time.” The woman bustled to the side of the cavern. It should have seemed odd. That farmhouse kitchen wedged into one corner of the cave. But, somehow, it seemed to fit. Lit with light that streamed down from cracks in the ceiling of the chamber, it was surprisingly homelike.

“Here,” Lidella said, pulling a chair away from a table. Long and narrow, it seemed enough to seat a multitude. “Sit. I’ll have a meal ready for you in no time.”

She walked away, to the side of the cavern, where a strange metal object stood. On its top, large pots bubbled and simmered, sending forth a toothsome smell. A narrow metal pipe led from the back up to the cavern’s roof.

“What is that?”

“This?” She smiled, as proud as a mother showing off her newborn child. “It’s called a stove. Jarvallen heard about it and had it brought here, to ease the burden of feeding so many hungry mouths. See?” She pointed at the bottom. “Wood goes in here. Or coal, if we happen to have traded for some. It burns hotter than a fireplace, so I can cook or bake. The fire heats the metal on the top of the stove, and the metal heats whatever I’m cooking, so I don’t have to hunch over, or risk burning myself on an open flame. And by moving this lever, I can control how hot the fire gets.”

“It seems very… clever,” she said weakly. She sat down at the table, watching as Lidella filled a bowl with fragrant stew. Perhaps Jarvallen was not as terrible as tales told?

She took a bite of stew, chasing it down her throat with cool goat-milk and warm, crusty bread. “Have you been here long?”

“Oh, years and years,” Lidella answered. She sat down across from her, her eyes inviting a chat. “I was chosen over twenty years ago. And I’ve been feeding his thundering herd of women ever since.”

His thundering herd of women. Kinzi’s hand began to shake, and she dropped her spoon in the bowl, spattering gravy over the polished wood table. “His…women?” she whispered. “He’s not going to… to kill me?” I’m not going to die?

“No, child.” Lidella covered her white, trembling hand with her own. Her eyes were understanding. “Jarvallen will not kill you. He has never,” she stated, with such firm assurance that Kinzi was forced to accept it fact, “killed any of the women who have been sent here.”

Kinzi didn’t realize she was crying in relief until she felt the tears running down her cheeks. For a few anguished seconds she tried to hold back the flood, but soon she broke down entirely, giving vent to tearing sobs that threatened to jerk her chest apart.

A pair of warm arms came around her, and she found her head gathered to a warm bosom, smelling of lavender and honey. “Shhh, now,” Lidella said. Her voice was soft and soothing, as comforting, in its own way, as her own mother’s. “So they still tell that lie, eh? That Jarvallen kills young maidens? Eats them, perhaps?

“Do not fear. Our Lord Dragon has a mighty appetite. But whatever fate has in store for you, it is not inside a dragon’s belly.

“Now, eat. And when you are done, you will bathe and I will find you something clean to wear. Our host has a delicate and sensitive nose.” She grinned at some old memory. “It will not do to keep him waiting.”

***

Two hours later, she found herself in a different room, in a cavern so huge that it made the entranceway look like a mere scoop in the hill.

Lidella had been true to her word. The bathing chamber was a wonder to a girl who had grown up in a farmhouse where winter baths were few and treasured, the water being heated, pail by painstaking pail, over a fire. The pool Lidella had shown her was a full five yards wide, and was heated by some miracle that the cook swore was not magic, but which Kinzi could not begin to understand. No matter; the wisps of steam escaping the surface of the water were proof enough, and she spent a happy, splashy time in there, scrubbing her entire body with soap twice over, and dunking her hair in an attempt to wash some of the road grime out of her red tresses.

She would have liked to stay in longer, but she was interrupted by the cook, who came in bearing a bundle of cloth in her arms. Revealed, it proved to be a gown, moss-green and made of velvet, spangled with seed-pearls at the immodestly low neckline.

“I… I can’t wear this. It’s too fine for me.”

“You can.” Though smiling, Lidella’s face was uncompromising. “And you will. The color suits you most well. Jarvallen has a keen eye for beauty. And an even keener nose when he thinks he is being slighted. Do not mistake generosity for weakness, child.”

“I’m not!” she protested. “But I’m a farm girl. I don’t know anything about being the kind of fine lady who could wear a dress like this!”

“Good. Because he doesn’t want a fine lady. He just wants you, dressed in clothes that show off your beauty, rather than disguise it. Homespun cloth is no setting for a jewel such as yourself.”

She blushed at the words. She knew she was attractive, but…a jewel? Despite herself, Kinzi's hand reached out, her fingers rubbing a fold of the heavy, rich cloth. It was thick and fine, making her old clothes, the best she owned, feel harsh and crude.

“All right,” she said, blushing. “I’ll do it.”

***

“Come in, Lady Emberfire.”

The voice was deep, rich, and cultured, and seemed to throb in the very stones of the chamber. Despite Lidella’s assurances, Kinzi’s palms grew damp with sweat. But she somehow managed to tamp down her fear and take a shaking step forward. It was easier once she was in motion. Where her feet went, her body had no choice but to follow. She took a dozen steps, turned a corner, and gasped.

I never expected him to be beautiful.

Black and white, he was a study in contrasts. Lying on a pile of gold and silver which lifted his body a good five feet off the floor, his belly was the white of cream, colored only by speckles of gold which had seemingly rubbed off on him as the long slow years rolled by. Above, he was black, blacker than a moonless night, his body seeming to suck in the light which lanced in from cracks in the cavern overhead. Twenty yards long from the tip of his snout to the end of his barbed tail, curled around himself like an immense, reptilian cat, he blinked at her, then thrust his head forward.

She controlled a flinch as he sniffed, then yawned widely, his forked tongue testing the air. His teeth were long and sharp. “Very nice,” he rumbled approvingly. “Tell me, little spark. Are you relieved to find the tales about me are false?”

“Not all false,” she declared stoutly, warned by some instinct that subservience or groveling would only serve to irritate him. “You are a dragon, after all. No one lied to me about that.”

Jarvallen laughed, the sound rolling up towards the ceiling, and she found herself smiling in answer.

“But If you don’t eat us and you don’t kill us, why the tribute? And why the charade? Surely you could see to it that the women of this land do not fear being chosen.”

Jarvallen lifted his head. From the stretching of his mouth, Kinzi thought he might be trying to smile. However, the expression exposed far too many of his teeth to be comforting, and she stepped back.

“I could. But would the people of this land value my protection, if they thought it was purchased so easily?”

“Maybe…not,” she admitted, forced to honesty.

“Besides. I quite like human women. Much more than human men.” He snorted, the gust of hot air making her dress flatten against her legs. “They get such odd ideas about heroism. Not from your land, of course. Your people know better. But every once in a while, some outland fool will show up, waving a dreadful little sword and screaming at the top of his lungs until I have to kill him to make him shut up.”

Jarvallen shifted as he spoke and a flexing claw moved the pile of precious metal. A single gold coin fell away, chiming as it bounced down the slope and rolled across the floor. Instinctively, Kinzi bent and picked it up. Looking up, she saw that the dragon was staring at her. Its cold, reptilian gaze was curious. And just a little bit tense.

She shivered. Never try to steal from a dragon. The old saying had never rung truer in her ears.

With a casual flick of her wrist, she sent the coin flying back onto the pile, not missing the way Jarvallen’s eyes tracked it.

“Be welcome here, young Kinzi.” He set his head back down and closed his eyes. “I am weary and in need of rest. We will dine together this evening.”

She swallowed and attempted a curtsy, gathering the warm green velvet in her hands as she bent her knees. “As you will. My lord.”

***

Dine together? So are we going to eat a raw cow in that huge cave of his? Or is he going to come to the kitchen and have Lidella toss a few dozen loaves of bread into his mouth?

Of course, he’s a dragon. He could probably roast the cow whole if he wanted. Yum! Wouldn’t that be a treat!

She sat in the kitchen, trying to keep her dress clean, and talked with Lidella as the afternoon passed. The older woman was a font of information, but deftly deflected any inquiries Kinzi made about the dragon, or what she might expect in the future. The cavern began to grow dark, the light turning golden, then failing altogether, as the sun sank too low to fall through the cracks in the ceiling. Lidella bustled about, lighting lamps around the room, and other women slowly began to trickle in. Many sent her curious looks, but chose to give her privacy. One, a short woman near Kinzi’s age, with a merry smile and black hair that fell in ringlets around her face, sat across from her.

“No need to ask who you are,” she stated, her voice holding the broad accents of the south. She held out her hand. “I’m Ozuna Hattori.”

“Kinzi Hayfield.” She sat up as the other woman’s name tickled a memory. “Wait. Are the one who was taken last year? From Greenspring?”

A quick nod, which set the curves of her body rippling. Kinzi tried not to be jealous of her large bust. “Aye, and if I never see another damn loom again, it’ll be too soon.” Catching her startled gaze, Ozuna continued. “My people were weavers. And I had no liking or skill for the craft. When my name was chosen, I swore to Nubilia herself that any life would be  better than the one I was leaving, as long as I didn’t become a snack for Jarvallen.

“But we’re glad to have you here. We can always use more women around. He’s insatiable.”

“Yes,” Kinzi replied absently. “I’m sure it takes a lot of food to keep that belly full.”

“Right,” the other girl said, her face carefully blank. “Food. Yes, he’s always hungry.” Clamping her mouth closed, she looked like she was resisting the urge to break into a fit of giggles, and her face turned red.

“Go on with you.” Lidella appeared from one side, flicking at Ozuna with a cloth. “The poor child doesn’t need you to be giving her the collywobbles.” Ozuna scampered away, finding refuge with another group of girls, who huddled together, their eyes bright as they looked at her with canny interest.

“Kinzi.” Was it pity, sympathy, or jealousy in Lidella’s warm brown eyes?

“It’s time.”

***
 

She sat alone, at a table that was clearly made for only two, her mind a churning roil of confusion. There was no way Jarvallen could squeeze into the small room, even if herself and everything in it was removed. Through a doorway was the bedchamber which Lidella had informed her was her own as long as she might stay with them. She’d hardly had time to stow away her smelly clothes and the few reminders of her former life which she’d brought from Broadfield before Lidella was urging her into the dining chamber.

The table was set with white linen, with plates and bowls of white porcelain and cutlery all of polished steel and goblets of clear glass. It was a far cry from her father’s rough homestead, with its plates and bowls carved out of wood and cups cast of clay.

The slow drumbeat of bootheels sounded in the distance, echoing on stone walls. Kinzi blinked, her fists clenching in her lap, disbelieving. Not here! Not now! But as the tall form of the emissary rounded the corner, she let her head sink towards the table, a pent-up sigh of unspeakable frustration escaping her lips.

“Well-met, Lady Emberfire.”

She glared at him as he sat down at the chair opposite her. “My lord. I don’t recall inviting you to dine with Lord Jarvallen and myself. Why don’t you make yourself scarce?” Better yet, why don’t you fall into a pit?

“And why should I do that?” Insufferably arrogant, he leaned back in the chair, two legs coming off the floor, and crossed one booted ankle across the opposite knee. It was the most relaxed Kinzi had ever seen him, and she wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or insulted. “I am sure it will be a pleasant meal.”

“You-’’ Whatever vile imprecation she was about to hurl at him was cut off as Lidella entered the room, followed by one or two more women of the dragon’s household, bearing all manner of platters. In a trice, the table was laid with a large meal. Her nostrils flared as she caught the scent of rabbit in gravy, wild rice, fresh greens, and warm bread with butter and cheese.

Lidella didn’t seemed surprised to see the emissary. Instead, she bobbed her knees. “Will that suit?”

“Indeed.” He smiled up at her. “Thank you, Lidella. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’re welcome, my lord Jarvallen.” She curtsied again, and left the room, her assistants filing out behind her.

Kinzi’s mouth fell open in disbelief. She stared as the man in front of her casually buttered a slice of bread and took a bite. “You’re…”

“Yes,” He seemed to be holding back a laugh. “I’m Jarvallen.”

“You never told me.”

“Why spoil the surprise? I get few enough.” He smiled at her mischievously. “It was worth it to see the look on your face.” An eyebrow lifted. “You hated me, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she stated flatly, still angry at the trick he had played on her. “I thought you were a traitor, betraying your own kind, for a few crumbs from Jarvallen’s bloody table.”

“Oh, well put!” He applauded her, his face not showing any sign of mockery. Leaning forward, he spooned rabbit and other items onto her plate, and splashed a generous swallow of wine into her goblet. “And now?”

“Now?” she repeated, leaning forward. “Are you man or dragon? Human or beast?”

“Why not both?”

“What?”

“Dragons…” He spun his fork in his fingers, then speared a piece of rabbit meat. He chewed thoughtfully, his eyes fixed on the middle distance. “Dragons…we are not like humans. We are not bound to one shape only.

“As your people settled this land, I grew curious about them.” He sipped his wine. “Ah, that’s good. So I would take on your form and go among them, learning about them. My life was dull and boring.” He smiled. “Once one has accumulated all the gold one needs, one needs something to pass the time, and we are a long-lived race.

“And I became enamored of human women. So small. So lovely. So pleasing in the bedchamber. I took them there, and found that my human form was pleasing to them as well. I had to… what is your phrase? Ah, yes. I had to beat them off with a stick to keep them away.” He grinned at her, the expression turning his face boyish. “Not that I refused them very often. Human women are a wonder and a delight.”

Kinzi blinked. “I would think that if you found a female dragon, you would not need human women. She could take on a human form as well, and you both may do as you pleased.”

“Ah. That would be ideal.” He saluted her with his fork, heedless of the dripping bit of meat held from the tines. “You have the truth of it, Lady Emberfire. But dragons of any kind are rare. And we are solitary creatures. A male who is fortunate enough to find a female must still wait for long years before she is ready to mate. We are not like humans, who are perpetually in season, so to speak. And a fertile female will become a battleground for every male for leagues around. Many of us are slain in mating battles.

“I think the real reason that dragons have such a poor reputation is because we go mad, waiting for a mate.”

Incredibly, she found herself moved to pity. So male dragons are always horny, but have no females to help them slake their lusts? And that is why they are so destructive? Poor things!

“No.” He smiled in pure pleasure, and Kinzi found herself answering it. His face, now that he was not looking at her like a dead bug he had found in the flour, was frankly gorgeous. “I prefer human women. At least for now. Perhaps it makes me a bit perverse. But I was always considered odd.”

“But why…” She took a bite of her own meal, discovering she was ravenous. “Why were you so cruel to me, when we met? And what happens to all the other women you have taken over the years? Surely you don’t…” she hesitated, her face burning. “Surely you don’t mate with all of them?”

“Oh, indeed no. I take no woman to bed who is unwilling. And there are some who are not able to look past the dragon and see my true self. But I was cruel, Lady Emberfire, because it suits my purposes to have your people fear me. I am not,” he said, with a hint of a growl in his voice, “a tame dragon.

“And the women who come here are free to go, once a year has passed. Many do. Some do not. Some prefer a life away from other humans. Their families may have mistreated them. Or they were escaping a life of poverty. Some had no families at all, and were happy here. We do not lead a life of ease, Kinzi.” She shivered as he said her name, his voice a caress on her ears. “If you stay with us, you will work. But all who come here have skills and are happy to share them. Lidella cooks. Ozuna is skilled in the healing arts. Others clean our home, or tend the livestock, or hunt, or gather food. We have plenty and to spare.”

“And what happens to those who choose to leave?” Despite Jarvallen’s kind words, an irritating thought niggled at her. Surely, surely, some woman would have come forward to let everyone in the kingdom know that the dragon was not a maiden-eating monster! Did he simply pretend to let them go, and then kill them and devour their bodies to keep his secret?

“Dragons have little magic these days,” Jarvallen said, his eyes sad. “It is not like the old days, when we were sorcerers to compare with the mightiest human wizards. But we still have some.

“If a woman chooses to leave, I put a spell of binding on her. Very small, and very narrow. She can go where she will, do as she wishes. The only thing she is forbidden to do is to go back to her family, or tell anyone about me or my household. I give her a new name, of course. It is not so very hard for a woman to blend in and start a new life, especially with a small gift of gold to help ease her way.”

“That sounds… very generous.” To her surprise, her plate was empty. She leaned back in her chair, oddly at ease, though Jarvallen’s scent, a combination of spice and hot metal, tickled at her nostrils. She found herself eying his bare chest, and a curl of warmth seeped into her groin.

He shrugged. “What is handful or two of gold? I have plenty.”

“When I picked up that coin earlier today, you looked like you would open me up like a fish if I tried to keep it.”

“There is a difference,” he replied mildly, his gold eyes glinting in the candlelight, “between a gift and theft. What I give, I give freely. What is taken from me…” His voice trailed off menacingly.

Kinzi was reminded that the being before her, though in human form, was definitely not a man. He did not have a man’s way of looking at things.

What I saw when he was embracing Lidella looked manlike enough, another portion of her mind said.

Kinzi was no stranger to what men and women did together. Before her name was chosen to be Jarvallen’s tribute, she had often lain with the younger men in the village. But none had caught her heart, and when her fate became known, no man would marry her. True, in the last days before she had been taken away, several had approached her, with the intent of making her last nights in Broadfield happy ones, but even if she had been able to put aside her paralyzing fear, the thought had been too morbid for words.

But now…

It has been a long time, she thought, feeling wetness gather between her legs. She chewed her lip, taking him in. He was not tall, but his bare chest rippled with muscle. His arms were strong, and his fingers long and clever, tipped with sharp nails which held a faintly iridescent sheen, like claws. That, and his gold eyes, which held her gaze as she feasted on his form, were the only parts of him that hinted at his inhuman heritage.

Not human, she thought. But male. Definitely male.

“You want me.” His voice was deep and rich, and slightly amused, breaking the long silence, and she colored, realizing she had been staring at him. “Don’t you? I can smell it.” His nostrils flared, and for an instant his face was that of a predator. Then he relaxed again.

“I will never take from you, little Kinzi. I am not a thief. I will not even ask.

“But if you chose to take me to your bed,” his voice deepened, roughened, and she shivered. “I would be very grateful.”

Her mind whirled. This was like a tale out of a storybook! The maiden taken away, only to find that her captor was rich and lovely and powerful, and promised her a life that was nothing like what she had expected, the dull rounds of a farm replaced by beauty and magic.

And desire. Her thighs shifted under her dress and she now understood why Lidella had been so dismissive of her need for undergarments. As the bare skin of her legs rubbed against each other, she could feel her desire climbing.

To the netherhells with it. I want a man. And he’s the only one I’m going to see for a year. If I don’t invite him to my bed, I will only end up regretting it later and using my hands, poor substitute that they are for a man’s cock.

She stood, pushing away her chair, and Kinzi, daughter of Willik, embraced her fate as she walked into the bedchamber.

It was utterly unlike the room she had shared with Lizbet at the farm, before she moved away to wed Velden two years ago. Instead of a bedstead and mattress, there was a heap of blankets, furs, and pillows, tucked cozily into one corner of the room. The stone floor was clean, and the room was obviously well-tended, with candles burning on handy ledges. She kicked off her shoes, delicate things unlike her clumsy boots, and ran a bare foot across a sinfully soft wolf-skin pelt.

“Turn around.”

Before Kinzi could think about refusing, she had obeyed, putting her back to him. She sighed as she felt his hands gather up the weight of her hair, running it between his long fingers before he let it fall in a tumbled mass across her chest, leaving her neck cool and bare.

“Like fire,” he whispered. His fingers were at her back, undoing the buttons which held her dress closed. One by one, they dropped away, until it was hanging loose from her shoulders. She shivered, once, as the cool air of the cavern hit her skin. “Turn back to me.”

As if in a dream, she turned again. His hands pushed the dress down from her shoulders, exposing her chest. A finger came up, the long nail drawing a line from her neck, to the shallow valley between her breasts, and down to her vulnerable stomach. She trembled in a combination of fear and arousal as she imagined the incredible, deadly strength of that nail in his other form. A strength that could open her wide open, if he wished.

“Do I scare you?” His nail traveled back up, circling the small swell of her breast, and she wished, with all her heart, that Nubilia had been more generous with her blessings. Responding to his touch, her nipple peaked, the taut bud standing out from her areola.

“Yes.” Goddess above, he was playing her body like a lute! She looked down, past her breasts, her chest heaving as she fought for air, to the rumpled mass of cloth gathered around her waist. Jarvallen wore the same black leather breeches he had worn when she first met him, and she could see that, although he was having an incredible effect on her, she was having an equally great effect on him. His cock tented his breeches, straining toward her, and she reached out a hand, her fingertips dancing over his manhood. It surged, filling her palm, and she closed her fingers about it appreciatively.

He sucked in a tiny breath of air, and she jerked her hand away. “Witch,” he growled, taking her hips in his hands. He pulled her to him, grinding his erection into her loins as he claimed her mouth in a kiss which left her light-headed.

He was hot. No, he burned. Burned with a flame which made her want more. She found herself clutching his back, her hands exploring his fever-hot skin eagerly, rubbing her breasts into his muscled chest shamelessly, like Nubilia herself, claiming her lover at the Feast of Spring. She wiggled her hips impatiently, helping Jarvallen as he pushed at her dress, and when it finally fell to the floor she raised her chin proudly, looking her lover boldly in the eye.

Yes. Beauty I have. Let him see me. And desire me. For I am a woman, and proud.

“Mine.” His voice was deep and guttural, and she saw the pride of possession reflected in his eyes. “You are mine, Lady Emberfire.”

She took a step back, her lips curling into a smile. “If you want me, Lord Dragon, you must claim me.” She sank to the furs gracefully, curling her legs under her, then sprawled on her back, enjoying the way Jarvallen’s eyes watched her every move. “I hope you are skilled in the bedchamber.”

She ran a hand down her side, then up the inside of her leg, teasing him with a view of her womanhood. Her lips were hot and slick, and her sheath pulsed with need. “Of course,” she went on, “with no other men to compete for your ladies’ attention, you may have let your abilities… falter.”

A tiny smile creased his lips, making her heart lurch in her chest. How had she ever thought him cold and uncaring? “You play with fire, little spark. Take care. You might burn yourself.”

Gracefully, he stood on one leg, then the other, pulling off his boots. Catching her eyes, he set his hands at the buttons of his trousers, his eyebrows lifting questioningly. Kinzi swallowed through a dry throat, but nodded. She could not bear to be naked while he was not. She wanted him, all of him, to be on the furs and pillows beside her.

The sound of his buttons being loosened was as loud as a thunderclap in the room. It suddenly dawned on Kinzi how quiet it was, here in Jarvallen’s home. There was no sound of wind, no animals, no murmur of conversation from outside her bedchamber. The only sound was her breath, coming in rapid pants, and the soft whisper of Jarvallen’s breeches being lowered to the floor.

Oh. My.

If she was proud when she took off her own clothes, Jarvallen stood with a kind of casual arrogance which would put a demon to shame. Kinzi’s eyes widened as she looked at his groin. Unlike the human men she knew, Jarvallen was completely hairless. Not shaved, but bare, as if he were a boy.

But there all resemblance to a boy faded. His phallus was not terrifyingly long, but it was very thick, and oddly ridged, giving proof to the fact that despite the form he chose to take, he was not human. It was white at the base, but darkened through every shade of pink, until it was blood-red at the tip. And his balls were oddly large as well, larger than the eggs her mother’s hens laid, swaying heavily below his cock as if he held weeks of accumulated seed within his swollen testes.

“There, there,” he said softly. “I know that look. I have seen it before.” He knelt down beside her, cupping her cheek in one hand. “I am not too big for you. Your body is resilient. And I would sooner throw all my gold into a bottomless chasm than damage a treasure such as yourself.”

She laughed shakily. “I’m sorry. You’re just…”

“Too large. Too thick. Not a man. But I can give you as much pleasure as one.” His eyes hooded. “More, even, if you trust me.”

Taking care not to frighten her, he lay down at her side. The sight was comforting, as if they had known each other for years, rather than days. She leaned towards him, eager to taste his lips, and he allowed it, his mouth opening, accepting her eagerly plunging tongue. Before she knew it, her hands were curled around his head, her fingers threading through the black mass of his hair, holding him close as their mouths and lips and tongues battled. Her hand curled around his thigh, her nails pricking the skin of his buttocks, and he returned the favor, his teeth nipping at her lips, his strong arms crushing her against his muscled chest.

She arched her back, and somehow he knew her desire, dipping his head to lave the skin of her breasts with his rough, raspy tongue. She keened as he found her nipples, hard and aching, and suckled them strongly, pulling them into the wet cavern of his mouth with deep tugs that encompassed not only her nipples, but most of the surrounding flesh of her breasts as well. Back and forth he moved, patient, undemanding, allowing her time to grow used to him, and to the thick, throbbing bar of heat which lay between them like an unspoken question. While his mouth toyed with her breasts and nipples, a hand wandered down her body, caressed the skin of belly, then plunged into the valley between her legs. At once delicate and confident, his fingers stroked Nubilia’s Pearl with a skill she had never experienced, not even with her own hands.

Gentle Goddess save me! She pulled his head up, kissing him with an unbound passion she had never felt before.

Determined to give her lover as much joy as he was giving her, her hand fell on his groin, and she wrapped her fingers around his steely length, wondering with an inner smile that it wasn’t covered with scales like a snake. It was hot and hard and strong, and she stroked it with a firm, loving grip. Fluid was leaking from the tip, and she spread it around the bulbous, spongy head. More escaped, and before she knew it, his entire length was slick with it, her hand sliding against him in a way that made him groan.

“Stop,” he gasped. His hand gripped her wrist, and his eyes, when they met hers, were wide and dilated. “A dragon’s seed is potent. And I would not spill it on the barren stone of this chamber.”

“I could,” she said, her voice low and wicked, “take it into my mouth.”

In fact, she had only done that the one time, with Sansa Millerson. And in truth, it had not been the most pleasant experience. Sansa had spent almost as soon as the head of his shaft passed between her lips, and his taste had left much to be desired.

But for him, she thought hungrily, eying Jarvallen’s rod, bouncing in time with his pounding heartbeat, for him I would dare anything.

“You could.” His voice, high-strung with passion, still held a thread of amusement. “You are brave, my fierce spark. But our first time will be special. I wish to be together as man and woman. As humans. Not as a human woman giving in to her dragon mate, who selfishly thinks of nothing but his own pleasure.”

She rolled to her back, a cushion beneath her head, propping her up. The furs were far superior to barn loft where her first tentative exploration of the ways of men and women had taken place. Easing her legs open, she wiggled on the furs in hedonistic pleasure. Her hands rested on her thighs, framing the lips of her womanhood. “I am ready for you, my lord.”

“Are you?” He moved closer, then placed his hand at her gates. One finger slipped inside, and she gasped as a second joined it, gently exploring.

He nodded, removing his fingers, and lifted them to his lips. His long tongue licked them clean, and her eyes widened. Did men do that? Did men like that?

His eyes closed, and a shiver seemed to run through his body. Well, he definitely likes it.

“Like wine,” he whispered, opening them again. “Kinzi,” he said quietly, though his voice held leashed power that brought her eyes away form his glorious manhood to his face. He knelt over her, his face close. “Do you consent? Once we do this, I fear you will be bound to me. Few women - very few - ever leave this place, after being with me.”

“When I first saw you, I despised you.” To her shock, her voice was shaking. “And then, when I saw your true form, I thought you were gorgeous. “Now…”

She trailed off, searching for the combination of words which would allow Jarvallen to see the depths of her desire.

“Now, you are the only man I want. I don’t care that you’re not human.”

She raised her hand, tracing the outline of his lips with her fingers. “I want you, Jarvallen. My dragon.”

He nodded slowly, though his eyes kindled with joy, almost glowing in the dim room. The candlelight painted his body, making him a creature of light and shadow.

Carefully, he placed the head of his shaft against her crevice. “There will be… discomfort,” he warned, his voice thick with restrained lust. “Tell me, and I will stop, until your body is ready.”

Kinzi closed her eyes as he moved forward, spreading her legs in an effort to widen her portal. Her inner sheath stretched, and she bit her lip, arching her back as he began to fill her with his enormous male heat.

Goddess! She groaned, low and deep in her throat, her thighs rising without any conscious command from her mind, exposing her womanhood to her lover. He was a torch, a fire, a burning rod, sinking deep into her, and when the ridge on the top of his shaft rubbed against her throbbing pearl, she could barely keep her cries contained within her mouth.

Her hands clutched at the furs on either side of her, and Jarallen stopped, drawing a mewl of disappointment from her lips. “Am I hurting you?”

“No,” she gasped. She took his face in her hands, drawing him down for a long, heady kiss. “It’s… big. Stretching me. Filling me up. But it doesn’t hurt. Please, my lord. Don’t stop.”

Encouraged, Jarvallen pushed forward. And now there was discomfort, as the base of his thick cock spread her lips, opening her up wider than any man ever had before.

But with the discomfort, not quite crossing the border into pain, there was also pleasure. As he hovered above her, unmoving, barely breathing, his gold eyes searching her face, she savored the feeling between her legs, and spared a moment of contempt for her previous lovers. They all seemed sad and small, pallid, puny things who couldn’t give her what she needed.

And what she needed was this. Jarvallen’s massive cock, filling her up, every tiny movement, even the pulsing of the blood through tight-stretched skin, rubbing against her pearl.

She smiled up at him, lips trembling, and nodded. Carefully, she set her hands on his shoulderblades, and lifted her feet, her heels wedging into the hard muscle of his buttocks.

“My dragon,” she whispered. “Begin.”

And he did. Oh, how he did. Strongly, steadily, smoothly, he pulled out, then thrust back inside her. The second time was easier than the first, and the third time easier than the second, and in a matter of moments, the discomfort was gone and forgotten, lost in the glorious pleasure of Jarvallen’s lovemaking. He kissed her mouth, their tongues battling playfully, then bent to her breasts, showing a degree of lithe flexibility she was sure no human man could match, his tongue snaking around her nipples until they were hard as cherrystones, sending bolts of pleasure into her hot, hungry cunt. In turn, she stroked the long, hard muscles of his back, her hands moving from the nape of his neck to the flexing muscles of his rear, delighting in the clench and release as he moved in and out of her. Playfully, she squeezed his prodigious manhood with her channel, enjoying the way his breath caught in surprised pleasure.

Every stroke was a joy, his ridged phallus rubbing her pearl, sending her higher and higher, until she was all but weightless, her soul soaring through the cavern, through the trees overhead, flying up into the night sky.

Her climax crashed upon her, and she screamed, screamed his name as she shuddered in ecstatic release, waves of pleasure pounding through her body. Jarvallen paused, but she reached down, grasping his hips, and pulled him forward again, needing the feel of him against her inner walls. One arm snaked around his head, and she licked his neck and bit his earlobe, reveling in his hot male hardness.

“Kinzi…”

“Yes.” She knew what was about to happen. “Do it. Fill me with your seed, my dragon. Claim me. Take me. Make me yours!” she shouted.

He halted, tensed. Inside her, she could feel his cock ripple as it readied itself.

Then it happened. A flood, a burning flood of his seed as he emptied himself, spattering against the walls in her womb in a tidal wave that scorched her like liquid fire. She shrieked, bucking up against him as another climax hit her, as sudden and unexpected as lightning from a clear sky.

One last plunge. One last burst of thick, boiling heat, filling her to overflowing, until she half-expected to see it pouring out of her cleft. She panted for air, suddenly dizzy, and as the last reverberations of the greatest orgasm she had ever felt slowly began to recede, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

***

When she woke, she was alone.

It was nearly dark in her chamber, one last candle guttering in a pool of its own wax in its niche on the wall. A blanket had been carefully tucked around her, but the furs at her side were unwarmed by another body.

She sat up, yawning, and saw that a robe had been laid at her side. She slipped it over her shoulders, then trod barefoot out of the chamber, her feet silent on the stone.

At the doorway to Jarvallen’s chamber, she halted. Dim starlight shone through the cracks in the ceiling, serving to outline his massive form. A deep, rumbling murmur filled the room, and she realized, clapping her hand to her mouth to hold back her laughter, that the dragon was actually snoring.

Part of her wanted to snuggle in beside him, basking in his unnatural warmth. The other part, more practical, knew that if he rolled over in his sleep, she would be dead before she knew what happened.

Turning her back, she walked through the warren of caves and tunnels, emerging at last in what she had begun to think of as the common area. It was more brightly lit, and a few women were still about. Three were gathered around a table, playing some sort of game. Lidella, on the other hand, was sitting alone, a mug held in one hand.

“Ah, I know that walk!” one of the girls hooted at her. She got up, miming a wide-legged waddle, and Kinzi blushed. “It sounded like you gave our lord dragon a very pleasant ride, eh?”

The rest of the girls laughed, but it wasn’t cruel or mocking. Instead, it seemed to welcome her to a very select sisterhood.

She raised her chin proudly, her expression becoming just a little bit smug.

“Join me, Kinzi?” Lidella asked. “There’s tea, if you fancy a mug. And honey to sweeten it. One of our girls was apprenticed to a beekeeper before she was chosen.”

She nodded, pouring tea into a chipped mug, then added a large dollop of honey. The tea was black and strong, but the sweetness sluiced some of the sleep out of her body.

“Been quite a day, hasn’t it?”

She nodded, sinking down on a bench opposite the older woman. “Yes.” She glanced outside, where deep night had fallen. She could see a few pale stars, and the grass outside, cropped short by the goats and cows, was tipped with silver by the waxing moon. “I thought I’d be dead by now. But I’m…” She laughed disbelievingly. “I’m a dragon’s lover.”

“One of them,” Lidella said mildly.

She nodded. The older woman seemed to be building up to something.

“So,” she said, puffing out a breath. “Have you thought about what you’ve gotten into, child? Really thought?”

“Twelve hours ago,” Kinzi replied, “I wasn’t sure how long it would be before I was embraced by Nubilia. No offense meant, but I haven’t had a chance to think about it.”

“Well, you might want to start. To begin with, what skills do you bring us?” Her eyes weren’t exactly hard, but they were cautious, and evaluating, as if she were a farmer looking at a horse he was not sure he was going to buy.

Kinzi raised her chin. “I can cook for ten and wash up for twenty. I can milk cows and goats, collect eggs, and feed pigs. I can butcher a cow or a hog. I can’t weave cloth, but I can sew.” She frowned. “I can read and write, and I know my numbers. I have a brother and sister who are twins, and over ten years younger than I, so I can change diapers and wipe noses and coddle an angry child into eating her turnips or going to bed.

“And if none of that is needed, well, I can cut wood and carry water and sweep the floor.”

Lidella smiled. The candlelight caught at unseen wrinkles in her face. “Well said. Though we have little need for a nursemaid. He has been taking women to his bed for over a century, and not a child to be found.

“But very well, child. Here is how it works here, in Lord Jarvallen’s household.

“He took you to bed tonight. And from what we all heard, you enjoyed it. What are you expecting to happen tomorrow?”

She opened her mouth, then abruptly closed it. Lidella nodded. “Right. There are twenty-three women here, at present. Including yourself.

“Now,” she said, as Kinzi’s mouth flapped open in something approaching pure dismay, “that doesn’t mean that he will only call for you once every moon. Some of the women choose to stay here, but not share the dragon’s bed. And some are too old to take joy in the act of lovemaking anymore.”

“So how am I to know?”

“I will tell you.” She blinked at her mildly, like a friendly owl. “I have been here longer than most. And by some chance, I have a gift for organization. Jarvallen trusts me to run his household.

“But I warn you now, Kinzi Hayfield. If you are the sort of woman who becomes foolishly jealous, you should put such thoughts out of your head.

“Many can’t. They want to share him with no one. And so,” she said, “when their year is through, they either leave voluntarily, or are asked to go.”

“I…” She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She raised her hands limply, then let them fall helplessly into her lap. “This is all too big. How can I promise, when I don’t even know my own heart?”

“You will.” The older woman tipped up her mug, swallowing the last of her tea. With a muffled groan, she clambered to her feet. “A long day for old bones.” She spread clean white cloth over a line of loaves cooling by the stove, and nodded her head in satisfaction, reminding Kinzi almost painfully of her mother at the end of a long days’ work. “I’m for bed. But remember our talk tomorrow.”

“I will.”

***

Over the next two weeks, Kinzi began to understand what Lidella had meant.

The first day, after she had woken, sore and aching in every joint, she had been set to work hauling water from the well to the kitchen. That task had entailed countless trips to the well and back, twin buckets slung from a yoke over her shoulders. By the time she was done, she was sure she would hear the clanking of the windlass in her sleep.

Then she was set to do the washing-up from breakfast, scrubbing plates and platters until her hands were red from hot water and harsh lye soap. And then sweep and mop the stone floors of the caverns, trundling her broom and mop and bucket through an endless series of rooms and hallways.

She was at her evening meal with the rest of the women, her head drooping with weariness, when Jarvallen appeared, framed in the door that led to his chamber. Without a word, a tall, willowy blonde woman sprang from her seat, fairly dancing as she made her way to his side. She looped her arms around his head, her bow-like mouth opening for a kiss.

Kinzi blinked, staring down at her plate, aware of many eyes upon her. They were, she realized with a start, wondering what her reaction would be. Suddenly grateful that Lidella had warned her of Jarvallen’s capricious nature, she calmly lifted a forkful of buttered parsnips to her mouth, ignoring the murmurs around her.

The next day, she found that the blankets and furs which served as her bedding had to be beaten and cleaned on a regular basis, lest vermin infest them. Having no more love for bedbugs or lice than the next woman, she set to with a will, hanging blankets over a fence and beating them with a long flat stick until the dust fairly flew.

And that night, she watched as Jarvallen walked away with a small, elegant woman, who, other women told her in whispers, had been the daughter of a baron until she was chosen.

It went on, and on. Every day she was given another menial task, until she thought she would scream from boredom and frustration. She cleaned and washed and milked and cut and peeled and swept and mopped and dusted and shoveled manure and even, one endless afternoon, cracked walnuts until she thought she would go mad. And every day and night, sometimes two or three times, she watched expressionlessly as Jarvallen took another woman to his bed. Ozuna, Lidella twice, and once an elderly matron with more gray then black in her carefully coifed hair.

“Kinzi?” Lidella’s voice, once liked, was now almost hated.

If she asks me to feed the chickens one more time, she swore, her hand clenching around the rag she had been using to polish a candlestick, I swear I will scream this cavern down.

“Yes?”

The older woman dimpled, as if guessing her furious frustration. “He wishes to see you.”

Her head rose, the words like an oasis in the desert. “When?”

“Oh, there’s no hurry.” Drat it, the woman was laughing at her. “When you have a few free moments.”

***

After that, her life was a joyful dream.

Jarvallen didn’t choose her every night. Or most nights. Or even every other night. But he did so on enough nights (and enough days) to make her life a riot of pleasure that convinced her that heaven was real. She couldn’t decide which way she enjoyed him best: rising above him, while his long, clever fingers played with her breasts and nipples and his glorious cock filled her to bursting; writhing in wanton abandon on her back as he speared her; or nested together like a pair of spoons in a drawer, slowly rocking, his lips dancing over her back and shoulder blades while his hands held her breasts, and she clamped her legs tight around his magnificent phallus. Every day (or night) was an opportunity for discovery, and she stifled the pangs of jealousy when the dragon chose another. There were enough tasks to keep her hands and mind occupied, and she found that with the hard work, her appetite had grown voracious, her arms and legs growing stronger with wiry muscle.

Summer passed, and autumn was drawing near. She had been helping the beekeeper’s daughter, lifting golden, dripping slabs of honeycomb from the hives, and cursing under her breath as the angry drones buzzed around her, hoping to avoid painful stings, when Jarvallen strolled near, a look on his face that made her belly churn with desire.

“Lady Emberfire. Will you join with me this afternoon?”

That had been over an hour ago, and now she was on her knees, her bottom raised up high, her breasts rubbing against the furs, the feeling of her swollen nipples brushing the soft hair making her clench her teeth against a scream of joyful lust. Jarvallen’s cock spread her wide.

“Please,” she gasped, her voice a ragged whisper. She had climaxed three times, and she wanted to make him spend, wanted to share that with him. The feeling as the mighty dragon filled her with his seed never dulled, never palled. It was as heady as wine. “My lord. Please.”

“Hmmm.” A hand snuck around her sweaty back to her chest, toying with a taut nipple. “What do you want?”

She sank lower, her head resting on a soft pillow. Goddess, he was insatiable! Inhuman! “I want,” she stammered, still somehow able to blush, even after all this time. “I want to feel you finish inside me. Feel your hot, lovely seed pouring into my body.” She clenched the muscles of her canal, milking him, hoping to somehow force his climax, to feel that fiery outpouring that was becoming a physical need. “Please!”

“Well,” he drawled. “Since you insist, my lady Emberfire.” The hands gripping her hips increased their strength, and he was suddenly battering her, and she bit back a scream of delight as the first lovely streams of his ejaculate coated her womb.

Strengthless, exhausted, she sank to the floor, feeling Jarvallen’s weight cover her back as he went limp, his cock giving a few last, feeble twitches before becoming quiescent.

She lifted her head, turning to nibble at his rose-red lips. “Thank you.” She was limp and boneless, her body suffused with a pleasurable languor. Inside her, the hot glow of his seed slowly faded as her body took it in. Once, on a sleepless night, she had imagined her body eating his seed, his liquid joining with her own blood and her womanly secretions.

Abruptly Jarvallen cocked his head. “What?”

Then she heard it, too. Echoing slaps as a pair of feet pounded down the hall to her bedchamber. The dragon rolled off of her, coming to a fighting crouch, one hand holding a dagger that he had drawn from Goddess knew where.

“My Lord!” Lidella came to a halt, one hand over her heaving bosom. Her face was tense, but not fearful, and Jarvallen relaxed, his hand falling down to his side.

“What is it, Lady Hearth?”

“A messenger from the king. She arrived not five minutes ago, her horse ridden half to death, poor beast. She wishes to speak with you, and says it will not wait.”

“Very well.” His face was calm, but his eyes gleamed. “Wait but a moment, then take her to my chamber. The dragon must greet her properly.”

Without looking back, he walked away, leaving Kinzi alone and bereft. She turned to Lidella. “What’s happening?”

“An attack.” The older woman’s face was grim. “That’s the only answer that makes sense.” She spun, the hem of her dress swishing around her calves. “I have to go.”

And I have to know.

Kinzi padded on soundless feet, barely breathing. As she neared Jarvallen’s chamber, she prayed that Lidella was wrong.

“So,” Jarvallen’s voice was deep and unconcerned. “What brings you so far from your home, servant of King Pizzo?”

“An attack, my lord.” Kinzi was able, by craning her head, to catch a glimpse of the messenger. Whipcord thin, clad in riding leathers, she was clearly exhausted, but held her head up proudly. “The northern tribes, if our spies are right, had a poor harvest. They are invading, looking for food, loot, and plunder.”

“I see.” A tinkle of gold as his mighty body shifted. “Where?”

“We are not certain. But if our courier is right, Broadfield will be the first village they reach.”

Kinzi gasped, her vision going dark. Her family! She swayed on her feet, only half-hearing the words as they poured from the messenger’s lips.

“Please, my lord.” She had fallen to her knees. “I am late. The courier’s horse went lame, and word was delayed. I have half-killed two good horses to reach you. I beg for aid.” Her voice shook. “You may do with me as you like.”

“No. I have a better use for you.” Jarvallen stood, his wings close-furled on his back. “Go back to Pizzo. Tell him I will honor our agreement. But you should add,” and here his voice took on a note of extreme frustration, “that if he can tear himself away from his trencher and wine-cup long enough, he may want to start to actually guard his northern border, instead of depending on me to clean up his messes.”

The stone floor shook, and Kinzi shrank aside as Jarvallen swept past. He spared her one searing look. “Stay here.”

“But…” She ran after him as he lunged down the hallway, gathering speed. “Broadfield! My home. My family!”

Her words were lost in the tumult of his flight. Jarvallen barreled down the corridor and into the common area, then out the door of the cavern, leaving her far behind. His mighty haunches gathered, once, twice, and then with the third time, he leaped into the air, wings unfurling with a snap. One stroke, two, and he was dwindling into the distance.

To her dying day, Kinzi never knew how she came to be sprinting down the dusty dirt road, tears running down her face, her voice hoarse as she screamed at Jarvallen to wait. She felt lost and witless, caring for nothing but the safety of her family.

And then, out her fear and desperation and fury, she changed.

Her arms seemed to lengthen, until she was running on all fours. Her dress, hastily thrown on before she spied on her mate, split, the shreds flying off. Wings sprouted from her back, a tail erupted from her spine, claws from her fingers and toes. She gathered her rear legs behind her and jumped, instinct throwing her wings open to catch the air. They beat down strongly, carrying her high, and with eyesight as keen as a hawk she could see for miles, landmarks jumping out to her with frightening clarity.

There! The road from Broadfield. That would lead her home. She took a deep breath, screaming her rage, and with a roar like a hurricane, turned north.

***

Instinct saved her. Without it, she would have fallen from the sky, leaving only a large and messy hole in the ground. Whenever she tried to control her body, she faltered. The best thing, she discovered, after her third flailing attempt at controlling her flight nearly resulted in disaster, was to simply let her body take over.

She sped northward, streams and forest unrolling under her body like a scroll. She found that the view from the sky was very different from ground-level, and after the first hour, was forced to delve deep inside her memory, tracking landmarks such as rivers, stream and hills, since landing in a village and asking for directions seemed to be a good way to get stuck full of arrows as a pincushion.

She nearly overflew Broadfield itself. But the sight of Bluebird Hill, with its distinctive circle of nine standing stones, put her aright. There seemed to be some sort of ruckus going on to the east of town. Her far-sighted eyes spied a glimpse of a flying black form which she thought was Jarvallen, and a tiny lick of flame. But she didn’t care for him or the village or any tribesman ever spawned. She only wanted to see that her family was safe. Her wings driving her, she flew over the town square, heading towards the low range of hills north of town and her father’s homestead.

What she saw made her mind black with fury. Around the wooden walls of her childhood home, nearly a dozen tribesmen were gathered. Her father stood against them like a lone bear facing down a pack of savage dogs, her brother Finch huddled at his side. In his hands he held a pitchfork, its tines red with blood. He jabbed it towards their faces, slowly backing away, seeking to gain the safety of the house. The windows were shuttered, but she could see her mother’s pale face looking out the cracked doorway, drawn tight with terror for her husband and son.

Her father, for all his height and strength, was no warrior. He couldn’t stand against so many. A spear-haft slithered past his awkward guard, cracking against his head. He fell to the ground in a boneless heap.

“Kill him,” spat their leader, a tall, gaunt man with a wolf-skin slung over his skinny shoulders. The wind brought his words to her ears as if she were standing at his side. “Kill the men and children. Take the animals and food, burn the rest. If there are women, take them with us. There is always a chance we can sell them, later. Or maybe one of you wants to dip his wick in the strange?” He laughed coarsely, pumping his hips in a lewd gesture.

“No!”

Like an avenging angel, she swept out of the sky. Hurtling to the ground with force near great enough to shatter her bones, she landed, crouching over her father’s prone body. A swipe of one forearm sent three men tumbling away in broken-boned heaps. When others cocked their arms, readying spears to throw at her vulnerable flank, she took in a huge breath, sending a wall of flame at them that had them shrieking and scurrying away like so many rats, beating at their smoldering clothes.

“Papa?” She lowered her snout, sniffing at her wounded father. “Are you all right?”

“Stand still, demon!” Her head whipped around. The lead tribesman, his eyes mad with fury, held her brother in a cruel grip. He shifted, allowing her to see the knife he held at Finch’s throat. Her brother’s eyes were wide with terror. “Make one move, and I kill the child!”

She moved so quickly he didn’t even have a chance to scream. Her tail whipped around, an arm-length barb burying itself in the flesh of his shoulder. The knife fell from a nerveless hand, and Finch scrambled out of his sagging grip.

“Worm,” she breathed. Rage boiled inside her and her eyes clouded red with blood-lust. It would be so easy to roast him alive. His screams would be sweet.

But her gaze caught Finch’s face, looking up at her in a combination of fear and wonder.

No. I am not a monster.

Her tail twisted, throwing the man to the ground, pinning him with her tail-barb. He could either hold still and listen or rip his arm off trying to escape, and at the moment, she didn’t care which he chose.

Snarling, she bent her head forward, catching the tribesman’s gaze with her own. She let power suffuse her voice.

“Listen to me, little man,” she growled, full of terrible threat. “Jarvallen is a male. He is honorable. I am a female and I care nothing for honor. All I care about is keeping my people safe. If you or any of your filthy people set foot in this land again, I will kill them all.”

“We do not fear you, demon! One day we will slay you! You, and all your kind!”

“And then,” she continued, as if he hadn’t spoken, “I will fly to your lands. I will take this war to your people. I will burn down your villages, wither your crops, lay waste to your lands. Your women and children will die, starving and frozen in the wilderness.

“I am Emberfire, mate of Jarvallen, and this land is under my protection. Now run, you fool.” She withdrew the barb from his shoulder, roaring as he scrambled to his feet, one arm hanging limply at his side. “Run!”

He started to walk away, his head turning to keep her in sight. She sent a gout of flame at his heels, and he broke into a shambling trot, bright red gore staining his arm.

Then it was quiet.

“Hello? Miss Dragon?”

Kinzi looked down. Finch stood a few yards away, his eyes wide as saucers. All around the farmstead, her family was slowly gathering. Lark was on the front porch, her mouth hanging open as she stared at her, her chestnut hair, undone from its braid, falling down her back. Her father stirred and groaned, his hand going to his head. At the doorway, Velden and her mother and Lisbet appeared, the latter holding a cloth-wrapped bundle at her shoulder.

Of course. Lizbet must have come here to bear her child. What Mama doesn’t know about babies would fit into a thimble.

“Hello, Finch,” she said.

The boy’s eyes got even wider. “How do you know my name?”

Oh, gentle Goddess. She searched for that place inside her. That place which held her human form, even when she was in dragon’s shape. She reached for it, and suddenly she was standing naked in the dooryard, her bare feet on the sooty ground.

“Kinzi!” Lark and Finch dashed toward her. She knelt, weeping unashamedly, as their bodies hit her, small arms circling her neck.

“You’ve grown!” she said, rocking back, heedless of the ash that ground into her knees. “I swear, Finch, you’re as big as a little bear! And Lark!” She measured the girl against her shoulder, rounding her eyes in wonder. “I barely know you!”

“Kinzi Hayfield!”

Uh oh.

Her mother stalked over to her, her hands planted firmly on her broad hips. Her eyes were snapping.

“What is the meaning of this? Who gave you permission to turn into a dragon? In this family, young lady, we’re human. Not… not flying, fire-breathing beasts that come in and save us all from death!” Her eyes overflowed with tears. “And where are your clothes! Don’t you have any sense of decency?”

“I’m sorry, Mama. They kind of got left behind. When I…” She fumbled for words. “Transformed.”

“And how long have you been able to do that little trick?”

Her voice got even smaller. “Today was the first time. I didn’t even know I could.”

“Huh. Well.” Her mother took her face in her hands, her eyes searching her. “So. You’re not dead, after all. Alive and well.”

She nodded.

“My girl. My beautiful, brave girl.” Her mother began to sob, and she wiped at her eyes with the hem of her apron. “It’s a miracle.”

“Look!” Finch pointed skyward. A dark form was rapidly approaching from the north.

“Is that…” Her sister joined her, Velden hovering protectively at her side.

“Yes, get ready to meet Jarvallen. He is my mate.”

“Mate?” Her mother cocked a sardonic eye at her. “Wasn’t marriage good enough?”

She was spared the task of explaining Jarvallen’s household to her mother by his arrival in the dooryard, his wings beating powerfully as he alit on the ground with the grace of a swan. There was a shimmer in the air, and when their eyes cleared, Jarvallen was in his human form.

“Well,” he said, looking at them all. “This is a surprise.”

“He’s the dragon?” her mother asked, as she assisted her father into a sitting position.

Kinzi nodded. “Yes, he is. And do try to be polite, Mama.”

“Well,” she said grudgingly. “It does seem that he’s taken good care of you.”

“And that tale must not be told,” Jarvallen said. He shook his head, pinching his nose as if his head pained him. “Kinzi Hayfield. Why didn’t you stay? I was more than capable of routing that rabble.” He rubbed his side. A red weal marked his white skin, and Kinzi drew in her breath in frightened rage. “Terrible shots,” he said, winking at her.

“Whatever we do,” her sister said briskly, “we can’t do it with you in the dooryard, dressed in naught but your skin.” Her eyes lingered appreciatively over Jarvallen, and Kinzi had to bite her lip. Even in front of her husband, with her child in her arms, her sister was not immune to the dragon’s charms.

“Come on inside. We still have some of your old clothes, Kinzi. And I’m sure that we can find something to cover up your… man.”

***

An hour later, they were all seated around the big table in the kitchen. Her father had a strip of cloth tied around his head, and kept blinking his eyes woozily. In one of his more lucid moments, he had hugged her fiercely, his eyes closing with the force of his relief at finding her alive.

Kinzi was in one of her old dresses, which felt oddly uncomfortable. Jarvallen, on the other hand, flatly refused borrowed clothing, and they had to be content to have the man-shaped dragon wrapped in a clean but threadbare towel, which managed to cover him decently. Still, he held himself tensely. Not afraid, of course. She doubted that the impossibly arrogant male was truly afraid of anything. But he was not comfortable, either. It was, Kinzi thought with a small smile, probably the very first time he had entered a human household as a guest.

“No,” she said to her mother, for what felt like the tenth time. “I can’t come home. Not to stay.”

At her side, Jarvallen nodded. “It is my reputation that keeps the tribes away. They fear the dragon, who is wicked and capricious.” His eyes glinted. “If it ever got out that he doesn’t make a habit of snacking on young women, they might begin to lose that fear. And teaching them to respect me properly would take time away from time that could be better spent doing… other things.” His look was properly sober, but under his lids his eyes sparkled with mischief. Kinzi barely bit back a bark of laughter, which would have pained her throat, which felt oddly hot and raw.

Breathing fire will do that, I suppose.

“Can I hold… him?” she said, looking at her sister, wishing to change the subject. Through the afternoon, she had held the bundle close to her chest, as if terrified someone might seek to take it away.

“Yes. Him,” Lizbet said, her face relaxing. “You were right.” She made to pass over her baby, but then hesitated, her eyes shifting fearfully to Jarvallen.

“Calm yourself. I do not eat babies.” He made a face. “They taste terrible.” Across the table, Larch and Finch giggled. They, apparently, were not in awe of him.

Of course, she thought, taking her nephew in the crook of her arm, it’s hard to be scared when the dragon is in your house, dressed in a towel.

“He prefers to eat other things,” she said, ignoring her mother’s gasp of offended outrage, and her sister’s muffled giggles. “Oh, Lizbet. He’s beautiful. What’s his name?”

“Kinza.”

She blinked away sudden tears. “You named him after me?”

“It seemed the right thing to do,” Velden replied. “You having given your life to save ours, and all that.”

“I don’t think I was quite that noble.” She pushed aside a fold of cloth, looking at the chubby, confused face. “Hello,” she said softly. “I’m your Aunt Kinzi.”

Kinza blinked up at her, his brow wrinkling into a frown. Jarvallen looked over her shoulder in curious interest. “He’s so small.”

“He didn’t feel small on his way out, I can tell you that,” Lizbet said cheerfully, as her mother choked and sputtered.

“May I?” Jarvallen asked. With Lizbet’s nod, Kinzi passed him over. The dragon held the baby awkwardly, and Kinzi bit back a smile.

Of course. Old as he is, I’ll wager gold dust to coal that he’s never held a baby in his life.

“Like this,” she told him, demonstrating. “Head in the crook of your elbow, hand under his bottom. And don’t be afraid to talk to him. Babies like hearing voices.”

“Greetings, child,” Jarvallen said gravely, looking down. Kinza gurgled happily, one hand reaching upwards towards his face. “My name is Jarvallen. I am your mother’s sister’s mate. I hope that you grow up to be a strong and honorable man and that I shall not be forced to destroy you at some point in the future.”

“What?”

“He’s joking,” Kinzi said hastily. “Jarvallen, tell them that you are joking.”

“Was I?” His brows crimped. “Ah, yes,” he said as Kinzi poked him irritably. “Yes. I was joking.” He bowed his head in apology.

“Sorry,” she said. She shot him a glare from under her lashes. “He’s trying to be human, but he’s not very good at it yet.”

“I endeavor to improve.” He sniffed. “But I fear your child is defective, young lady. He is… leaking.”

“Idiot,” she said fondly. “It’s just pee. All babies do it.”

“Truly? That seems rather inconvenient. Why do you tolerate such behavior in the young?”

“I’ll explain later. When we have a lot more time.”

She took the tiny bundle back from him, then passed Kinza along to Lizbet, who went to a quiet corner to feed him. Before long, contented sucking sounds were emanating from that corner of the room.

She looked at her mate fondly. Before he had handed the baby over, she sensed that he had been reluctant to let Kinza go. Could he hunger for a child of his own one day?

Could I bear him a child one day? And what would it be? Human, dragon, or both? Would she come out of my womb red-faced and squalling, or hatch from an egg?

She sniffed the air, looking at the large pot suspended from a hook over the fireplace. “Ham and beans for supper, Mama?”

“Yes. At least the filthy heathens didn’t ruin our meal.” A long pause. “Will you stay?”

“For the meal, yes.” She glanced at Jarvallen, who nodded. “But then we have to go.”

“Well.” The older woman squared her shoulders. “One night. That’s one more than I ever thought I’d get.”

***

The meal had been eaten, and the sun was going down, the last rays catching the leaves of the western woods, turning them to gold and bronze.

Kinzi walked away from the house, her mother at her side. She had already said her farewells. Jarvallen strode behind her, silent and watchful.

“I love you. I will come when I can. But don’t wait for me.”

Her mother sighed mournfully. “I know.” One work-roughened hand scrubbed at her face. “Gentle Goddess, it’s like something out of a bard’s tale! I would not have believed it if I had not seen it myself.” She turned to Jarvallen. “How?”

He shrugged in bafflement. “I don’t know. Truly. We know that my kind can change shape. Perhaps once, long ago, a man of my kind lay with a woman of your line, or your husband’s, and she bore him a child. One that had the potential to be a shape-changer like myself.

“That potential may have laid buried for generations, like seed on stony ground, until your daughter’s proximity to myself, and her own terrible need, brought it to the surface.”

She nodded. “As good an answer as any, I suppose. Me, I thank the Goddess, who holds all of us in her hand. Even you, my lord dragon.” She stepped forward, fixing him with a fierce gaze. “Take care of my daughter, or you will answer to me.”

“I think I know where you get your temper from, Lady Emberfire,” he teased, but the bow he returned to her mother was respectful. Walking away, his form shimmered, and a dragon took its place. “Are you ready?” he asked.

“Wait.” As Kinzi turned away, her mother set her hand on her arm.

“I just wanted you to know. You are a lovely dragon. And I am so very, very proud of you.”

“Thank you, Mama,” she whispered.

“So what do we do now?” she asked, as they flew away, wingtip to wingtip. The setting sun was on their right. The land was laid out below her eyes like a rumpled quilt, farms and homesteads and villages strung like beads on a string as they followed the road south.

“Do?”

“Yes. Do you continue to enforce the agreement, and take a woman every year? Because I will say, Jarvallen, that seems a bit rude, now that I have claimed you as my mate.”

“Indeed.” The black and white form beside her sighed gustily. “Changes in my household. I will say, Lady Emberfire, you have been nothing but a disruption since the moment I laid eyes on you. I will miss my sweet ladies.”

“Perhaps there’s another way,” she suggested, her voice low and teasing.

“Yes?”

“Perhaps we change the tribute? One year you get a woman. The next year, I get a man. I fear, my dearest love, that you have woken something dangerous. And you may not be enough to satiate me.”

The dragon’s laughter was enormous, loud enough to ring down the heavens. All along the road south, people rushed out of their homes and cottages, staring at the twinned forms as the dragons, flew, banked, and wheeled to the west.

Heading home.


"The Unicorn And The Unicorn" by Ben Truman

The young man threw himself against the trunk of a tree and stayed there, gasping for breath, while the racing of his heart settled.

Jale had run as long as he'd been able, desperate to put as much distance between himself and his captors as possible. When the leader of the bandits had appeared before him that morning, a knife in his hand, he'd thought his end had finally come.

“Your family has refused to pay the ransom,” the dark-browed man named Varren had said, grinning. “Guess it was a mistake kidnapping the youngest son after all.”

The words had stung even through the cloud of fear choking his heart. Varren had grabbed him by the hair and thrust his head down and Jale had waited for the end.

But the knife never struck. Instead, Varren cut through the bonds which tied Jale's wrists together, then those around his ankles.

“Go,” said Varren, dragging him to his feet.

“You're– you're letting me go?” Jale had asked, incredulous.

Varren shrugged. “What's to be gained from slitting the throat of a pretty boy like yourself and staining that milk-pale skin with blood? Now get out of here before I change my mind and sell you to the slavers.”

Jale had run, the laughter of the bandit echoing in his ears. Of course, he hadn't believed Varren's words. This was just another sick game.

And so now, as he leaned against the tree, Jale looked backed fearfully through the forest. They were hunting him, he was sure. He'd sensed someone behind him for a while now, always holding back just out of sight.

He pressed a hand against his chest, hoping to dull the pain there. As the youngest son of the Du'Ravel family, he'd never needed to run or indeed do anything much at all. He'd lived a pampered life, waiting for the day when his parents would announce he was to be married off to a rich merchant family, or perhaps another aristocratic one who needed to offload some dowager no one else would take. Jale would live out his life under another roof, enjoying the wealth and boredom of another family – and nothing would change.

His rich clothes and richer food were but a distant memory now. At the wedding of the daughter of the local marquess he'd been led away by another young man his own age with promises of some lark or other. They'd left the garden and gone together into the forest, where the bandits had been waiting. No doubt it had been sometime until he'd been missed.

The bandits had held him for the past week and he'd had to get used to their way of life. They moved constantly to avoid pursuit. Jale had no idea where he was right now. He sucked in a final deep breath and wondered just what on earth he was going to do.

A breeze rose. Something soft brushed his face and fearing a dreadful insect he skittered away from the tree. But no, it was some bright, fluttering material, like the delicate threads of finely woven cloth-of-gold.

Jale let it float against his hand. Hair! Blonde hair – no, more gold than blonde. It did not seem an animal's hair. It was too long and too soft, not unlike the locks of hair given by ladies to their lovers in those romantic novels of his older sister he'd guiltily read.

He smelled, then, something on the air, a sweet scent, like a perfume. Yes, a perfume was the right way to describe it, since beneath the sweetness there was a touch of earthiness, as found in an expensive fragrance, some element which offset the sweetness and made it all the more delightful.

Where was it coming from?

He brought the lock of hair to his face. Yes, it was tinged with the same scent. But it was not the source of it.

Despite his fear, Jale's curiosity was piqued. He let the hair fall from his hand and went deeper into the forest. He soon came to a little rill with a sandy bank. Thirsty, he fell to his knees and drank deep. The water would soften the rumbling of his empty stomach as well. The bandits had not been generous with their provisions.

As he drank he noticed imprints in the sand. Footprints, large ones. The bandits? But no, they were not boot prints, nor even those of shoes –  actual footprints, of someone's bare feet.

His finger traced the shape.  A large foot, but slender. A woman's foot.

He stood up. Suddenly, the air was thick with that earlier scent. The breeze's direction had changed, caressing his face. He brushed aside a brown lock of his own hair which flickered across his eyes.

The forest was still. Jale froze, instinct taking over. He listened. The breeze rustled in the leaves of the foliage overhead. No, not just overhead. Rustling also came from that direction, from where the rill disappeared deeper into the forest.

The bushes behind a tree suddenly parted and Jale very nearly cried out, but fear kept his tongue in check. An oval face appeared, peering from behind the tree's trunk – no bandit, but a woman.

A woman? A dark-skinned woman, tall, very tall, easily six and a half feet. Long golden hair, unbound, fluttered around her head like a sunburst. So the lock had belonged to her! But Jale had no time to wonder over the solution to this mystery as the woman stepped clear of the tree and his eyes were drawn to her body.

She was naked. First her bare breasts appeared, large, proud on her chest, wreathed by her rippling gold hair. Then the rest of her, her hips and her powerful thighs. She pushed her way through the undergrowth, moving slowly. Was she being pursued by someone? Jale watched as she lifted her face to the air, sniffing it deeply.

No, she was the one doing the hunting.

The breeze fell, and with it the gold corona of the woman's hair. Jale saw for the first time, then, her large, pointed ears and the single horn in her forehead. Her wild hair had obscured them. A long horn, silver, swirling into a sharp point.

Jale's heart leaped up into his throat. A unicorn!

He knew real fear, then. Unicorns were wild monsters, and for all their human form they possessed the instinct and drives of beasts. Although not as fierce as manticores or harpies, unicorns were dangerous.

The unicorn came out of the undergrowth, her large, dark eyes scanning her surroundings. The great golden arc of her tail, now free, flicked the air.

Jale fought back the desire to flee. He knew the unicorn would see him immediately and be upon him. But he had to get out of there. He would wait until she drew away. He just had to–

The unicorn stopped sniffing and turned to look right at him. She had caught his scent!

Jale moved then, leaping to his feet and springing away. He did not look back. Even despite his earlier running, he found a hidden reserve of panicked energy and pushed his way through the pain arcing across his chest.

His feet dug into sand, leaped over rocks, splashed through low pools as he followed the rill. His tattered shoes felt as though they would slip from his feet at any moment. A great she-oak grew over the water here. He leaped over its swollen roots, but the tip on one toe caught a hidden hollow and he went flying, skidding to a soft fall on a little meadow of grass shaded by the tree.

He clambered onto his hands and knees, praising the gods for the luck of such a gentle landing, but as he regained his feet he was knocked just as quickly back off them, sliding forward as something heavy pushed him down from behind.

Hot breath poured over his neck and he felt the softness of breasts pressing against his back. Hands were pawing at him, long, slender, feminine hands and he grabbed at them. And everywhere that delicious scent, that heavy fragrance which he knew now was the smell of a unicorn.

He struggled to roll over, to fight off her dreadful weight, but the unicorn would not allow it. He felt her lift her front from his back, her hands grasping his arms just below the elbow and holding him down as she sat back, using her body weight to keep his lower half still. He struggled, but with the unicorn's buttocks on his thighs he could do little else than kick his heels up ineffectually.

Again he felt weight on his back, the unicorn's hot breath on his neck. She was smelling him! He struggled once more, but the unicorn just pushed his arms harder against the grass and continued her sniffing of his hair and neck. Soon he stopped struggling. He might only get one chance to escape, and if he expended all his energy now…

The unicorn gave a final snort and pulled away. With the pressure relieved from his back Jale took a deep and welcome breath. He felt, then, the unicorn sit up and remove her weight from his lower half as well. He waited. There was no way he could get to his feet and run away without her easily catching him. He would wait to see what she would do next.

The unicorn, crouching over him now, let go of one of his arms and rolled him over onto his back. With a hand now free, he tried to push her away, but she grabbed hold of his wrist and held it.

Jale blinked. When the unicorn had been an invisible weight pressing the air from his body, he'd forgotten all about what she looked like. But now, with his entire gaze filled with her, he stopped fighting. She was staring at him, her large, darkly-lashed eyes blinking. The breeze had fallen and her hair lay flat across her shoulders and her breasts, obscuring them. Jale was suddenly reminded of a painting in his family's mansion, a portrait of the Lady Levatein. He had always enjoyed looking at the painting, since the Lady's ample décolletage had been on display, discreetly covered by locks of golden hair.

But Lady Levatein had been very human. The female on top of him now, holding him down, was a monster. The single horn jutting from her forehead, the pointed tips of her long elfin ears gave no opportunity for mistake. And there was something in her eyes, something glimmering in those dark, beautiful eyes, that shone of wildness.

The unicorn blinked again, and then she lowered her face to his. Jale watched her, his heart racing, expecting some further exploratory sniffing, but this time she buried her face in the crook of his neck and he felt the hot wetness of a tongue against his skin. This was no gentle peck, no flirtatious little kiss – no, it was a lick, but a tentative one.

Jale whipped his head away. Her tongue was hot and his skin was sensitive.

The unicorn's tongue pulled back and she sniffed his hair again. Then the tongue reappeared, on his cheek this time, the one totally exposed to her. She drew her tongue across his jaw and then ran the hot tip along the edge of his ear.

Jale bit his lip, not wanting to react in a way that might alarm the monster, but when the unicorn stuck her tongue in his ear he burst out laughing, all his nervous tension spilling out.

The unicorn pulled away. Panic stilled Jale's laughter. Had he frightened her? He didn't know what a frightened unicorn would do.

But the unicorn was grinning at him, revealing twin rows of gorgeous white teeth between her pink lips. Her tongue darted out from between them and Jale almost started laughing again. She'd poked her tongue out at him!

The unicorn lowered her face to his again and he presented his other cheek to her, hoping for the opportunity to squirm himself free while she was occupied with whatever it was she was doing. But she seemed to be finished with her examination. She let go of his hand and took hold of his chin, pulling it around so he was facing her again, and this time she pressed her lips against his.

Jale had been kissed before. There had been a rather forward maid in his household, a girl several years older than him, a commoner, but with that earthy beauty many commoners have. She had delighted in touching him whenever his parents weren't around and one evening had taken hold of his hand, placed it on her ample bosom, and kissed him.

He had kissed her back, tentative, and she had giggled against his mouth, her other hand dropping between his legs to cup his rapidly hardening erection. But his mother's clomping footsteps had torn them apart and she had fled.

She was removed from their service soon after, and since that day Jale was watched even more closely than he had been. His mother would not allow his innocence to be looted by some commoner, after all.

Jale quickly learned that that innocence, his virginity, was a precious thing which made him more desirable a match and all the more useful a bargaining chip for his parents.

But now the unicorn was kissing him. She did not bother to tap her tongue against his lips as the maidservant had done. She forced it past them and Jale's mouth was filled with the sudden slick heat of her tongue.

He gasped. His gasp emboldened the unicorn and she delved her tongue deeper. Jale met it with his own, tried to push the questing tongue from his mouth, and the unicorn made a guttural sound in her throat. She wrestled with his tongue, and she was by far the stronger.

Soon his struggles were so weak that there was little difference between it being a fight and a deep kiss. The unicorn would not let him squirm away, weighing down on him when he moved too much for her liking. Her bottom half pushed against him now, her naked pelvis pressing against his.

He felt heat there, a blistering heat, and wetness too. The unicorn was excited! And his body had started to react as well. She began rubbing her sex against the mound in his trousers and a jolt of melting pleasure shivered up his spine.

The unicorn let go of his wrist and arm, then. She broke their kiss, shuffled back on her knees and began to tear at his belt. Jale gasped. She was not gentle, and she did not know how a belt worked.

The buckle shifted as the unicorn fumbled the belt off and tossed it aside. She did not bother with the laces, but tore Jale's trousers straight down, revealing his underwear. Her grin of triumph told Jale there was no mistaking what she intended. He squirmed beneath her, found he could easily slip himself out of his trousers and be away if he wished to. But did he really want to escape? Had he wished to flee from the pawing hands of that forward maidservant?

The unicorn grabbed the waistband and pulled his underwear down, releasing his erection, then shifted forward on her knees. Jale shivered with pleasure at the sudden raw heat and wetness as the unicorn pressed their now naked sexes together. Her tongue lolling, her eyes hooded, she grimaced as she lifted her hips and found the perfect angle for him to penetrate her. The lips of her sex parted and she engulfed him in sticky, boiling heat right up to the hilt.

Jale cried out. The sensation was beyond anything else he had ever felt. He'd experienced pleasure before, but always of his own making. So this is what it was to be inside a woman, to make love?

Making love? The unicorn had hunted him down, forced herself upon him. And yet, as he gazed up at the flushed, ecstatic face of the wild and beautiful monster, he could not feel any hate for her. All the fears and guilt his parents had burdened him with were melting away under the pleasure coursing through him.

But that pleasure was nothing to compared to when the unicorn began to roll her hips. She ground against him, slowly at first, and Jale grit his teeth at the delight boiling up from beneath his waist. He lay still, and the unicorn did all that was necessary. But soon he began to seek the pleasure himself and moved his hips in unison with her.

The unicorn gasped at his first such movement and she turned her dark eyes on his. She grinned and her humping turned feverish.

Jale struggled against the pleasure surging through him but at last he cried out, unable to keep from giving voice to these new and powerful sensations. The unicorn, her heavy breasts swaying as she rode him, echoed his cries with delighted snorts.

Jale grew close. He felt a familiar tension, that trembling itchiness in his joints. He was going to come. The unicorn's face was flushed, her eyes rolling back in her head. Her ears twitched and Jale felt her grow even hotter around him.

Was she close to reaching her climax as well?

He tried to slow himself, instinct demanding that this ecstasy last longer – but when the unicorn flung her head back, her hair a golden nimbus about her beautiful face, and screamed out at the very summit of her pleasure, Jale came as well.

His mind dissolved in a surge of white fire and he echoed the unicorn's cry as he exploded wetly inside her. He grasped her hand, squeezing it while he poured wave after wave of liquid pleasure into her womb. The unicorn moaned deep in her throat as she continued grinding her hips against his until with a final grunt she slumped forward on top of him.

They lay together, then – Jale panting, the unicorn softly murmuring deep in her throat, her head against his chest. Dazed by the final spasms of pleasure still ebbing through him, Jale looked down dreamily at the horn lying just before his eyes.

It gleamed white, not like bone or ivory, but like alabaster, and tendrils of sparking gold spiralled through it, echoing the rapid beating of the unicorn's heart. Her sweaty body covered his, but unlike before he enjoyed the heaviness of her.

Jale placed his hands on the unicorn's back. Maybe he could try and push her off, escape from her while she was exhausted with the exertions of their mating, but his own happy tiredness quickly forced such thoughts from him. He lay there, tentatively stroking the unicorn's back. Her skin was smooth, like a human woman's, but beneath the softness of the skin the firm strength of muscles rippled.

At his timid touch the unicorn snorted and lifted her head. Her dark eyes opened and Jale found himself staring into them.

Not the eyes of a wild animal, no. Not even the eyes, now, of a wild human. They glistened wetly and the unicorn smiled at him, the hungry grin of before replaced by a gentle smile, happy and shy.

She shifted her hips back, her large breasts no longer squeezed between the two of them but hanging free, and Jale gasped as he popped out of her, the coldness of their joined pleasure flowing out onto his thighs.

The unicorn lifted herself off him, but did not move aside. Instead she began licking at the beads of sweat that had collected on his forehead and throat, which filled Jale with a mixture of ticklishness and pleasure. Her tongue and lips meandered down his jerkined chest and she shifted back, licking his bare abdomen before she dove onto his defeated member lying softly between his legs. She murmured with delight as she cleaned him and Jale cried out at the reawakening of his arousal. The unicorn's questing tongue pressed his over-sensitive member and he pushed at her head. The unicorn, with a final teasing lick, at last gave way.

Jale, panting, sat up and the unicorn lay down, placing her head in his lap. He expected that tongue to baste him again, but instead she nuzzled him and closed her eyes. He sat there, wondering whether he should now try to escape and how he could push the unicorn off him without stirring her. But as before, the dregs of his pleasure would not allow his body to move.

This exhaustion – was it the magic of a unicorn, or the magic of a woman? As a virgin he had no idea.

A virgin? No, a virgin no longer. And yet he couldn't feel any regret at the thought. He gazed down at the unicorn and tentatively stroked her hair. She was so beautiful. Although their mating had been wild, she was now tame, and he could appreciate her beauty more – her fine gold hair, her flawless bronze skin, the wide, pointed ears, more like a horse's than a human's.

He felt sleep spreading over him, and he fought it. No, he had to escape. He had to think of something...

***

He was still thinking when a hand slipped over his mouth. He shouted, but rough and greasy skin stifled it.

He was dragged from under the unicorn who woke with a start. But the other bandits were already upon her. Two of them flung a net over her and she screamed. She kicked and clawed at the netting until the bandits grabbed an arm and leg apiece and immobilised her.

Her struggles were no longer those of a wild animal, but a tame one, and she was quickly overpowered.

Jale was dragged to his feet and the hand slipped from his mouth. He wheeled around to find himself staring at Varren.

The bandit leader grinned at him. “Nice work, lad. It's good to know that the stories about the chastity of the sons of Du'Ravel were no fable.”

“What are you doing to her?” he shouted.

Varren roared with laughter. “Ah, do not worry yourself about your ravisher. You will have your revenge on her for stealing your innocence. She is to be the latest addition to Lord Asaen's harem – or menagerie, rather.”

Varren let go of him. Jale realised, then, that he was still half-naked and shame flooded his face. He pulled up his underwear and trousers to the jeers of the other bandits now spilling out of the woods.

He glanced at the far tree-line, past where the bandits were quickly extricating the unicorn's hands and feet from the net and binding them. Perhaps, while they were busy…

The unicorn's eyes met his. The dark pools glimmered. Then suddenly she renewed her struggles, kicking and biting at the men.

Varren chuckled. “Ah, so she has bonded with you.” He drew a long knife lazily from his doublet. “Go and calm her, would you? I don't want my men injured.”

Jale knew he had no choice. He knelt by the unicorn and reached out for her, his hand timid.

The unicorn, panting from her struggles, leaned forward to meet him. She brought her face against his hand, sniffed it, then pressed lips against the palm in a kiss.

A sick feeling of guilt deadened Jale's heart. He should fight them off her, try and free her! Such a beautiful creature did not deserve this!

But the bandits had already bound her legs. There was at least a dozen of them encircling the grove, and Jale glanced back at Varren, who was digging under the nails of one hand with his thin knife.

No. To try anything was death.

“Shh,” he murmured as the unicorn cried out at the bandit's ungentle hands binding her wrists. “Shh. Everything will be alright.”

Jale heard the lie leave his lips and hated himself for it.

***

The bandits had set up camp long after light had fallen. Jale's bonds chafed his wrists and heels as he watched the campfire. He was not tied up beyond this, but there was no fear of him escaping. He lay back and closed his eyes. The fire made patterns against his eyelids.

He woke. He'd dozed off without even realising it. The bandits were asleep, including his guard, heavy with ale and food. Jale's stomach rumbled. The pig the bandits had stolen lay on its spit, the carcass still full of meat, the greasy scent of roasted meat thick in the air.

Jale knew better than to try and escape while still bound. There was no point. But perhaps he had a chance if someone had...

He shuffled across the camp, his heart in his throat. Every grunt and twitch from the sleeping mean sent thrills of fear through his heart.

An eternity later he shuffled the last of the distance.

He scanned the hacked carcass, then the dirt around it in the orange light of the fire's dying embers. Damn, damn, damn! They hadn't left the knife in it.

Jale wanted to fall to his knees in despair. He glanced back at the bandits. Perhaps he could take a weapon from one of them, cut his bonds.

But despair gripped him. Although deep in ale and food, they were predators who feared even each other. He would find a dagger in his chest at any moment.

However, Jale would not let his risk go unrewarded. He dove his hands into the animal, ripped a strip of charred flesh from its side with hungry hands and dove on it. Juice and oil spilled down his hands. He brought the flesh to his mouth, tore at it.

Wait. One of his hands had slipped! He shoved his cheeks full of the flesh and slid his hands up under the beast until they were slick with grease and fat. Then he sat back on his bottom, placed a foot against the rope between his wrists and pushed.

His wrists burned in agony. He pushed again. Fire tore along his hands but he bit his lip until it bled and with a final desperate, hideous twist a hand came free.

He didn't wait to remove the bonds still hanging, but tore at the ones binding his feet. His fingernails bleeding, he finally undid the knot and unravelled them.

With a glance back at the sleeping bandits, he stole through the dark. He remembered they had passed a river earlier. He would find it, follow it upstream. That would lead him back to the hills. And from there…

Darkness, and safety, beckoned. But Jale's feet would not let him take a step further. Fear did not hold him, though his heart was sick with it. No. He was not the only captive of the bandits.

He looked back towards the camp. There, that dark shape – the bandits' cart, and on its back the wicker cage which held the unicorn.

His earlier words to the monster haunted him. Could he abandon her to the tender mercies of the bandits and, worse still, of Lord Asaen?

No, Jale. You can't risk it. They’ll take you, and this time Varren won’t hesitate to cut your throat.

And yet he found himself following an arc back towards the camp. He soon came to the cart. He could feel rather than see the unicorn inside it, curled up on the hasty bed of grass they had provided her with.

As he approached, the unicorn shifted. She snorted and lifted her head. In the starlight her hair and horn glittered. Jale saw then the collar around her neck, tied by a loop of rope to the back of the wicker cage. Her hands and feet were also bound.

He threw caution aside and ran the remaining distance. “Shh,” he hissed. “Shh! It's me. But you must be quiet!”

She flung her head around, trying desperately to look at him until Jale placed his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it.

“Ssh,” he hissed again. “Please, please be quiet!”

His hands fumbled at where the rope bound that hateful collar to the bars. In the dark, it was impossible. The unicorn kept pulling herself forward and Jale feared the rope was chafing her beautiful neck.

“Shh,” he said. He stroked the back of her head. “Shh. I've almost– ”

Jale's hands became a blur, and finally the rope gave. The unicorn fell back on her haunches and with her horn cut through first her wrist-bonds and then those tying her legs together. Jale searched for the lock on the cage, but there was no need – the unicorn, with swift kicks of a foot, splintered one and then another wicker bar. She poked her head out, sniffing, and when she located Jale again she grinned.

The grin pulled back into a snarl. Jale stepped back, but he was not the target of her rage. The bandits had been woken by the consternation, and Varren and another of their number, weapons drawn, were running at them.

The unicorn leaped off the cart, putting herself between them and Jale. Varren's companion reached them first. He swung his sword. The unicorn brought her head up as though offering her throat to the blow and Jale cried out.

The blade struck her horn. The unicorn twisted her head, sent the blade spinning away, and a heartbeat later her horn jabbed forward, piercing the bandit's jerkin. She pulled away and a dark wetness poured out across the man's chest as he fell to his knees.

Varren was upon her now, but Jale threw himself at the bandit leader's feet, tripping him. He scrambled onto all fours to find Varren's hate-filled eyes staring into his, the bandit's knife sliding against his throat–

–and then with the flash of a graceful foot Varren was gone. Jale stumbled to his feet. The bandit boss was rolling on the ground, clutching the side of his head.

The unicorn reached for Jale. An arrow sung through the air between them. The other bandits! He pushed her away.

“Go! Run!”

But the unicorn shook her head. Another arrow hissed past as she bent down and scooped Jale off his feet into her arms.

He instinctively grabbed hold of her around the neck. The unicorn was already sprinting, her long legs pumping.

Arrows filled the air and the unicorn ran in a zigzag to avoid them. She plunged into the trees. Jale looked over her shoulder. The light of the campfire danced away. The shouting behind them grew distant and at last was swallowed up by the night  sounds of the forest.

***

The unicorn watched him build the fire under their little overhang. He had learned how to make one when he was a child – as a jest, of course. His butler had challenged him. He remembered the old man's lessons – finding dry kindling and placing it at the centre before surrounding it with larger, dry wood in a frame which would let the air feed the flames. The unicorn helped him, seeing it as nothing more than a game.

When he rubbed the sticks together she watched him intently. Sparks at long last flew and she gasped.

She was afraid of the fire at first. But soon she was brave enough to toss extra wood on it like he did and she marvelled at the sparks fleeing up to the ceiling of their little overhang.

It was growing dark. Jale's stomach rumbled. He wished he had eaten more of the pig, charred or not. The unicorn started at one particularly loud rumble. She stood and pushed the air at him with her hands.

Wait here.

She trotted out into the forest and stopped, her large ears twitching. Then she sprinted away.

After a moment Jale got up and went looking for her. She had disappeared.

He glanced about at the darkening forest and knew he should make a break for it. This was likely the only chance he would get. And yet, the unicorn had saved him. The shadowy forest around them held far more threat than she did.

But he would risk it. He waited until he thought the unicorn was far enough away and broke into a run just as she reappeared. She had a brace of rabbits in her hand.

Jale stopped in his tracks. Then, as nonchalantly as he could, he approached her. She frowned at him, pointing to the little overhang again, but the frown was quickly discarded for a look of pride as she thrust the rabbits at him.

Jale stared at them. She thrust them again at him and he tentatively took one.

He had never handled dead animals before, but his hunger and her insistence conquered his fears. He held it in his hand, not sure what to do. The unicorn grinned at his discomfort and she held out her own rabbit and showed him how to deglove its pelt. He had trouble, so she did his for him. But when he pierced the carcass with a stick she watched, confused, as he held it out over the flame. She sat back on her haunches and tore into the soft, raw flesh of the rabbit with her teeth.

The unicorn was already finished by the time his rabbit was cooked. Jale had watched her as she had devoured the tiny body whole with relish, organs and all. Her mouth was smeared with bloody juices and she wiped it clean with the back of a wrist. Then she sat and watched him.

His rabbit was ready, the juices falling from it clear. Jale had at least remembered that from watching the cooks working, although they had always been preparing boar or peacock and never a humble rabbit. But humble or not, the roasted animal smelled incredible and Jale fell on it, burning his lips and not caring. The unicorn watched him the whole time, a look of amusement on her face. The eating of cooked animals was a novel spectacle to her.

Jale's belly was quickly full. His captivity had shrunk his stomach, so even the rabbit was enough to satisfy him. There was some left, so he offered it to the unicorn.

“Here,” he said. “Try it. You'll see why humans cook their flesh.”

The unicorn took it. One leg and thigh was left, full of meat, and she sniffed at the bite-mark he had left.

“Sorry,” he said.

She gave it a testing lick and frowned. Then she nibbled it. Soon she lost all trepidation and fell upon it, chewing the whole thing up, bones and all.

It was Jale's turn to watch, amused. The unicorn did everything with such gusto. Well, she was a monster after all!

Soon the final mouthful was chewed enough for her to swallow it down and she fell back on her nest of grass, rubbing her stomach.

She lay there, on her side, watching him. Her hair, so often a veil for her non-existent modesty, had fallen aside and the gorgeous curve of one breast was on display, the nipple large and brown.

Jale pulled his gaze away. She was different from the girls he had known, too, in the size and power of her body. From her muscular thighs to the toned muscle of her flat stomach, the sleek but powerful length of her limbs, the legs which had carried them both so nimbly from their pursuers, the arms and strong hands with which she had caught those rabbits. He had heard stories of the Amazons, of the warrior-maidens of the ancient peoples. They must have looked much like her.

He heard her move and he glanced back, wondering if her hair had fallen back in place. She was on her haunches again, looking at him, her heavy breasts hanging behind that long, blonde hair, her tail whipping the air.

She stood up, her hair covering her to her waist, but with the gold V of her pubic hair visible against the dark tan of her skin. Modesty demanded he look away, but Jale found he could not. Here, in warmth and comfort, away from the fear and panic of the last few days, he could appreciate that wild and powerful beauty without distraction.

The unicorn took a step forward, her eyes never leaving his. Heat glistened in them, a reflection of the campfire – or was it her own deep fire Jale could see? That fire he'd seen before when she had… when they had…

Jale stepped back. He recognised that look. The maidservant who had desired his virginity had had the same look, a smouldering female hunger.

The unicorn smiled, a surprisingly shy and cajoling smile, and raised her hands, palm down.

Don't run away, she was saying.

Jale glanced behind him. Out of the light of the campfire dark ruled over the world. He knew that beyond that darkness his home waited, his old life of comfort and luxury – but in what direction? No, he would not run.

Then the unicorn was upon him, tearing off his clothes. She struggled with the final bunching up of his trousers around one ankle and she was not gentle. Jale was tossed about and for a moment he feared his leg would be popped from its socket. But with a few kicks of his foot his clothing finally came free and the unicorn brought the material to her face for an exploratory snort. Then she tossed them away and turned her questioning eyes towards him.

“It's okay,” he said. “I want to do it, too.”

Jale lay on his back, fully naked, his erection standing tall.

The unicorn carefully clambered on top of him. She was so much bigger than he was! Her knees on either side of his waist, she straddled him, placing her hands palm-down on either side of his head as she brought her face close to his.

She grinned, her lips and mouth slick with grease. Her breath still smelled of their meal and when she brought her lips against his, Jale tasted the sharp tang of the raw rabbit. But the strangeness did not distract from his excitement. The unicorn's sex was rubbing up against his erection and he felt how slick and hot she was.

Lying there, with his arms beside his body, Jale felt suddenly awkward. He lifted his hands and stroked her sides. The unicorn shivered as she kissed him and she began to gently hump herself against him. Her heavy breasts, hanging free, brushed their large, hard nipples against his chest and tentatively he moved his hands to them, cupping their heaviness.

The unicorn broke the kiss, gasping. Then she attacked his mouth again, roughly, her passion aflame.

Ah, so she enjoyed his touch. Jale felt the new emotion of masculine pride and he endeavoured to please her further, caressing the curve of each gorgeous breast and pressing his palm against the hard points of her nipples.

Despite his inexperience, he seemed to be doing the right thing. The unicorn moaned and her tongue quested more deeply inside his mouth.

But then she pulled away again, reached down and with expert fingers guided his hardness against the entrance of her sex. She was dripping wet with her excitement and when she rolled her hips forward, Jale's member sliced up into her to the hilt.

The unicorn gave a low, feminine grunt and Jale cried out. Oh gods, he'd forgotten how exquisite this felt! But the pleasure tingling across his senses paled to the ecstasy that surged through him as she began to hump against him.

The unicorn had closed her eyes, but Jale kept his open. He delighted in the sight of the statuesque monster astride of him, his hands covering her breasts as she bounced, her gold hair wafting about her body.

She knew how to please him, but also how to keep him from reaching the completion of his pleasure too soon. Whenever he grew close, she would sense his increasing hardness, the pressure on her breasts, and she would slow, her face agonised. For his part Jale tried to keep himself from thrusting up too deeply into her, although every part of him wished to throw aside all restraint. He panted, biting his lip to stop from crying out. He'd forgotten his earlier shyness and now all he wished was for this never to end.

But soon the unicorn's humping grew faster and she tossed her head, her mouth wide open, her tongue lolling slick with saliva, sharp gasps spilling from her. The sight of the gorgeous creature so abandoned to pleasure made Jale lose all control himself. His hands slipped down around her waist, to guide her as he began to thrust up into her without restraint. The suddenly deeper penetration made the unicorn cry out and it was not long until Jale felt her grow hotter and tighter around his hardness, felt blistering wetness spilling from her as she clashed her hips against his.

Engulfed by her, Jale could no longer hold back. A jet of ecstasy pierced the back of his head and with a cry he came.

His first spurts blasted deep within her and the unicorn, feeling the boiling liquid filling her, came as well. With a final downward thrust of her hips she smashed against him, forcing his spurting member into her up to the hilt. She cried out, her body shuddering.

She fell on top of him then, her desperately panting mouth finding his, her wet tongue gouging his open mouth as her full weight pressed down on him. Gasping, he caressed her tongue with his own, barely able to think as waves of pleasure continued to surge through his body.

There seemed no end to the fluid spurting out of him. It overflowed and mixed with the unicorn's own juices, sticking the two of them together. Her humping grew slower and then, with a great sigh against his mouth, the unicorn rolled off him, his softening member sliding free of her.

Jale lay there, his mind knowing nothing except the final lees of pleasure shivering through his ravished body. Soon, though, he began to feel cold, and he rolled onto his side and threw his arm across the unicorn's still heaving chest.

The unicorn scooped her arm under his body and crushed him against her, pressing his face against her huge sweat-slick breasts and enveloping him in her rich scent and warmth. She touched her mouth to the top of his head in an almost-kiss and Jale, smiling with happy exhaustion, let sleep overtake him as well.

***

Days became weeks, and weeks months, and all thought of leaving the unicorn left Jale. He no longer sat in the cave after she went hunting, waiting and watching, wondering whether she was far enough away for him to escape. What was he escaping back to, anyway? The boredom of his earlier life, the stultifying manners, the endless pretentious parties? They had never held any attraction for him. It was true, he would have loved to have had some new, fresh clothes, to have enjoyed long hot baths with soap and fluffy towels instead of freezing dips in the river, but that would have meant leaving her.

Her. The unicorn was just 'her' to him, now. He shared her life, and she his. He was bonded to her as much as she was to him. From waking up in the morning in her arms, warm and snug in their shared nest of dry grass, to bathing with her in the river, to hunting together – she seemed eager to teach him how to catch game, and although he was never able to run them down like she could, they both enjoyed the game of it – to their long hours of making love together, her covering his eager body, him filling her to overflowing, knowing each other's cries and expressions and movements and how best to share their pleasure – life was a strange, beautiful dream.

One day the unicorn did not return from hunting when she usually did. She was never away for long, at first through fear that Jale would take the opportunity to escape, now due to protectiveness, of a desire not to be separated from him for longer than was necessary – but today the forest outside their little cave remained silent.

At last Jale went to look for her. Terrible thoughts of what could have befallen her forced him forward through the thick undergrowth which the unicorn strode through so effortlessly. He followed her trail, as best he could – she had, in her own way, taught him some of the skill, showing him broken branches, tufts of fur, scattered prints in the bare dirt, but without her monstrous sense of smell he was only ever able to play at it. Now, though, he used every iota of his knowledge to hunt for her. Visions of her injured, at the mercy of some vicious animal or – far worse – having fallen into the clutches of bandits again crowded his mind and he ignored the scratches which let his blood, the pain of his chest as he fought exhaustion.

At last he could go no further. He fell against a tree, his heart pumping wildly, drawing in breaths which filled his heaving chest like fire.

He heard a twig snap and he stopped breathing. His eyes sought out the direction it had come from. The swish of something moving through the undergrowth. Over the weeks and months his ears had grown far more sensitive.

Hope swelled in him. Was it her?

No. There were several things out there. A clatter. Metal? Not animals, then.

Men!

He turned and fled, crashing right into the muscular chest of a man clad in armour. Jale cried out, flung himself away, wheeling about to find another man standing there.

The bandits? But no. More of them were coming out of the surrounding trees. They were clad in livery, red and blue, emblazoned with a golden griffin.

“Lord Jale!”

He swung around. One of the men, this one dressed in a mail surcoat, was approaching him, palms out, a smile on his face. He remembered the face, but from where?

Around a dozen men surrounded Jale now, keeping their distance. They watched him, made no move for their weapons. Some were frowning, but not with hostility. Jale looked down at himself. His clothes were tattered and he was smeared with dirt. He lifted a hand to his hair. It was thickly matted, more a mane than human hair.

Their leader halted and fell to one knee. “Lord Jale, thank the gods we have found you!”

“Who?” The word felt strange on his lips. He had not spoken for so long.

Some of the men glanced at each other. Their leader frowned in confusion, but quickly masked the expression with his earlier mollifying smile.

“Why, my lord, don't you remember me? Leune, the head of the guard? Your mother sent us to rescue you.”

His mother's men? Memories welled up in Jale's mind. Yes, his mother. He frowned. Then that word 'rescue'. He remembered what that meant, too.

Panic welled up in him, a dangerous, animal emotion. He scrambled away from Leune, shaking his head. “No. No! I'm not coming home!”

Leune did not mask his frown this time. “But my lord!”

Jale turned and sprinted for the only gap in the encircling men. He pushed one aside, but his neighbour grabbed him, grasping a piece of his tattered jerkin, and swung him round off his feet.

“Careful!” shouted Leune. “No harm must come to Lord Jale!”

Someone grabbed Jale's hands and pinned them behind his back, while others took hold of him around the shoulders. They were gentle but forceful, but he still bit at them.

“He's gone mad!” shouted one.

Leune, unable to calm the wildly struggling Jale, waved a man forward. Unlike the others, he was not dressed in armour but wore robes of the same red-blue colour with the golden griffin. He placed his hand over Jale's forehead and began to mutter.

A memory pushed its way back into Jale's mind. A priest! He bit at the hand, but it was already too late. The prayer took rapid effect and all tension drained from him, every ounce of panicked energy dissolving away. He collapsed and the men holding him gently laid him on the ground. The last thing he saw was Leune's face staring down at him, masking its horror no longer.

***

Jale fidgeted. His clothes still chafed him. He remembered how long he had desired fresh clothes during his time with the unicorn, but now that he had them he missed his familiar, comfortable rags.

He had been home for months now. The healing of his mind had taken a long time. The truth was, he hadn't wished to be healed. At first he had raged against them, like a captured wild animal, but the priests had worked their prayers on him and soon that desperate wildness left him. But his desire to leave did not. He quickly learned to feign compliance, but after several escape attempts his family kept close watch on him, even now when he seemed to have returned to normal.

His family. They had always been strangers, but now they seemed even more alien. When his mother, that grey-haired matriarch of his family, had talked with him, he had begun to explain about the unicorn, but the look on her face had quickly warned him off telling her the truth. The unicorn had stolen something precious from her, after all, and she was more than capable of sending men to take her revenge. He knew his mother realised something had happened to him, but she would not speak of it – and so he didn't, either. She just uttered her usual judgement, that he must stop trying to escape and return to his senses, and after that he was abandoned to the priests and the servants.

But as it turned out Jale proved to still be of some use. He first learned about it from the servants' whispered joking – that the daughter of the House of Moreine was a perfect match for him, suffering as she did from a similar softness of the mind.

And so now here he stood in the wing of the Du'Ravel family chapel, struggling not to tear the clothes from his body. He didn't want to get married. It didn't matter who to. He was already married, bonded to the beautiful, wild unicorn.

What had happened to her? His thoughts were never far from her. Had something befallen her in the forest? If only he'd been able to escape… but no, how was he to find her? He had no idea where to look.

A servant came in and bowed. “My lord, they are ready for you.”

The chapel's organ swelled. Jale's heart rose into his throat. The servant opened the doors and the music roared at him.

He took a step forward, hesitated. The servant looked at him, his expression one of rising panic. Ah, he was worried Jale would make a scene.

Jale took another step then began to walk. The relief on the servant's face was palpable. He bowed deep as Jale stepped out blinking into the bright light.

Every face turned to him. An honour guard, dressed in their finest red and blue livery, stood to attention on either side of the aisle. Through them, Jale could see the priest in his white robes, and beside him the bride, dressed in black. She refused to wear any colour other than black. She turned to look at him, displaying that frowning smile which so alarmed him. She was not uncomely with her pale skin and long dark hair, but her erratic movements and the distant look in her eyes did nothing to calm his fearful heart.

The guards raised their swords, forming a tunnel. Jale, fighting back despair, stepped inside.

He was halfway along when the shouting began. The soldiers closest to him turned their heads as one. The roof of the tunnel shifted as swords, no longer for display, were lowered. Someone grabbed his shoulder.

The tunnel collapsed into a battle-line. Soldiers fell back, surrounding him, as cries of alarm echoed through the chapel. Above the chaos of noise, Jale heard a sound he recognised. A bellow.

He swung around. A soldier came flying through the air, skidded across the waxed wooden floor on his back. The battle-line broke. A great single-horned head, bathed in a nimbus of brilliant hair, rose high above the soldiers before him. The unicorn!

The soldiers came at her. She did not stab with her horn but brushed them aside with powerful sweeps of her arms and kicks of her legs.

The soldier grasping his shoulder pulled at him and Jale cried out in pain.

The unicorn's great pointed ears pricked up and with a shout she cleared the space between them, swatting soldiers and panicked guests from her path.

She stood before them then, in all her gold-haired nakedness. Jale looked up at her. He'd forgotten just how tall she was. The unicorn lowered her horn and snarled. The soldier's hand slid trembling from Jale's shoulder and he fled in terror.

Jale, his heart barely daring to hope that this was not all a dream, reached out for her. The unicorn, with a cry of delight, scooped him off his feet and into her arms.

Then she began to run.

Few soldiers were left standing after her assault, and guests, priest and bride had all fled. The doors to the chapel had been barred, but the unicorn, with kicks of her feet, smashed them open again.

And then she ran. She ran and did not stop running.

Jale clung to her. The warmth of her skin, that delicious ethereal-earthy scent of the body, the rippling of her powerful muscles as she strode – his heart reeled with love at the familiarity of the one he had longed for. But as she ran, Jale noticed her stride was subtly different. As he dipped up and down in her arms, his calves and feet kept brushing up against her. Had she put on weight?

Then he knew. Tears in his eyes, he kissed her neck. The unicorn glanced down at him, a shy but proud grin on her mouth.

They were not pursued. No man dared fight a unicorn, especially a pregnant one.


"Caution: Fragile" by Andra Dill

The nymphs were at it again. Two dryads and a grove nymph—Ladon recognized her fern green hair—coordinated their attack. Their prey, a high-spirited centaur, pretended not to notice. Ladon’s primary duty as a guard for the Naós Erotes was to keep mortals away from the acolytes of the winged gods of love and intercourse. He soared overhead, unperturbed by the imminent apple grove orgy.

Those who served here were enthusiastic in their devotion. In his ten months as a temple guardian, the only battles he’d witnessed, or engaged in, were of the sexual variety. It helped that the mortals and several troublemaking gods were embroiled in a war far away.

His cock stirred recalling those hedonistic first months of duty. The arrival of a dragon shifter into the guard sparked the nymphs' competitive nature. Ladon spent many blissful hours indulging them in notching up their conquests. In his human form, he retained his green and gold scales—to the delight of his lovers. However, he also retained his strength, which disconcerted them. A favorite of the court, he’d learned to rein in his violent passion. None of their soft, giving bodies would withstand a dragon’s true strength. But nature’s imperative calling to rut had eroded his granite resolve over the last month. Afraid of injuring a lover, Ladon had imposed a moratorium on sex until he could once again maintain control.

A blur of movement in his peripheral vision interrupted his reverie. Not again! The mischievous harpy had stayed downwind, taking him by surprise. It irked him that she could sneak up on him like this. He swerved but not in time. Kaida rapped his wedge-shaped head with her front talons. The blow clunked his teeth together, causing him to bite his tongue. His bellow shattered the air. Kaida laughed. She pressed her arms tight to her sides, her long, sleek, muscular legs streaming out behind her as she arrowed away. Sunlight glinted off her bronze armor. Heat coiled in his stomach thinking about her ample breasts and taut belly crushed beneath the burnished cuirass. Ladon’s nostrils flared, drawing in the earthy, sweet fig scent of her. A frisson of hunting lust shivered down his spine. His own talons spread wide, his barbed tail twitched.

What would her lavender skin taste like? His teeth snapped together as if taking a bite of the vixen in truth. Close to the ground, Kaida flared out her dove gray wings and slowed her descent. Ladon’s cock pulsed in time with each wing stroke.

The opulent gardens and manicured lawns of Naós Erotes loomed before him. Cursing himself, he aborted his downward spiral towards her. The woman played havoc with his control. Soft, fragile, breakable, that’s what he needed to remember. Banking hard left, Ladon wrestled his attention back to finishing his patrol. It vexed him how she got under his skin.

Before returning home, he stopped for a bracing plunge into Lake Micans. It worked wonders, cooling the ardor burning through his veins and clouding his mind. Clawed feet touched the earth and, in a blink, he shifted from dragon to man. A sharp shake of his gold-threaded black mane and Ladon, au naturel, headed for his quarters.

Grass stained spider-silk garments littered the lawn. A cluster of meadow nymphs and demigods frolicked nearby. Their lithe bodies entwined about one another in intriguing configurations. One poppy-red head lifted from the melee, calling him to join them.

“Another time, milady.” Ladon bowed then strode away, a smile on his lips at the chorus of appreciative whistles and cheers.

In the sand pit near the guardians’ quarters, a pair of giants wrestled. Three cheering dryads huddled close to the action. Standing in the shade of an ancient oak, two harpies observed the match. Theda rested a hip against the oak, her slate blue wings brushing the grass. The snow-white toga she wore, beautifully showcased her lilac blue skin. Kaida, clad in a halter and low-slung hunting leathers, stood at parade rest next to her. Her wings were drawn in tight, arching over her head.

Need hummed through him. His flaccid penis awoke. Ladon veered in their direction. He assured himself he wasn’t following his bloodhound cock.

The harpies watched his approach, or rather, based on the trajectory of their intent gazes, the approach of his turgid erection. Theda grinned and waved.

“I’m disappointed in you, Ladon,” Theda scolded. “You cost me dearly today.”

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “She’s sneaky.” And wicked fast, which plagued him.

Kaida crossed her arms, plumping up her generous breasts. “Serves you right for betting against me, Theda.”

Ladon lasered in on the crisscrossing indentations marring her lush flesh. She shouldn’t cinch her armor so tight. He stalked closer. The scent of figs tickled his nose. His shaft throbbed, hardening further.

Her obsidian eyes widened briefly before flicking up from his cock to stare defiantly into his eyes.

Halting before her, he was pleased she had to crane her neck to maintain eye contact. Barely suppressing the urge to caress the grooves etched in her flesh, he instead brushed his fingers across her talons. “I’ll return the favor next time you’re on patrol.” It wouldn’t be sporting to administer payback while they were earthbound.

She jerked away from his touch, feathers fluttering. “Doubt it, dragon boy.” Her lips curled up to display sharp, white teeth. “But you can try.”

Her abrupt movement jostled her breasts enticingly. His brain sputtered. Every remaining drop of blood flowed south, leaving him devoid of a suitable rejoinder. Wrenching his eyes away from the tempting wobble, he opened his mouth then closed it. Tried again but words failed him. Kaida narrowed her eyes. Theda smirked. Leaving the field of battle before saying something stupid seemed the best strategy.

Ladon pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled slowly. “Ladies.” He offered a mock salute and departed.

“Later, Ladon,” Theda called over her shoulder.

A small grove of olive trees stood between him and the safety of his rooms. Maybe once he could think again, he’d come up with a retribution prank. Maybe he could sweet talk Theda into helping him. Appeal to her greedy nature and get some of her coin back, that might work. Probably not.

Theda stage whispered, “I heard he choked a siren on that monster.” 

Ladon stifled a snort. Not true. The siren in question had an outstanding lung capacity—he’d never met anyone who could hold their breath for that long—and no gag reflex. She’d won both bragging rights for ‘First to deepthroat the dragon’ and his undying praise.

“I wouldn’t know.” The tart reply unleashed a cascade of images featuring Kaida’s lips stretched around his shaft.

Velvet skin, pliant lips, pillowy breasts, supple… and breakable. Lust tightened his balls. Stop thinking about soft parts, damn it. He dodged around an olive tree.

Maybe he could goad Gaur into a fight. The unusually prickly minotaur took offense easily. A brawl might take the edge off.

“Nice ass. You should break your fast with that one,” Theda said.

What? His feet tangled, pitching Ladon forward. Windmilling his arms frantically, he hopped and stumble-stepped. Righting himself just in time to avoid a collision with another olive tree. So undignified. He snarled at the hapless tree then ducked behind its closest neighbor to unabashedly eavesdrop on the women.

“I’m not fasting.” Kaida punched Theda’s shoulder.

“Hey! That hurt.” Theda rubbed her abused arm. “You haven’t fucked in months. I believe that’s a fast. And around this place, I don’t know how you do it.” She nodded her head at the dryads, now grappling with the giants.

“Mhmph.”

“I see how you watch him. I don’t get it.”

Kaida’s wings slumped. Tilting her head back, she rubbed her temples. The swaying tip of her thick, midnight blue braid brushed her ass. Another image assaulted Ladon; him tangled in her unbound hair. Ladon groaned.

“It’s exhausting, you know?” She dropped her head forward, sending the braid swinging again. “I’m sick and tired of staying in control all the time. Because of these.” She thrust her claws in Theda’s face and wiggled them.

“What? Your talons?”

“Apparently, people don’t appreciate it when I lose myself and claw the shit out of them. Some don’t heal as fast as we do. Or so it’s been pointed out to me.”

A new visual seized his mind. Kaida trapped beneath him, flushed and screaming out her release, her claws raking across his scaled body. Ladon’s jaw twinged from gritting his teeth.

“The centaurs and minotaur, right? Wussies. I imagine dragon hide is pretty tough.”

“Gutting that lamia was pretty easy. She had a scaled hide.”

“Yeah,” Theda sighed happily, “good times.”

“Hell yeah.”

The women stood in companionable silence for a time.

“Okay. Well, what about the giants?”

“They're nice enough but there’s no… zing there. I’ve been thinking about putting in for leave. Spend some time with the fellas back home.”

Ladon’s scales bristled. His fists clenched and unclenched. Kaida going away for a while? A little break from obsessing about her, that would be good. Right?

Theda giggled like a schoolgirl. Grabbing hold of Kaida’s shoulders, she shook her. “I’ve got it! Paulo doesn’t mind being scratched up. Werewolves are tough.”

“Shedding. Allergies. Remember?” Kaida sniffed.

“Huh. You know, you could let a lover tie you up. That’s hot.”

“Already tried that. I get out.”

A polite cough startled Ladon.

“Ah, Ladon?”

Through a red haze, he saw one of the dryads frowning at him. Zetha? No, Zara? “What?” he growled.

Zetha or Zara pointed to the decimated branches in Ladon’s hands. He stared at them in confusion. A heap of broken limbs and crumpled leaves lay at his feet.

“What are you doing to that poor tree?”

Mortified, he hid the mangled limbs behind his back. “Uh, I…” He felt like an errant fledgling. He sidestepped the mess. “Trimming it?”

“They don’t appreciate having their limbs ripped off like that.” Ice laced her words.

“Apologies, milady.” He dropped the olive branches, wincing at their soft thud.

She studied him closely. “A little frustrated, are you?”

Chagrined, he didn’t reply.

“I’m happy to help you blow off a little steam.”

“Thank you, milady. But I’m, uh…” Ladon peered up at the passing clouds, wishing he were up there now. “…running late for…”  He scrubbed a hand over his face. “…running late for…” The hell with it. “I’m truly sorry.” Ladon beat a hasty retreat. Maybe he should ask for leave.

The next morning, several nymphs, along with a handful of fellow guards, stopped at his table while he picked over his breakfast. He endured their good-natured teasing about his ‘trim’ job and he rebuffed a few more offers to assist with his stress level. Ladon watched Theda enter the dining hall and beeline for his table. He crunched on a goose femur, steeling himself for more ribbing.

Theda’s intense stare raked over him. Ladon shifted uncomfortably under her scrutiny. Stalking around to his other side, she resumed her slow perusal. With a huff, she flared out her wings and settled alongside him on the sturdy oak bench. “Don’t you bruise?”

He frowned, shaking his head no. He picked up another goose thigh and popped it into his mouth.

“Heard you and Gaur mixed it up last evening. I saw him on my way over. Red and purple are not his colors. Figured you’d be sporting a shiner. He’s got a mean left hook.” She swiped a slice of bacon from his platter. “Thanks for winning by the way. I made back what I lost on Kaida.”

“Happy to oblige.” He licked grease from his fingers. Through the thick fringe of his lashes, he studied her. What did she want?

“Heard about the olive tree, too.”

Ladon grunted.

“You’re a curious one. Are you frustrated by Kaida’s fly-by stunts? Or just by Kaida?”

He shoved bacon into his mouth and chewed. Maybe she’d go away.

“I imagine you know Kaida has air patrol this morning?” She eyed him, waiting for a response. When none came, she patted his thigh. “Want to one up Kaida and earn me a little more coin?”

A chance to give Kaida a little taste of her own medicine? He’d daydreamed about seeking Theda’s assistance. Figured the amount of begging or bribery required would rankle too much. Was her best friend volunteering to help him? It had to be a trap. He squinted down at her. “Maybe.”

“We have bets on how many of Anteros’ lead arrows she can catch in flight and she agreed to have you be the one to release them.”

“Anteros gave you his arrows?” Ladon arched a bushy brow.

Theda waved him off. “It doesn’t matter how we got them. Will you take them up or not?”

He heaved a sigh, looked back at the few scraps of meat on the platter, then pushed it away. “Sure. You mentioned payback?”

“She has thirty seconds to catch as many as she can. If you rapped her on the head—” Theda knocked against his forehead— “just as you release the arrows, that would delay her a bit.”

“That’s unsporting.”

“Whatever.” Theda shrugged. “Just thought you’d like to repay her for all those love taps she's given you, lizard boy.”

Of course he would but… “So you’re betting against Kaida again?”

“Not against her, against Gaur and the river nymphs.” Theda smiled and rubbed her hands together. “Are you in?”

There had to be a catch. Doubt niggled at him as he flew to their rendezvous point. It occurred to him that Theda might swoop in and clout him. That made more sense than her helping him even the score with Kaida. They probably even had a bet on it. He scoured the air but only saw a few harmless birds and his intended victim. Scanning the verdant green meadow below, he spotted Theda and a posse of onlookers.

“Can you hurry it up, Ladon?” Kaida’s face scrunched with impatience.

Ladon clicked his teeth at her. Not close enough for Theda’s plan to succeed, he ignored her annoyance and flew nearer, not altering his speed. It didn’t sit well with him to hamper the bet in such an unsporting manner. But when would he ever get such an opportunity again? A flash of velvet soft skin just under her wing mesmerized him. He shook his head. Focus.

She flew towards him. “Drop them already.”

Almost there. He tensed, wondering again if the true bet involved him receiving yet another noggin whack. He assessed her. Kaida’s gaze zeroed in on the arrows. Her body taut and ready to dive after her prize. Ladon let go of the breath he’d been holding.

“I’ve got this. Come on. Come on. Come on.” Kaida clacked her claws with each command.

She glided alongside him. His leathery wings offset perfectly with her soft, feathery ones. Neither interrupting the others’ wing strokes. He was loath to smack her upside the head. Ladon called himself a fool. The fantasy of pranking Kaida evaporated. He let the arrows dip, Kaida’s attention followed the movement. Her wing swept up and that irresistible patch of flesh appeared again. He snaked out his claws and tickled her just as he released the arrows. She squealed and spun away.

Triumphant, he roared. He’d done it. Not exactly how Theda planned it but for the first time, he’d managed to get Kaida. His jubilant cry cut off when she kicked him, the force of it rolling him off kilter. Without thinking, he cow-kicked out, her thigh taking the brunt of the vicious blow. No! Eyes nearly popping out of his head, he watched her skitter sideways. His mind reeled. He hadn’t meant to use his full strength. Crap, he’d broken her leg. Maybe shattered it. Idiot! He darted forward, prepared to help her.

Hissing, she executed a flip. Ladon’s jaw dropped. How? Instead of a woman writhing in anguish, he had one advancing on him with murder in her eye. Her leg didn’t break? It didn’t break! Holy Hera.

She swooped below him, rolled, and lashed out with her feet. Her razor-sharp claws sliced over his ribs. His hide dimpled from the pressure and rebounded unscathed. Ladon’s repeated lament about her fragility unspooled. Desire churned low in his belly.

“No. Way.” Kaida looked from her talons to his side.

He imagined that the look of astonishment on Kaida’s face mirrored his own. Before she could take another swipe at him, Ladon managed to tickle her again. Her high-pitched shriek music to his ears. She curled inward. With her legs drawn up, her luscious ass made a lovely second target. He goosed her. Kaida propelled up and back so fast Ladon wrenched his neck trying to see where she went. A sharp prick of claws on his rump answered his question. His barking cough of a laugh mingled with peals of her laughter.

Banked embers of lust flared to a wildfire within Ladon as their antics escalated. He marveled that her leg showed no signs of impairment. They tormented each other with tweaks, scratches, and other tomfoolery. The air thickened with the heady aroma of arousal. When Ladon tried to cut through the binding on her armor, Kaida twirled away.

“Land, dragon boy.” She gently tapped his snout.

Pointing down at their audience, Ladon shook his head.

“Yeah, I don’t feel like sharing. How about the lake?” Kaida glided alongside him.

He arced left and she followed. Purple hyacinth, red and orange poppies, and other wildflowers dotted the ungroomed grasslands near Lake Micans.

Kaida hip-bumped him. “First one to the lake gets twice the orgasms. Catch me if you can and we both know you can’t.” Grinning wickedly, she bolted away.

Evil wench. Ladon propelled after her knowing that, though she’d win the race, losing was no hardship. Especially since he had the entertaining view of her shucking armor and clothing on his approach. Molten need coursed through him. Ladon stretched out and dove, eager to shift. Less than sixteen feet away, wearing nothing but silky lavender skin, Kaida stood waiting. His landing lacked finesse. He hit the ground with a spine jarring jolt.

“Took you long enough, dragon boy.”

She prowled forward, neither a limp nor a hitch in her stride. Ladon rose from a crouch, admiring the hypnotic sway of her hips and breasts. His anticipating cock curved high against his belly.

“I won. Two to one, Ladon.”

Two to one? He’d have to battle his instincts to accomplish that. If he could concentrate for a moment, he’d come up with a plan. Ladon’s gaze fixated on her mouthwatering plum-colored areolas, every cell in his body magnetized to her true north. He closed the distance between them.

A firm jab of her claw in the center of his chest halted Ladon. Her lips quirked up, watching his muscles ripple as she trailed her rapier finger down and down. His taut shaft bobbed at her touch.

“Starting now.” She hooked his ankle with her foot and shoved against his broad chest.

His mind didn’t process the fall until he thunked onto a bed of tall grass and wildflowers. The scent of clover and allium surrounded him, clearing his head. Kaida pounced. Skimming her nipples across his warm scaled hide, she purred, “It feels like dozens of fingernails.” She brushed her mound over him and shivered.

Mission, he had a mission. Ladon flipped their positions. Air whooshed out of her lungs in a soft grunt. He hoisted her legs over his shoulders. Wedging his hands under her ass, he tilted her pelvis, and burrowed his face into her juicy cleft. A tang of citrus exploded on his tongue. He explored her folds, licking and sucking all but her clit. Kaida squirmed, her taloned toes kneading him.

“More, Ladon, I need more. Now.”

He inserted a finger, scouting out the terrain of her slick walls. His tongue swirling along the sides of her clit, then away.

Restlessly, her wings swept the grass back and forth. She dug into his black mane. When he kissed her inner thigh, she clamped her legs tight. “Go back,” she whined.

A second finger glided in with the first. He pressed and probed, laving her sensitive flesh with his clever tongue. With his other hand, he slicked her fluids back to her puckered anus and stroked. Ladon catalogued every sigh and groan evoked by his questing fingers.

Kaida scraped his scalp. “Another, I want more,” she panted. “And for the love of Gaia,” a groan rumbled from her throat, “stop teasing me.”

He smiled, nipped at her labia, and wedged a third finger into her tight channel. The sounds of her moans escalating as his fingers pumped in and out. Setting his mouth on her clitoris, he sucked hard, rubbing the nerve rich bud with the crest of his tongue. He felt her thighs tighten, the walls of her pussy quiver. His own body bucked with the clamorous urge to impale her and rut. Close, so close, stick to the mission.

A keening cry filled the air. Kaida bowed against his mouth. Her spiked appendages hooked into him. With each spastic quake of her muscles, her talons jerked across his hide. It felt amazing—he wanted more.

“One,” he growled. He flipped her again. Her wings snicked in of their own accord and he settled her onto all fours. “Get ready for your second, Kaida.” He smacked her ass when she slumped down

“Hey.” Craning her neck to look back at him, she bared her teeth. “Give me a moment.”

Feral instincts incinerated the last of his control. “Can’t.”

Glans notched to her still twitching vagina, he gripped her hips and thrust. Her hot sheath contracted, sucking at him. Rocketing back up onto knees and hands, Kaida flared her wings out.

“Harder,” she commanded.

The dragon within surged to the forefront, setting a rapid, bone jarring pace. Her flesh and muscle undulated with each percussive advance, spurring him on. Fragile? He laughed, happy to be so wrong. Kaida dug her talons into the earth, wings beating in counterpoint to his pistoning hips. His breath sawed in and out like a rampaging bull. Unsure of how much time passed, the burgeoning need to come boiled up through Ladon.

He curved over her, desperate to find her clit. “Kaida.” His voice craggy with strain.

“Bite me, Ladon. Hard. Now,” she rasped.

Ladon obeyed, sinking his teeth into where her slender neck flowed into shoulder. Uttering a low-throated wail, Kaida climaxed. He continued pumping into her spasming vagina as she fell onto her elbows. Rejoicing that he’d outlasted her, two for one indeed, he orgasmed. Tension melted from bone and sinew, the dragon momentarily sated. He collapsed, crushing her downy soft wings. He took in a deep breath, feeling lighter than he had in some time. A gusty sigh shuddered out of his chest.

“Don’t you dare fall asleep, Ladon.”

“Mhmph.”

She squeezed his depleting cock still buried deep within her. A little amazed that she seemed unfazed by his carnality, Ladon chuckled, pulled out, and rolled to the ground. He reached over and tugged her over onto his chest. She rapped his forehead.

“I won’t fall asleep. I didn’t even get to play with these.” He thumbed the side of her breast. “Or with this.” He brushed back a hank of midnight blue hair that had escaped from her braid. “I have such plans for you.”

“Oh, I have my own plans, dragon boy. I think we should put in for vacation. You’re going to be too tired for patrol duty.”

“I like how you think.” He squeezed her ass. “Still two for one?”

Kaida lifted her head and grinned. “Unless you’d care to make a friendly wager?”


"Promises Unkept" by Illy Hymen

Volvaren stared out across the valley at the enemy lines that milled about the top of the opposing hill. Blue pennants waved on spiked barricades that reinforced their flanks. The conflict would be a large skirmish between two hedge Lords. Only the officers were afforded archon mounts. The lack of cavalry meant there wouldn’t be enough riders to pressure the flanks of either army. The wide, shallow valley surrounded by woodland would have been a killing ground for a well trained mounted regiment. Vole, as her long lost friends used to call her, had seen it more than once. A flood of charging archon could rip through a flank of infantry like the tide through a child’s sand fort.

Behind Vole, the soldiers of her benefactor prepared for battle. She had no interest in watching them or reassuring herself of their competency. There were few things more terrifying and beautiful than the calm of watching your distant enemy prepare for war. The night before, she had oiled her platemail, sharpened her sword, then slept poorly. The voices and memories of her fallen friends haunted her like rest wraiths. Their voices had reminded her to do something critically important she had forgotten. She hadn’t thought about them much in the past years, but ever since she stepped onto this battlefield, she had the strangest sensation they were nearby. She kept expecting to turn a corner and see Tannin sharpening his sword or Ursa nose deep in a spell book. But she was alone in the camp full of soldiers.

That morning, Vole ate a good sized breakfast of eggs, toasted bread, and archon bacon and tried not to think about her friends or the things she had promised after they had passed. “Was just another day on the farm”, as they said, though on her farm she reaped heads and sowed sorrow. She was a Myrmidon. Though she didn’t know every rank of the opposing force, there was a strong chance she would be the most terrifying thing on the battlefield that day. Her benefactor, some hedge Lord who had spent the entirety of his short reign fighting for small bits of territory, had paid handsomely for a veteran Myrmidon. At only thirty-four years of age, she had torn across dozens of battlefields. Her long, powerful body had the scars to prove it. As the last surviving member of her guild, she made a living by continually putting herself in danger. Under her increasingly jaded watch, the guild had dwindled to just her but she had no heart to seek out new members. The only people she ever cared about had fallen in battle, and she didn’t much feel like finding new people to cherish and inevitably lose.

No, she would be the last one. Guilds didn’t war with each other anymore. They helped people now. Whether it was killing ten boar or returning a lost child, what she and her kind had done in their day had quietly become a thing of the past. Of course, that would never stop the frequency of mindless conflict in the world. Instead of a group of like-minded people battling for supremacy and territory, all it took now was a Lord to will his subjects to fight for him. Her vast fortune could provide a comfortable retirement, but she didn’t much care for the way the world was turning out.

The only thing that made sense was battle. Vole didn’t need to think of how unjust it was for those with the least to die for those with the most. She didn’t need to think about money, her promises, her friends, or their smiles when she was crushing someone’s skull with her faithful warhammer, Dawn’s End. She had trained up her mind and body for twenty years to become the most efficient killing force she could be. It was no small feat to become a Myrmidon, especially a female one. She was forced to shame and kill a lot of men to receive the training she required. Her guild and her guild alone had appreciated her ruthlessness. There had been an unspoken truth that no matter how “in the deep” they were on the battlefield, Vole would be swinging her hammer until Alexia themself came down to stop her or take her to Or Tra. They had appreciated that about her.

Vole’s face went warm as she thought about the smiles of her friends. She touched her cheek and found slick tears streaming down it. The discovery sickened her. It had been many years since she cried, not since her last surviving friend Mart fell to an arrow through the throat. At that time, Daisy was long dead and unable to heal anyone. Rising to Myrmidon, there was no room for something as frivolous as tears. But on this morning, in an unnamed valley on the eve of battle, she thought longingly of her friends and found she missed them. She missed Mart’s stupid laugh that sounded like someone choking a chicken. She missed the way Ursa would barely smile at Mart’s jokes which is when you knew something truly hilarious had been uttered. She missed the way Daisy would hold your hand as she healed you or the way Tannin would check everyone’s gear before they woke because he cared about them but just couldn’t say it. It felt bad thinking about her friends, as if someone had pulled a dagger out of her gut and she was bleeding out. Why now, all these years later, were their faces so fresh in her mind?

“Nerves got ya’, huh?” said one of the officers as he sat on a stump across from her doused campfire. He was a pale hume with long silver hair tied back and equipped with something that resembled respectable heavy armor. He looked out over the future battlefield as if searching for what had upset her.

“Something like that,” she said and stared out across the valley to avoid eye contact.

“Aye, can be in a thousand battles and the nerves still get to you. Nothing worse than the peace before chaos. Unsettles you, it does.”

“How many conflicts have you seen?” Vole felt stupid for inviting this man to speak when she desperately wanted to find her peace before the battle.

“Two,” he said with a heavy seriousness before chuckling lightly to himself. Vole found herself smiling at the ridiculousness of her commanding officer being so inexperienced.

“Just another dirt farmer pulled into war?”

“Something like that. Lord Jarvis has always been generous to me. I raised eight wonderful kids who have raised eight more grandkids, I’m told. I did not mean to spend my remaining years like this, but when your Lord calls on you, who dares to refuse?”

Vole thought about his question, but only briefly. She had never considered removing herself from questing and settling down to farm under a Lord. Sure, it would have been a more peaceful and steady existence, but she would make more money today than this farmer would make in five lifetimes. It wasn’t even the gold that mattered though. Combat was all she knew. Life didn’t make sense if she wasn’t fighting. Her friends had understood that.

“I... I just wanted to say,” the farmer in Paladin armor started, “it is a great comfort to me and many of the men to have a Myrmidon in our ranks. If there is any preparations or provisions you require--”

“Doesn’t bother them to be betting their lives on a woman?”

The farmer lifted his head then smiled to himself as if he just then realized she was a woman.

“I think only the greatest of fools could be worried about such a thing on a morning such as this.”

Vole smiled at the notion. Out across the battlefield, the opposing army had finished erecting its barricades and began to get into formation. Almost everyone in the infantry wielded a spear and wore nothing but a blue tabard over whatever clothes they owned. She had long since disabused herself of the notion killing such untrained opponents was wrong. If given the chance, they would skewer her without hesitation. She remembered how close she had come to fighting on the opposite side of the valley. Lord Jarvis had offered more money, simple as that. Just a few more pieces of gold, and it would have been this adopted battle brother beside her on the receiving end of her warhammer.

Her benefactor’s army also made preparations on the hillside. Infantry in red tabards gathered outside of camp near the backline. It struck her as odd a simple dyed piece of cloth could save you on a battlefield or cause others to seek your death. She had left her tabard in her tent like she did before every battle. A piece of cloth did not make her a battle sister to these men. Her allegiance would be known by all once Dawn’s End came crashing down.

“Word in the camp is that some of the men saw eidolons in the woods last night,” the farmer playing Paladin seemed to say to himself. Vole didn’t bother to face him but allowed him to talk. His casual banter briefly took her mind off of her lost friends and forgone promises.

“Eidolons? The spirits of the forest?” Vole had seen many incredible things in her conquests: Mages mostly, Ridgeback Riders, Healers of course, Stalkers were more terrifying than incredible, monsters of incredible size and ferociousness, but nothing she had encountered made her believe in something beyond the material world.

“So some say. But our people believe there is an eidolon for everything. For trees, and stones, and water... and war. They’re said to gather at places such as these at such times as we find ourselves now.” The old man seem to confuse himself as he spoke.

“I’ve seen as many battlefields as you’ve seen years, and I’ve never seen an eidolon. I figure if they were real, I would have seen one by now.”

“I admit, they’re fun stories to tell the children before bed. I’ve never seen an eidolon, no, but I did see a dryad once. Back maybe thirty-five years, before my oldest daughter was born. That was a hard winter.” The old man paused as if to contemplate just how difficult the winter had been. “And spring was nowhere to be found. Lot of people died that spring, newborns and old folks mostly. The fields were dead and spring just wouldn’t come. Soil was too cold to sustain our crops and our stores had run out.

“One night, I couldn’t sleep, I was so hungry. So I got up to fill my belly at the pump outside with some water when I saw out my window in the moonlight a gorgeous green woman scamper naked across my yard.”

Vole’s loins tightened.

“She scampered across the yard like a bounding deer then fought with my water pump but couldn’t figure out its means. Why, I put on my jacket and went outside and called to her. She ran off into the field, but I called out to her again. I started the water pump, drank from my cup, filled it again, and left it out for her. I didn’t see her come back that night, but in the morning I checked my cup, and wouldn’t you know it, it was empty. After that night, spring finally arrived and we had a generous harvest that year.”

Vole turned to face the man. Her comrades had gathered so tightly on the backlines, the view of the battlefield was completely obstructed. He stared at her burnt out campfire as if to remember the dryad more clearly.

“I like that story. Maybe you could share it around drinks tonight,” said Vole, finally looking him in the face. He looked up at her then broke eye contact to smile at the idea.

“I have to lead the men this morning, but if I want to take you up on your offer, I reckon I should stay near you." He stood and straightened his armor.

“That’s not gonna work. I’ll be at the frontline today. I’m the shield breaker after all.” Vole extended her hand for a shake and was received. The old man wasn’t strong at all.

”Vole.”

”Martin,” said the farmer as he shook her hand. She was taken aback by the name he shared with her dear departed friend and continued to shake his hand for several moments. She could almost remember what Mart had been trying to tell her in her dream, but the exact memory eluded her like dreams often do.

“Good luck, Myrmidon." Martin released her hand then walked off to join the other officers who had gathered nearby.

“Is she ready?” said one of the officers as he joined them. She didn’t know. To find out, she slid on her helmet, picked up Dawn’s End, and marched onto the field. Her comrades stepped aside as she approached. Past the wall of soldiers, Scouts ran across the field to survey the terrain. If her officers had any sense, they would snipe the enemy Scouts, but it seemed nowadays too many battles were fought on unspoken rules. She watched as the enemy Scouts surveyed the valley for natural hazards and traps that may have been lain. Their blue tabards flapped behind them as they ran and reminded Vole of rock vultures. As if her thought had conjured it, the first vulture glided over the battlefield. Brightly colored and resembling a lizard more than a bird, no soldier delighted in the appearance of rock vultures. It was as if the bird knew warm guts would be spilled this morning. The rock vulture was joined by two more, and the men were quick to point them out.

Hours dragged on without conflict. The men shuffled in and out of the camp as if looking for a fight. Whatever agreed upon hour these armies had decided to do battle, it was poorly chosen. In her day, guilds chose a location and brawled on first sight. Soldiers could not be kept in reserve this long. It wore their nerves down and caused them to make mistakes. Whoever was in charge knew nothing of leading men. Vole marched through the line of soldiers at the backline, left her warhammer at her camp, then searched until she found the officers’ tents. The soldiers guarding the doorway moved to block her way but inched back when she didn’t stop.

“You can’t!” shouted the one on the right as she pushed through them. Inside the capacious tent, six officers sat at a feast. Among them was Martin who didn’t seem to take any delight in the meal before them. Before anyone could react, Vole grabbed the edge of the table and flipped it over, dumping the food and silverware in the grass. All the officers began to shout and argue at once. One approached her with his sword drawn. Vole snatched his wrist and jawed him with her free hand which sent him tumbling back into his chair. The other officers hesitated. Only Martin remained seated.

“What are we waiting for?” she shouted at them, ready to annihilate every idiot in the tent. Only armed with her two fists, she was supremely confident she could kill all of them.

“We have agreed to commence on the fourteenth hour,” declared a sword-wielding officer who looked afraid to test her. His hair was shiny, and his beard was neat. His pressed clothing indicated he came from money. Vole assumed this campaign was about prestige to him.

“Everyone is getting cold boots out there. Now you either start this battle or I will,” she said and spun on her heels for the exit. Inside on a rack, she noticed a warhorn and snatched it before she left the tent. The officers argued behind her as she left, but none dared to approach her. It didn’t matter to the officers if they won or lost. If they lost, they would be captured and sold back to their families except maybe Martin who was probably too poor to be ransomed. At her camp, she hoisted her hammer over her shoulder and marched onto the field. Seeing no presence from the officers, she pressed her lips to the warhorn and blew a mighty wail that echoed through the valley. Every head on both sides of the field turned towards the sound of her horn. Despite the universal call to arms, the men only stared dumbfounded.

“Shields up front!” she screamed. The men milled about the camp confused, but slowly the shield bearers found the frontline with her. In the backline, the officers milled about to get control of the situation.

“First infantry behind them!” she roared and blew the horn again. Farmers with spears lined up to meet her. She looked across the field to see the enemy infantry scrambling to reform their ranks after the long delay. Apparently, the opposing army’s officers were just as incompetent.

“Archers assemble!” Vole declared with another horn blast. Roughly two dozen Archers leapt from the camp and lined up behind the infantry.

“Rank and row, form lines of fifty! Follow your officer’s orders! Now we march!” Vole shouted her final order and slung the warhorn around her neck. Front and center she marched down the valley with three regiments trailing her. With each step she took, the world seemed to come into hyper focus on that glorious morning. The grass glowed emerald green, and the sky was a cloudless blue. She stared down the opposing army as if she meant to take them on alone. There were only two options for her that day: win or die. She would never allow men of an opposing force to capture and bind her.

Her declaration of war had the opposing army scattered and frantic. An officer on an archon rode down the valley to meet her and her formations. His armor gleamed in the midday sun, and his archon was well groomed. Archons were big shaggy beasts with crescent horns pressed against the sides of their skulls. They could be gentle beasts of burden or war machines depending on how you treated and trained them.

“What is the meaning of this?” said the opposing officer as he rode up and stopped in front of her, “Go back to your camp and wait. This is not the commencing hour. Your clocks must be off.”

Vole swung her hammer in a three-quarter arc and brought Dawn’s End down on the archon’s skull. Blood and brain sprayed from the impact like pulp from a rotten gourd, and the beast let out a short bellow that was cut off by her strike. She didn’t have any strong feelings towards animals, even liked some of them. On this battlefield, if she were to die, it would most likely be at the hands of a rider or Archer. There was no point in sparing the beast. The dead archon slumped forward, and the officer tumbled off his mount into the grass. Her men cheered and moved to seize him, but she brought her mighty arms up to halt their progress.

“Do not break formation!” she roared which was enough to keep the men in line. The officer in his shiny armor and pressed tabard stumbled away from her as she approached.

“This isn’t how its done!” the officer screamed and held his hand up as some kind of defense against her. Vole said nothing and allowed her hammer to speak. She swung her weapon in a looping arc and brought it down on the officer’s chest with a sickening crunch. A satisfying murmur moved through the men. Battle cries erupted from the opposing hill, and light infantry sprinted into the valley urged on by mounted officers.

“Shields up! Archers ready! Volley at twelve strides!” Vole called out orders and continued her march. The boots of her comrades marched in unison, and their shields clinked together as they marched on the enemy. The opposing forces had all but broken rank as they rushed to meet them. Their disorder and inexperience was a small comfort as Vole reasonably expected to walk away from this battle. Their line was all but broken, they had left their shieldline behind, and they would be exhausted by the time they reached sword point with her men.

Vole’s red force continued a steady march into the valley. She analyzed the men who ran to meet them. They were all farmhands and rousters. No one looked like they had seen any battle. Some were large and powerful from farm life, but that meant next to nothing on the battlefield unless they intended to fight a bovine or a cuckoo. Mart had been half her size and absolutely deadly with a blade.

“Volley!” shouted Vole when the enemy was twelve strides out. The range was close, but she valued accuracy on this battlefield. There was no need to maintain a distance yet. Her Archers let loose a volley of arrows, several of which found their mark. The arrows whizzed past her head just above eye level. Her blue-clad foes tumbled and screamed in agony as arrows found their chests, guts, and thighs.

“Volley!” Vole stopped their march and allowed the Archers to do their job. Another volley of arrows flew, dropping all but a few stragglers. One brave soul rushed the frontline with a rusted sword drawn. Vole sidestepped him as he swung in on a diagonal then brought Dawn’s End in with an uppercut that took his head off.

“Spearhands, with me!” Vole shouted. The men with spears broke the shieldline and followed her out onto the enemy front where they would end those too wounded to fight but not wounded enough to die. She knew this was a mercy the enemy would probably not afford her or her soldiers.

“Through the heart. This is our mercy,” ordered Vole as her men came upon the wounded. At the top of the hill, a shieldline had formed. On the flank was a mounted officer with a longsword that gleamed brilliantly in the midday sun. He sliced his sword through the air, and a volley of arrows flew.

“All spearhands, retreat!” screamed Vole as she ran for her shieldline. Some of her men were caught in the rain of arrows along with the surviving enemy forces. Casualties were minimal on her side as she found safety behind the wall of shields. Her formations were restless. A mounted officer in a red tabard approached the front on a very old archon. It was Martin.

“What’s the plan now?” he asked with no condescension. It was clear they now relied on her to lead.

“We can’t take the fight up that hill. They’ll be at a huge advantage. We have no siege weaponry, so we’ll have to wait and meet them down here. Do not push the lines up that hill. It will be a death march,” said Vole. The farmer nodded and returned to the backline to report to the other officers.

Despite her warning, her officers rallied from the backline and pushed the first regiment up the hill. It would be pandemonium if she tried to contradict their orders. Nothing was more fatal than soldiers receiving two sets of conflicting orders. It would be safer and wiser to follow bad orders than to debate the merits of good orders on an active battlefield. She marched behind her shieldline as arrows rained down upon them, clinking off the bronze shields and thudding into the wooden ones. Their shields held, but her Archers were picked off as they marched behind the light infantry away from the shieldline. She didn’t want to contradict orders, but she could improve upon them.

“March! Double time! Take the line!” Vole shouted as the rain of arrows stopped and a new wave of light infantry ran down on them. The blues would have high ground advantage but nothing else. She chanced a brief glance behind her and saw their second wave hadn’t even begun it’s march. The soldiers in blue tabards screamed as they charged the line.

“Volley!”

Less than ten arrows flew that time, but most found their marks. They were met by the light infantry in a rush of screaming and violence.

“Hold the line!”

Her light infantry slipped their spears through the gaps in their shields to fight the opposing force. They suffered minimal casualties as their enemy turned into a wall of bloody rags and death wails. The shieldline held, and her infantry fought intelligently. It was as if the opposing command was pissing away the lives of soldiers.

“You and you, with me,” said Vole, touching the shoulders of two shield bearers in front of her. She pushed them through the hurdle of corpses and out into the open, fifty strides from the enemy frontline.

“Triple time. Just keep me alive,” she said and pushed them forward. Her remaining forces marched while her spearhead formation charged the line of Archers. Instead of raining down on them, the blue tabards retreated and a shieldline formed.

“Keep going! This is why I’m here,” she shouted as they sprinted up the hill. Spearheads appeared between the gaps in the shields. Just as they reached the line, she pushed her two shield bearers aside and attacked. Dawn’s End came in sideways to shatter three shields and cast away two more. Her infantry roared as they saw their opening and charged the line. Everything after that seemed to happen in slow motion.

Vole screamed her battle cry and smashed the shieldline. Amid the chaos of spears and sword fighting, the only thing guiding her was the color of the tabards. If she saw blue, they were already dead. Reinforcements formed up on both sides, but she was in the heat of war, giving birth to death and destruction. Two Knights made to challenge her but were quickly destroyed one after another. Any light infantry foolish enough to oppose her fared far worse. Her officers urged the men on as they pressed the blue army back into its camp. Then a flanking formation tore through her forces. They had pushed too deep and were being pressed together on all sides. Her forces fought on three sides while her enemy only fought the reds in front of them. On their left flank, the opposing officers crushed light infantry under their archons. She fought her way there through the mindlessness of the battle.

Once on the flank, Vole decapitated an archon with a sideways blow, and infantry swarmed the dismounted officer. Apparently, he wouldn’t be ransomed as the spearhands filled him full of bloody holes. As she chased after the retreating officers, a torrent of flame engulfed the group of spearhands. Vole whirled around to see a Fire Mage in bright blue robes covering the retreat of the officers. Instead of deploying such a dangerous and powerful combatant to a tactical position, his entire purpose was to protect the commanding officers. She flanked through the enemy lines, checking blues with the metal handle of her hammer as she ran. The flames followed her. The Fire Mage had singled her out in the battle. She pushed deeper into the enemy lines, so deep she stumbled into the final shieldline that protected the encampment from combat. She lifted her hammer to smash through the line when heat and agony enveloped her.

***

Volvaren awoke. Pink twilight poked through the branches of the trees. The world was quiet. Whatever had happened on the battlefield that day, it was over. She rose and picked up Dawn’s End. The field was littered with hundreds of bloody corpses. It smelled like flowers and honey instead of blood and shit. There was so much blood, she couldn’t distinguish her red tabards from the enemy blues. In the distance at the bottom of the valley, officers from both sides congregated. A Mage in blue robes, the only person not mounted on an archon, stood with them. The battle was over. It was left to the aristocracy to determine the terms of armistice. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but laughter broke out among them. They had no respect for the slaughter or the lives lost.

She marched at them, hellsbent on ending their pretty lives. She loped over countless bodies on the way to her destination. Flies buzzed all around, but none bit her. Vultures were at their feasts. She came closer. The officers were so unused to battle they did not see her approach. In the final strides she sprinted at them, knowing it was impossible to go unnoticed so close. Her first target was the Fire Mage. She swung her hammer in a backwards loop and brought it down on his head. Her hammer head slipped through his form and hit the ground with an unsatisfying thud. The Fire Mage shivered and looked around. No one noticed her. The men drank and laughed. The Fire Mage was not smiling. He was a part of some guild and knew the bitter taste of too much conflict.

Volvaren could hear the words they spoke but could not understand what they were saying even while she stood next to them. She strained to listen more carefully, but the words came out as indistinct murmurs. She spun on her heels to take in the bloody battlefield. No one was left but the officers. Nothing seemed to matter.

She returned to camp. At the top of the hill, she found her tent and campfire. Martin was there waiting for her. He looked miserable. She forgot why she had come back to camp. Martin looked up right at her. She slowly waved her hand back and forth, but he didn’t acknowledge her. He continued to stare as if he could sense something nearby. She placed her hand on his shoulder then walked off.

She wandered into the woods without purpose. The sky was twilight pink like a healed wound, peaceful and silent. Volvaren heard a woman’s voice singing. She fell to her knees and cried. Her friends were nearby, at least, the song made it feel that way. The woman sang only notes, but she seemed to tell a tale of tremendous loss and loneliness. Her voice sang the odyssey of a long painful life coming to a meaningless end. Volvaren sobbed into her hands. She had never really cared for music before and had in fact punched out more than one Bard who was singing too loud. But this music was sung just for her. She crawled through the forest towards the singer. As she drew closer, the singing was accompanied but the soft majestic notes of a lute. She left Dawn’s End behind and crawled through the cold dirt. As she moved, her armor fell off piece by piece until she crawled naked through the forest.

Through the bushes, in a clearing where bright light shone down, a golden woman sat on a rock and sang. Her body glowed like the sun though not as painfully. Her skin was golden glow and her body was naked. Her hair fell down in a cascade of yellow autumn leaves. Beside her was a man all in black quietly playing a lute to match her melody. His hair was silver and his head was down, intensely focused on the notes he played. The song stopped and the hand that had been clenching Volvaren’s heart released. She gasped.

“Thank you, Is,” said the golden woman. The man gave a single nod then wandered off into the woods until he disappeared. The golden woman drifted to Volvaren like the leaves on a breeze and knelt beside her in the dirt. She smelled like flowers and honey. The golden woman was beautiful and elegant with full lips and full hips. Volvaren reached out, saw her hand was covered in blood, and withdrew it, unwilling to tarnish such a beautiful creature. She felt a powerful ache to be near the strange woman. It was an ache she had carried her entire life, an ache to be near a woman but unwilling or unable to acknowledge such intimate feelings. The words Mart had said in her dream were so close she could almost hear them.

“I’m scared.” Volvaren felt warm tears slide down her cheeks. She knew what all of this meant but was unable to acknowledge the painful, obvious truth.

“I know.” The golden woman reached out and held Volvaren’s chin before she planted on a kiss on her lips. The woman tasted like the first bite of an apple.

“I don’t want to go.” Volvaren cried and clenched her fists. The woman floated into her arms and cuddled her. Volvaren buried her face in the woman’s neck and cried. She was warm and radiated an energy that erased the pain in her body and mind.

“We can wait here until you are ready,” said the woman. Volvaren sobbed and held her warm, naked body. The woman stroked her dark hair and hummed a wordless tune about a beautiful world not far from here.

“Can I know your name?” said Volvaren.

“I am the falling leaves and the light of the sun. You can call me Otim.”

“Are you an eidolon?” whispered Volvaren.

“Yes.”

“You’re here to take me to the next life.”

Otim nodded and kissed the top of Volvaren’s ear.

“I don’t want to go. I’m scared. I don’t want to die.” Volvaren continued to cry and held Otim closer.

“We can wait here as long as you need. I am only here to guide you to the next life, not force you.”

“I love you,” Volvaren cried and planted kisses all over the benevolent woman’s face. She had never known the comforts of a woman and had been afraid of them. She knew pain, and fighting, and loneliness. Giving part of herself to someone just for them to break it was not in her capacity. She was brave in many ways but could not overcome the fear of being rejected for what she was. Mart‘s words were maddeningly close.

“I’ve never known a woman. I can’t go. Not yet. There’s still things I have to do here.”

Mart‘s words echoed in her mind. The dream came back to her. In the dream, she and Mart had been sitting around a campfire at night. They were laughing, but there had been no joke in the dream. Mart had grabbed her hands and spoke.

”You have to find someone to make you happy. Don‘t die alone. We loved you, but we‘re gone.”

”But you‘re right here. You‘re holding my hands.”

”You‘re not unlovable.”

Vole gasped and cried against the eidolon. Mart had cut to the painful truth of it all. Being a battle sister, skull breaker, life taker, Vole had believed herself to be unlovable. Her friends had understood her love and need for the fight. They had never judged her for her killing ability. But she didn‘t think anyone else could understand her. Sure, other sell swords knew of her ability and even respected it, but they couldn‘t love a killer like her. No one could.

“Those things do not matter anymore. The world has moved on from you. There is nothing left to regret.” Otim kissed her between her broad pecs and then planted another kiss on her abs that left a golden lip print. Volvaren watched as she planted kisses down her dark, powerful body. She leaned back and allowed Otim access to the part of her she had never given anyone. The ground was cold as she lay back, and the sky was a beautiful shade of pink like a girl’s lips. She had never given herself to a man or woman in her thirty-four years. There had been plenty of opportunities to have sex with prostitutes or paramours, but those types of encounters seemed hollow and meaningless. She had wanted to know but was too afraid of feeling weak, of being judged. Her friends understood her. She had felt the kind of love between friends who share a battlefield. She had loved Daisy deeply, but Daisy hadn’t liked girls the way she did.

Vole fell back from her thoughts when Otim planted a kiss on her mound. She kissed her navel then moved back down to kiss her swollen clit. Vole pressed her knees together from the intense stimulation, but Otim pushed them open with ease. She pulled Vole’s legs on her shoulders then kissed the inside of her powerful thighs, leaving more golden marks wherever her lips touched skin. She felt weak as the eidolon made gentle love to her. She had always been terrified of feeling weak. Vole could never feel weak for a man and had reserved that part of herself for the right woman. But she couldn’t do that either. There was a part of her that felt unforgivable. The years had rolled by as she refused to allow herself to be loved. One by one her friends fell, and she withdrew deeper into herself. She missed them deeply, but the pain of loss was too much for her mind to acknowledge.

Otim spread Vole’s lips open and dragged her golden tongue up her slit before planting a loud wet kiss on her hard clit. Vole whined with pleasure and touched her powerful chest. She played with her hard, charcoal-colored nipples as Otim kissed and sucked her clit. Then she slipped two fingers inside her sensitive pussy, and pleasurable warmth radiated through her body.

As Otim masturbated her, the reality of being in the forest drifted away and she could see her friends again. They had fought together, lived together, and had loved together. Mart and Daisy had become a pair and loved each other deeply. It had been heartwarming to see the man and woman she loved so happy together. What she and her friends had shared was important. It had been a meaningful life. She had not known romantic love but had enjoyed a life of meaningful companionship.

A glittering golden wave of ecstasy washed over her like a barrel of spilled wine. Vole cried as Otim brought her to orgasm. Her hips bucked and her back arched as she felt the first orgasm of her life. Nothing had ever felt so good. Otim slid across her and clung to her as she came down from her orgasm. She placed a golden nipple in Vole’s mouth and allowed her to suckle. She sucked and kissed the nipple lovingly, crying into her breasts.

“Would you carry me there?” whispered Otim as she stroked Vole’s dark hair. She picked up her golden lover who weighed nothing and walked deeper into the woods. The sun was not out but refused to go down. Otim rested her face in the powerful curve of Vole’s neck as she was carried deeper into the woods. They walked for days, and the sun would still not set. Time had become a quaint notion of the past. She carried her up a rise, higher into the forest. The leaves of the trees turned from green to yellow, and then to red, finally gone altogether. High up in the hills, snow crunched under her bare feet, but still she marched and cradled her lover. At the top of a rise, they came upon the final clearing. Past a line of pine trees crusted in glittering, blue white snow, the shadows of men and women watched and waited. Vole set down the woman she loved and cared for.

“You can’t go there, can you?” said Vole.

“You must go to the other side.”

The people in the shadows of the pines murmured among themselves but remained unseen and unknown.

“I’m still scared,” said Vole who did not cry this time.

“You’ll be okay.”

“I trust you.” Vole wrapped her arms around Otim, bent down, and kissed the small golden woman. Otim’s candy-apple tongue fought with hers as they kissed. She laid the eidolon down in the snow and postured up above her. Vole smashed her powerful hips into Otim’s, grinding their wet pussies together. Otim cried out delicately as Volvaren mounted her. Between her small golden thighs was a metallic golden bush that dripped glowing honey into the snow. Vole slammed into her, making love the way she had imagined for decades. Otim cried and whimpered as Vole held her and smashed their pussies together. She could feel her painfully engorged clit pressed against Otim’s delicate nub. Their mounds stuck together and released as Otim dripped honey from her slit. Vole focused her humping like a bitch in heat, like she was mating with the tiny eidolon. She felt powerful and beautiful and sexual. Her hips were relentless, grinding their mounds together into an approaching orgasm.

Otim thrashed in Vole’s arm as she orgasmed and gushed nectar into the snow. Vole pinned her down and dry humped her furiously until the orgasm broke over her hips and sent her into tremors. Her legs shivered in spasms as the mighty climax rolled out of her. The two lovers panted in the snow, Vole’s warm face on Otim’s cold breasts. They lay for nights, knowing they would never spend another together. Vole thought about the good times she had spent with her friends. She thought about Mart’s jokes, Tannin’s cooking, the way Daisy would read to them at night before they turned in. Their time together had meant something. Her life hadn’t been completely devoid of joy. Her friends had meant something to her. They had found her lovable.

Vole’s heart warmed, and she stood to face the frozen pines. The shadows shuffled and murmured once more. Otim stood behind her, kissed her on the shoulder blades, then let her go. Vole marched to the next life. As she crossed into the pines, the shadows dispersed and transformed into her friends. Mart, Ursa, Daisy, and Tannin were all there. They had been waiting for her. She hugged them and cried happy tears. With the help of her friends, she crossed beyond the frozen pines and into the next life.
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Uruk Novellas

Uruk Press publish the best in fantasy and science fiction erotica and our Uruk Novellas range showcases the breadth of our catalogue. At approximately 30,000 words long and free on Kindle Unlimited, they are the perfect introduction for new readers. You can also follow us on Twitter and Tumblr to keep up to date on our latest titles.

The Horváth Solution by Lesley Finch

Vienna, 1910. Buxom young laboratory assistant Johanna Schneider is uprooted from her regular activity at the Medical University to support the work of Doktor Sigmund Freud’s star protegé: the 25-year-old enfant terrible of applied psychology Alexa Horváth. Sponsored by Herr Dr Freud and other, shadowy higher powers, the beautiful and fiercely intelligent Fräulein Horváth is conducting clandestine and highly controversial work into the poorly-understood phenomenon of the “wet dream”.

Johanna throws herself into her new assignment with diligence, studying the physical effects of erotic dream activity on a succession of strapping male volunteers. But when the Austro-Hungarian military order the two amply endowed scientists to restrict their investigations to one particular subject—the troublesome, breast-fixated infantry cadet Kristof Keller—rivalry ensues. Deprived of sleep and at the mercy of Fräulein Horváth’s cruel mind games, Johanna’s journey into the world of erotic dreams turns into an escalating Freudian nightmare.

The Horváth Solution is a 30,000 word historical paranormal erotica novella featuring a breast obsession of diabolical proportions. Part psychological thriller, part metaphysical horror, this new novella from Lesley Finch, the master of mammaries, will have you gripped from beginning to end.

For Want Of A Witch by Guinevere A Hart

When Kytia De’Gallyn was a child, she watched in horror as her people eradicated the mage-crafters in an act of genocide. Decades later when the Ay’niki invaded her planet, her people lacked the magic they needed to protect themselves. The planet of Hibreon fell to annihilation.

Kytia was one of the few survivors. Captured and forced to become a galactic gladiator, she rises through the ranks to become Kytia Red Mane, the Coiled Dragon of Hibreon. But all the time she dreams of freedom and taking back her planet and to do that, she will need to find one last witch.

For Want Of A Witch is a 41,000 word erotic novella featuring a badass female protagonist who loves men and women equally and will stop at nothing to get what she wants. With enormous frost giant Wyfrost and petite elf Lost, this scorching threesome (in every sense) will take back what is theirs. The warrior, the barbarian and the witch will set your world alight.

A Fetch Job by Dragon Cobolt

Julianna has one simple goal: to be the best damn wizard at Forestdale Academy of Magical Sciences and Clerical Applications of Godly Powers. The only problem is the Six, a clique of mean girls led by Tabitha Sworles, "the biggest overachiever on campus and also the most frigid bitch I've ever had the displeasure of meeting", who are making her life a living hell.

So Juli does what any self-respecting wizard would do and summons a demon familiar to help her get even. But something goes wrong. Fetch is crude, rude, obnoxious, muscular, confident, hot as hell... and only three foot tall. Juli soon discovers that size isn't everything (except when it definitely is) and that revenge is a dish best served very, very hot.

A Fetch Job is a 32,000 word erotic novella featuring a teen wizard exploring her sexuality with men, women, toys, tentacles and, of course, a cocky little demon named Fetch. Expect magic, mayhem and multiple penetration.

The Serpent's Kiss by Cyrano Johnson

Mrs Evangeline Stone is a celebrated young journalist in Victorian London. Against her family’s wishes, she sails across the Atlantic to Verderosa, the Black Zion, following rumours of White slavery. Verderosa is unique among the Dominions of the British Empire as a land where all men, White and Black, are truly equal. But this is no utopia. As Evie journeys deep into the seamy underbelly of Daltonville, she discovers dark secrets and even darker truths about herself.

The Serpent’s Kiss is a 40,000 word alt history novella inspired by classic Victorian pornography and tinged with the supernatural. Featuring self-discovery, willing submission, corporal punishment and White women being dominated by multiple Black men, it is a must for all fans of interracial erotica. Dare you taste the Serpent’s Kiss?

Equinox by EC Revelle

Cris has everything a child of the ancient House of Vandalia could want: money, fine clothes, and a first-rate wizard’s education. There’s only one thing she lacks: the respect of her father, the richest man in Sworza. Her chance might have finally arrived when an enchanting seductress enlists her help in a dangerous quest. Dispatched to find the Dusk Crown, a relic of a bygone age, Cris might at last be able to secure her place in the family - as long as it isn’t all just a fool’s errand.

Jeza knows there’s more to life than Sted Chisa, a simple village on the Medez Plains, but he’ll never get the chance to find out if he’s going to be chief and shaman someday. That is until an alluring young witch stops by his mother’s house, recruiting him for a mission to enter the Twilit Tower, a sacred place of power. There’s just one catch: it sits on a great convergence of leylines, warded by forbidden magic. Life outside the Sted might end up being more than he bargained for.

The spring equinox swiftly approaches, and an ancient power sleeps fitfully. Cris and Jeza find themselves set to cross purposes by the oldest forces in the Realm, pushed into a conflict they don’t understand. Their paths may just lead them to a lost secret of the Early Days - if either of them survive.

Equinox is a 27,000 word erotic novella featuring forbidden romance, sexual temptation and mouthwateringly unrestrained group sex.

Arms And Armor by FV Meyer

"Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength..."

She could have settled for a usual life in her fishing village. She could have kept her name. But as the owner of an enchanted set of arms and armor, she instead went looking for glory as a wandering champion in far-off lands. However, her dreams soon dash against the hard shore of reality.

Wielding a club she knows only as "Kanabo" and wearing a set of armor with a past shrouded in mystery, she is gifted with supernatural powers in return for offering up her body. Half hero for her deeds and half heretic for dabbling with magic, she lives a hard life on the run from the white-robed inquisitors. But will her journey end in fame or infamy? Will her enchanted protectors be her salvation or her damnation? All she knows is that arms and armor are necessary to stay alive in a harsh world where corruption, zealotry and ruthlessness abound.

Arms And Armor is a 33,000 word erotic novella featuring a bisexual female protagonist caught in a destructive threesome with dominating supernatural forces.


Uruk Press - Fantasy

For the best introduction to our fantasy range, check out our Sex & Sorcery anthology series:

Sex & Sorcery 4

"Rogues In The Night" by EC Revelle - Ky's neck is on the chopping block, and her only chance at life is robbing the manor of a mysterious recluse. Deep in the house, the master has chained a terrible power. Releasing it could be Ky's only hope, but the cost might be higher than she's willing to pay...

"Welcome To The Family by Guinevere A Hart - Alone and isolated, Claire is the only human on an unwelcoming elven island. Then one day a mysterious stranger changes her life forever.

"The Edge Hive's Prisoner" by Edmund Hughes - After a failed uprising, Glennard Ardstone is imprisoned by Katara, a powerful elven lady and the Empress's cousin. Vulnerable and at the mercy of his intriguing captor, he's forced to make a choice between loyalty and temptation.

"The Chained Goddess" by Olivia Matin - A princess seizes control of her destiny and, with the help of her former love, plots to avoid an arranged marriage. However, the ritual they must perform may reveal his dark, inhuman secret.

"Statues And Suitors" by Dragon Cobolt - Brax the Golden will become one of Purgatory's greatest generals. But first he must fall in love and break a curse.

"Blood Sacrifice" by Chloe Tzang - A sword-fighting heroine betrayed and sold into an arranged marriage by her father meets a hero searching for the girl of his dreams in a story of violence, magic, love and passionate sex.

"Wasted Years" by Nathan Ravenwood - Rorzan hasn't Sung in years. Now, after a glimpse into another world, he finds an alien music that allows him to Sing again: heavy metal. But what will he gain - and lose - by using his newfound power?

"Valkyrja" by Mak Long - Wounded and alone in a hostile land, a soldier must choose between life and death, duty and sacrifice.

Sex & Sorcery 3

"The Last Mage" by Dragon Cobolt - In the aftermath of an apocalyptic magical war, a wandering scavenger finds hope - and more - with the last surviving wizard.

"All-Mother" by Mak Long - Ancient beyond memory, the shrine of a forgotten goddess weaves together the fates of three women, who might be the salvation of their people.

"A Man Needs A Whore, So..." by Max Keith - Drinn and Cashel are on a vital mission for the Princess Raxillene, the exiled queen-in-waiting, and hundreds of lives hang in the balance. But first they need to make a quick visit to a brothel...

"The Ballard Of Little Bird" by Cyrano Johnson - Among the Faithful, those born Fae are called “Iteni”: the outcasts. For orphaned beauty Cailin this means a life of prostitution under the thumb of a sinister slumlord; a life that, with the aid of her companion bird-spirit Bana, she will risk everything to escape.

"Two Daggers" by Jaap Boekestein - A soldier and a witch cross a dozen worlds to free a backwards planet from a fearsome monster. But which of their weapons will prevail?

"Ice And Fire" by Ben Truman - A haughty female knight and a mischievous demoness set aside their differences to escape from a monster-filled dungeon.

"The Paledrake's Promise" by Nathan Ravenwood - Tael has strong feelings for his reptilian companion Janess and doesn't believe the rumors that she sleeps around. But when his marriage proposal goes awry, he'll have to come to terms with just how unfettered her sex life really is.

"The Manse Of Magister Revaine" by Jamie MacFrey - Having quelled an insurrection, the fearsome Magister Revaine is throwing a party to celebrate. Disguised as a courtesan for the party-goers entertainment, Vivean will have no problem getting close enough to kill the vicious dictator and take revenge for her home. The only problem: no one has ever seen the Magister’s face.

"Awakening" by Alana Melos - A young wizard faces her final test to awaken her powers and unlock her spiritual and sexual potential.

Sex & Sorcery 2

"Northern Oracle" by EC Revelle - Alone and near death, Varia is offered a vision of what might have been and a future that could still be. But can her body endure the Northern Oracle's price?

"A Harem Of Harpies" by Ian Saul Whitcomb - When aging mage Bron and barbarous jackal-man Chortle Bonegrinder encounter females most fowl in the badlands of a savage realm, more than feathers will be ruffled...

"The Uninvited Guest" by Elaine Rose - A beautiful widow, her mysterious guest, a first-time lesbian encounter - it's going to be one hell of a party!

"The Victor, The Spoils" by Jamie MacFrey - The Canians have always chosen their alpha males through the Dominance: ritual unarmed combat until one man is left standing. But Vel, the headstrong young leader of her tribe, is about throw tradition to the wind to make sure she gets the right man for the job.

"The Summoning" - Lilya Loring - Apprentice wizard Ekron defies his master and uses magic to summon his perfect lover. But is true love under his nose?

"Partners" by Ian Blackwood - Gordon and Elirel have been working together for years, ever since the elf saved him from a horde of goblins. He knows everything about his friend and comrade. Oh, except he's somehow failed to notice that she's a woman.

"Queen Takes Knight" by Belinda LaPage - In an ancient land of raven-haired, bronze-skinned warriors, Rose's red hair and freckles mark her as a pariah. Impossible to love, she will never feel the touch of a man, or so she believes until a stranger is brought to the prison where she tends the cells - a warrior from an alien land, his hair and skin like her own.

"The Dark Ones" by PT Winters - The appetite of the Dark Ones for corrupting virgins is legendary. But myths can be mistaken...

"A Shade's Choice" by Guinevere A Hart - An exclusive addition to the Hells Unleashed universe that reveals the darkly erotic history of Commander Finde, head of Ardyth'tol's most elite fighting force.

"A Thimble Of Sweet Honey" by Zoe Miller - As old loves rekindle and new ones burst into spectacular flame, conscientious faery Myna, carefree runt Kless, and a very lucky surprise guest settle in to enjoy a truly wonderful spring equinox.

Sex & Sorcery 1

"Born To The Forest" by AW Freyr - Deep in the forest, Aelan encounters a woman growing in an ash tree. Has he finally found another of his kind?

"Elvish Inquisition" by Victoria Arius - Pain and pleasure blur in a world of religious persecution and unrestrained passion where a young elf must uncover a dark conspiracy.

"Norn's Cavern" by EC Revelle - A bold adventurer dares to enter Norn's cavern to slay a monster but finds all is not what it seems.

"Queen's Gambit" by Belinda LaPage - Pride comes before a fall for a rapacious nobleman bent on domination.

"Dark Wood" by DA King - The fairies of Fair Wood turn foul as the wicked Queen Morgana corrupts the land.

"The Troop" by FV Meyer - The newest recruit shows her love for her fellow troopers as they seek rest and recuperation during the war of the chase.

"Judgment's A Bitch" by Guinevere A Hart - Introducing Grand Judicar Galatea in a standalone story set in the same world as The Lady Of Dawn's Light series, for fans and newcomers alike.

“Paying Off A Contract” by John Evans - An exclusive extract from the forthcoming fifth book in the legendary Adventures Of Pervikar series.

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.
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